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Survival One

 


Stonewall McCafferty pulled the
drift boat’s oars against the running water.  The morning
sunlight reflected off the expanding wake.  They’d just run
the second- or third-best spot on this piece of the Missouri, and
neither one of his clients got a bite.  Some folks preach
about soft fly presentation and casting, but all a fisherman’s got
to do between Holter Dam and the Craig Bridge is keep the fly in
the water and stay up on mending the line back against the
current.  The water was good, but something was off. 
They were almost halfway through the trip and no one had caught a
fish.  The customers were a husband and wife from California,
Tom and Sandy Shaw. They were an older couple, must have been about
sixty.  He was a little overweight, hiding the remnants of his
gray hair with a black San Francisco Giants hat.  She had
blue-black curly locks and oversize brown sunglasses.  They
were from outside of Modesto, owned a winery or something.  It
was just a few months into the season, and already the clients were
beginning to meld together.

Stone dipped the oars deep into
the water, leveraging the boat back against the current, knowing
that a couple of large brown trout usually spent their mornings in
the slow water close to shore.  One or two of those browns on
the hook could lead to more customers when the couple showed off
pictures of their catch.  There’d been a lot of folks coming
in for trips lately, but it seemed like a new guide showed up on
the river every other week; eventually there’d be a decent one that
would have an impact on his business.

“Do you think we should keep
casting towards the shore?” the male customer asked.  “There
might be a few more fish further out.”

“You could be right, Tom. 
This river changes a little bit every day, and you never know
exactly where the big ones are gonna be.  But I’m betting that
you’ll have a little bit more luck around the shore.  Most of
the trout ought to be hanging out there looking for insects that
fall off branches or take the plunge while evading another
predator.”  The men always asked questions like that. 
Testing questions, trying to pretend they’d fly-fished a bit more
than they had.  Most of the women didn’t feel like they had
anything to prove.  Show them how to cast, put the fly on the
line, and point where to send it.  That ability to shut up,
listen, and get the job done usually led to female first-time
fly-fishers catching more fish than their male counterparts. 
Although they did tend ask a lot more questions about the area’s
history, flora and fauna— so it wasn’t a total win.  The lady
today, Sandy, was especially interested in Lewis and Clark’s
travels through Montana and specifically on this section of the
river.  Stone could handle the general questions, but he had
to bow away from anything too in-depth.

“Keep your wrist straight, Sandy,
just like you’re pounding a hammer.  There you go,” Stone
said.  The woman’s rod moved down in a crisp motion, the tip
pausing right above the swirling water. “Now mend it.”  Her
rod tip spun upstream, moving her leader back behind the floating
flies.  “Perfect, let it float.”

“Tom, you gotta mend that line
upstream.  You’re in the front of the boat and have the first
shot at the fish.  You can’t let your leader float in front of
your flies, or the fish’ll figure something’s up.” 

“All right,” the older man agreed.
Frustrated, he spun his tip too wide, causing the fly to skip
across the water.  Tom’s lips tensed and his head shook in
frustration at the circles of line around his feathered
hooks.

Stone had seen the frustration
before; some of it was the fishing, but it was also hard for
successful men to spend the day taking commands from a river bum
who was barely thirty. “It’ll be okay.  Pull your rod slowly
upstream to see if it’ll straighten out.  If not, then pull it
into the boat.”

Stone turned his head to scan the
water ahead where the river bent to the right.  They were
almost to the point where Stone had paddled back before.  He
was concerned about not landing a fish yet but didn’t think it was
worth paddling back up the river.  Chances were pretty weak
that a hungry fish would go for a fly that it’d already turned down
twice.  Stone decided to pull them over to the right toward
the outcropped bank that was void of fishermen.  The water
would be shallow and choppy for a bit, but Stone didn’t think the
boat would scrape along the bottom.  From there, they’d be in
a good position to work the seam, where the small rapids rubbed
against slow, deeper water pooling behind a section of barbed-wire
fence that stretched into the river.  It seemed like there
were always some large browns waiting in those depths, feasting on
the water insects kicked up by the rapids.  The far side of
the pool also offered the browns an opportunity to feed on
different kinds of bugs that slipped off the willows and submerged
logs huddled against the bank.  A large brown on the line now
would quickly make up for the slow
start.   

Stone pulled his boat starboard,
aiming at a point about twenty feet from the outstretched
barbed-wire fence.  He lifted the baseball cap and ran his
hand over his close-cropped black hair. The guide’s green eyes
assessed the water from behind his polarized lenses. “Tom, set your
flies down right in front of the closest fence post, being sure to
keep it out of the moss.  Then mend the line and let the
current pull it around the fence post into the deeper spot. 
Sandy, you do the same thing with yours after Tom makes it a little
ways past the post.”

Tom nodded his head and sent out a
weak cast that landed about eight feet short of the post. “Go
again, Tom.  You don’t want to miss this water.”  The
skin around the old man’s eyes pulled tight, rippling with
frustration.  His hand snapped the rod back and then laid the
line out again on the water, closer to the post.  “Nice
placement, Tom,” Stone said.  “Sandy, get ready to lay yours
up.  I’ll tell you when.” 

The woman’s head dipped in
agreement, eyes focused on the flies’ line, the current
pulling it in a pendulum around the post.  A silver
shadow rose from the aqua depths.  It broke the surface. 
Ripples rolled out from the trail fly.  Sunlight snapped off
the revealed scales and fins.  Paralyzed by the moment, Tom’s
hand paused before pulling the rod tip back.  The line began
to tighten, and then nothing.  “Shit,” Tom grumbled with a
shake of his head.

“It’s all right.  That was a
nice bite,” Stone comforted.  “You’ve got to be just a little
bit quicker on the upswing. Pull the tip straight back above your
head.  Bring your flies in for a sec, and we’ll see if they’re
all right.  This is a great section of the river, and you
don’t want to drag it with everything gnarled up.”

Tom shook his head again, his lips
tightening into a thin line, and began reeling up his battered
flies.  “Sandy, send yours out right on top of the river’s
seam, where the rapids intersect with the pool,” Stone said,
pointing out the rippling edge.

Tom was holding onto the offending
flies.  Stone rowed slightly with the right oar and then
turned back to inspect the rigging.  The top fly, a Parachute
Adams, was still perfect, its white tuft shifting in the
breeze.  But the trailing leader floated alone in the air,
where the smaller mosquito imitation should have dragged
behind.  “Let me snip this off, and we’ll get you set up
again,” Stone said, tapping the anchor release with his right
foot.  

The roped weight dropped from the
stern, skipped twice, then caught on the rocks below.  Tom’s
body rocked against the stabilizer as the anchor pulled back
against the light boat.  Stone took Tom’s line and pulled it
until his fingers rested against the hook’s eye.  He reached
down to get the clippers that were dangling off his vest, but
stopped.  Something was wrong—different. A sliver of brown
slipped past his periphery.  Stone turned his head toward the
front of the boat.  A black boot bobbed with the current, a
small wake trailing downstream; brown waders led from the
boot.

“Jesus Christ,” Stone muttered
moments before the paying passengers noticed the floating
corpse.  “We’ve gotta pull over.”  The guide let them
come to their own conclusions as he dragged the bow onto shore.
Stone knew enough about the water’s dangers.  He’d been on the
Madison as a kid and heard all of the warnings during his stint in
the service. It had been a long time, though, since he’d seen a
fresh corpse.  

Stone’s mind raced back to
Hawaii.  Walking up to Johnson’s broken body, barely lit by
the tropical harvest moon.  The light-blue shirt was visible
in the dark night. Then Stone’s hands were on him.  Warm, wet
blood.  His fingers ran up the body.  What the hell was
the acronym?  It started with responsiveness, then
blood, breathing; run your hands over the body.  They
always ran their hands over the body.  Stone’s fingertips
traced over the tightly cut hair and small black curls. Then the
broken skull and brains. 

Stone’s shoes splashed as he ran
across the rocky bank.  The body was lodged headfirst in a
stand of moored logs.  The guide ran into the water toward the
floating leg; the other lay beneath the churning river. Tracing his
hands up the body to the edge of the waders, Stone slid the right
arm from two branches.  The left arm appeared to be free but
lay well below the waterline.  The head was lodged between a
large log and the rocks that lined the river’s bottom.  Stone
reached below the water, struggling to pull the rocks from beneath
the unmoving skull so as to create a gap.  With a liquid gasp,
the stones released, and the body began to float downstream with
the current, the face bobbing once above the surface before turning
back under the cold water. Taken by surprise, Stone slid away from
the driftwood pile, briefly submerging, before pulling his head
above the water’s surface.

“Shit, it’s Frank.” Stone didn’t
know why he said it out loud.  The older couple looked blankly
at the mention of the name. Of course they didn’t remember the name
Frank Galeno.  Most of America had forgotten his name and the
magnitude of his sin soon after the media’s attention turned away
from the horrific explosion and back to politics, sports, and
celebrity marriages.  Stone had met the old scientist several
years ago.  They were both Missouri River regulars and
frequent patrons of the coffee shop/ice cream parlor/Internet café
in Wolf Creek.  For different reasons at different times, the
two men had retreated from the world to this small community
nestled in the mountains along the Missouri.  Both men cloaked
their troubled pasts in the daily events of their Wolf Creek
lives.  Instead of strengthening their relationship, their
bond of secrecy kept them from exchanging little more than small
talk when the area’s confines brought them together.  They
were happenstance coconspirators, grateful for the peaceful
anonymity available in small-town Montana. 

He should have stayed in his damn
lab, Stone thought.  Instead the scientist lay sprawled out in
the flowing water that rippled and pooled against the foreign
form.  Galeno’s face was pale white but not swollen or chewed
on by crawfish.  He couldn’t have been in the water long, a
couple of hours at most.  Stone looped his hands underneath
the scientist’s shoulders, taking care not to sink his fingers into
the flies attached to the fisherman’s vest.  “Do you know
him?” Sandy asked.

“Yeah,” Stone answered as he
dragged the body up river to the shore.  “Tom, run up to the
road, and tell a car to go tell the guys at the fly shop that we’ve
found Frank Galeno’s body floating in the river, about two and a
half miles downstream from the Wolf Creek Bridge.”

“Frank Galeno?”

“Yeah, Frank Galeno,” the guide
repeated.  “The boys at the shop will take it from
there.”

Tom nodded and began walking up a
trail that led to the road above.  Sandy spent the first
couple of minutes asking Stone questions about the scientist and
what Stone thought might’ve happened.  The question-and-answer
session didn’t last too long.  Stone and Galeno’s connections
weren’t tight enough to add up to much, and the guide didn’t bother
to tell the woman why he doubted that Galeno had drowned.  The
scientist’s updated model of waders didn’t fill up like the
dangerous older models, and the waders had felt-bottomed soles that
made it almost impossible to slip on the river bottom.  Stone
looked out down the river’s bank for footprints to see where the
old fisherman might have waded in, but the river rocks were too
tight to leave noticeable prints.  The vegetation provided few
clues as the little that was there had been roughed up in the
process of beaching the boat and dragging the body to
shore.  

“I think I see his line and fly,”
Sandy said, pointing out toward the swirling current.

Stone stared at the water. 
About twenty-five feet out to his right, a large fly moved back and
forth against the pushing river.  Two small ripples led out
from the synthetic insect.  The leader was invisible, but the
fluorescent-green line waved back and forth in the water before
plunging down toward the bottom.  Stone walked out to retrieve
the dead man’s rod.  He traced his way down the green line
before gently dislodging the rod from between two rocks.  The
rod was dark bamboo and appeared to be handmade. 
Old-fashioned, but effective in a practiced hand.  The reel
was expensive and rolled the line in smooth.  Stone reached
out his hand and grasped the leader about six inches above the
fly.  The fly was almost an inch long with a black body and
glimmering metallic wings.  The guide recognized it instantly
as a homemade salmon fly, a better-crafted version of the
store-bought salmons that he used when he brought customers farther
down the river, where the Dearborn met the
Missouri. 

Given the good shape of the fly, it
couldn’t have been in the water longer than a couple of hours,
Stone thought.  Why in the hell did Frank have a salmon fly on
his line?  Holter Dam stopped the aquatic flies from migrating
up and down the Missouri.  They were useful below the Dearborn
because the Dearborn was not dammed, and the salmon fly nymphs
could travel up and down the free-flowing waters.  The
Missouri absorbed this insect hatch at that junction, not before.
Galeno had been fishing far above the Dearborn.  It didn’t
make sense.  The scientist was an avid fisherman and knew
better than that.  The fly was attached to the leader with a
large clumsy knot, almost a series of grannies instead of the more
effective blood knot that most fishermen
used.  

“I flagged down a motor home,” Tom
called out from the hill that rose up to the highway.  “The
guy said they’d swing right by the tackle shop and let them
know.”

“Good, thanks, Tom,” the guide
shouted back as he waded toward shore.   

It was about twenty minutes before
members of the Lewis and Clark County Sheriff’s Department arrived
at the scene.  The initial arrival was a lone off-duty
volunteer deputy in a white cowboy hat and a pressed Brushpopper
shirt.  The young cop acted official enough but appeared to be
pretty green.  Stone was happy when a couple of full-timers
showed up shortly afterward.  His poor clients hadn’t caught a
fish yet, and they were already up to their chins in stupid
questions from the off-duty cop.  The coroner arrived a few
minutes after the first squad car.  Stone didn’t have much to
say.  “Yeah, his name was Frank Galeno.… Retired scientist
that lived in Wolf Creek.… No, not real well.… I gave him a ride to
Helena once, and I saw him around the river and coffee shop a few
times.  I don’t think he had any family around here.” 
Stone saw no point in delving into the old man’s prior
notoriety.

The policeman finished with his
questions.  “Looks like a heart attack, probably happened a
couple of hours ago.  I imagine the poor bastard tried to make
it to shore, but it happened too quickly.  Pretty cut and
dry.  You guys can probably get going.  I’ll give you a
call if we need anything else.  Good luck trying to finish the
day off after this.”

Stone nodded and looked down the
shore at his clients.  “Yeah, it looks like this one’s on the
house.”  Stone paused and stared out at the river.  “I
know it’s probably nothing, but his fly kind of threw me for a
loop.  It was a salmon fly, and there is no point in using
them until after the Dearborn.  Frank knew enough about this
stretch of river to know not to use that fly.  The other thing
is the knot. It looked as if it had been tied by a novice, but that
guy was a regular on the river, at least for a couple of
seasons.  It just doesn’t make sense.”

“He was an old guy.  Eye
trouble might explain both of them.  I know my dad could
barely tie his shoes when he hit that age.  Not to mention, he
only had a couple of minutes to live when he tied the fly onto the
line.  Things might’ve already been starting to turn
off.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. 
Everything else makes sense, but those parts just didn’t click for
me.”

“If it makes you feel any better,
I’ll write it up in my report and tell the coroner about it,” the
deputy offered.

“Yeah, I guess that would make me
feel a little better.  I’m a detail guy by trade, and that’s
the kind of thing that could drive me nuts.  Thanks,” Stone
said and shook the officer’s hand. 

 


 


Structure One

 


“Dr. Kedrowski’s here for his ten
o’clock, sir,” a feminine voice announced through the telephone’s
speaker on the desk.

Arthur Van Dyke’s hand pressed the
button on the corner of the console.  “Send him in,
Cheryl.”  What the hell could Kedrowski want?  Van Dyke
had been asking himself that since this morning when Cheryl told
him about the appointment.  Roger Kedrowski was the head of
Titan Energy’s Research and Development Department.  Van Dyke
lured him away from MIT four years ago specifically to lead the
company’s effort in developing and commercializing hydrogen
technologies.  The good doctor had been a glittering jewel in
the MIT Chemistry Department’s crown for three decades and appeared
to be making some solid leads toward using bacteria to release
hydrogen from water.  It was a potential major breakthrough
for hydrogen energy generation. Kedrowski had turned down multiple
corporate suitors over the years, but the academic’s “science for
the sake of science” virtue crumbled quickly in the face of $2
million a year, major incentive-based bonuses, and nearly unlimited
research funding. 

To Van Dyke, the quest to develop
hydrogen fuel cells was a public relations ploy. He would be happy
to sell the hydrogen generation technology cells if it panned out,
but the real investment was in the media coverage on Titan Energy’s
quest to bring clean energy to the world. That coverage was a nice
distraction to keep the environmentalists and politicians happy.
Van Dyke did believe that clean energy was going to have a larger
and larger role in the world’s energy production in the coming
decades, but he never let himself get too distracted by energy
generation technologies. Van Dyke knew that the regardless of how
the energy was generated, the real money lay in energy distribution
through infrastructure. The energy generators all needed to plug
into his grid.

The supremacy of infrastructure
over all else held the venerable position as one of the old man’s
few unchanging beliefs.  Van Dyke grew up on a small almond
farm in the San Joaquin Valley.  His father was a hard worker
and managed to run a successful operation off of one hundred sixty
acres, all the land that the Reclamation Act would allow him to
irrigate.  California moved toward larger and larger farms,
but the elder Van Dyke’s hard work and careful attention to each
plant kept him afloat—at least until the investors in factory farms
paid the Bureau of Reclamation to put up Candor Dam and drop the
hundred-sixty-acre limit on subsidized irrigable land.  The
government’s fawning acquiescence brought “big money” to the
valley.

American Insurance bought more than
three hundred thousand acres in the southern San Joaquin two years
before the erection of the dam. The dam’s cheap water in turn
transformed the three hundred thousand acres of parched desert into
a lush almond mecca that produced enough of the crop to flood the
market. It was this initial tide of almonds that vivisected the
price and destroyed the lives of the small almond farmers. 
Buoyed by their unrelated insurance sales, American Insurance
bought out every almond farmer in the valley within four
years.  Then they ratcheted down the almond-production levels,
forcing the largest single-commodity price change in the history of
the United States.  Seeing the loss of the family farm and his
father’s livelihood, Arthur Van Dyke learned that the dollar
controls the world, and infrastructure controls the
dollar. 

Van Dyke inherited a hulking form
from his hard-working father.  Beyond that, the collapse of
his father’s dreams and the family’s ejection from their farm
forged a brutal intensity in the young man.  A dominant force
on the high school gridiron, Arthur went south to play linebacker
at UCLA while his parents worked as day laborers on the land they
once owned.  He took out his rage on the field.  Off the
field, Van Dyke studied civil engineering and economics.  Judy
Van Dyke broke her neck in a fall from the top branches of an
almond tree midway through her son’s junior year at school. 
Arthur’s father never recovered from the loss.  The elder Van
Dyke lost himself to drink and rage.  The authorities found
his broken body outside of a bar in Bakersfield a year later, only
days before his son’s last game, in the Rose Bowl. 

Van Dyke turned down a weak salary
from the then-fledgling NFL in favor of an engineering job with
Southern California Edison to help set up transmission towers
outside the greater Los Angeles area.  The almond farmer’s son
spent twenty years crawling up the corporate ladder before pooling
together investors to buy a small utility in San Diego. Van Dyke’s
company metastasized beyond the boundaries of Southern California
and grew into its moniker, Titan Energy. The corporation snatched
up hundreds of struggling energy companies following deregulation,
and then bought out their largest competitors, who declared
bankruptcy after committing corporate suicide via
overdiversification and accounting fraud.  Shortly after the
dawn of the twenty-first century, Titan Energy controlled almost
the entire energy distribution system throughout the United States,
held major holdings in Europe, and was moving hard into the Asian
market. 

Despite that focus on
infrastructure, Van Dyke did expect results from his teams of
engineers and scientists that were working on clean energy
generation project. An effective “green wash” required a lot of
media coverage and it was hard to generate that coverage without
results.

Roger Kedrowski had worked for
Titan for four years without a breakthrough worthy of walking into
the boss’s office.  It could only mean one
thing. 

The small man walked tentatively
through the large wooden door.  Circular glasses rested on his
nose.  Kedrowski’s skin was pale and wrinkled beyond his sixty
years.  His gray hair was chopped short at a uniform
length.  The scientist’s brown suit, although perfectly
tailored, hung from his thin body. It was clear that he was more
comfortable in cardigans and sport slacks.  Kedrowski’s
spectacled brown eyes darted back and forth across the trophy
animals that hung from the office’s walls and stood in its
corners. 

“Come on in, Doctor,” Van Dyke
said, motioning toward a large black chair.

“Thank you, Mr. Van Dyke,”
Kedrowski said.  His wingtips crossed the gray tiled floor,
eyes bouncing from the large man in front of him to the larger bear
towering from the corner.

“He’s beautiful.  Isn’t he?”
Van Dyke said, motioning toward the bear.  “I shot him ten
years ago up in Alaska, where they’re still legal.”

“It’s amazing,” Kedrowski
acknowledged.  His mouth hung open as his mind calculated the
immense force that once lay in the bear’s outstretched claws. 
He looked again at Van Dyke.  The CEO was large—almost
6-foot-2, with more than two hundred pounds of muscle wrapped
around his frame.  His peppered black hair lay flat over his
head.  Kedrowski always thought that Van Dyke looked a little
like President Reagan on steroids, except without the friendly
eyes. 

“The old boy keeps me focused;
helps me realize that no matter how high up you get on the food
chain, there’s always someone ready to drop you down a rung. 
That’s why you’ve got to approach every day like it’s a fight and
know that you’re going to have to fight again tomorrow.  You
do what you’ve got to do to maintain your level and keep trying to
move up.”

Kedrowski’s bony body settled into
the oversize leather chair.  “That’s an interesting way to put
it, Mr. Van Dyke.”

Van Dyke didn’t tell him to call
him Arthur.  “How’s Connecticut treating you, Roger? 
It’s pretty this time of year, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.  I haven’t been
able to take any time off to enjoy the shore, but hopefully that
will change in the next couple of months.  We’ve got the
bacteria genetically primed to produce hydrogen, but we’re having
some trouble keeping them alive.”

“Still?  I thought your team
was close to fixing that three months ago,” Van Dyke said. 
His eyes focused on the smaller man who shifted nervously in front
of him.

“We thought we were, err…are,”
Kedrowski said, with a swallow.  “We’ve improved the
bacteria’s life span, but it seems to have plateaued at six
minutes.  We think that we might’ve fatally weakened the
membrane during genetic regeneration,” Kedrowski admitted, staring
at a large picture of a dam on the red wall behind his CEO. The
small gold plaque at the base of the frame read, “Candor Dam,
California, 1960.”

“Jesus Christ, are you here to tell
me that it’s not going to work? That we’ve got to switch over to
electro-chemical generation?” Van Dyke asked.  His fist balled
up, large veins standing out on his wrists.

“I don’t think that we need to
switch.  We ought to have it in a few more months.  It
just takes some time; no one’s tried to genetically engineer up
from this level before.”

“Then why did you fly all the way
to Denver to tell me something that could’ve waited until I get to
Connecticut next month for the scheduled project update?  We
don’t have time to waste. Do I need to remind you that London
Petrol’s hydrogen-generation team got the cover of last
month’s Discover magazine?” Van Dyke asked, his gaze holding on the scientist’s
scrawny throat, its trembling Adam’s apple, and the pulsing carotid
artery that kept alive the large brain perched above it.

“Yes, sir.  I know what
happened to the stock, and I’m sorry, but we’re almost there. 
Seriously, one change and we’re there.  I promise you that
we’ll get it within the next quarter, but that’s not why I’m
here.  The reason why I came has nothing to do with the
project.  It’s got something to do with what one of my former
colleagues has been working on.”

“Roger, did you come here to admit
near failure in your project and then ask me to spend additional
money to fund something
else?”      “No, sir.  And I
don’t think that he’d take your money if you offered it.  It’s
just that it appears that he’s designed something really big, and I
wanted to let you know about it before he goes public.”

“Kedrowski, make it short,” Van
Dyke said, looking at his watch. 

“It’s one of my colleagues from my
years at MIT, Dr. Frank Galeno.  He bounced around the country
for his whole career.  Because he was a brilliant physicist,
there was always somebody willing to hire him.  Somebody who
thought they could control him and harness his mind without having
him go out of control.”

“I said short,
Kedrowski.”

“Yes, sir, well, it was just that
he was always too far out on the edge, both with his ideas and his
experiments, to the point where he was alarmingly dangerous at
times.  He got fired from Zion Engineering ten years ago,
after an accident happened in a nuclear power plant he
designed.  So he moved to Montana and decided to dedicate the
rest of his life to figuring out how to store energy.”

“Store energy?” Van Dyke
questioned.  “Like, in a battery?”

“Yes, like a battery improved by
several orders of magnitude.  A battery that’s capable of
holding massive amounts of energy, enough energy to run a large
house for a year.  Galeno claimed that anyone can transfer
energy from a stable state to an excited state.  According to
Galeno, a real revolutionary would find a way to bottle the power
of that fire so that it could be transported and released somewhere
else. That’s what Galeno’s been working on, and I’m here to tell
you that I think he’s done it.” 

Van Dyke’s stomach turned. The red
flags were flying. Van Dyke hoped that it was a false alarm. “How
much do you know?”

“Really, not much at all, sir,”
Kedrowski said.  “Galeno was always tight-lipped when it came
to his work.  He never felt any need to publish in academic
journals.  Frank considered academic journals to be the
yardstick of the weak.  That’s just how he is, self-confident
enough to brush off the premier method of judging his peers’
accomplishments.  He couldn’t hold a job in a university for
longer than two years.  They all loved his ideas. 
Christ, he was a revolutionary.  But his ideas were useless to
them without publication.  As for industry, no one could
afford to hire someone that oblivious to rules and
regulations.  He’d been courting that nuclear disaster in
China for years.  All he gave a damn about was the creation of
brilliance, no matter what the cost.”

“But how do you know that he’s
solved the problem?  How do you know?”

“I think there are a couple of us
from MIT that he still contacts on the odd occasion. He was always
really good about noticing people’s strengths and then inventorying
us based on our ability to help him reach his final goal. 
Occasionally, one of us would get an e-mail from him asking us
about an idea or our views on the limits of a certain
formula.”

Van Dyke slammed his fist on the
desk, making Kedrowski jump.  “Jesus, Kedrowski, I’ll say it
again: How much do you know?”

Visibly shaken, Kedrowski
stammered, “I hadn’t heard from him in nine months.  Nothing,
not a word, but then he stopped by my office on Monday asking me
who I knew in the network news, and who I would contact first if
I’d just made the biggest scientific breakthrough since the
Manhattan Project.  He wouldn’t give me many of the details;
all he said was that it had something to do with storing
massive amounts of energy, and that I was going to be amazed not
only at the idea but at its ramifications.”

“How do you know that it’s
true?  How do you know that he’s done it?”

“Sir, he didn’t send me any of his
results, and I know damn well that no one else has seen them, but I
do know that Galeno would not come forward with his ideas unless he
considered them flawless and earth-shattering.  He didn’t ask
me for somebody at Discover
or Scientific
American; he asked me for network
contacts.  He’s done it.  I have no proof other than my
knowledge of his character. Frank Galeno is brilliant and
scientifically fearless. He is the only man that I’ve ever met that
I would believe had discovered something of this magnitude in a
complete vacuum.”

Van Dyke stared over the table,
beyond the thin academic, beyond the dead animals, through the oak
door.  How could he have missed it?  Arthur Van Dyke was
a man who prided himself on never missing anything.  The wing
flap of a butterfly could create a hurricane two continents
away.  Van Dyke bought the butterflies before they’d even
thought of flapping or crushed them as they started their
stroke.  How could he have missed a potential disruption of
this size? Hell, this Galeno wasn’t trying to disrupt the system—he
wanted to destroy it. 

Damage control.  Van Dyke did
not have to stop to consider what he had to do, not
even pause.  He knew well how the words that he spoke in
the next few minutes would haunt his twilight brain, but the stakes
were too high. Van Dyke had carried the energy infrastructure’s
shepherd staff for so long that he could not think about betraying
the sheep—no matter how ethically challenging the situation may
be.

“Who else have you told about
this?” Van Dyke asked.

“No one, sir.  Not even my
wife.”

Van Dyke nodded. “Well done,
Kedrowski.  This situation needs to be handled in utmost
secrecy.  I’m going to give you some specific instructions.
Listen carefully. The only person that I want you to talk to this
about is Tyler Kirsey, our operations coordinator.  I want you
to stop by his office after we finish up here and provide him with
every piece of information that you have or have even heard about
Frank Galeno.  After that, I want you to forget about Frank
Galeno and this conversation.  Go back to your work and don’t
enter my office again until you’ve solved whatever scientific
problems are keeping you from your solutions.  Do you have any
questions?”

The question came out like a
command.  Kedrowski’s eyes were wide behind his
spectacles.  His already pale skin appeared nearly
ashen.  The doctor’s neck turned his head back and forth in a
slow arc.

“Relax, Kedrowski.  You were
right in telling me.  We will take care of this and move
on.  You’ll go home to your wife in Connecticut and never have
to think of this again.  Does that make sense?”

“Yes, sir,” Kedrowski said and
tried to manage a smile.  Van Dyke hated putting on the kid
gloves and coddling like that.  But it was worth it.  The
last thing that he wanted Kedrowski to do was to lose it and make a
phone call to his wife, friend in Montana, or the press.  This
thing was already going to be ugly, and it could be a lot worse if
Kedrowski snapped after being threatened.  Everything else
could be controlled and quieted.  But Kedrowski was a
liability that could not be eliminated—at least not until his plane
landed on the East Coast.  Van Dyke didn’t enjoy eliminating
these types of problems in the first place, but if it had to
happen, he preferred that the incident occur at least a state
away.

“Good, I’m glad we’re all on the
same team for this one.  Let me buzz Tyler and let him know
that you’ll be right down,” Van Dyke said to the scientist, and he
pushed a button on the phone.

“Tyler, are you in?”

A moment’s pause. “Yes, sir.” The
voice pounced from the phone, sharp, deep, and full of
gravel.

“Great, I’ve got a friend up here
that is really helping us out with a situation, and I’d like to
send him down to you.”   

“Sounds great, Boss.  Is there
anything else?”

“No, that’ll be it.  Thanks,
Tyler.”

“No problem, Boss, no problem,” the
deep voice returned.

Van Dyke thanked Kedrowski
again.  The emotions were gone. A decision had been
made.  Van Dyke had tied off this emotional wound before. Lots
of eye contact, the tight smile of a comrade.  “We’re all on
the same team here, Kedrowski.  You’ve done a good
thing.”  He could have been a playground cop awarding a
citizenship badge to a righteous fourth grader.  They shook
hands again.  Van Dyke wished him a safe flight home and
escorted the scientist out of the office.

The tycoon walked back past the
trophy animals and around the large desk.  He pressed down on
Kirsey’s button again.  “Tyler, get as much information as you
can and then we’ve got to go for a walk.”

“Sounds good, Boss. I’ll let you
know as soon as I’m done,” the voice replied.

“Thanks,” Van Dyke responded, and
hung up the phone.

 


Creation One

 


Three small men walked away from
the mountain village in rural Bolivia.  The spawn of a proud
but embattled people.  Their ancestors had been persecuted and
murdered since the Europeans first laid claim to the New
World.  Their civilization lay in rubble.  Its people
were left to live as slave laborers within the Spanish mines. 
The Spanish flag returned east across the sea but left its progeny
to make their fortunes upon the backs of the indigenous
people.  At fifty, Miguel Jimenez is the youngest of the
three.  As a young man, he became a soldier with the
Resistance after government-sponsored paramilitary soldiers burned
his village and slaughtered his family in a “campaign” against the
insurgents. 

Miguel waged guerrilla warfare
against his enemies for almost twenty years.  He spent his
adolescence peering down the iron sites of an AK-47, waiting for
the soldiers to enter the kill zone.  The years and
responsibility tempered his anger; the pain of losing the young men
and women under his command scorched his heart and left him alone
in the dark to ponder what it would be like if the war could
end.  The impossible dream: to put away the weapons, the
hatred, and the fear…to live for once in a land free of ethnic and
class battles.  An unsteady peace came to Bolivia in the
eighties, and the bloodshed stopped.  The people put down
their arms and offered up their hopes to democracy and capitalism,
but substantively little changed.  The indigenous tribesmen
toiled in the multinational corporations’ mines, in dangerous
working conditions, for shanty wages, as their ancestors toiled in
the Spaniards’ mines centuries before.  The only difference
was this time the country’s wealth flowed north toward America
instead of across the Atlantic. 

A land-locked mountainous country
with much of its land rising over 13,000 feet, Bolivia’s rugged
terrain makes travel expensive in most areas and almost impossible
in others.  Far away from the government’s roads, Miguel
Jiminez and other peasants latched onto coca production as an
illicit but effective way to scratch out a living from the rocky
Andean soil.  Only a small fraction of the profits remained in
the villages, but it was more than the peasants could have hoped to
make farming legal crops or working in the mines.  The drug
cartels thrived on power and violence, but as an employer, they
treated the indigenous people only slightly worse than the mining
companies and their security forces for almost twice the pay. 
The late nineties led to a change in American policy toward the
drug war, and they tied Bolivia’s financial aid to its elimination
of the coca industry.  The Bolivian government doused the
peasants’ coca crops with herbicide only to be rewarded with
“belt-tightening recommendations” from the International Monetary
Fund and publicity photos with American presidents.  The crops
died and the peasants’ lives became even harder.  They took to
the streets and pushed the country into political chaos, but the
anarchy would not last forever.

It had been almost ten years since
the invention of the spin battery—five years since the first one
arrived in the village—and it was hard to overestimate how
dramatically the world had changed.  Initially there was
fear.  The world’s governments claimed that we were moving
toward complete destruction.  In front of flags and behind
podiums, the leaders warned that the development of the energy
battery was like handing everybody in the world a tactical nuke to
power their home and one to run their car.  It would be
anarchy.  The destruction of life as we knew it, the
governments warned.  They were wrong about the anarchy
part.

Everything changed, though not
immediately.  The inventor had sent the designs to
manufacturers and governments on every continent, friends and
enemies alike.  His goal was to achieve peace through the
complete dispersion of power.  His invention would eliminate
disparities of power across the globe, giving the weak the power of
deterrence against aggression.  The transition was not
immediate.  There weren’t any explosions as the device was
remarkably stable.  Notwithstanding the safety, the world’s
largest governments tried to stop production of the batteries, but
the technology spread too quickly.  The inventor had sent the
designs out to manufacturers in almost every country.  He
posted them on the Internet and dared the world to join him. 
They did, in droves.  Within two years, electrical motors
powered by spin batteries replaced the internal combustion engine
in all new cars. A typical car ran for two and half years on the
charge of one spin battery.  Gas stations closed their
doors.  The skies became clean once again as the oil industry
collapsed.  Within three years, spin batteries powered nearly
every home in America, and the rest of the world was not far
behind.  Spin battery–powered bulldozers leveled the
now-useless power lines.

The creation of the spin battery
destroyed the conventional power distribution system.  Before,
the large energy companies held an iron fist over the entire
system, because the power generators and the end users needed the
energy companies’ power lines in order to make their
transaction.  Now, anyone with an energy source and a spin
battery charger could sell their energy to their neighbors or to
customers across the globe without the energy company
middleman.  The elimination of the distribution barrier opened
up the energy market to decentralized power generators who could
focus on supplying the energy needs of their communities. 
This spurred immediate design and production efficiency
improvements in renewable energy generation as companies competed
to supply these small power generators with windmills and solar
panels.

Miguel Jimenez’s village purchased
their first spin battery charging system five years ago with the
goal of harnessing the energy of a nearby mountain river and
selling the charged batteries to the valley dwellers.  The
rugged terrain had always kept the government from launching large
hydropower projects.  They could not afford to put power lines
through the mountains, and even if they did, Bolivia did not have
the industrial customers to buy the power.  The creation of
the spin battery eliminated all of those obstacles.  The
villagers sunk hydroturbines into the mountain rivers.  These
turbines sent their power into the systems that charged the spin
batteries.  Once a week the villagers trucked the batteries to
La Paz, where they were sold on the open market to local or
international customers. 

The venture was extremely
profitable and duplicated throughout the Andean highlands. 
The infusion of capital into the indigenous communities led to an
increased quality of living in the rural villages.  The new
jobs in the power industry, such as Miguel’s, eliminated the need
for the peasants to farm coca.  Their newfound economic
strength dramatically shifted the distribution of political power
between the indigenous tribes and the Bolivians of Spanish
ancestry.  For the first time since colonization, the
indigenous people controlled their resources and used them to
further their own objectives. 

Frank Galeno came slowly back to
reality.  The visions of the Andean forest and future economic
equality faded, and his eyes focused back on the computer screen in
front of him.  He had always been apt to daydream, but the
dreams had become much more powerful over the years.  Maybe it
was the Montana solitude or the long work hours.  His
daughter, Samantha, had called the dreams “delusions,” and the
counselor she made Frank go see seemed to agree with her. 
Galeno did not remember the diagnosis, but he took the medication,
and the visions decreased in quantity and power.  But he had
stopped taking the pills about a year after the accident, before he
moved to Montana.  Frank tried to put things back together
after the explosion, but nothing he did seemed to matter to
Samantha or the rest of the world, so he dropped out.

Who could blame him for choosing
acceptance and greatness amidst a false reality over aversion and
disgust in this one?  The visions varied in place and
perspective but there was always one constant: Galeno’s
redemption.  The people in those dreams loved him and owed him
for his achievements.  They knew that Galeno had made mistakes
and that some people had died, but history had redeemed him through
the success of his invention.  The visions were tempting
sirens, but Dr. Frank Galeno could not afford any more delays, not
when he was this close. 

It had been a long and lonely
journey to this point, but the foundation had always been
there.  There had never been any question about the quality of
Galeno’s mind, and he had always worked against the academic status
quo and what he believed to be average thought.  But it
appeared that he had finally begun to settle down and conform in
his old age.  Outsiders thought that Samantha’s powerful logic
had finally dulled her father’s impulsive creativity. 
Samantha thought that it probably had more to do with the
counseling and the medication, but she was happy that he had found
a stable job with Zion Engineering, and that it appeared that the
world would actually benefit from her father’s genius.  Galeno
had designed a Generation IV helium-cooled fast nuclear reactor for
Zion. The Generation IV reactor was safer than previous reactors,
hyper efficient, and it fully processed all of the radioactive
material on-site. Zion was billing it as a cost-efficient,
carbon-free source for the world’s future energy needs.

The initial Generation IV plant was
built in China, a massive nuclear reactor meant to be a symbol of
China’s sustainable future. The plant exploded less than six months
after going into full operation.  Nearly one hundred thousand
people lost their lives, almost a million injured, and ten million
were forced to flee from the contamination, making it the worst
peacetime manmade disaster in history. No one was able to tell
exactly what caused the accident, but the world needed to blame
someone for the parade of bodies pulled out of the contaminated
rubble.  It didn’t take long for the fingers to point at Zion
Engineering, the company that had designed and constructed the
reactor.  Frank didn’t understand it.  He couldn’t
imagine how the reactor could explode.  The whole point of gas
cooling the reactor was to prevent steam explosions. The helium
could not absorb neutrons or radiation. Galeno had built in
secondary safety measures beyond the cooling system; the Generation
IV reactor never should have gotten that hot.  Zion did not
care.  They wanted him to leave as quickly as possible. 
They offered Frank one hundred fifty thousand dollars a year to
leave the company immediately and to stay silent on the
accident.  No interviews.  No books.  Just
disappear.

Samantha Galeno refused to speak to
her father.  She blamed him for all of the people killed and
injured by the accident.  Despite what she had heard from her
mother, Samantha had always retained hope that someday her father
would achieve the greatness that he dreamed about.  Jacquelyn
Ames, Samantha’s mother, said that Frank Galeno had a “Curious
George” outlook on life.  She said that the doctor believed,
as the monkey in the children’s books, that all of the failures and
transgressions in his life would be forgiven by some final act of
greatness.  Like Jacquelyn, Samantha finally decided that she
could no longer overlook her father’s shortcomings, and that this
time the monkey could not save the day.

Her decision to stop speaking to
her father destroyed Galeno.  He tried for almost a year to
get Samantha to let him back into her life.  He hoped that the
accident investigators would find something that released him from
liability, or that her anger might cool on its own, but she did not
return his calls, and the letters went unanswered.  After
eight months, he quit going to the counselor.  His
prescription went unfilled, and the visions began to return. 
They were more vivid.  The dreams told Galeno that he had been
wrong.  He had spent his whole life trying to develop ways to
produce staggering amounts of power, but it is not the amount of
power that is the problem. Human beings are surrounded by
power.  The sun, wind, tides…it is everywhere.  The true
problem is that we have no way to capture and store that
power. 

 


 


Survival Two

 


The pretty blonde dropped the beer
off at the table.  “I heard about Frank.  Are you all
right?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m okay.  I didn’t
really know him that well.  I saw him around town a bit and
gave him a ride once, but it’s still pretty weird,” Stone
said.  He didn’t want to go any deeper into their relationship
and his knowledge of the old man’s past, even with the woman he
loved.

“I know, honey,” Kylie whispered,
glancing up toward the bar where some of the fishermen were looking
for another round.

“I’m fine, babe.  Go take care
of the place.  I’m not going anywhere.”  Stone looked
down at her legs as she walked away.  Kylie Andrews knew a lot
and probably had an idea of what thoughts were flashing through his
mind.  She was born and raised in Wolf Creek but had fled
Montana after high school in search of opportunities that she could
only dream of from her mountain home.  She went to college at
Colorado State, then picked up her MBA from the University of
Washington.  Kylie was on the fast track at Boeing before her
father’s forty years of smoking caught up with him.  So she
came back home to run his bar and watch the lung cancer slowly
remove the life from his body.  Kylie’s life was on hold, but
it would be there for her to pick up again.  The world would
welcome her back with open arms after her father breathed his last
breath.

Stone took a slug off of his beer
and watched Kylie serve some out-of-state anglers at the end of the
bar.  He couldn’t help but think of the body.  Galeno’s
white face looking up from the gravel shore, into the cloudless sky
above. Stone didn’t know much about Galeno’s day-to-day life. He
was a funny man with bright eyes and big ideas, but the harsh world
had chased him to Wolf Creek.  Like Stone, Kylie and so many
others, only the game was over for Galeno.  Any fight left in
the scientist had died with him in the Missouri River beneath the
view of the towering Rocky Mountains.

The water had partially supported
the body’s weight.  The brown wader–clad legs were light, feet
barely dragging along the riverbed. Stone did not have to drag
Sergeant Strader anywhere.  The traumatic accident had cleared
Lieutenant McCafferty’s head of the alcohol’s remaining effects,
and Strader’s mangled body made it clear that his friend and
subordinate would never breathe another breath.  The trade
winds blew the sweet smell of ripening pineapples into the tropical
night.  Stone retched beside his fallen friend, the remains of
bile and the alcohol from the night out in Wahiawa glittered
beneath the moonlight.  It marked the end of two lives. James
Strader, the Desert Storm hero and beloved platoon sergeant, lay
dead.  Stone, his friend and platoon leader, would spend the
next four years of his life in a military prison for manslaughter,
his childhood dreams replaced by blood-soaked infamy.

This was not the first time that
death’s scythe had torn apart Stone’s life.  Captain Sherman
McCafferty and his wife, Twyla, died in a car crash along the
Autobahn in Germany when Stone was twelve. Death came that night at
the hands of a British tourist too high on a combination of German
engineering and cocaine to realize that the traffic in front of him
had come to a halt.  The sports car barreled into the back end
of the McCaffertys’ minivan, instantly killing the armor company
commander, his wife and the hopped-up tourist.  Retired
Lieutenant General Riley McCafferty and his wife, Adelle, flew into
Frankfurt to bring their grandchild and his parents’ bodies back to
Ennis, Montana.  Stone’s parents were buried in a small-town
cemetery beside the Madison River.  The National Guard
soldiers fired their shots in the air, folded up the flag covering
Sherman’s casket, handed it to the General, and saluted. 
Welcome to your new home, son. 

Stone took another drink of his
beer.  He ventured a half-hearted smile up at Kylie.  She
was watching him from the bar with a look of concern.  Kylie
did not have much of a reason to worry.  Galeno was a good
man, half nuts and carrying a lot of guilt, but a good man. 
Stone would have been sorry to hear about his passing no matter how
it happened.  He might have made it to the funeral, but just
to add another body into the seats of what he figured would
probably be a pretty solitary service.  Stone would not have
thought much more about it.  Life goes on, no matter how many
passengers remained on board.  It was finding the body that
drug up the past.  That and the damned salmon fly—Stone just
could not make any sense out of that.  Maybe the deputy was
right.  Frank might have already been stepping toward the
other side when he reached down to tie on a fly and cared more
about his aching body than splitting hairs about catching
fish.

Stone slugged back the last few
swallows from his beer and watched Kylie walk toward him.  Her
blonde hair fell over a red blouse with the top three buttons open
to reveal just a hint of what lay beneath.  Kylie’s blue jeans
clung tightly to firm legs that daily ran three miles up and down
Recreation Road.  Her green eyes gazed toward him.  A
slight smile turned upon full red lips.  She was
beautiful.  It was a soft beauty.  Different from some of
the hard, exotic looks of the waitress-models or
bartender-actresses from New York that he had dated during his
cadet years at West Point.  More genuine than sweet-talking
Southern belles that he had met as a young lieutenant in Georgia,
and friendlier than the hard-to-talk-to native girls in
Hawaii.  Kylie also had a heart strong enough to put her
entire life on hold to walk her dad through the last year of his
life.

Kylie was too good for Stone and he
knew it.  They had gravitated toward each other when Kylie
first arrived in Wolf Creek last Christmas.  Stone had been a
regular at the Oasis Bar and Café since he came to town.  It
was open for eggs, bacon and coffee before Stone went out on the
water in the spring and summer, or took hunters out in the
fall.  He was there again most nights for dinner and a beer
after work. The Craig Bar was supposed to be a pretty good time on
the weekends, and the wild crew up at the Marysville House also
provided a little bit of temptation, but Stone could not afford the
risk of getting behind the wheel after a night on the town. 
The Oasis was only about half a block from his little rental house,
and it was a nice legal walk home from the bar.  According to
the court, he should not have been drinking at all, but there is
only so much that the world can honestly expect to take away from a
man. 

By the time Kylie moved in to help
out her dad with the Oasis, Stone McCafferty was already a trusted
and well-liked regular, albeit one with a murky past.  Most
folks knew that he grew up fishing the Madison, went to some
college back east, and had done a stint in the service before
coming to Wolf Creek.  A person could gather that much
information by skimming through Stone’s brochure that stood next to
the counter in any of the numerous fly shops in the area.  He
was known to be a man you could trust, a hell of a guide and
someone who minded his own business.  A man couldn’t do much
better than that in the small river town, and Kylie was still
enough of a local to know it.

Stone provided Kylie with a strong
shoulder to cry on in private as she struggled to put on a friendly
face at work while her father’s death descent continued at
home.  Stone needed someone who didn’t need to know everything
about his life on the first date.  Stone’s secret pains were
his own and Kylie appreciated that.  She let him open up at
his own speed and comforted him without being overwhelming. 
Kylie was a realist.  She was disappointed with Stone’s one
major mistake in life.  Driving drunk was a poor gamble, and
Stone was not ready to pay what he had put on the table, but she
felt that one bad decision did not make the man.  Besides,
Stone had proven himself to her so many times by taking good care
of her, and caring for Roger Andrews while Kylie had to work, that
by the time he told her, she wouldn’t have given him up if she had
to. But both of them knew that there was going to be a hard
decision to face after her father passed away.  For the time
being they were happy, if not locked in eternal love, and would
remain that way as long as the world let them.

Stone pushed back his glass, put a
couple of dollars on the table and told Kylie he would meet her at
home. She handed Stone a red-and-white box that held her father’s
dinner.  Stone enjoyed watching the falling faces on the rich,
out-of-state fishermen around the bar as the girl leaned over,
kissed him and said, “I’ll see you soon, babe.”  Pathetic
souls get their joys in small ways, and Stone never denied himself
the pleasure of soaking in a little bit of envy from men that the
world considered his superiors.

 


Roger Andrews leaned over and
coughed up mucus into the small plastic jar.  He brought the
towel up and wiped his lips.  The glow from the TV screen
provided the only source of light for the dark house.  Its
soft light did not display the color of the spittle left on the
towel, but Stone knew that it would be the same brown-green color
that Roger had been spitting up for the past few weeks.  The
crud was thick and pungent smelling.  It would grasp at the
sides of the drain as Stone washed it down the sink after the jar
got to be about three quarters full.  Kylie’s father had been
spitting the stuff up for the past three weeks, ever since his last
dose of chemo.  Stone wasn’t a doctor and didn’t have any
medical experience higher than the basic first aid he had learned
in the military, but he didn’t think the brown-green phlegm was a
good sign.

The dying barman had been sentenced
to spend a major portion of his last year with the quiet
guide.  Stone had been a regular and had always spent a couple
of minutes talking with Andrews about what fish were going for and
who was going to win the upcoming playoffs of whichever sport
happened to be in season.  They were friends, but not close at
first.  The two men’s traditional, relaxed banter was stressed
to its limit after the first few nights Stone stood vigil for
Kylie, and it was damned uncomfortable by the end of the
week.  The Helena television station that came in clear and
the Great Falls station that came in sketchy on even the best of
nights did not do much more to allay the men’s boredom and need to
talk to one another.  That weekend Stone drove into Helena and
bought a few movies, all Westerns. They had rambled through the
Duke’s run, bounced by a few Clint Eastwoods and even dabbled in a
couple of spaghettis from the sale rack before Stone came across
the Marshall Matt Dillon and Miss Kitty from the classic
Gunsmoke television
series, available for purchase on the Internet. With over 600
episodes, Stone thought it would be more than long enough to get
the odd couple through the rest of the death watch.

Roger Andrews’s health had cycled
from good to bad and back many times since Stone began spending the
nights with him; but it looked like the oscillations had come to a
stop on the bad side of the scale.  Maybe things were not as
bleak as they seemed to Stone.  Roger could be having a severe
reaction to this round of chemo, or maybe just a really bad spell
before breaking into a relapse, but Stone didn’t think that was the
case.  He might make it until late fall, at the most. 
That left Andrews with four or five months of nights spent in the
company of a man who, in a different world, might have been his
son-in-law. 



Around eight-thirty, Roger’s coughs
began to slow into a broken snoring.  Stone woke him gently
and walked him to the bathroom, then to the bedroom.  At this
point, Stone did not have any roles to play in either of those
rooms.  Roger could still make it through life’s most
demeaning tasks, and he dreaded the coming day when he could no
longer summon up that amount of energy.  Stone turned off the
television, brushed his teeth and went to bed to read before the
night lulled him off to sleep.  Kylie came home around
twelve-thirty or one.  He woke up and they talked for a few
minutes, as she got ready for bed.  Stone smelled the patrons’
smoke on her clothes, and he rubbed her aching feet.  They
made fervent love with passion, strength and little foreplay. 
It was the lovemaking of two people who had spent the entire day
waiting for this brief yet wonderful interlude, and who knew that
the world had only granted them a limited number of nights
together.

 


The alarm went off at five. 
Stone rolled over and hit the protruding button.  He showered,
dressed and kissed sleeping Kylie’s forehead before leaving the
house.  He stopped by the Oasis for bacon, eggs and a coffee
from the day staff, and then walked over to the fly shop to meet
the morning’s customers. 

 


 


Structure Two

 


Van Dyke sat on a bench in Civic
Center Park waiting for Tyler Kirsey to approach from one of the
sidewalks that ran in from the park’s perimeter.  The CEO
always felt uneasy before meeting Kirsey.  It was a deep and
primitive feeling of fear, like a jungle deer peering back and
forth in the forest knowing that a jaguar is only moments from
pouncing on its back.  First a pulsing heat spread across the
back of his neck as the dark blood desperately surged through his
carotid arteries.  The skin behind his ears began to
pulse.  The raising heartbeat throbbed within each
finger.  Each meeting with Kirsey provided Van Dyke with the
opportunity to experience life from the prey’s perspective. 
Van Dyke did not feel that Kirsey presented any sort of
threat.  Kirsey was loyal and his high salary depended on the
CEO’s continued existence.  It was simply that Kirsey was a
hunter, a hard man who, with a flip of his mental switch,
could consider people in the same manner that Van Dyke had once
examined the animals that hung on his walls from trophy
hunts. 

Van Dyke came across Kirsey fifteen
years ago, after deciding that he could no longer rely on the
Italian mafia to execute the darker side of his business. The
world’s energy infrastructure is an amazingly complex,
interconnected network that safeguards the health and livelihood of
billions of people. While the infrastructure appeared to be
invincible from the outside, Van Dyke knew that it was constantly
threatened by failures, some of which could be devastating. The
most serious threats came in the form of new technologies that
promised to replace or undermine the bedrock technologies of the
energy infrastructure. Things would be fine if the technology
worked, but what if it didn’t? Or, even if it didn’t work quite
well enough? A substantial investment in a new technology could
devastate the existing infrastructure and millions of people’s
lives along with it.

Van Dyke was the consummate
gardener tending to the infrastructure’s growth, while making sure
that outside forces and technologies didn’t overwhelm it.
Technology development was necessary, but it needed to be
controlled. Without that control, the world energy supply and
distribution network would expand and contract rapidly depending on
marketing demand and technology development. The fluctuating rates
would decimate economies across the world, and the itinerant
infrastructure would leave thousands to face winter without a
constant supply of heat.

Van Dyke would not allow that to
happen. He’d played a bit role in a utility industry dark operation
only months after grasping the underlying weaknesses in the energy
infrastructure. For years Van Dyke relied almost exclusively on the
mafia to carry out these operations. However, the federal
organized-crime crackdown finally pushed Van Dyke to look
elsewhere, as family after family was torn apart when the FBI
turned even their most-trusted operators.  Van Dyke knew that
complete separation from mafia was the only thing that could keep
him from joining them in prison.  He gathered intelligence on
the Russians, the Yakuza and other possible allies, but they always
appeared to be more murderers than businessman.  Van Dyke felt
that eventually they would go after him.  One slip, one moment
of weakness and he might end up bullet riddled in the back of a
limousine.

Eventually Van Dyke decided that he
wanted a Special Forces soldier, not an officer but an actual
triggerman, to cover the company’s dark missions.  He felt
that the soldier’s ability to infiltrate enemy lines to either turn
the population against the government or wreak havoc was exactly
the talent that he needed on Titan’s payroll.  The Special
Forces background promised a high degree of intelligence, yet it
also told Titan’s CEO that his man could make some very hard
decisions to complete the mission.

It took Van Dyke two years to set
up a web of recruiters across the military.  The recruiters
did not know who was paying them.  They only knew the basic
description of what their employer wanted.  The recruiters
scoured the ranks for three years searching for a flawed hero
within the units, but the men were solid patriots of good character
that only turned their talents against their nation’s
enemies.  They could be loose with regulations that might get
in the way of the mission, but they stayed clear of the moral abyss
from which Van Dyke was looking to make his catch. 

A break finally came out of Fort
Lewis, Washington. Sergeant First Class Elliot Jackson had put
together the kind of career that amazed even the bravest of
military men.  He started out as a private in Ranger Battalion
and was commended for his heroic actions as a specialist machine
gunner in Panama.   Jackson transferred to Special Forces
when he made staff sergeant, and he was honored again for gallant
service in Korea during times of “peace” after the North Koreans
intensified the perpetual skirmishes along the DMZ.  Although
Jackson was outside of their geographic area, the government
utilized Jackson’s team in the Persian Gulf, where he and his team
rode motorcycles loaded with C-4 behind enemy lines to blow up
bridges and other hard targets.  Jackson served several other
hot missions along the border of Thailand and Myanmar during
Myanmar’s civil war.   A hero’s hero, Jackson had been
pushed over the abyss, and Van Dyke would be there to greet him as
he approached the bottom.

 


Jackson’s life turned downward when
his mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. As a young single
mother, Sharon Jackson had given everything she had to provide for
her and her son’s daily needs. Life was always a struggle, and the
young man learned from his mother to confront it head-on. Still,
Elliot Jackson was not prepared mentally or financially for his
mother’s struggle with breast cancer. Jackson gave everything his
noncommissioned officer paycheck would allow and struggled to pull
together more as Sharon Jackson’s condition worsened.

The cost of Sharon’s second round
of chemotherapy was too high for Jackson to cover on his salary.
Jackson’s Korean linguist skills and imposing size opened up the
door with the Korean mafia.  It was obvious to the Koreans
that methamphetamine was primed to take over a sizable portion of
the drug trade in the Northwest and cut the logistical train that
had allowed the Koreans to dominate the market in the past. 
The drug was homegrown in small labs and was typically dealt by the
cookers or their close friends.  The Koreans knew that it was
going to take a lot of footwork and violence to keep from losing
their take in the market to the upstarts.  The Koreans subbed
out the job to Jackson.  He’d collect the Koreans’ cut from
the local labs, and the Koreans would give him a portion of
it.

Jackson studied the meth
distribution network.  Most of the labs operated in small
towns in the Cascades.  The cookers dealt the drugs themselves
or distributed them to dealers.  There were typically two or
three labs for every small town.  The market was strong in
those towns, and they moved any additional product into Seattle,
Portland and Spokane.  Elliot realized the need to develop a
decentralized criminal network across the Northwest that would
inspire enough respect and fear from the small-time dealers. 
He bartered a pact between the Koreans and the Raptors, the most
powerful biker gang in the region.  The Koreans would supply
the Raptors with weapons and high-grade heroin that they brought in
from Afghanistan in return for the Raptors’ role of policing the
meth trade in the region.  Jackson would manage the Raptors
from Fort Lewis and ensure that the symbiotic relationship stayed
profitable for all parties involved.

Within two years, Jackson and the
Raptors brutally pushed themselves to the top of the burgeoning
meth trade in the Northwest.  His stepmother had been dead for
nine months, but Jackson knew that there was only one way out of
his line of work. Jackson, the Koreans and the Raptors controlled
the entire industry from Northern California to Alaska. and as far
west as Idaho.  His strategy amplified the Raptors’ power in
the region while maximizing the Koreans’ take in the increasingly
decentralized drug trade.  All of this success had occurred
well beneath the law’s radar, until a local narcotics agent in
Walla Walla was in the middle of a meth deal, when several of the
Raptors arrived to collect their monthly stipend.  The FBI
began to shake down the Raptors.  The gang’s quick rise to
power in the Northwest had forced them to open themselves up to new
recruits.  These newly wealthy recruits did not have the
discipline of the initial members and quickly broke under the FBI’s
leverage.  The federal agents could not have been more
surprised when the investigation into the Raptors led them to the
Korean Mafia and the Special Forces’ operator that had engineered
and managed the entire plot.

It was at that time that the
messages started to flow back to Van Dyke.  The entire
operation cost $3 million.  One million went toward the
initial recruitment efforts; one million bribed two guards in
the military prison that held Jackson.  Neither of the guards
lived to see the money.  One was killed during the break and
the other drowned during a suspicious diving accident in the Puget
Sound later that week.  The final million paid for the removal
of Jackson’s fingerprints and for his DNA to be removed from the
federal database.

Van Dyke sat down with Jackson that
week and laid out his proposition.  Van Dyke explained the
critical role that Jackson would play in defending the world’s
energy infrastructure. The chance to use his skills again to serve,
combined with an incredible salary and a nearly unlimited budget,
was an offer Jackson could not refuse. Within the month, Tyler
Kirsey was born.  He was well-educated and graduated from
top-twenty college and business schools.  He served his nation
admirably as a young infantry officer, before opting for the
greener pastures of one of Titan’s shell companies.  Within
two years, Kirsey would be promoted to Titan’s Operations
Coordinator, with Van Dyke as his sole superior.  In those two
years, Elliot Jackson underwent a rigorous transformation
program.  Plastic surgeons straightened and thinned his
battered nose.  They extended his cheekbones and removed his
scars.  The former soldier studied economics and politics with
some of the best instructors in the country.  Jackson mimicked
the role of a successful businessman so well that he could play the
part of Tyler Kirsey in front of even the most distinguished
audiences.  At the end of the transformation, the world saw
Kirsey as an attractive and educated professional in his
mid-thirties who had been successful in the energy industry. 
In the past fifteen years, Kirsey and various accomplices had
engineered disasters in Titan’s competitors’ facilities,
transformed anti-globalization protestors in rioting mobs and
triggered countless accidents against people who threatened the
energy conglomerate’s interests.

Tyler Kirsey placed his large hand
on the shoulder of Van Dyke’s leather sport coat.  The CEO
flinched slightly, and his head snapped back.  Startled eyes
flashed toward the assassin. 

“How’s it going, boss?” Kirsey
asked.

“Fine, Tyler, fine,” Van Dyke
said.  Kirsey was the only man in the world who made him feel
old.  Van Dyke held twenty years over Kirsey’s forty-three,
though it looked like he held thirty.  “How’d it go with
Kedrowski?” Kirsey asked, sitting down on the bench beside Titan’s
CEO.

“Not bad.  It sounds like
we’ve got something that could be very big popping up in Montana,
and we’ve got to put a lid on it.” Van Dyke gazed out into the
bustling park.  “This thing is way bigger than it appears, if
it’s legitimate, and I trust Kedrowski’s technical judgment. In a
matter of three to five years, this breakthrough could devastate
the financing for infrastructure improvement and development across
the industry.”

Van Dyke face’s was flush.  He
continued, “They would sell the population on the line that
successfully storing large amounts of energy in an efficient manner
would eliminate need for the entire energy-distribution
system.  Say a small farmer in North Dakota would like to set
up a wind farm now.  It’s a great idea.  The price of
wind equipment is dropping, and he stands a chance of making steady
money for a change.  Droughts, heavy snows, late rains—none of
that matters, because the wind’s still going to blow.  He’s
got money as long as the wind blows.  Sounds perfect, except
he’s only got one customer: us. 

There’s plenty of homes or
businesses in Fargo or Dickinson that would love to get a shot at
his cheap power, but we’re the only ones that can make that
transaction.  That gives us the chance to buy the power bottom
dollar from him and sell it back to his neighbors at thirty times
the price.  This invention would ruin all of that.  The
same farmer could generate the energy on his farm, bottle it up in
this damn Galeno device and drop off a year’s worth of energy to
every house in town.  Or maybe he realizes that he could
charge two or three times that price if he was willing to pay
someone to ship it to Minneapolis or Seattle for him.  Or he
could just plug them into cars.  Who needs hydrogen or fuel
cells when you’ve got the perfect stable energy source in the trunk
of every car?  That little farmer and his windmill could keep
cars on the road for years before they need a recharge.”

“Jesus,” Kirsey muttered. 
“And he’s only one farmer, and one that expects American
wages.  Imagine when it spreads to mountain villagers in
Guatemala who happen to live along a powerful river, or to tribal
nomads in the Sahara with access to the highest-powered solar
energy areas in the world.  All they’d have to do is bottle up
the energy, ship it to a port and send it off to the highest
bidder.  The generators wouldn’t have to be anywhere near any
other resources or population centers, and they could satisfy the
energy needs of the world and its industries.”

“Exactly, they wouldn’t need us or
anything we offer.  It would be the largest and most extensive
dispersion of wealth that the world has ever known.” Van Dyke
cleared his throat and continued, “It’s a hell of a story and
someday may even be possible, but the uncontrolled transition from
a centralized energy-distribution system to Galeno’s decentralized
plan could create significant dangers across the globe. The
centralized energy system would not be able to generate the
necessary capital to sustain itself, because investors would not
risk investing against the new energy-distribution paradigm. Then
there will be no backup system to take over if Galeno’s battery
suffers from mechanical issues or is somehow too temperamental to
serve as the backbone of the world economy.”

Kirsey replied, “Even if there
aren’t any technical issues, the transition could be a nightmare;
basically pulling the plug on the energy infrastructure before the
decentralized system is in place. That transition would put
millions of people at risk.”

Van Dyke nodded. “Exactly, we
can’t allow that disruption to occur.   I want this thing
stopped right now.  I want every damn bit of this mess cut
from the fabric of existence, starting with Galeno and Kedrowski;
but you have authorization to expand the mission to whatever
lengths it requires.”

Kirsey nodded.  “I’m scheduled
on a flight that leaves half an hour earlier than
Kedrowski’s.  The good doctor will be gone before he makes it
home.  I’ll take a night to refresh myself on Galeno and then
head to Montana in the morning.  He’ll be a little bit tougher
to keep quiet.  It’s a rural environment, and they’re more
likely to notice an outsider.  Galeno was also probably a
little paranoid and could’ve left some instructions on what to do
in case he fell off the edge of the earth.  The job will have
to be done very well, because we can’t afford to have any
suspicions.  I’ll set up a base of operations and finish the
job within a day or two.”

“What did you mean by ‘refresh’
yourself on Galeno?” Van Dyke asked.

“He was the mind behind the job
that I did on the Generation IV Reactor in China about ten years
ago.  You were worried that the massive reactor would have
infrastructure ripple effects would weaken our chances of
controlling China’s energy infrastructure. From what I remember,
Galeno had been a bit of a maverick before but was actually
starting to cool off a little.  Galeno was still on the edge,
but he was at least on the same path as everyone else for a
change.  The plant was extremely well-engineered, amazing
actually.  But there were plenty of spots that had the
potential to be dangerous under the right amount of stress; it
didn’t take much work to find one that would bring it down. 
After that, he kind of disappeared, until Kedrowski showed up
talking about him again.  I didn’t even know that he’d moved
to Montana.”

“That was him? I knew the name
sounded familiar.  I wish we’d left him to play with that damn
reactor,” Van Dyke grumbled.  “Just get this thing over with
and get your ass back home.  If anything comes up, we’ve got
some pretty strong ties to Senator Howard Peterson.  He’s a
Montana senator with ambitions for the presidency.  I’ve been
working with him and his staff for years.  Peterson’s
personnel are effective and not exactly boy scouts.  They’d be
willing to play ball on this one as long as we promise to push him
hard during the next election.  Just let me know and we can
set up a meeting.  We can keep them in the dark about most of
it; all they need to know is their role and number of zeroes
on the check.”

Kirsey stopped talking for a moment
as a bicyclist passed by the bench. “I don’t think that I’ll need
them.  I just have to do a little homework and watch the
details on this one.  It sounds like Galeno was a bit of a
hermit, and that’ll work for us, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he
was expecting something.  As a former member of the industry,
Galeno knows what kind of changes—at least the economic ones—his
machine is going to cause, and that there are going to be a lot of
powerful people who fall on the wrong side of those changes. 
That’s why he wants to release it all at once.  Saturate the
media to the point where we couldn’t stop it if we wanted to. 
He’ll be on guard, but I’m not too worried about it.  I’m more
concerned about clearing the lab.  God only knows what he’s
got in there, and I’m not going to have more than one night to
sterilize it.”

Van Dyke gazed back out at the
park. His eyes fell on two old women sitting on lawn chairs beneath
an oak tree. The pair enjoyed the summer day, unaware of the
violence brewing on the other side of the park. Van Dyke paused for
a moment and then responded, “Do whatever it takes.  His
papers, drawings and prototypes can bury us almost as easily as
Galeno can.”

 


 


Creation Two

 


Samantha was always right. 
Even before she could talk, the little girl was perceptive and
often judgmental.  Galeno didn’t need words from the young
mouth to know that Jacquelyn had given birth to a smaller version
of herself.  With bright white skin and piercing blue eyes,
the only mark of Galeno’s heritage was the little girl’s coal-black
hair.  He remembered dinners around their oak table during
their stint at Princeton.  The meals were always exquisite,
perfectly crafted out of recipe books from around the world. 
He would walk into the home greeted with the smell of browning lamb
or chicken, a variety of steaming vegetables, all seasoned with
fresh ground herbs, every ingredient measured down to the ounce
with more precision than the majority of Galeno’s graduate students
utilized in their nuclear physics calculations.  The food was
the embodiment of perfection, yet sterile like restaurant food;
well-cooked, but by people who could not pretend to give a damn
about the masses huddled around their tables.  A masterpiece
of mathematical calculations and particular shopping.

They always ate together, even up
until the day that Jacquelyn walked out.  She spent a lot of
time with the other professors’ wives, and she knew exactly who was
publishing papers and which positions they expected to move into
after the papers were published.  The perfect meals served as
an aromatic and flavorful backdrop to Jacquelyn’s tirades over her
husband’s floundering career: failed experiments that dealt with
concepts his colleagues held to be almost metaphysical; papers
that did not develop beyond an initial outline or opening
pages.  Frank always shot too high, and the entire family fell
with him.  At least that was the party line that Jacquelyn
preached above the perfectly blackened salmon and spiced Moroccan
couscous.  She stared at Frank across the table as he
stammered about being really close on this or that project. 
It was a one-sided debate about his worthiness, and Frank Galeno
worried about the lessons his young daughter was learning during
the dinner dissections of his career and ambitions.

It wasn’t always like that. 
Frank and Jacquelyn met while he was beginning his doctoral work in
nuclear engineering.  She was attending a small college in the
area, working on a nursing degree.  The world news was
dominated by fears of nuclear war between the superpowers and
excitement over their space race.  The hemispheres were
divided, our engineers against their engineers, over which
civilization would survive to see the twenty-first century. Women
were still excluded from positions of power in the workforce, and
Jacquelyn’s goals could not be satisfied as a registered
nurse.  She was not alone in these ambitions; many of the
nursing students frequented bars near MIT, probing their way
into the right crowds, finding ways to meet the men whose ideas
they believed would one day dominate the world.  Jacquelyn
heard about Frank before they met.  The other students talked
about him in almost reverent tones.  Frank Galeno, the only
son of Italian immigrants, whose brilliant mind and fierce work
ethic had pushed him out of Manhattan’s Little Italy and into the
upper echelon of the country’s most promising young
engineers.

One of the other doctoral
candidates introduced her to Frank, and to him she was an
unbelievable gift from God, a beautiful and sweet girl who
loved him for the things that made him great and seemed to
understand the darker things around the edges that supported that
greatness.  Her smile widened as Frank talked about how the
others were wrong, how their weakness and need for acceptance
among the other academics pushed them toward inferior goals—goals
whose attainment would ripple beyond the pages of obscure
journals.  The young Frank had the dark brilliance of a world
changer, and Jacquelyn was going to ensure that he met that
potential.

The wedding was beautiful. 
Black tuxedos and dark-green gowns surrounded the couple’s nuptials
amidst the granite walls of the Episcopalian church in Jacquelyn’s
upstate New York hometown.  The crowd of professors from MIT
and recruiting engineers from the Departments of Defense and Energy
dulled her parents’ pain of seeing an Italian-Catholic family
joined with their Anglo brood.  They, like their daughter,
believed that their son-in-law would play a prominent role in the
global battle of powers between the United States and the Soviet
Union.  Their feelings would have been much harsher if anyone
had realized how inconsistent Galeno’s operating methods and
objectives were from those of his bureaucratic employers. 
McNamara’s tight-fisted bean counters and professional managers had
taken up the government’s previously loose reins over its nuclear
engineers. 

Galeno couldn’t handle the suits
and their agendas.  Creativity came in bursts for Frank,
lightning ideas that burned bright and faded quickly.  Leaving
him to ponder the momentary roadblock until the next vision
presented itself.  Galeno’s government keepers could not
understand his development process.  They smiled broadly and
ratcheted up the timelines when he was successful, then stared with
stone faces when the visions slowed and he could not meet the
shortened schedules.  Frank felt they should have let him run
and stop on his own accord.  Just keep quiet and send
checks.  Their pressure only stretched out the times between
creative bursts, and then Jacquelyn began to mount her own quiet
campaign to jump-start her husband’s tired muse. 

Beleaguered, Galeno fled back to
higher education, hoping that he could find the freedom to develop
in his own direction within the Ivy walls.  Samantha was born
only a year into his first teaching job.  From the first
moment, the little girl’s loving adoration captured him. 
Frank held the small child within his arms and swore that she would
be proud of her father, and that he would be a strong and capable
daddy to the young girl snuggled into his chest. 

The first few years after the
pregnancy and birth went well.  Samantha absorbed them
both.  The small child pulled Frank and Jacquelyn back
together.  Work went well.  For the first time in his
life, Galeno was satisfied with doing just enough to keep his
bosses happy.  He taught, experimented and published. 
Nothing brilliant, but enough to meet the modest standards the
university set for its junior professors.  He produced work
that was high on gloss and low on substance, well within the
acceptable realms of his superiors.  That was the kind of work
that brought the grants and drew the students.

That Galeno family—Frank, Jacquelyn
and toddler Samantha—were happy then.  First steps, first
words and trips to the park.  Her earliest years went by like
ambling summer days, innocent and unabashedly bright, unaware of
the approaching fall.  Yet autumn came. Jacquelyn was edgy
with her husband’s tempered progress, but Galeno couldn’t push the
fault onto her slim shoulders.  He tried on occasion in the
later years, but the blame always landed upon his ego and his
dreams.

Galeno dropped Samantha off at
kindergarten that morning.  It was raining.  The
windshield wipers pulled back and forth.  He turned the brown
station wagon into the entrance of the school.  The two
Galenos piled out of the car and into the rain.  Samantha wore
a yellow rain hat over her long black hair, yellow rain coat and
blue galoshes.  The father and daughter stomped in puddles on
their way up to the school’s door, and her bright blue eyes
sparkled as she stepped into another shallow pool of water. 
The little girl scrunched her face up as he kissed her cheek. 
Galeno gnarled his own as Samantha returned the favor.

“I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too, baby.  Have
a great day,” Galeno said without removing the gargoyle grin from
his face.

Frank pressed the key in the
ignition and pulled out of the school’s parking lot, a parking lot
driven over by people like Frank for the past thirty years. 
People who struggled through life waiting for the next paycheck,
the next vacation; a trip to the shore or some lake in Maine. 
His car drove right behind one nameless and in front of another,
their lives a faint whisper, heard by a few, then forgotten
forever.  The rain fell heavy on Galeno’s own anonymity—the
staid professor related in name alone to the driven young doctoral
student who swore the power of his mind would reshape the world
into a better place.  The wipers moved back and forth across
the glass, as dark delusions of ambition gnawed themselves free of
serenity’s bounds.

Galeno walked into his office,
placed his raincoat upon the chair and set six months of research
and planning for his next paper in the wastebasket. 
Approximately three hundred people in the world could have written
that paper.  The matter of whose name appeared in the citation
depended more on timing, what school the author represented and the
cleverness of the title than on any actual scientific
metrics.  Galeno knew that he was better than that flailing
and grasping horde.  The visions tore at his hold on reality
as Galeno saw things, wondrous futures built on his own
paradigm-shattering concepts.

Frank Galeno spent the next three
days at his office.  Nothing more substantial than coffee
passed his lips for the first eighteen hours. Galeno poured himself
into chasing after proof of an obscure tangential effect of a
fission reaction; an effect so ethereal that only the top two or
three physicists in the world had even tried to conceptualize
it.  Jacquelyn called the first night after her husband didn’t
come home for dinner.  Frank said he was on a roll and would
be home before midnight. The following evening Jacquelyn left
Samantha with the sitter and stopped by her husband’s office. 
The trash can overflowed, and the remnants of two takeout meals sat
upon the discarded research.  Crumpled balls of engineering
graph paper lay around the overfilled can.  Seven or eight
books were open upon the desk.  Jacquelyn’s husband looked up
from his work amidst the chaos.  His black hair was disheveled
and unwashed.  The dark whiskers of two days’ growth shaded
Galeno’s jaw.  His collar was open, tie hanging loosely from
his neck.  But it was his eyes that made Jacquelyn
nervous.  So wide, the onyx pupils gleamed beneath the
electric lights.

The man in front of Jacquelyn was
feverish, completely beyond her; beyond everything, like a
cocaine-addicted lab rat, tapping on the pleasure button in his
mind.  Riding the creative high as far as it would take
him.  Jacquelyn did not know what to think as Frank’s racing
fingers pointed at the sketches and half-completed equations that
were scattered around his desk.  Words were rushing out of his
mouth in blurred syllables.  Jacquelyn knew that some
psychologists believed genius was simply another form of insanity,
so she had been prepared for some episodes as they moved toward
success.  Still, she had never fathomed the reality of how she
would feel, staring across the table at her husband, who was in a
fugue. Here is the madness, but where is the success? 
Jacquelyn Galeno felt like she had staked her life and her
daughter’s upon the success of a man who appeared to be a month
away from shock therapy.    

The terrified wife went home, and
two days later her husband followed.  Frank Galeno slept for a
full twenty-four hours.  Jacquelyn kept Samantha from
disturbing him, saying that the little girl’s father was not
feeling well.  “Kind of like the chicken pox,
Mommy?”

“Yes, baby, kind of like the
chicken pox.” 

Frank awoke the following evening
and, after some confusion about her chicken pox question, was able
to convince his daughter that he was fine and no longer
contagious.  And indeed, even to Jaquelyn’s critical eye,
Galeno appeared to be.  The professor apologized for his
absence and said that he had to follow the first wave of creativity
as far as it would take him—but the invention process is a
marathon, not a sprint.  Frank’s hours at the office stretched
a little bit longer than before, but he was always home for
dinner.  The major change was in the focus and intensity of
his work.  Galeno pushed his research goals well past that of
his colleagues.  Initially, they were stunned as the grad
students lined up in droves to work on the professor’s
unconventional projects.  But the year ended and Frank hadn’t
published a paper.  Galeno worked the hardest of anyone in the
department and had the largest crew, but they’d come up with
nothing to show for the entire year.  There were murmurs among
the students that they had completed enough research for six
papers, yet Galeno wouldn’t release the findings until they reached
complete success.

Another year passed without a
published report.  Galeno could not find students to help him
for the following term.  They moved on to other professors
with shorter workdays and lower expectations.  Lower
expectations that the students met and the journals
published.  Frank moved on alone, undaunted, still striving to
pull a world-changing work from the recesses of his mind.  The
following year, Princeton did not renew his contract. The family
moved on to Rutgers, where the head of the physics department was
impressed with Galeno’s credentials and excited by his current
project.  

Jacquelyn didn’t last through
Galeno’s rotation through Rutgers.  She took Samantha and
moved back to upstate New York to live with her parents. 
Jacquelyn had Samantha during the week; Frank drove up from
New Jersey every Friday after school to spend Saturday and part of
Sunday with his daughter.  He rented a small apartment about
five miles from Jacquelyn’s parents’ house, though Frank and
Samantha spent most of their weekends outdoors.  They rotated
between sledding and ice skating in the winter, with all other
seasons reserved for fishing.  Although Frank Galeno had never
touched a fishing rod in his childhood in Manhattan, he bought one
for Samantha for her seventh birthday, and she fell in love when
she caught her first fish, a small bass, out of a farmer’s pond in
Utica.  In his living room, Frank kept a blown-up copy of a
picture he took that day of Samantha proudly displaying her
catch.  The red-and-white baseball cap resting crooked over
her dark pigtails, the little girl’s smile burst from her
lips, her blue eyes glittering in the spring sunshine.

They had to switch ponds and creeks
when Jacquelyn married Michael Ames, one of Galeno’s former
colleagues, and moved back to Princeton.  But the real change
occurred when Frank and Samantha moved on to fly-fishing.  In
the summer before Samantha started eighth grade—during the one week
Frank had with his daughter—they drove to Vermont to fish the
Battenkill.  They started the week in the yard behind a fly
shop, casting the line out onto the grass.  The father and
daughter waved their rods back and forth under the guide’s critical
eye.  “Two to ten, two to ten.”  The red yarn danced
across the green blades until gently coming to a stop.  Frank
smiled and nodded that night when his daughter asked if they could
take their new rods outside to practice casting in the well-lit
hotel parking lot.

Frank believed that one day
Samantha would be ready to talk to him again.  She’d see all
the amazing changes that her father’s invention had brought the
world, and she would find a way to forgive him. Frank hoped that
he’d be alive when that day came. 

 


 


Survival Three

 


Stone sprayed the driftboat off
outside of the tackle shop.  It had been a light day and he
was in by two.  Today’s customers were a banker from Helena
and the head of a computer-networking company based in
Missoula.  Both men were adequate fishermen, but the real
reason for the trip was to negotiate a price to set up a new
high-speed networking system in three office buildings that the
bank had foreclosed on in downtown Helena.  Stone only spoke
up to tell them what flies he was tying on their lines, and to
point out some of the choicer holes.  All three men knew that
the fishing was a secondary goal for the day, but Stone still liked
to keep fish on the line to make sure that the banker remembered to
use him for his next business meeting.

Stone wasn’t sure when exactly
fly-fishing began to replace golf as an outing where rich men got
together to enjoy themselves while haggling over deals, but it was
sometime after A River Runs Through
It hit the theaters.  The purists
might wince, but the trend was good for business and led to some
pretty easy days out on the water.  The corporate line
slingers all enjoyed acting like the guide’s best friend, usually
tipped well and often wanted to get off the water by two or three
so they could get back to the office before it closed down for the
day.

After cleaning the boat, Stone
drove down to the Missouri River Ice Cream and Coffee Shop to check
his e-mail for new customer requests, read the shop’s
hard-copy New York Times
and scan the online news sources on the computers
in the back room.  When he first got out of Leavenworth, Stone
tried to hide himself from the world.  It was pretty easy in
Wolf Creek.  The guide could probably live there for the rest
of his life and never see another soul who knew him from before the
accident.  But then the Towers fell in New York City, and the
terrifying world that he had studied in some of his
forward-thinking national security courses at West Point became a
reality.  Within months, his friends from school were sent to
the other side of the world to defend the country’s freedom against
an enemy that abided by no rules.  Stone received e-mails from
his friends when they came in from the violence outside the
wire. 

Most of them were infantrymen of
one sort or another. Stone cried as he read messages talking about
rooting the enemy out of caves in Afghanistan and calling in air
power on fleeing Taliban.  It was supposed to be his
war.  It was the war that he had heard about as a child. The
missions that Stone’s grandfather told him he would one day fight
against the nation’s enemies.  Yet he was left to read about
his former colleagues’ heroics in the Times, and to send encouraging
e-mails as they set out to live what should have been his
destiny.  Soon after, it was Iraq, a seemingly
disconnected war. America’s struggle to find a conventional fight
in this war was unconventional from the outset.  Yet Stone
read on…captured by a reality that could never be his.

Carolyn Slagle looked up from the
counter as he entered the coffee shop.  Her eyes were red, and
the remnants of a tear traced down her wrinkled cheek.

“I guess you heard about Frank,”
Stone said.

“Yeah, Kylie came in this morning
and told me.  The poor man, he had been in so often lately,
and he was so happy.  Happier than I’d ever known him,” her
voice trailed off.

“The Sheriff said it was quick and
painless.”

“And he died on the river.  I
guess that’s what he would have wanted, right?  But still, it
just seems so sudden.”

Stone nodded and lost his
comforting words as his mind moved back to the images of pulling
the body from the river.

“Frank kept a binder here that he
wanted me to give to you when he passed on,” Carolyn said, and she
placed a white binder on the counter. 

“For me?” Stone asked, peering
down at the binder.

“Yeah, I always thought it was
strange, a little paranoid, I guess.  Frank never said why he
wanted it to go to you, but he came in here and updated it every
week, whether he was working on the Internet or not.  I
flipped through it once, but it was pretty clear that he meant it
for you.  Besides it’s too heavy for me.  It’s got a lot
of wild science stuff in it.  You know how he was.”

Stone nodded. “Yes, I do, but God
only knows why he picked me to read it.”

“The poor man,” Carolyn said,
holding the binder.  “I’d appreciate it if you kept it to
yourself.  Not many folks knew about his, uhh…eccentricities,
and I would hate to have this lead folks to talk ill of the dead.”
She tapped the binder’s white cover and then passed it across the
counter. 

Stone nodded. “Of course,
Carolyn.  I liked Frank and wouldn’t give anyone a reason to
laugh at him.”

Carolyn sighed with relief. 
“Can I get you a coffee, Stone?  I think you’re gonna need it
as you wade through that thing.”

Stone nodded again, and Carolyn
moved into action behind the counter, sifting the coffee into
proper portions.  Stone was a regular, and he always ordered
the same thing: a loaded Irish latte.  Four shots of espresso
and a shot of Irish cream, topped off with skim milk.  It was
the same coffee that he had ordered since Sergeant First Class
Strader got him hooked on “foo-foo” coffee when he was in
Hawaii.  Every Friday afternoon when they were in garrison,
the two men would let out their platoon a little early so they
could set their game plan for the next week in the small coffee
shop next to the Schofield Barrack’s PX.  The black platoon
sergeant always ordered a mocha cappuccino, while Stone went for an
Irish latte.  The difference in flavors was as close as the
two came to disagreeing on anything. 

The espresso machine hissed as the
steam pressed through the finely ground coffee, the earthy aroma
filling the little shop.  Stone stared down at the white
binder, almost afraid to look inside.  It had to have been
almost four hundred pages.  In all likelihood, almost
everything that remained of Frank Galeno’s lonely life lay in those
pages, and Stone was afraid to open the cover, afraid to lay an
outsider’s eye upon that man’s dream.  What would it be? 
Four hundred pages on how fly-fishing redeems the soul? 
Memoirs describing how the author attributed an entire lifetime’s
worth of failures to a father who drank too much?  A
justification for the tragedy in China?  More likely something
scientific and bizarre, “The Universal Theorem,” transcribed from
notes that had been scribbled in the Oasis Bar. 
Jesus, why me? Stone
wondered. 

“Here’s your coffee, honey,”
Carolyn said.  “It’s on the house.”

Stone thanked her and moved into
the back room.  There were three computers and an open spot
where the fourth sat before Carolyn’s husband got tired of fixing
“the damned thing.”  Stone sat in the open space and opened
the binder.

The opening page was a letter from
Galeno to Stone. 

 


Dear Stonewall,

This is a report on the project
that I’ve been working on since I moved to Montana.  You have
the only copy, and it is up to you to decide what to do with
it.  I leave you no burdens.

I’ve had two motivations
throughout this project, the first one being that I could
create something that would have such a positive impact on the
world; so that my daughter would overlook the accident in China and
love her daddy again.  My second motivation was to create
something beautiful, to create something truly unique and
powerful.  Something that could change the world as we know
it. My entire life has been dedicated to finding that theorem,
equation or invention that would change it all.  As a boy in
Little Italy, I looked out my window at the world that dominated my
impoverished family, and I swore that I could turn it on its head.
At this point, I feel that I’ve created something that has that
power, therefore fulfilling objective number two.  Whether or
not that invention finds reality is out of my control.

Something went wrong or you
wouldn’t have this in your hands.  Whether it was natural or
not, I don’t care.  My journey’s over, but I want to give
my invention a lifeline, a chance, in the event that I passed on
before completing it.  You are that lifeline.  You are
that chance.  I don’t know anyone who has fallen farther or
been held down harder than you have.  You dedicated your life
to our country and then made one mistake.  One single
mistake.  Putting the keys in the ignition instead of calling
a cab.  The structure destroyed you; now you have the chance
to destroy the structure.

You are my butterfly that may
create the storm.  You hold my redemption in your hands with
the chance to make it your own.  Your educational background
is perfect for this task. A bachelor’s degree from West Point with
a major in political science, an asymmetrical warfare focus and a
minor in nuclear engineering has enough science to be able to read
a basic scientific report and tell whether or not it’s
bullshit.  You know enough about the world and the forces that
drive it to understand how it will treat this invention.  Your
military background ought to give you ample opportunity to defend
it, if you choose.

To coerce you a little further,
try to imagine a world without power lines or the companies that
own those lines.  A world without gas stations or the
companies that supply those stations.  A world where soldiers
are not sent to fight and die for increasingly scarce natural
resources.  Before you take the next step, you should ask
yourself what will the organizations that control those lines or
resources do to avoid destruction? 

—Frank
Galeno 

 


How did the scientist know so much
about him, Stone wondered.  He had related a bit about his
background to Galeno when he drove the scientist up to Helena over
a year ago.  Stone figured his major might have slipped into
the conversation, as well as a bit about how West Point forced him
into a nuclear engineering minor.  Some of it Galeno must’ve
gleaned from Kylie or her father.  The stuff about Strader’s
death had to have come from the Internet.  Kylie wouldn’t have
said a word, and no one else had any idea or gave a
damn.

Stone turned the page.  It
started out with a basic description of the invention: some
kind of superbattery that could be charged up by raising the quanta
levels of electrons that were locked into some kind of graphite
lattice structure.  The “how” piece eluded Stone, but the
basic theory didn’t seem that outlandish.

Galeno’s résumé came next; he must
have realized that Stone, despite or maybe because of his knowledge
of the China tragedy, would harbor doubts about the old man’s
ability to put something like this together.  A PhD from MIT,
a little bit of work with the military, teaching positions at
several schools, some of them Ivy League, before venturing out into
the private sector.  The work description ended after the
development of the Generation IV Reactor.  The résumé seemed
more than solid, but so was Ted Kaczinski’s, the infamous Unabomber
who also happened to be a reclusive scientist who lived in this
part of Montana.

Basic diagrams described how a
nano-scale ferromagnet charged up the imprisoned electrons, the
lattice structure keeping them from losing energy until they were
drained again by the magnet. Galeno’s description was very basic,
only slightly overwhelming Stone’s remaining knowledge from his
chemistry and physics courses in college.  The diagrams gave
way to pictures of Galeno’s lab and his equipment.  The
battery itself appeared to be nothing more than a graphite spiral
with a clear coating surrounding it.  A thin ferromagnet ran
across the graphite lattice’s rows like a needle on a record,
charging and discharging the electrons as necessary, its path
guided by a computerized track.  The battery sat in a
metallic-frame container.   Stone couldn’t imagine how in
the hell Galeno got his hands on this caliber of
equipment.

He didn’t question for long, as
every detail was in the manual under an appropriately titled
section—from the inception in a small Washington, D.C., library
where Dr. Galeno pored over Marshall McLuhan’s War and Peace in the
Global Village,
to the final tests determining the stability of
the energy in the medium over long periods of time.  Galeno
didn’t overstate the technology’s effectiveness or rush his
explanations.  He just laid it out, slow and basic, in as few
words as he could, knowing that the reader would follow
him.

Stone didn’t claim to understand
everything about the idea, but it was clear that Galeno was not
under the grips of a psychosis, and the pictures of the
cutting-edge lab provided additional validity.  The idea
stacked up, at least in the basics.  If you applied energy to
an electron, it boosted in quanta.  Every college freshmen in
a basic chemistry class knew that.  If one could isolate the
electron from other particles, then there would be no change in
energy.  Once again, any college sophomore with basic physics
instruction could grasp the concept.  Hit the electron with
another reaction and the energy would travel down the path provided
for it.  None of this involved wild physics or logic
leaps.  Galeno was a master of scientific method; he had spent
a good portion of his career poking holes in his colleagues’
theories and he applied the same rigorous logic tests to his own
proofs—the conclusions presented in stark black tables upon the
white page. 

Stone didn’t spot a flaw.  His
scientific background wasn’t that extensive, but he had enough
knowledge to spot the error that should’ve been there. 
Something glaring.  Very few people make scientific claims of
this magnitude—usually only a few per century.  Even fewer
leave adequate documentation to trace their logic.  And even
fewer survive the first look of another without evidencing a
glaring error. Galeno’s manuscript was one of those few.

 


 


Structure Three

 


Two PhDs crammed into one head will
not help that head if it is struck by a speeding bus.  Roger
Kedrowski fell forward into the city transit bus as it drove past
Newark Airport’s arrivals terminal at forty-five miles per
hour.  It took no more than a second for him to take the
forced step off the curb and fall in front of the bus.  At the
last instant, Kedrowski turned his head toward the vehicle. 
The grill hit his glasses, his skull, and then bounced him
underneath the tires.  The airport transportation passage was
full of people waiting for buses, taxis and hotel vans.  Some
stood, others sat, and quite a few wandered back and forth,
impatient to catch their ride.  But no one saw.  No one
noticed the gloved hand at the professor’s back.  That hand
transformed Dr. Kedrowski from an impatient corporate executive
into a lifeless hunk of battered meat beneath the twin tires of the
blue-and-white city bus.  The bottom of Kedrowski’s tan
overcoat protruded from the tires and lay over gray slacks. 
Blood pulsed through the pants and over his scuffed black
wingtips.

The hand in the black driving glove
led up to a brown sport coat.  Inside the coat, an older
gentleman stood staring at the brutal scene.  His gray goatee
rippled in practiced shock and disgust.  Deep wrinkles rolled
up his forehead toward his white hair.  The man’s wallet said
Henry Alexander.  He was a sixty-three-year-old insurance
salesman from Rockaway Township, New Jersey.  Mr. Alexander
was employed at National Insurance in Manhattan.  The plane
ticket in his pocket said that he had just returned from
Albuquerque.  Alexander’s luggage held a couple of handouts
from the conference he was returning from in New Mexico.  He
gawked at the scene side by side with the rest of the onlookers,
until a few minutes after the police began arriving on the
scene.

Tyler Kirsey determined that the
patrolmen didn’t want his pseudonym in making a formal witness
statement. He shuffled back into the building.  He walked past
flight after flight of passengers retrieving their bags and stepped
into the men’s room.  Kirsey stood in the handicapped toilet
as he placed the goatee back in his suitcase.  He watched in a
handheld mirror as the black dye replaced the gray in his
hair.  A wet cloth removed the age lines from his dark
skin.  The gloved hands placed the gray sport coat, tie and
white shirt into the bag.  Kirsey put on a blue shirt and a
black leather blazer, inspected himself once more in the mirror and
then walked out of the bathroom.  The driver’s license in the
new wallet read “David White.”  He was still an insurance
salesman but now a resident of Los Angeles and an employee of
American Transport Insurance.  Kirsey took a shuttle to the
Holiday Inn, registered for a room and began studying Frank
Galeno. 

Kirsey connected his computer to
the Internet through his satellite phone.  He had spent
fifteen years gaining access to databases across the world. 
Kirsey had access to a series of information databases that rivaled
anything that the FBI or NSA could put together, because
bureaucratic red tape kept them from tying into each other; Kirsey
had no similar constraints. 

He learned that Frank Galeno lived
at the end of White Horse Lane on the eastern side of the Missouri,
outside of Wolf Creek, Montana.  The scientist had moved there
ten years ago, after the nuclear power plant accident in
China.  His small house had an outbuilding that rivaled it in
size.  It had to be Galeno’s lab.  He survived on “go
away quiet” checks from Zion Engineering.  It was those
payments that funded Galeno’s recent experiments.

The engineer appeared to keep to
himself.  There were no records of his involvement in any of
Wolf Creek’s community activities.  His ex-wife had remarried
and lived in upstate New York with one of Galeno’s former
colleagues.  Galeno’s only child was a thirty-four-year-old
daughter, Samantha Galeno.  She worked as a project manager
for Amnesty International in Washington, D.C.  Frank did not
have a landline or a cell phone.  Neither his daughter nor his
ex-wife had received any collect calls in the past year. 
Samantha received six calling card calls last August from Florida,
but they did not appear to be from her father.  Kirsey’s file
on Galeno from ten years ago said that the divorce had been ugly,
but that Galeno had stayed close to his daughter.  The lack of
contact made it obvious that the accident had created a wall
between the father and daughter that even an ugly divorce could
not.  Galeno’s discharge letter from MIT labeled him as
antisocial.  Kirsey’s file did not list any close friends at
the time of the accident.  Roger Kedrowski had been the only
person Frank Galeno had sent an e-mail to in the past three
months.  Kirsey changed the password to Galeno’s e-mail
account and went to bed.  It was five o’clock in the morning,
and his flight left for Montana in four hours.

Kedrowski’s death received some
press from the network news stations.  Given his status as a
ballyhooed possible “father” of the hydrogen revolution, Middle
America was fascinated by his suicide.  The broadcasters
showed a clip of Kedrowski speaking at an MIT awards dinner. 
Titan’s media representative made a terse comment about the
corporation’s sadness over the scientist’s death.  No, the
energy company’s spokesman said, they did not tell Kedrowski that
his program was going to be cut. That was never on the horizon, but
they did mention that Kedrowski’s meeting in Colorado involved
their plans to reduce the program’s funding and to redirect his
efforts toward other ventures. 

Titan’s statement suggested the
reason for Kedrowski’s suicide.  He had abandoned his academic
career to chase after the money and glory of private
development.  The doctor had put his reputation on the line
and couldn’t live to see it tarnished by failure.  There was
the justification.  Investigators wouldn’t dig much further
than the motive.  They would check the surveillance tapes, but
Kirsey would appear to have always had at least one person between
himself and the engineer.  The attack occurred in the section
divided between the two cameras.  As a precaution, Kirsey also
covered the movements of his right hand, by extending the sport
coat with his left.  The investigation would conclude sometime
in the evening.

Kirsey took a Northwest flight to
Minneapolis that continued on to Helena.  He didn’t conduct
any research on the plane.  All of his files were locked in
hidden compartments in his stowed luggage.  Kirsey tried not
to involve himself in conversations with his fellow passengers, but
he always made sure to know his alias inside and out.  Plane
flights were a time to close his eyes and slowly work through the
mission. 

Step by step, Kirsey’s brain walked
him through the plan.  Rehearsals, rehearsals, rehearsals; it
had been an Army mantra.  Swift and effective execution relied
on well-prepared walk-throughs.  Kirsey’s units would walk
though the mission on a miniature mock-up or map,
Dirty Dozen–style, then
move on to a small piece of ground that simulated their target
terrain.  Before Panama, the Department of Defense had
actually built replicas of buildings of Noriega’s airfields and
mansion.  Kirsey and his fellow soldiers took down the targets
with blanks and miles gear—the military’s version of laser-tag
equipment—before heading south to take out the dictator.

Kirsey couldn’t afford to allocate
much time and energy to physical rehearsals these days.  He
didn’t bother with them at all, unless he was utilizing outside
contractors for the job.  In those cases, he was forced to
drill the rehearsals to make sure that the coordination was perfect
between the different operating units.  Most times, Kirsey
worked alone.  Typical missions functioned much like the
Kedrowski hit.  Time was essential and secrecy was key, but
the missions themselves were not that challenging.  Kirsey’s
mind could walk through the entire job in crisp detail, churning
out possible complications and their solutions like a high-end
decoding machine.  By the time Kirsey landed on the ground, he
had a solid plan that took into consideration all but the most
random events.  No one could predict chaos, and Kirsey didn’t
bother to try.  In those situations, he could only rely on his
instincts and experience.  If the shit went to shit, the
uniforms would get nothing but the body of a tall man with a
perfectly crafted identity that could never be traced back to Titan
Energy.

Helena’s small-town airport
welcomed travelers with a large number of dead animals stuffed in
various stances of anger or repose.  Kirsey retrieved his
luggage and rented a car under the name Devon Jefferies.  The
blonde girl behind the counter was interested to hear that he was
from San Francisco and had come up for a few days of
fly-fishing.  Her sister had moved down to San Francisco a
couple years ago, and she had not seen her boyfriend in the past
week due to the salmon flies hatching on the Missouri.  Kirsey
let the girl roll, giving her just enough in return to continue the
flow of information.  Every byte mattered at this point of the
job, even if it came from ditzy car-rental attendants.  The
dark-green Ford Taurus was nice enough to provide comfort and
portray a successful image without drawing any additional
attention.  He would probably get an additional rental to
clear the house anyway.  Kirsey liked to use more than one
vehicle registered under different names for the reconnaissance and
the execution.  Patterns draw attention, and attention creates
complications.  Kirsey prided himself on his ability to avoid
those complications. 

The drive to Wolf Creek took a
little under half an hour.  The ride began as the capital city
gave way to the open prairies of the Helena valley.  A herd of
antelope stood in the tall grass on the eastern side of the
interstate.  Up ahead, Kirsey looked out at the Sleeping
Giant, a massive rock formation resembling a giant sleeping
peacefully amidst the mountains between Wolf Creek and
Helena.  The formation was a big part of the local
lexicon.  Kirsey had seen advertisements for everything from
microbrews to a bowling alley to a realty company that bore the
moniker.  He had previously heard the phrase “sleeping giant”
to describe the United States before Pearl Harbor, in relation to
its incredible mobilization after the attack on Pearl Harbor. 
The Japanese strategist said that he feared the attack had merely
woken a sleeping giant. 

Kirsey gazed out at the looming
gray cliffs that made up the giant’s face.  Did Galeno see
himself as a sleeping giant. waiting quietly in the mountains to
release his discovery upon the unknowing world?  Kirsey knew
that he needed to clear this slate quick and clean.  With
these stakes, there was no room for error.

Mountain pines replaced the prairie
grass as Kirsey continued driving north.  An exit to Gates of
the Mountains promised access to the Missouri River.  Herds of
white sheep stood in a mountain meadow, happy for the cooler
temperatures of late afternoon.  The interstate wound through
a canyon.  The blacktop ran over bridges that crossed high
above Prickly Pear Creek, railroad tracks and Recreation
Road.  The Wolf Creek exit laid right after the canyon; Kirsey
took the exit and made a quick visual reconnaissance of the
area.  The Interstate divided the town in half, with the
western side consisting mainly of one street of residential
houses.  The eastern side was a smorgasbord of businesses: a
couple of fly shops, a gas station, a bar, a coffee shop and a slew
of little fishermen’s cabins.  Prickly Pear Creek and
Recreation Road flanked the interstate, running south of the little
burg.  The Missouri River ran beside the interstate, making
its way north toward Craig.  A series of mountains laid to the
west beyond the houses, and the Missouri River ran beneath the Wolf
Creek Bridge as Recreation Road traveled east.

Kirsey traveled on Recreation Road
east through town.  Wolf Creek was a small town that relied on
fly-fishermen to maintain its existence.  There were locals,
such as Galeno, and farming families that did not earn their daily
bread from the big spenders in rental cars with rented rods and
deep wallets, but Kirsey imagined they were the exceptions. 
The town gave way to lush green pastures filled with bellowing
cows.  The air was fresh with a soft-pine scent, a welcome
change from yesterday’s air in Newark.  Kirsey passed over the
Missouri on Wolf Creek Bridge.  The water was clear. 
There were no rapids, but an army of twisting currents crossed over
the liquid plane, scattering the rays of the late afternoon’s
sun.  A drift boat traveled slowly down the river.  A
single fisherman cast his line at shore from the bow as the oarsman
rowed against the river’s flow.  There was a parking lot full
of cars on the far side of the bridge for the fishermen to retrieve
after the float from Holter Dam.  The road ran perpendicular
after the bridge, with Recreation Road running north toward Craig
and Beartooth Road running south to Holter Dam.  Galeno’s
house lay to the north, but Kirsey wanted to work his way from up
from the south to ensure that he had a grasp of the surrounding
landscape before risking an unexpected encounter with his
target.

The Missouri was calm as it ran
though the canyon.  Its lifeblood flowed smoothly through the
vents on the top of the rusting dam.  Kirsey didn’t see any
security patrols near the dam.  Dams had become known as
possible targets since the World Trade Center attacks.  The
Department of Homeland Security and the media loved captivating the
people with the image of a wall of watery death moving its way down
a major river toward a series of cities and towns, knocking out dam
after dam along the way.  Titan had never asked him to do a
dam, but it wasn’t out of the realm of
possibility. 

It would be one hell of a
job.  He didn’t think that a charge could be shaped well
enough to destroy the dam from the top of the structure.  Most
of the explosives’ power would be lost into the atmosphere. 
The media talked about a missile or plane hitting the dam from the
dry side, but that was too obvious and probably wouldn’t
work.  No, a team would have to attack it from the
water.  Kirsey pondered the possible detonation methods for a
moment and then got back to the job at hand.

Two campgrounds, a gas station and
a restaurant were scattered along the shorelines of Holter Lake’s
northern edge.  The campgrounds were filled with mobile homes
and trailers occupied by divisions of retired Americans enjoying
their gift from the Bureau of Reclamation.  A couple of
families were out there as well, but it was no place for Kirsey to
lose himself in a crowd.  In addition, there was no escape
route to the south.  Rough national forest mountains with few
settlements laid to the east, offering excellent coverage for a man
on foot.  There were a couple of dirt roads, but the maps made
them look pretty sketchy.  They didn’t appear to be the kind
of roads that a guy could trust not to wash out if he was fleeing
with a body in the back.  Kirsey turned the Taurus back toward
Wolf Creek.  

The river was full of fishermen
either in drift boats or fishing from the banks.  Kirsey
figured that he’d engineer some sort of fishing accident, and he’d
have to take care of the job early in order to miss the gaggle of
possible witnesses wading through the drop site.  Kirsey
didn’t want the body discovered immediately, so he’d have to pick a
section of the river where he could tangle the corpse in
debris.  He drove by the bridge and continued heading north
toward Craig, past the turnoff for Galeno’s house.  Craig was
a smaller version of Wolf Creek with a couple houses, two
fly-fishing shops and a little grocery store.  Despite the
town’s smaller size and lack of fishermen’s cabins, there were more
cars left at Craig’s bridge than at Wolf Creek.  Craig had an
on-ramp to the Interstate, and Recreation Road continued running
north.  Kirsey was tied to I-15 for an easy way out.  If
they blocked off I-15, he would be forced to move into the
mountains to trace his way south until he hit a higher level of
population closer to Helena.    

 


 


Creation Three

 


A young mother, her small tan face
turned toward the child she held in her arms.  She sings a
lullaby softly in Chinese, shifting the child’s body back and forth
in a slow rocking motion.  The little one’s eyelids draw
together.  The mother’s voice comes out deep and low in an
ancient song.  Her melodic breath caresses the child’s soft
black hair. 

A new recruit in the Red Army,
thousands of miles from the peasant farm of his childhood, walking
the city’s teeming streets.  The young private tries to focus
on cupping his hands tight and puffing out his chest, retaining a
soldier’s dignity amidst the clamor, pretending that the
astonished youth inside the stiff wool uniform did not want to
stand in the middle of the street and try to absorb it all at
once—the skyscrapers, the exotic smells from the outdoor markets,
the automobiles rushing by, the different dialects pouring into his
ears and, above all, the pretty girls with their tight-fitting
American clothes and quick smiles.

An ancient matriarch sharing the
same roof with three different generations of her family.  An
old woman steeped in knowledge, living in a culture that respected
the wisdom of her accumulated years.  Deep lines run across
her old, tan skin, encircling the eyes that had cried both tears of
joy and pain at the People’s Revolutions, had stared coldly at
Japanese invaders and now turned upward in astonishment as her
great grandchildren talked about chatting on the Internet to young
friends in Turkey and Canada. 

The images moved into Galeno’s mind
and settled there, enchanting him with the stories of their
lives. Then blackness, nothing...their existences erased
clean…souls rising above ashen bodies.  Frank walked through
the streets of Washington, D.C., surrounded by those ghosts. 
They stood beside him in the crosswalks, waiting patiently for the
walk signal.  Their tan faces stared at the Starbucks employee
handing Galeno a latte.  Eternity’s pilgrims coming to
question the man responsible for their deaths.

Galeno’s relationship with his
daughter, always fragile, had been completely destroyed by the
accident.  Samantha hadn’t spoken to him since the
explosion.  She didn’t return her father’s
phone calls, letters or e-mails. He moved to D.C., hoping that
proximity would help wear her down.  But the months went by
and she still refused to give him more than the couple of words
that she had said after he first confronted her face to face—“You
just went too far, Dad; way, way too far.”  Samantha shook off
his embrace and walked away, leaving the old man alone with his
tears. 

 


Galeno stopped by her work every
morning and every evening, just to be there in case something in
the previous night’s dreams or within the day might have softened
Samantha’s feelings toward her father.  The scientist would
sit in the coffee shop across the street and wait for his daughter
to walk out of the door of Amnesty’s D.C. office.  He’d step
onto the street, just in time for her to see him before walking to
the parking garage.  Galeno always caught her eye but never
got even a smile.  The mornings were the same, except his goal
was to be there as Samantha made it into work.  It was a
pathetic goal, but Galeno had trouble thinking of anything beyond
justification in his daughter’s eyes. 

He spent his days in the library,
absorbing books and trying to keep the ghosts from his mind. 
Galeno searched for redemption from cover to cover.  His eyes
scanned across the pages of the classics, science, economics,
mathematics and politics.  He took in information like the
apostles fishing in Galilee, casting in all directions in hopes of
finding an idea that threatened to break his nets.  Months
passed before the first glimmer came, while Galeno was under the
spell of Marshall McCluhan, the visionary media scholar. 
McCluhan saw all technologies as media and as extensions of the
user.  He believed that such media had profound effects not
only on the user but on society as a whole.

Take the simple invention of the
stirrup, a piece of leather laid across a horse’s back with a metal
loop at each end. The stirrup allowed a man with a suit of armor to
ride upon a horse.  The armored knight changed the face of
warfare, forcing the military and society to evolve in order to
support this revolution in military affairs.  It now took many
families working together to raise enough money to equip a knight
to fight for them.  The feudal state was born as society and
culture altered to fulfill the new military-economic
requirement.

McCluhan stated that revolutionary
inventions destroy the status quo and even entire societies,
raising new groups and classes to power along different
divisions.  Galeno couldn’t help but think about his
idealistic daughter raging against the elites and multinational
corporations that exploited the masses and destroyed the
planet.  Samantha wouldn’t want anything more than to bring
them to their knees; to bring all of them eye to eye with the men,
women and children who were crushed beneath the weight of the
mega-capitalist machinery.  Galeno often contemplated
Samantha’s words: “You do not create justice by giving an
abuser more power.”  Such a statement, Galeno thought,
inferred that one could create justice by giving the
abused more power. 
But the same individual who put the power in the hands of the elite
would likely know how to disperse it. 

Galeno threw himself into the study
of the entire energy system, analyzing anything that involved
power.  He dissected the entire system from generation through
distribution and, finally, to the end user.  The generation
portion of the equation was extremely varied.  Oil wells in
Saudi Arabian refineries around the world could be considered
energy generators.  Coal mines in eastern Montana and the
power plants that ran off that coal were energy generators. 
So were farmers in North Dakota with a couple of windmills in their
back forty.  The same went for the commune in Arizona with its
numerous rooftop solar panels, and for the turkey farmer in
Carthage, Missouri, who utilized a combination of turkey guts and
compost to create methane for cogeneration.

Galeno understood that energy is
stored in everything from the crashing tides to sunbeams to ancient
hydrocarbons, and that it can be easily processed in many areas
from a multitude of sources.  Galeno had heard engineers in
the utility industry refer to their comrades who focused on biomass
generation as people who spent their time deciding on the most
efficient way to burn wood.  The end users were similarly
varied: the Long Island soccer mom burning gasoline in her luxury
SUV; a college student studying at three o’clock A.M. with only a
desk lamp and a coffeemaker for company; the Inuit villager in
rural Alaska relying on large containers of kerosene to provide all
of his energy needs through harsh winters on the tundra.

The broad variety of end users and
generation options led to Galeno’s realization that no development
in either of those areas could ever take down the entire energy
industry.  Any invention in those arenas would still be held
to the whims of the entities that controlled the distribution
networks. The distributors told the generators what the price was
for their energy and then determined how much the end users should
pay for that energy.  Any uprising from either the end users
or generators would lead to a strategic reaction to isolate and
starve out the agitators. 

Distribution was the head that
controlled the energy Hydra.  If Galeno could eliminate the
distribution network through innovation, he could take down the
entire system.  The towers of Big Oil and Big Energy would
crumble to the masses.  The powerful multinational
corporations with bought politicians and financial goals that
determined national-security objectives would be left with nothing
but millions of miles of useless cables strung across the world,
and fleets of empty oil tankers rusting at their docks.  The
high-paid executives would find high-paid jobs in other industries,
but those corporations would merely sell goods.  They wouldn’t
have the power to orchestrate history, because that power would be
dispersed.

Galeno pushed everything else to
the margins of his life.  His existence revolved around
finding a solution to one engineering problem, the problem that
would change the world.  A life that had already been spare
became ascetic.  Galeno quit stopping by Samantha’s work,
knowing that the path back to his daughter laid somewhere within
his mind.  The path winded between library shelves and was
littered with crumpled papers of discarded equations.

Within weeks, Galeno realized all
that he was attempting to do was create an incredibly effective
battery.  A battery that could alone run a house at roughly a
kilowatt per hour for several months or even a year.  A
battery that would allow the generators to charge them, then sell
them directly to the end users, who would return the empty
batteries to the generator.  The batteries had to be cheap
enough to preclude a fight with the utilities over whether or not
the generators and end users would switch over.  Like whether
or not people would use fire, the battle would be over before it
began. 

The complete transition would take
years, because some technologies—such as cars—would have to be
reengineered to run by battery.  Galeno believed that it would
not take much more than a couple of months for the first households
to transition their energy source to battery.  They could use
one to run their home by simply changing a couple of wires. 
People who cared to install solar panels on their houses or
windmills in their yard would be able to charge up one battery
while they used the other.

Galeno knew that the battery’s
victory didn’t depend on whether American consumers and industries
adopted the technology.  No, it depended on its release to the
developing world.  A developing world holding billions of
dollars’ worth of energy within the roiling cataracts of its
unnavigable rivers and the scorching rays falling on its parched
soil—billions of dollars wasted due to the lack of energy
infrastructure and nearby population centers.  That energy
laid dormant waiting for an invention to free it from its limiting
fetters.  Galeno just had to figure out how to cut the
lines. 

 


Survival Four

 


Stone read Galeno’s report
throughout the evening while Kylie’s father watched
television.  Stone couldn’t spot a mistake.  The
engineer’s notes were meticulous.  He had carefully described
the machine’s entire creation from the development of the initial
concept through the final tests to determine the stability of the
battery’s charge.  The physicist had even catalogued each of
his errors in the process, and how he had methodically worked
through them.  Galeno’s descriptions of his errors
dramatically increased his credibility.  Stone did not have
much training in psychology, just a basic class at West Point that
focused more on effective leadership than on identifying mental
disorders.  But his time at Leavenworth supplemented that
basic knowledge as he lived beside scores of inmates who were
either partially mentally ill or faking it in hopes of a transfer
to a hospital for the seriously mentally ill.

Stone’s experience at Leavenworth
led him to believe that if Galeno’s invention had been a mental
illness–induced delusion, he would have nailed it on the first
try.  The prototype could have been nothing more than a
toaster with burned bread, and the old man could have claimed that
he was storing energy in a substance to release it later.  The
scientist would have cooked up a hundred half-baked equations to
prove it, but Galeno’s work was tight.  He spent over two
years and logged seventy-seven failures trying to construct the
graphite lattice that had enough structure to hold an electron in
place while it was being charged, yet still porous enough to
allow the laser’s access to the electron.  Frank may have had
delusions, but they did not appear to have affected his scientific
inquiry.

 


Kylie made it home around one and
was surprised to find Stone still awake and reading Galeno’s
notes.  While he usually read for a bit after her father went
to sleep, Stone always tried to sneak in a couple hours of sleep
before Kylie came home.  He brought the binder with him when
he stopped by the bar that night for dinner, but he was still
skeptical and told Kylie that reading the report was like watching
a magic trick.  You knew that it couldn’t be real, and it was
just a matter of watching the trick close enough to notice the
glimmer of a mirror or hear the squeak of a trap door.

 


“Still haven’t spotted the
magician’s wires yet, babe?” she asked.

“No, the old man’s got me
hornswoggled.  I know it can’t be true, if only because of how
huge the claim is and who it’s coming from, but damned if I can’t
figure out what’s wrong with it.  I think that I’m probably
going to stop by his place tomorrow after I get off the water and
check out his lab.”

“Check out his lab?” Kylie asked
as she took off her makeup.   

“Yeah, I figure what the
hell.  Galeno’s daughter was his only kin, and she hasn’t
talked to him for ten years.  So there shouldn’t be anybody
that’d be too torn up about me stopping by to see if his story
stacks up.”

Kylie’s blonde head turned back
toward him on the bed. “If his story stacks up?”

A sheepish smile spread across
Stone’s face, and his large shoulders rose. “You’re right: how his
story doesn’t stack up.  But I’ve got to admit that part of me
would love to walk into that lab and find everything just like
Frank described.”

Kylie nodded.  Her eyes
drifted off to the corner of the room. “It would be nice to have
the old guy’s dreams work out.  To have someone from here,
someone that’s been chased to the edge, stand up and accomplish
something amazing….”  

 


An hour later, Stone laid awake in
the darkness.  He was on his side with Kylie’s soft body
snuggled into him.  His muscled arm wrapped around her
sleeping body.  Stone listened to her breath. He didn’t want
this year to end, for Roger Andrews to pass on and Kylie to move
away. Stone didn’t know how to keep it all from falling apart, but
it was too good to give up without a fight. If Frank Galeno had the
guts to try and turn the entire world on its end, Stone ought to be
able to stand up for his little dream of making a life with
Kylie.

 


 


The following day’s clients weren’t
too bad; a father and son who had flown in from Texas to spend a
week fishing the different rivers in Montana.  A week spent
together in paradise before the father lost his son to high school
and girls.  They were midway through the trip, and it
showed.  The clients’ store-bought techniques were new but
beginning to become a little bit more comfortable.  They had
spent their first few days on the Madison, the river of Stone’s
youth, and the guides out of Ennis had taken them a long way toward
competency. 

They were a good pair, but Stone
was still happy to get off the water.  Thoughts of Galeno’s
notes had kept him up half the night and rattled around in his head
as he paddled down the river.  He was too cynical to take it
all in, but he couldn’t help but think of Galeno as his boat passed
underneath a set of power lines.  The energy industry spent
more than a hundred years carpeting the world with conductive wire,
and one retired engineer in Wolf Creek, Montana, thought that he
had found a way to make it all worthless. 

 


Stone turned his Bronco right onto
White Horse Lane.  The large black treads welcomed the switch
from asphalt to dirt.  Stone used it almost exclusively for
work, even leaving it at the fly shop at night.  The 1973
Bronco was perfect during hunting season.  It could get him
and his customers up to the mountain base camp no matter how deep
the snow.  But in the summer months, the large engine and fat
tires didn’t get much of a chance to show off driving back and
forth from the fly shop to the spots where Stone put in and pulled
out of the river.  The local kids that moved the vehicles to
the extraction point during the day were too afraid of Stone’s cold
stare to feed the Bronco any extracurricular mud, no matter how
long he was on the water.

There were a couple of houses
scattered though the first half mile up White Horse Road, mostly
ranchettes.  They thinned and then stopped at a cattle guard
that bore a National Forest placard, and the faded reminder that
“only you can prevent forest fires.”  Despite the federal
designation, Stone remembered from his one trip ferrying Galeno
that his house was farther up the road.  Galeno’s house
appeared through the pine trees.  Red paint with white trim
beckoned through the green needles.  It was a small house with
a similarly painted barn that was almost the same size.  The
previous owner probably kept horses in it, although Galeno must
have removed the corral years ago. The scientist didn’t need a
fence for what he kept in the barn.  The pictures in the book
depicted a complete lab stocked with high-tech equipment, lasers,
generators and several prototypes of Galeno’s spin
battery.

Stone parked the Bronco on the dirt
driveway in front of the house.  It was a little run down, not
in shambles, but definitely the home of someone who didn’t expect
or want visitors.  Stone stepped out of his rig, walked past
the house to the lab.  The building had a sturdy steel door
and a garage door.  Both appeared to be much newer than the
thirty-year-old barn they were built into. There were similar fresh
boards up on two sides of the lab where Galeno had covered the
windows.  The engineer was definitely up to something. 
Both doors were locked.  Stone looked above the frame for a
spare key, but there was no luck.  He walked back to the
house, but it was locked up and the windows were
latched.

Stone leaned against the Bronco and
pulled a can of Copenhagen out of his pocket.  The guide
packed the can twice, took a pinch of the black tobacco and pressed
it between his front lip and gum.  Good for thinking, Sergeant
Strader used to tell him.  Although he also claimed it was
good for churchgoing and lovemaking, so the advice was general at
best, but it did give Stone a chance to consider the
situation.  He could turn around now and pretend the whole
thing never happened.  Figure that Galeno was crazy and leave
it at that.  But Stone couldn’t stand that he could be this
close, nothing but a wall between him and the scientist’s
invention, without checking it out.  Just one wall. 
Actually, it was not even Galeno’s wall anymore.  It might
belong to the state or the bank, if they didn’t manage to hunt down
the dead man’s daughter.  And if it did land in little Miss
Galeno’s lap, she’d most likely just sell it off anyway.  So
she really shouldn’t be too upset with either a hole in the wall of
the lab or a ripped-out door.

Stone backed the Bronco up to the
garage door.  He ran the end of the tow strap through the loop
at the other end, wrapped the slip knot over the garage-door handle
and attached the loop to the ball off the Bronco’s bumper. 
Stone locked in the hubs.  He edged forward until the tow
strap was tight and then gunned it.  The engine roared and
rushed forward, ripping the garage door off the old barn and
dragging it across the ground in a cloud of dust. 

Stone smiled as he turned off the
Bronco.  His lips fell as soon as he stepped out and looked
toward the lab.  It was empty.  There was a table built
into the back wall and shelves on the side walls, but they were
bare.  From wall to wall, the concrete floor was empty and
clean, except for the tattered remains of the metal garage-door
track.  Stone walked into the lab.  It was the same lab
from the pictures.  The same table, the same shelves, the old
wood of the barn walls.  The lab even had the same series of
three 220-volt outlets on each of the walls, from a 220-volt line
that must have cost a fortune to have the power company run to the
isolated valley. This wasn’t outfitted like a garage, and even if
it was a garage, where the hell was the stuff? Shovels, a chain
saw, used motor oil, anything? 

Stone pulled out the white binder
and compared the building to the building in the photos. 
Everything was the same, except for the missing equipment.  In
the photos, Galeno’s final spin battery with its ferromagnet
battery charger/drainer was set up in the center of the room. 
Wires ran from the walls into the battery.  A series of
batteries in different stages of development lined the bottom shelf
on one wall.  The top shelf was full of electronic equipment,
likely remnants from earlier prototypes.  A variety of
electrical testing equipment lined the other shelves. Drawings and
notes hung on the walls.

Had Galeno transferred the
equipment to another location as he neared completion? That didn’t
make sense. He might have shipped the batteries and lasers to
another location that may be more suited for a release to the
press. But why would he take all the notes, all the old
prototypes?  Beyond that, where the hell was the dust? 
The entire lab was swept and dusted completely clean, so there was
not even a sign that any equipment had been there before. Galeno’s
lab looked tidy in the photos, but not spotless.  

 


Stone walked over to the house and
peered in the windows.  It hadn’t been ransacked.  The
door was locked, and Stone didn’t bother to try the windows. 
He didn’t want to begin concocting conspiracy theories, but there
was no doubt that something had happened. 

He thought about some of the
questions that had puzzled him after discovering Galeno’s body, the
type of fly and the strange knot that fastened it to the
leader.  A lot of things could be said about Galeno, but he
was a strong fly-fisherman; too good to ever have cast out a fly
that didn’t match the hatch or use a knot any larger or weaker than
the traditional standbys.

Stone drove the Bronco back out to
the dirt road.  It looked like he was approaching a hornets’
nest of trouble, and he needed to take a step back to examine if he
should go any further.  He had worked a long time to pull the
complexities from his own life.  The brash young infantry
lieutenant who took on every situation like he was leading a
platoon assault on an enemy machine-gun nest had given way to the
quiet river guide who tried to live without causing more than a
ripple in the tide of humanity that flowed around him.  Stone
stepped aside and let conflict pass him by before others glimpsed
it coming down the path.  The scientist had left Stone with
the burden of carrying on his dream.  The burden interested
him, but it wouldn’t be lonely beside the other challenges that
Stone had avoided since his release from prison.

He pressed down on the gas to push
the Bronco back toward the main road.  Near the forest service
gate, Stone had to slow down and pull off the narrow road to allow
a green Ford Taurus through.  The guide’s hand waved in
backroads courtesy was returned with a wave and a smile from a
stranger driving toward Galeno’s house.  Passenger cars are
not a rarity on Montana’s improved dirt roads, but the car was a
rental, and the forest around Galeno’s place wasn’t a tourist
destination.  Stone glanced in the rearview mirror and was
relieved to see the Taurus continue on down the dirt
road.

 


 


Structure Four

 


Kirsey parked his car at a turn-off
along the river, next to a motor home and two pickup trucks. 
There were only two fishermen in sight.  The others must have
waded farther down the river in search of a finer ripple with
rising trout.  Kirsey changed quickly into a pair of tan khaki
pants and a faded green long-sleeve shirt.  Hiking boots on
his feet and a Camelback pack on his back, Kirsey could have been
any random hiker from out of state who felt frisky enough to wander
off the trails.  His wallet carried the identity of David
Jefferies, a successful venture capitalist from San
Francisco.  For the most part, Mr. Jefferies’ pack was full of
innocent gear: a flashlight, two Powerbars, an extra set of
clothes, a jacket, area maps, a compass and a knife.  The
nine-millimeter Glock pistol might have given him away somewhere
else, but Kirsey figured that most Montanans wouldn’t find it that
alarming.

He checked to make sure that he
didn’t leave anything behind and then closed the door.  He
checked his watch—it was eleven o’clock.  Time enough for a
three-hour trip: a half hour in, two hours of scoping out the
scientist’s house and a half hour back out.  That would leave
him with time enough to travel back to Helena to get a moving
truck, pick up his package from Titan, rent a storage unit and stop
by a pharmacy.  He walked across the blacktop and toward a
valley that ran parallel to the road to Galeno’s house. 
Kirsey walked three-quarters of the way up the ridge and followed
the valley’s contour.  The choice of route minimized the
chances that he would run into someone, as most hikers would prefer
to stick to either the easy-to-travel valley or the top of the
ridge.  The route also provided him with some cover from the
pine trees along the ridge and ensured that he didn’t silhouette
against the skyline.  Kirsey knew that all of this was
overkill.  But it was this kind of overkill that kept
complications from arising, minimizing the chances of being
compromised, or worse.  Every mark was not a PhD professor who
spent more time contemplating intermolecular forces than survival,
and Kirsey couldn’t afford to develop poor habits.

The country was rugged, thick with
granite cliffs and boulders.  In some places, the pine trees
rose as high as sixty feet, scattering their needles in wide
swathes.  Kirsey crossed over several expanses of rock to
cover his tracks, always aware of the thin line between the hunter
and the hunted.  He was happy to be back out in the
woods.  The majority of his work with the energy company
occurred in cities where he utilized the ability to dissolve in a
crowd versus blending in amidst a stand of pines.  Kirsey
always enjoyed the hunt, but there was something about stalking
prey through the forest that fulfilled him on a deeper level, like
a mountain lion peering down at a wary mule deer, watching it sniff
the air, ears cocked for possible danger, waiting for the deer to
turn in the other direction before launching itself from a cliff
above. 

Kirsey didn’t see anyone hiking in
the valley below.  He wasn’t surprised.  He had chosen
this valley for its relative obscurity, and he imagined that anyone
who had planned a hike away from civilization likely would have
started at one of the trailheads.  Kirsey wished for a moment
that he had thought to bring his satellite cell phone on the
reconnaissance mission.  His position was isolated from
listeners, and he was well ahead of schedule.  It would not
have been a risk to place a call to his wife to check and see how
his son, Dexter, was behaving.  The boy was fourteen years old
and had been causing him and his wife, Mei Lou, trouble. 
Nothing major, problems at school, typical adolescent
insubordination and a little bit of marijuana; but Kirsey knew that
it was probably likely to get much worse.

Dexter had his father’s height and
strength with his mother’s Korean complexion and dark eyes. 
His mother hardly knew English, so the family mainly spoke Korean
around the house. Dexter had stuttered since he was a boy, and the
speech impediment was a glaring target for his peers. He had a
string of physical incidents at school that stemmed from teasing
over his stammer. Dexter’s fists stopped the taunts, but they
couldn’t build him friendships.

It wasn’t surprising that the young
man suffered from communication problems, considering the veils of
distortions and half-truths that isolated him from his father’s
reality. As far as Dexter and Mei Lou knew, Kirsey was a midgrade
officer at an energy corporation whose job took him out of town a
lot.  Mei Lou met Kirsey when he was in Seoul for work. 
She thought he was there to sell the South Korean government
high-voltage power lines.  The charming suitor was really
there to negotiate with North Korean agents regarding the country’s
weapons-grade plutonium needs.  The language barrier made it
very easy to keep Mei Lou unaware of the kind of work that Kirsey
performed for Titan, although Kirsey’s cover was so tight that he
doubted his family would ever be able to see through the
façade.  

Dexter had begun to overwhelm Mei
Lou at home, and Kirsey didn’t know how to deal with it.  Up
to this point, he had left the discipline to Mei Lou. 
Kirsey’s main goal for Dexter was to have him live a life without
violence, and the assassin feared contaminating his son with his
own brutality.  Maybe Kirsey just needed to spend more time at
home.  Hopefully things would cool down a little bit after
this job.  Van Dyke defended the world’s infrastructure with a
hard hand, but Kirsey thought that staving off a threat of this
magnitude would probably keep him happy for a while.  Killing
a mighty grizzly left one with little appetite for picking off
coyotes.

Kirsey extended his stride,
stepping deftly around patches of sagebrush.  He would place
the call later.  The hunter sniffed at the dry mountain
air.  It smelled of a combination of sage and pine with a hint
of smoke from a distant early-summer forest fire.  The forest
was calm, its only sounds buzzing horseflies, chattering squirrels
and the occasional songbird calling for a mate.  Kirsey
spooked up a couple of deer and spotted a small herd of elk on the
opposite ridge.  He felt at home in this environment: a large
predator that inhabited the highest rung on the food chain, at
least this far out of grizzly country.  He killed to
live.  The success of those kills enabled him to make further
kills, allowing the environment to move into the next stage of life
as the insects and bacteria break down the remaining lifeless flesh
and bones.  Eventually the predator itself would die, only to
be dissolved by the same insects and bacteria, as he is replaced by
another.

Kirsey reached his checkpoint at
the end of the ridge portion of his journey and turned left, toward
the North, in a dogleg across two ridges, to set up an observation
post of Galeno’s land.  He didn’t bother with additional body
camouflage that might compromise his hiker alibi any further. 
His drab clothes would blend in fairly well with the granite,
lichen, red pine needles on the ground and dark-green pines
overhead.  Kirsey snuck up through the tree to the side of the
ridge that was visually exposed to Galeno’s land.  He could
spot glimmers of the red from Galeno’s house through the
trees.  Kirsey saw a large log on the ground near the tree
line.  It looked like it would provide him with the right
combination of cover and a relatively unobstructed view.  He
inched himself toward the overturned log, wary of every movement
and sound that might compromise his position.  It took him
almost as long to cover the last fifty yards of his move into the
observation post as it took him to cover a mile of walking through
open country.  

Kirsey gazed down the ridge at the
farmhouse and lab below.  They were red with white trim. 
He recognized them immediately from the satellite photos and house
plans that he had studied earlier.  Kirsey could drop in
through the woods with a motorcycle or four-wheeler, but he was
definitely stuck relying on the dirt road for all major
transportation needs.  The scientist’s black truck was parked
next to the lab. Kirsey figured he was probably in one of the
buildings, although there were no other signs of life.  Kirsey
laid in the observation post and absorbed the scene through his
binoculars, mentally walking through it and possible courses of
action.  

This job was too important to
simply whack Galeno, take a couple of things from the cabin and
leave the cops swinging at air as they tried to sort out an
apparent robbery-motivated murder in the middle of nowhere. 
Kirsey didn’t want the police poking through Galeno’s house and lab
looking for clues.  He didn’t think they would find anything,
but it wasn’t worth the risk.  He would knock the scientist
out with a cloth full of Sevoflurane and then inject a syringe full
of epinephrine into his jugular vein.  The epinephrine-charged
blood would stop the engineer’s already weak heart. The death would
be clean and painless.  Old men have heart attacks all the
time, so even the most paranoid of sheriffs wouldn’t call for an
autopsy.

After about an hour, Galeno walked
from the lab to the house.  Kirsey absorbed the man’s every
detail.  He was a little overweight, short in stature, partly
bald with an unkempt gray beard and glasses.  Galeno wore
clean blue coveralls and work boots.  Van Dyke said the man
was very close to finishing the battery, but Kirsey didn’t know if
that meant days or weeks.  Either way, it would all be over
soon.  The scientist didn’t look up or around—no internal
sense of danger.  Kirsey stared into the high-powered
binoculars, trying to see Galeno’s chest rise and fall with each
breath. 

Kirsey watched him for another
forty minutes.  The old man traveled between the house and lab
three times.  All three times, Galeno used his keys to get
back in the lab.  He didn’t appear to be wearing a work knife
or anything else that could serve as a weapon.  Kirsey decided
that he would make contact as Galeno walked out the door of the
lab.  He would grab the target and muffle his breath with the
anesthetic, while ensuring that the door didn’t close. 
Galeno’s keys should be on him, but Kirsey didn’t want to take any
chances if the scientist was finishing up for the night.  He
would bring a pick kit in case, but he did not want to have to
waste any time fighting with the locks.  There was a motion
light above the door to the lab and at the house, but he didn’t see
any other security devices.  That was consistent with Kirsey’s
computer search, which did not turn up any transactions from Galeno
to security companies in the last ten years.  Kirsey would
creep in from the woods behind the lab and move along the wall to
evade the light.  There were no windows in the lab, so the
light probably would not matter, but Kirsey was not going to take
any chances.

It was time to wrap it up. Kirsey
checked over the observation post to be sure he didn’t leave any
signs of his presence. It was clean. He moved back toward the
valley leading to the car.  Kirsey was happy to be on
schedule.  The drive back to Helena wouldn’t take too long.
The pharmacy with the epinephrine prescription, the UPS office with
his package and the rental-truck company were all within five miles
of one another.  There were a couple storage facilities in the
area as well.  He would use different IDs at each location and
be on his way back toward Galeno’s by nightfall.

 


 


Creation Four

 


Galeno sipped at the cooling latte
while reading the new copy of Foreign
Affairs.  He had all his periodicals
sent to the coffee shop in Wolf Creek.  The owner, Carolyn,
didn’t bat an eye when Frank asked her if he could have his
magazines and newspapers delivered to the shop.  He told her
that it would be a little easier on his old bones if he could just
read them when he came into town to have coffee instead of having
to go and pick them up every day from the set of mailboxes at the
base of his road.  Carolyn said it wouldn’t be a problem, and
within a couple weeks, the patrons of the Missouri River Ice Cream
and Coffee Shop became some of the county’s best-informed citizens
as they browsed through Galeno’s copies of The New York
Times, Mother
Jones, Discover and other
periodicals.

Whether it was his pride or
conscience, Galeno hated to lie to Carolyn about being concerned
about the process of moving magazines from the base of his road to
his house.  But his pride had taken worse blows than that on
some of the least-degrading days of his marriage.  Galeno’s
real objective laid in covering his tracks.  He knew that
success would eventually bring the energy industry’s eyes, and they
must only think that he was a crazy old retiree in the mountains
playing around in his garage.  The energy industry could not
know how he studied them, gathering information daily that
described their activities, in order to motivate him to continue
working to bring them down.

Galeno’s political studies told him
that the world was on the cusp of a tremendous change, and an
invention that brought down the energy distribution network would
spark that revolution.  Technical globalization unleashed two
dramatic political forces on the world: integration and
fragmentation.  The integration force was easy to
understand.  With a five-hundred-dollar computer and a phone
line, a disenfranchised teenager from California could study Islam
from the strictest sects in Saudi Arabia, leading him on a journey
to Afghanistan to fight in a war against his own countrymen. 
Businessmen from Silicon Valley could direct the daily
activities of software engineers in India to ensure that they
met the project deadlines laid by financiers in New York and
London.  A housewife in Des Moines could fall madly in love
with a struggling artist in Prague.  Across the world, the
communication barriers between us fell beneath the wheels of
technical connectivity.

That prong of globalization led to
widespread fragmentation as people began to question their
identity.  In a world this large, what made them different
from the swarming masses?  Was it their race, their religion,
their political views?  To which tribe did they belong? 
The quest for that definition began to build new walls, divisions
within divisions.  Who were their friends?  Who were
their enemies?  How could a rich senator from Massachusetts
understand what it was like to be a struggling farmer on the frozen
plains of North Dakota?  How could a successful gay lawyer
from Portland allow a congressman from Texas to decide whom he
could love and marry?  Why would a nation full of strict
Shiite Muslims allow their airwaves to be polluted with images of
scantily clad women and alcohol advertisements?  Why should
they accept harsh statements from the United States, with the
strongest military in the world and a large arsenal full of nuclear
weapons, on what weapons they should be allowed to use to defend
their country?
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