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Part I
1. Archenteron
In the glory of the Canadian summer, the lake waving for him, the rowing dock pointing him to the water, McGlade was content to defer their call and complete some paperwork on his porch. This was indeed high season for flying, and he meant to do a lot of it in the new aircraft, but it had to be purposeful; there were enough machines and tourists about without him adding to their numbers. Still, the amphibian plane bobbing on its mooring was a siren in waiting, and he knew that before the afternoon was out he would take her aloft.
The monetary aspects of his personal estate were hopefully assured, with all the new players in the Humanist Union. The board had agreed to discharge his mortgage payments in partial payment of his salary as Moderator, and McGlade could focus on completing the repository, with its future clientele pouring in via the HU websites. At last we have a constituency, some critical mass, he thought to himself - now to bring it home.
Despite the afternoon's bucolic allures, he continued reviewing documents for some hours, including a list of their most recent sign-ups. His eyes fell onto two new applicants, M. Yamanaka followed by T. Yamanaka. That name had been in the news lately, but McGlade could not recall where. A search from his netbook brought up a reference - Tsuyoshi Yamanaka vs. USPTO in the Globe & Mail. McGlade’s eyes narrowed when he realized who indeed this was - the embattled inventor of compressed fusion. He was intrigued, looked up their email addresses in the member database, and then forwarded Yamanaka and his cohort his personal letter of introduction and welcome.
The day lazed on and McGlade wrapped up his paper shuffling. The lake had ripened with the heat and shifting yellow light characteristic of mid-summer in the islands, and it was time to go flying. There were four hours of daylight left; the breeze choreographing the trees would soon waft him away as well. As he shut down his email he noticed an auto-reply from Ms. Yamanaka - their emails are correct, he thought, nervous but gratified to have such distinguished figures interested in his organization.
"John?" called McGlade to a tradesman doing landscaping, "do you know if the weeds were cleared?"
The worker nodded, so McGlade first made himself some sandwiches, then gathered up a memory chip with charts and weather data for his cellphone, and carried his backpack down to the dock. As he squared and rowed out to the buoy, the beauty of the lake rose to embrace him as warmly as any first welcome into heaven. He clambered aboard and idled the plane clear of the bay fronting his home, to open water. As the engine warmed, he turned and looked back at the main house, silhouetted - a traditional rendering of the Federal style in brick, recalling an earlier era.
I wonder what Jefferson would say, he thought to himself, having patterned it after Monticello. He pushed the throttle forward and ran the powerful aircraft up onto the step, into the center of the lake, then airborne. He banked it north and levelled out over the main channel.
The fixed droning of the engine allowed him to think undisturbed; he enjoyed driving boats, tractors and planes with their surrounding walls of sound. These were good times, he told himself, times when one could start thinking of relaxing for once. But McGlade could not feel content for long; it was ever more evident that his project had just started. He could forget money troubles, sure; but his critics continued to gnaw at him.
A debonair 56 years old, his once-blond hair greying, the Moderator of the Humanist Union, leads a secular society known for its controversial world-federalist policies as laid out in McGlade’s bestselling book and numerous websites. Things were now building toward the recognition and independence that McGlade wanted - his concept that humanism was the one philosophy that could be universally accepted by all was finding traction within the intellectual community, and with the young.
Minutes later the south end of Valdes Island came into view, and he began his descent. He did a flyover above the east bay, and confirmed that it was almost high tide. He landed cleanly and skipped along into the anchorage. His caretaker Crazy Cal was there with his dog Bowels, as arranged, and Cal took his lines to tie up.
"The flatbed's here already, if the barge shows up on Monday," he said, "and the Ark's lookin' good. They’re still at it up there."
McGlade smiled, it was always easy to smile with Crazy Cal, a true free spirit behind all those faded tattoos. Sure, he had been a small-time thief and fringe biker in his past days, but he knew how to pick his spots and had ostensibly retired from such activities, given this rare employment. McGlade allowed himself to enjoy the rough and tumble company of men who were physically secure; they invariably proved to be teddy bears at heart.
Cal had sold McGlade his first small boat thirty years before, a ten foot clinker-built dinghy with a five horse Eska engine. McGlade almost killed himself and his girlfriend in it, in the horsetail waves surging through adjacent Porlier Pass. He shuddered to recall the incident, when the rousing current had swung the outboard tiller, briefly unattended, 90 degrees with a snap, and they both had barely held on. She was a non-swimmer and there was a ten knot rip in Porlier at that stage of the incoming tide. A boating misadventure that was ill advised, to be sure, and the chill of its memory stayed with him. It is prudent to take note when Death has flashed you his calling card.
McGlade thought back on these incidents as Zen accidents that didn’t happen. As a pilot he was careful to recognize them for what they were, and reiterated their precautionary lessons to himself. Every flyer had to envision disaster before it struck, and his lengthy boating past made him a good one.
Leaving Cal to his chores, he took the trail from the dock up into the backing woods, and thence onto the benchland that formed up the middle of the twenty kilometre island. It was a ten minute walk to the construction site, along a verdant natural avenue through the trees that reminded McGlade of the flat approaches along Paris' Champs Elysees.
The birds are out coughing and spitting, he joked to himself as he revelled in the late afternoon sunshine. The dense trees parted to reveal his pride and reputed folly - the Archenteron. It was approaching completion, awaiting some internal finishing and landscaping. There was nobody outside, and he managed to enter through the main door.
It appeared that the work crew had gone home, as it was indeed almost six o'clock. McGlade looked around in the new facility. Built of widening concentric rings on five levels, with an elliptical dome, it was designed to be the prime repository of the genetic material and data held in trust for Union members. Its roof was almost completely covered with solar collectors; this gave the Archenteron the appearance of being a black flying saucer that had come to earth in this patch of island bush.
McGlade strolled along its rough hallways, looking into the little concrete rabbit holes where families would assemble miniature mausoleums. The entire edifice had been made virtually fireproof, spring-loaded against earthquake, with independent sources of water, electricity and heat and designed to function at least one year with no human presence or maintenance required. Funded by one major benefactor, its location and function were secret.
In the event of a nuclear war or atmospheric collapse, it was a de facto bunker that would safeguard the HU’s genetic and life records. This was its continuing mandate; benefiting from the fact that all human genetic material can, in theory fit into a thimble, one molecule per person. An as yet undetermined number of such repositories would be built around the world, each with the complete records of the HU. It was this cellular structure that would make the Humanist Union indestructible by any antagonist, just as communist cells were designed to be insulated each from the other.
McGlade for years had been under the impression that such genetic material had to be frozen if it was to be properly preserved, and he had planned for large vessels filled with liquid nitrogen to maintain low temperatures for this purpose. Indeed, there was still some possible need for such a facility, for keeping organs and cord tissues, but he had finally become satisfied that DNA, properly dried, would keep indefinitely in a climate-controlled environment, or when encased in a polymer. Thus, the Archenteron had only to keep things dry and undisturbed to fulfil its purpose, and that would not be an energy-intensive proposition.
McGlade’s hand went to a gold necklace around his neck, checking as he often did that the pendant was still there. He had plans for it.
Some faint voices filtered down from the level above him, and he climbed the roughed-in stairs. The voices grew louder as he approached the solar collection area. He knocked loudly on the door, and it was pushed ajar by one of the cabinet makers.
"Martin!" said the worker.
"The same! Just working a half-day are you?" he said smiling.
Two of the workers began to explain, but Martin threw in the disclaimer "Your twelve hours are up...find me a cold one...”
The half-dozen tradesmen went back to their beers around a makeshift plywood table, and their loud banter. These were local workers - carpenters, electricians, and cement workers who came and went to the island by boat every day. They worked long hours and relished these extended jobs that kept them together as teams for months on end. And McGlade liked nothing better than to share their shop talk about their families, trades and the project itself.
A cement finisher asked him what was going to go into the endless pigeon holes he was crafting like port holes in the Roman Coliseum.
"Lab samples” said Martin. "It's mainly dried biological specimens. That's why you have to have the ventilation manifolds on them; the air must be run through condensers continuously. Humidity has to be near-zero."
The workers looked at him blankly. They were used to eccentric millionaires coming to the islands and building ridiculous edifices to overwrought specifications, for the putative use of unlikely and infrequent people. Some island mansions took years to build and many millions of dollars to complete, only to see few faces. This project was no different to them, although it seemed an odd place for a lab, which is how it was described to them.
McGlade steered the conversation toward the construction project. A worker asked him why the roof had to be cement half a meter thick. Another remarked that the vents might not work properly if the air went around that many corners.
McGlade didn’t want to disclose that much of the building was dedicated to being a vault, and was being armoured accordingly.
“With those solar collectors on the roof you need buffering, he asserted, “and we have to make sure humidity doesn’t creep back in the vents.”
Or poison gas, gasoline, plastic explosives, or whatever else the Union’s enemies might deliver to damage the otherwise sealed Archenteron. The solar tile pattern on the roof disguised a few more vents, which could open wide enough to admit or exit a man. But the tiling would come last and conceal the underlying structures.
Indeed, things could be viewed prosaically and functionally that way, in truth, but it meant more to McGlade and the Union board, all of whom were a serious brotherhood. They were not religious like theists, simply people who took their commitment to their species, their lives and each other seriously. They were sisters and brothers in each others' care, beyond the urgency that three score and ten and greed can bring onto people.
Men lead lives of quiet desperation Thoreau wrote, but McGlade avowed that things were a little less desperate if you extended life, and cared for the planet more diligently in the meantime, and the world was beginning to agree with him. His latest book ‘1000 Summers’ was being read around the world in ten languages; its main premise being that mankind should pause for 1000 years specifically to consolidate and stabilize the planet and its oversized human population.
Enrolment in the Humanist Union was climbing, with tens of thousands joining every week as they had been doing for two years. As a philosopher McGlade had written that humanism could be inclusive of orthodox religions, and was not centered on atheism as modern humanists often maintained. Instead he revisited Renaissance humanism as the overseer of our species and its governance, a “sensibility” as he termed it.
We are a post-medieval society living with pre-medieval philosophies, he wrote, the HU is like a wise grandparent, whose wisdom must be assembled over the millennia, then digested over each lifetime. He warned that otherwise we are forever teenagers making grievous errors.
The prime error of the species was war, of course, which McGlade jokingly referred to as male pattern badness. He had positioned the HU as an adamant foe of militarism, and dedicated its initial efforts to promoting world government as the best way to displace it.
The day’s light was dimming, and the crew left the Archenteron for the fishboat that would return them to Salt Spring Island for the night. Each day they had a pleasant commute in each others' company across Trincomali Channel to Valdes Island and back, after a day’s work on one more looney tunes project...
McGlade had departed before they locked up the site. Cal was on his night watchman shift, and returning to the dock, McGlade saw that he had re-tied the plane to point straight out the bay’s entrance. The tide was ebbing, and as he motored out he was careful to avoid the rocks that guarded the reefs in the pass. McGlade took off through the twisting current and ten minutes later touched back down onto St. Mary Lake. He gunned the amphibian up onto his lawn, as high winds were predicted overnight, and retired for the day.
2. Forsaken
May Biersten fought through the last vestiges of the morning rush hour and parked beneath her office at the University of Washington. She was nearing mandatory retirement age, having taught constitutional law at UW for more than twenty years. But she was also facing gun lobby opposition to the great achievement of her career - the amendment to the US Constitution that she had championed.
Since her student days in the 1970s, Biersten had been a pacifist. It was not so much an idea for her, really, just a consequence of her no-nonsense nature. Yet she’d rather cooperate than confront, at least that was her demeanour outside her job hours. For some people, peace is a concept or a goal, but for Biersten peace was the expected state of affairs, and when things went completely awry economically for the United States after 2011, her ideas came to the forefront. And to watch her speak was to lose all question of her commitment and sincerity.
She had initiated a court fight with the US Internal Revenue Agency by dividing her federal taxes into two portions, the second being the twenty percent of the budget that was allocated that year to ‘defense’ spending. A conscientious objector from a long-time Quaker family, she made it especially difficult for tax prosecutors by paying half of her ‘defense’ portion to a United Nations agency in Fort Lewis funded by the US military, to help train UN peacekeepers. She had paid all of her taxes to the US government and its military, but had redirected part of them toward the UN.
She lost her first court trial in 2011 but, international law expert that she was, won an appeal at The Hague in 2012 which ruled that, given the fact that the entire UN budget was less than 2% of world military spending, she was entitled as a citizen to divide her defense portion toward her global as well as national security. When the IRS appealed again to the US Supreme Court, their shock ruling upheld her defence with new language stark in its simplicity and instantly understandable by all.
The 2nd Constitutional Amendment “the right to bear arms” had itself been amended to state that “...the right of the people to keep and bear arms, or to forsake arms, shall not be infringed.” It was a simple provision that would soon have a profound effect on world government, and she found herself with implacable enemies in the National Rifle Association, within the Pentagon, and in every rural American town.
In subsequent challenges to the amendment, and following the D.C. handgun case District of Columbia v. Heller the courts not only upheld the addendum, but went further and ratified the American UN agency as a reasonable and qualified alternative toward providing for a citizen’s security, and ruled that up to half of each citizen’s defense portion could be allocated to the UN and away from the Pentagon. The right “...to forsake arms” allowed a citizen to pay taxes toward a world government for their own security.
The results soon proved devastating to the American military, as almost a quarter of US taxpayers began sending a portion of their taxes directly to the United Nations, under the supporting decree and formula legislated by Congress and their visionary President, Barack Obama. The Supreme Court supported the right of citizens to claim conscientious objector status, and established that military spending was not to be the sole avenue affording citizens safety in this world. An independent review of US government spending further concluded that more than half of its budget was actually military spending, when deficits arising from past wars were considered.
This tax loophole enfranchised the United Nations almost overnight in America, where it had languished in the face of overwrought patriotism, and it galvanized the rest of the world toward similar recognition.
More than the funding, it was the loss of national dignity for the Pentagon brass that irked them, for no longer were they the sole guarantors of ‘peace and freedom’. National security had become personal security on a shared planet looking for tolerance as an option. The Iraqi and Afghanistan conflicts had devastated the US military’s reputation, the national conscience was bleeding, the worsening recession cut ever more deeply, and Americans were under escalating pressure from abroad as proponents of militarism.
At first the White House had attempted to retain the military budget, as always, despite the reduced tax base, but that soon was struck down by a Congress weary of war and deficits. There were hotbeds of unrest in places like Groton and San Diego where diehard military types had all but put a price on Biersten’s head. She was either the re-born Thomas Jefferson or another Benedict Arnold - everyone had an opinion.
Biersten was teaching a final term to overflow freshmen classes, packed into the University of Washington’s largest lecture hall, with hundreds watching nearby on monitors. Each student felt privileged to have the great woman teach them the history of law - she was herself one of its latter figures. She had rescued their nation from the grip of a military oligarchy, and today they were learning from her what the word oligarchy meant. That early fall morning Biersten fought her way through the legions of beseeching students to her lectern, and began her twenty minute lesson.
“An oligarchy” she mentioned in her diffident, almost offhand manner “is a non-democratic group sharing exclusive power.”
Not an orator, she was better than that. She taught with her too-quick smile, her submissive posture, her divertissements that inevitably ran her talks well into the next time period. The students didn’t care if her style was akin to George Carlin’s; they unabashedly cheered her like a rock star. Local TV news caught a number of them sitting in their seats, assiduously nodding and emoting while she talked.
“The existence of anti-human weapons has always poisoned our species, but for 99 percent of our existence they were directed at a single opponent each time,” she said. “It was when our submarines across the Sound here could destroy 170 cities apiece; that suggested to me - hello? - that such weaponry had become a logical cancer in our midst.”
Biersten’s adroit euphemisms, her concept that military technologies were a persistent virus within our species governance was widely quoted. It reduced the problem to being a non-starter, not something that could be understood, moderated, accepted or attenuated, or tolerated in any fashion. ‘Anti-human activity’ was replacing ‘un-American activity’ in the American lexicon.
The university had purposely scheduled her lectures for high noon, so that anyone interested could monitor them on their lunch hour - paying homage to a student fervour not seen on their campus since the Vietnam era.
“I invite you to visit the devil’s lair on this good Earth”, continued Biersten, “and we cannot rest until Bangor is once more a sleepy little port, not the keeper of all that is wrong with our society. The birth and death place of a cancerous human hell, that’s all it is right now.”
Bangor was the home port on the US west coast for the Trident submarines, the deadliest weapons ever built by mankind. Also moored there was its last incarnation before the recession had halted submarine production - the attack submarine Jimmy Carter - named for the late ex-president who had christened and launched it despite his reputation as a peace activist. Carter was typical of many coming to the Humanist Union, people who found the movement late and had baggage, but shared above all a love of Humanity. The older generations were conflicted, granted, but Biersten’s charges were as resolute as their 60’s predecessors.
Over the decades Bangor had pretended to not have any protestors, ever, by the unique approach of allowing protests, but not the reporting of them. Severe penalties awaited any publication, out of obscure cold war legislation, that dared to publish photos or comments about the base. It was a game that had been played there for forty years, and it was getting old. Biersten raised her hand sternly.
“Every time we build a Trident submarine, it is an ugly monument and testament to our failure as a species, we concede our own submission to barbarism, we steal food from children and enforce poverty on their parents, just so that we can blackmail others within our human family. There is only one way to characterize this weapons culture - it’s outright criminal activity - and an unconscionable capitulation over the past three generations to a military elite.”
The students again shouted their approval as Biersten identified all soldiers as criminals, and the notion that ‘the last one should be shot with their own weapon, and be buried alongside it’ was typical of her unequivocal calls to the peace movement. It put her in direct and aggressive conflict with the Pentagon, with their once-profitable focus on the world arms trade - a power struggle that was starting to emerge from its extended latency, after lying dormant since the ban-the-bomb movement had expired, defeated, decades earlier.
Biersten concluded her lecture with two peace fingers in the air as the TV cameras rolled and the students jostled closer. She lingered another hour, and the crowd swelled; she would always have a ready constituency to launch future initiatives with.
3. Fusion
Tsuyoshi Yamanaka looked out from the Takinawa Prince hotel in Tokyo, relishing the filtered air inside. After his university years at Stanford, he had come to resent Tokyo’s pollution, and the notion of breathing air that had already been breathed or burned by a machine disturbed his very soul. The Japanese are aware of order and cleanliness like no others. While Silicon Valley had its own air quality warnings, most of the time the clean air coming in off the Pacific into Palo Alto had been like sweet perfume from a forest glade to him. It heightened his resolve as a scientist to do something about it.
He read again a morning email from his patent lawyer regarding the position of the US Patent Office.
“They are taking the position that your innovation is mathematical, not physical, and thus is not unique, as no new mathematics is introduced.” wrote his patent attorney. “This may be their opening position, or they may be getting direction from elsewhere. But it is a serious objection for us to argue against. It is a categorical refusal to consider our application.”
His process for controlling nuclear fusion had become a political football being sent back and forth from government, to tribunal, to agency, etc. always without the root treaty approval required from the Americans. Despite completed patents in Japan, Canada and Europe, which supposedly made them valid in the US by treaty, the US Patent and Trademark Office steadfastly withheld his application’s endorsement, always dismissing it as not being eligible for consideration.
“I can introduce materials to pursue the patent as an engineering process”, the letter continued, “but that is playing into their hands, we would have to narrow our claims drastically doing that. At this time I must advise you to stay the course and await our appeal to the treaty officials, as we are more likely to find approval that way, away from the USPTO, however long it takes. At this time I recommend that you regard them as not bargaining in good faith on this matter.”
They were three years into this process, and the Saudi test reactor was performing beyond all expectations. There was no reason to question the efficacy of his approach, and nobody had been able to duplicate fusion power control by any other means. Indeed, the Russians were making overtures to him to join with them in their longstanding fusion project.
Yamanaka’s innovation stood to redefine the energy industry, and rightfully so. The harnessing of nuclear fusion had been a dream since the 1940’s, but always the required temperatures required to fuse two hydrogen nuclei - in the many millions of degrees - had defeated any attempts to first contain, and thereafter control the reaction.
Yamanaka had resolved this main issue by a unique approach. He had not allowed the reaction to go beyond its initial stages, so that he could effectively throttle it up or down using his patented incremental fractal compression solution. His formulae trapped fusion within a logical, not physical container, oblivious to temperature, in the same way that a stepper motor can be minutely controlled by a computer feeding it a 0 or a 1. As long as the logic was tight, the reaction remained within its bounds, only tiny amounts of fuel were spatially eligible for ignition and lasers could initiate them precisely. The tokomak toroids and lasers obeyed these digital directives, but for decades they had burst or incinerated the metal furnaces and magnetic vessels of the early labs, in the struggle to contain this nuclear bomb-in-a-bottle using outmoded analog approaches.
At Stanford and during seminars at McGill he had seen the capabilities of fractal mathematics, and came across the work of Dr. Barnsley in Atlanta, that together convinced him that fractal compression depended, like quantum physics, on iterated events, the similarity bordering on the uncanny. Barnsley could compress complex visual images down to simple formulae that compressed or released fractal progressions, like directed Mandelbrots. This technique was elegance itself, and in physics elegance often signifies that you are approaching the truth.
In quantum mechanics, the particles jump from state to state as discrete quanta of energy, almost magically appearing first at one level and then at a higher one, with no apparent intermediate state. This had been known since Einstein’s day, and this 0 or 1 digital model of atomic structure was patently mathematical. Even as a student, Yamanaka had noted the promise of ‘quantum superposition’, which provides that a quantum particle can exist in multiple states and everything in between at the same time. A quantum particle, such as an electron behaves as both a particle and a wave, and can be said to change from one position to another simply by logic, which was the fact that gave Yamanaka’s equations traction in the physical world.
His second breakthrough came from the adoption of non-linear memristors within the digital architecture around fusion, which brought tremendous computing power at very low power consumption. This exploited not the charge on many electrons, as in conventional computing, but instead focused on spintronics - the spin of each electron - an attribute that allows computing over a full range of numbers and not just 0 and 1. Yamanaka had exploited these different electron states and married their physical properties to the leveraged math of fractal geometry. He could begin or end a nuclear fusion reaction in a nanosecond, and this control was effectively the advent of logical fuel injection for nuclear reactors.
But he looked over Tokyo’s skyline with growing dismay, his legal options stymied. The Americans should be embracing his technology, but his attorneys were correct - there were oil interests who were not prepared to see their dominance overtaken by a foreign patent, outside of their nation, industry and influence, no matter what the benefits might be to everyone concerned. Perhaps he should have sold it to them as some had proposed two years ago – maybe it could at least go forward from there. But he had been cautioned against that, told that they would never truly deliver on their promises and wished only to tie him up. He was becoming resolute in his decision.
He would go to Riyadh as scheduled next week and continue with the Saudis, Egyptians and possibly the Russians. The first phase would test water hydrolysis and irrigation pumping along the Red Sea coast, and the canal that directed the Nile into the Red Sea was taking shape.
If the Saudis and Egyptians achieved their dream, the Red Sea would eventually become a huge fresh water lake fed by the Nile and seawater made sweet, desalinated with fusion power. There were vocal critics in the German scientific community, who resented this project because they themselves were in the midst of a solar power megaproject in the Sahara. It might become redundant before it was fully realized, and they were arguing that the Egyptian-Saudi plan for a Red Sea lake was environmental madness... Such was the upheaval that the coming fusion power bonanza stirred up.
Yamanaka wanted to visit his Saudi and Egyptian contacts; to see the first trains bringing the waste filtrate from the reactor. It would be a physical instantiation, blending the low technology of railroads with the brute strength of nuclear fusion, someday driving clean Nile water into the sweetening sea. It was always a pleasure to go where he was appreciated.
4. Bangor
General Leeman, Obama’s Secretary of Defense, called his weekly session in a Pentagon secure room to order. Both the Homeland and CIA adjutants were in attendance.
“Please secure the doors.” he instructed his aide, who then exited as the meeting began. “Again I remind you that you are not at liberty to discuss today’s agenda with anyone without written clearance from me personally.” There were eight Pentagon department administrators at the table.
“The first thing we have to address is this Biersten case, one more time it seems, in Seattle. She’s got another march on Bangor scheduled at some point, again the focus is on the Tridents, and this is impacting the refit progress for our next generation of MIRV vehicles. Can you outline their likely actions, Capt. Bottomore?”
“Yes, Sir. They are planning on assembling near Bremerton on a Saturday this summer and then marching and motoring - they will have buses too - to the Bangor naval station. From there we’re only seeing speeches at the gates, but the press will be out in force. Perhaps some street theatre. We have two battalions of marines, some armour on call for crowd control, but we prefer to let the police administer the first cordon.”
“How many do we anticipate will be there?”
“Judging from the last numbers, 35,000 at Everett, we expect about the same, it’s not as proximate to Seattle as Everett is, but support for End-4N is increasing. Biersten’s a rather charismatic figure, and this is more a celebration of their amendment win as anything else. We can expect a continuing number of these.”
Leeman looked at the CIA adjutant, who nodded his agreement.
General Curt Leeman was sixty two years old and ready to retire once more. He had been in the forces for forty years, had been in Vietnam as an airman during its evacuation in 1975. Conscripted out of retirement by President Obama at the beginning of his second term to be his Defense Secretary, by a young President to assuage the Christian Right, his daily rearguard actions responding to the Pentagon’s critics was wearing on him. A former warfare communications specialist bogged down with paperwork and press relations, he was counting the days left in this last tour of duty.
“Any suggestions for this one, Gerry?”
Gerald Kline, the FBI contact, looked ill at ease. He was responsible for finding any civil dirt that could be associated with this End-4N movement, and for keeping an eye on Biersten. He had long since ceased trying to find anything salacious about her and was looking at their lesser leaders.
“It’s pretty much a bunch of old freaks, the usual gang out of Portland and Seattle, Northern Cal, some Idaho, Canada. Biersten picks the good weather and a holiday weekend, and we end up with our hands full, as usual. We have determined that they’re going to bring up our pre-emptive strike policy and China again this time, trying to associate the Tridents with nuking the Chinese. They get lots of help from people sick of 4N too, more all the time.”
The 4N Coalition, a worldwide boycott of nuclear-armed nations, was in the case of the USA focused on mothballing all nuclear submarines, and any nuclear warheads before they could ever be put to use to pre-emptively attack another superpower like China or Russia, just for approaching the US in firepower, which was admitted Pentagon policy.
With the US economy at its lowest level since the 1930’s the military, like all western ‘defense’ agencies had suffered severe budget cutbacks, whereas the UN security forces grew ever larger, with participating countries competing to place ex-servicemen there. In Europe the “4N Country” movement was putting intense pressure on the former NATO alliance, all but dissolved in the absence of credible enemies.
Leeman had no stomach for the proceedings; there was little to be done beyond crowd control. The battle was lost by his estimation, the military no longer were at the center of things, and they were increasingly being viewed by the public as a tax burden that, in the face of these hard times had to be attenuated.
When he saw Klein’s indifference he nonetheless interjected his anger. “We can’t just let this thing build and build. Especially in the press. The blackout policy worked for thirty years; can we get back to that?”
He was stating it, not asking, and closed with “Do what you can. Don’t make it easy for them and don’t make it worse for us.”
5. Covenant
“Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you the Moderator of the Humanist Union, Mr. Martin McGlade.”
Martin walked up to the podium amid appreciative applause, to present a few words to a Paris audience who had come to hear his talk on humanism. He paused before speaking and looked up and around at the classical gothic church towering above him, at the stained glass windows, the huge carved arches over the altar area.
“Looks like we may have to change more than the books,” he commented, and the audience chuckled. “But look there, at the window depicting Jesus raising Lazarus” he said. “Let’s take our cue from that scene this evening, because it represents the aspirations of many of us today, as we battle with death and disease.” He settled into his address.
“The Humanist Union is studying the utilization of these old churches not through opportunism, but through our profound respect for the hearts and hopes of the congregations that built them. Recall that we consider religions to be made up of two components – their ethics and their metaphysics. Almost all faiths are based on the ethics of brotherly love, and for that reason they are notably uniform and parallel in their admonitions that we act together morally and responsibly, and with love for one another. While there are at times passages in the traditional religions that recommend somewhat less charity to non-believers, on the whole the ethics evolved by them have instructed our species over the millennia, on how we are to treat each other, while we were migrating from an often hostile rural world into an increasingly ordered urban one.
Our Humanist Union takes the approach that we are a species seeking to manage ourselves without weaponry, corruption and waste, which entails massive change. We are not seeking the divine and the supernatural, for we understand that the Universe has magic enough for us all in the aeons to come. No, it is our understanding that our young kind has been adapting for the past three or four millennia to urban life, wherein we live in close proximity to each other, with a mounting need for formalized rules to deal with our historical urges and character lapses.
You may have seen me mention in my ‘1000 Summers’ that urbanizing Man is analogous to an eagle learning to live like an ant. It is more than a metaphor, it is pretty much literal, for we have hormonal systems locked into the geological time of the deep past, yet we must work around these and come to some accommodation with our new cities and their necessary restraints, or die by our own fire and fierceness.
The press have played up my comment that drugs are playing a key role in enabling us, once proud and independent eagles ourselves, with large territories, to instead be happy living as ants. Again, not a metaphor - it’s how we understand the role of coffee, sugar, alcohol, cigarettes, pills, powders and beyond, within this city milieu. I have friends who are virtually drug free, living in their high-rise apartments and anthills, yet they are rarely happy. As the wags say, “I may not live to be a hundred, it just feels that way.” The crowd murmured at his colourful characterizations.
“There remains an inextricable need for that eagle to fly again beyond these concrete anthills, if only in its mind, for just a little while. It’s not a solution to its malaise, but it can give us an insight to the cause. You have to drug an eagle to be able to control it like this, so it tells us what we’re doing drugs for – that’s informative at least. From there we can try to manage our drug policies, their place in our societies, instead of merely proscribing them, consigning their commerce to criminals. The subject of drugs, like any other is not sacred and we must remain inclusive and flexible about such pervasive components of our culture.
Someday I anticipate our numbers on this planet being greatly reduced, and coming into balance with its declining resources. From there we can again take wing out of the cities that encase us.”
The crowd clapped appreciatively.
“This line of thinking is why I have characterized Jesus and Mohammed as important human prophets and philosophers instructing the species on our new roles, and the required new behaviour necessary within the emerging cities around the Mediterranean, some 2000 years ago. So too did Confucius and Buddha make plain to the Orient that our species would do well to raise its sights aesthetically and to control its worldly expectations.”
McGlade paused to look around the ancient cathedral and to wonder what words had preceded him there during the millennium the grand edifice had stood there. He took a drink of water and continued.
“Yet if the ethics of all religions are similar, no two share the same metaphysics. I have defined metaphysics as the world as one would have it, or how it is seen through a glass eye, darkly, the prism of self-interest. Thus we have various architectures within these religious faiths - and this is where faith is really required - that may or may not include a heaven or hell, or chariots aloft in between. It is this metaphysics which we must assemble for ourselves, as every church has. It’s fair to say that ideas were marketed a little differently then, before printing, and a dash of magic sprinkled here and there was good for business. We owe it to ourselves to try to modernize the parameters we use to comprehend our place in things. And to suspect what others insist is truth.
If the first component, the ethics is patent to any humanist and can be read from any holy book, what then are the salient metaphysical constructs we would wish this Humanist Union to consider?
For our predecessors, our ancestors, dealing with death and a possible afterlife has been a prime topic, and as you now know, the Humanist Union sees this challenge as addressable within our own mandate. It’s needn’t be our sine qua non, but it serves nobody to ignore it either. Death is a device or feature of biological evolution, but it is not fixed into our future as a species - that is very important to understand. It is a demarcation line that breaks up experiments launched by the genes into small units, called lifetimes, allocating them sufficient time to prosper or fail reproductively, and then be done with. The results will appear as population statistics and genetic conformations in succeeding generations.
While elegant, it is not a compartmentalization that we need to include in our own metaphysics, we have other borders, or a lack thereof, as options. Not everyone agrees with this, but not everyone need be aboard.
This is the reason for our covenant – If you support our Union within your lifetime(s), then the Union shall retain your identity throughout its lifetime.”
There was a low hubbub in the building, very noticeable, as every pew was filled and the galleries above as well. This was what they had come to hear, this philosopher telling them that the Humanist Union might keep their essence forever as a communal project. McGlade looked over the crowd with determination in his face, and persevered.
“This is our genetic retention program, no more, no less. Within your DNA lies your seed among the stars - as long as we have it, you are not lost. You are crew aboard our sacred voyage toward human destiny in our own targeted heaven - the galaxies. You do not have to proselytize your neighbour, this is your decision; it is not about numbers and percentages. You were born with a sacred franchise - life. If you take life seriously, we do too. It is a decision that will be made by those who understand our position, everyone else in our species is free to retain and pursue their own ideas, with our full support for them in those worldviews, as fellow travellers. It is why we belong to this Union; that we may enjoy life’s window for a thousand summers to come.”
“Atheist!” a man said aloud, and McGlade looked his way.
“Let’s clarify that remark,” he said “An atheist is a-theist, which is to say he or she does not believe in god or gods. Atheists define themselves by what they are not - it is not a philosophy, it’s a non-belief. Some Humanist Union adherents could possibly be termed religious humanists, although some of you understandably remain suspicious of that ‘religious’ adjective. We find the mix of life, Man, love and our world to be sacred in itself, if we need that term at all. The Universe is our cathedral,” he gestured, raising his hands skyward.
The crowd applauded roundly in support of McGlade’s reply to the heckler.
“Sacred here is a word that really just denotes something priceless, invaluable and carrying extreme portent. It’s a signal that this is what is of paramount importance to us in our lives. That’s not trivial. As Bob Dylan once wrote 'There are many here among us who feel that life is but a joke'. Those are not our people, far from it. Humanists value life’s open window, indeed our efforts are devoted to keeping that window open forever. There is a movement afoot called the New Atheists, young man, that might better suit you - right now you are among the New Humanists.”
The woman who introduced McGlade indicated by pointing at her watch that his talk time was up, so he invited questions from the pews.
“Do you clone people?” asked a schoolboy in the first row.
“No, not at this time, my child. The HU retains your genetic material at a quality level that will support your future cloning, but that is a matter for third parties and yourself, not the Union. Of course the Union is a democratic institution, and it may itself decide to offer that procedure in due time.”
He looked for another questioner. “Where do you store our DNA? How long does it keep?”
McGlade replied “It can be kept in four ways - the first at the Archenteron, near completion, next a copy is held by each local Union, third as a digital copy of your genome, and in a fourth way that the board has chosen not to disclose, for security reasons. We keep our powder dry, as it were; it is stored in a tightly controlled environment. Realize that your pattern is at its root a digital genome. Once we have you in our care, it is unlikely that any enemy shall be able to destroy your DNA short of blowing up our planet in its entirety.”
Another asked “How shall the Union deal with its enemies, if we are humanists and pacifists?”
McGlade answered with mock seriousness “Eternal excommunication!” The audience laughed, but nonetheless there were looks of agreement among them. McGlade acknowledged them.
“I think it may come to that, someday” he said, “yet we have to hope that as a species we can forgo being our own worst enemy. Most of our critics are militarists and nationalists, and the best way to answer them is to deny them public funding.”
The crowd cheered that idea, which was a central issue in Europe. They were warming up like a true congregation. Here was traditional religion being reconsidered before their eyes, on the basis of humanism, around concepts that many had thought problematic in isolation. It was evident that McGlade was striking a chord with them, as he was with the world media, in reviving tradition from within the same buildings where the original faiths had been fostered - ‘Faith of our fathers, living still’ as one magazine had termed it.
McGlade had another short talk to deliver at his hotel that evening, and after answering more questions from children in the audience, departed to attend that and a following press conference.
6. Coon Lagoon
Later that month McGlade returned to Salt Spring and decided to take Marki, his four year old daughter with him on a boat ride up the coast to Coon Bay.
He had built a cabin there in the late 70’s, in a place where the flower-power culture of the 60’s had continued into full blossom. This seaside community had been made up of 38 cabins built by squatters over three generations, beginning with summer fishermen on forest company land, dating from the 1930’s. Martin and Arlene’s cabin was one of the nicest; he had trucked in some used lumber and erected it ‘new’ overlooking the lagoon, a prime spot.
Marki rode in his pickup down to the marina and used her dad’s key to unlock the boat’s cabin door, eventually. While she ran around inside his old cruiser, McGlade briefly inspected the loud, ‘green-leaker’ Detroit diesels. He didn’t mind their banging and rumbling because they provided good punch and could get the old Canoe Cove up planing; and he had installed extra sound installation.
‘Blond Air’ had a large afterdeck, which was ideal for entertaining or socializing during languid summer afternoons and evenings - he disliked the all-fibreglass yachts, the ‘gin palaces’ favoured by most boaters of his age. Once he was satisfied that the bilges were not full of water, and that the batteries held no surprises, he cast off the lines to toodle down the harbour, patiently gliding past the adjacent marinas.
A few minutes later, Marki’s face lit up when he threw on more fuel, and the old boat was in full voice again. He closed the cabin door, put some headphones on Marki, engaged the autopilot and sat back for the two-hour run up to his old cabin site.
This is where he truly felt in his element. It was something he been doing for forty years; it was always exciting for him to return to the haunts of his youth, particularly those places in the wilderness where he had best experienced the sense of fellowship that he treasured above all else. McGlade was not an easy man to like at first meeting, because he did not suffer fools gladly, and worse, did not disguise that fact well. An attractive man of easy demeanour, he was nonetheless an unabashed Irishman with a ready temper. He had never actually worked for a living for any duration, and it is fair to say that he had not spent much time in smile school with the sales people either. He described himself as being ‘psychologically unemployable’. Yet those who knew him were accustomed to this joker and punster, allowing his considerable appetite for rowdy conversation and entertainment, in keeping with his past in these islands.
As they motored along the coastline, McGlade took note of all the new construction, the ubiquity of the plastic boats, the transient nature of the people who had moved to the coast; transient in the sense that this was little more than a summer or at best future retirement home for them. The people he had known here were long since gone into careers in insurance, real estate, and other occupations favoured by ‘straight johns’, despite their mutual vows long ago that they would always remain 70’s ‘freaks’.
It seemed sometimes that only he was being true to that school, for it was on the next island up, Valdes, where he had arranged for the Union to purchase their large isolated property for the Archenteron. These revisits to his old stomping grounds validated and rejuvenated McGlade, he congratulated himself that he was paying homage to all their lost youth, in their collective stead, and he intended to do them justice.
The morning was afire with sunshine, what McGlade termed the islands’ blond air, and as the day heated up the northwesterly winds brought up a chop on the water. Marki giggled with delight as the spray blew by her cabin window. The seagulls dipped and dove, the tall firs looked on at the boat’s wake, and the channel’s waters rushed past beneath them.
McGlade rounded the Cape at the north end of Galiano Island, recalling his memorized approaches of long ago, and picked his way through the kelp beds and boulders into the lagoon. It was tight, just at half-tide, but coming in. He anchored the boat on a short rode, secure in the knowledge that by suppertime there would be plenty of water up under the keel, and with that they rowed ashore.
As he lifted Marki onto the sandstone shoreline, his thoughts went back to those years, the days when he had lived there with his first common-law wife. All the cabins had been razed in the late seventies, as this end of the island was converted into a marine park, as well it should have been. A hundred meters down the road his 1964 Plymouth beater lay buried; some day he would have to exhume her, he smiled to himself. Or maybe not...
Marki sprinted ahead up the bank, looking back at him for reassurance and his approval. It was a heart-rending moment for McGlade, seeing so much more in her glance, how things had turned out. The afternoon breeze wafted gently through the trees to where his cabin and his first love had once made up a youth’s paradise.
As he reached the top of the point, McGlade looked down at his boat hanging placidly in the lagoon, as if they were in Tahiti, not these Gulf Islands. Although he was well used to such scenes over decades of living here, he never ceased to marvel at their beauty, recharging annually despite the comings and goings of the city folk with their own noisy motors and boisterous calamities.
As he glanced briefly toward Valdes, the next island up, he noticed two fish boats moored in the Union’s bay, right on his docks. He recognized one as the Fawn Bluff, the other showing only its trolling poles and bow.
“Cal has visitors...” he mumbled to himself and after another hour of following Marki down to the old encampment beach and back, he resolved to motor over and poke his nose in. Boaters don’t need much of an excuse to raft up together, and soon McGlade had Marki back aboard and Blond Air planing through the pass.
As he came up alongside the Fawn Bluff and another vessel, the Sala Rosa, he was delighted to see his old friend Dakota ‘Kody’ Cloudwatcher as one of a group of four island veterans, including his caretaker Cal, sharing some rye and fumigants in the afternoon sun. It was time for some friendly repartee and respite.
“Well Jesus, if it isn’t the good Reverend,” declared Kody as his lines were made fast. McGlade passed him Marki, who continued onto the beach. “Don’t leave sight of the boat, Marki” said McGlade, “if I can’t see you then you will have to sit inside.”
With that she was off to turn over rocks and chase crabs for an hour. “And keep your hat on!”
McGlade smiled at Kody and exchanged pleasantries with his current paramour, Miranda. Cal and a younger man Jeremy pretended to fake down some ropes and to tidy up, since the boss was aboard the ‘Bluff. They all then repaired to the salon, where the rye bottle had hardly been damaged.
McGlade settled into the dinette of the old wooden boat. “Does this old bird still have that 671?” he asked.
“Since rebuilt, one more time, if you can believe it,” Kody replied. “A 1944 tank engine, running in this day and age. Ya gotta believe, or find twenty grand...”
McGlade recalled runs he had made on it with the local native people in the late 70’s, going wide open, big bow wave, an honest 12 knots with no suggestion of ever planing like a gin palace. Move the water aside instead.
This area was spotted with Indian reserves, though they were sparsely settled , mostly abandoned - the natives preferring the small towns like Ladysmith and Duncan over these increasingly impractical rural sites. The salmon were gone to the high seas seiners anyway, their spawning grounds lost to urban sprawl. One small reserve was adjacent his dock property here, so McGlade was always aware of their presence and was welcomed by them as a neighbour and partner, one who was here year-round, as they were.
“Will you bless the next round?” laughed Kody.
“Hey, I’m just the Moderator, remember? So let’s get started so that I can tell when I’ve reached that point.” He accepted a puff, then chased it with some water. “Any diet pop, Cal?”
Cal pointed up to the Archenteron and without further word went ashore, stood up his dirt bike from behind a stump and headed up there to retrieve some. McGlade had mixed mostly rye highballs for decades - he termed it ‘chelation therapy’.
“Thin and sterilize your blood, fumigate your lungs, and you’ll never be sick.” Or so he claimed.
Kody grunted but took no exception, all First Nations persons were acutely aware of the notorious role of alcohol in their recent history. “Booze is booze, you can’t hide your liver.” he cautioned. “But I suppose ryeballs are buffered.”
Kody was comfortable in the company of white people, at times calling his own kind ‘featherheads’ and showing little sympathy for their plights. A highly respected artist, he turned out awesome websites for native clients, with sophisticated database underpinnings. Millions of dollars in native art were transacted through them by his customers every year.
McGlade harrumphed. “Well, I never drink this stuff straight, pre-diabetic, etc. and it’s a bit rough with just water, so...but I really do think that a dilute organic solvent in your blood most days can be salubrious.” Kody smirked at the $2 word. “If you can limit it to that...” he said.
“Then there’s pot,” continued McGlade. “We know how smoking pot can leave you with bloodshot eyes? Well, it also leaves you with a bloodshot liver, that's where you get the munchies from. At the same time, that other big pool of blood - your brain, not your prick, Kodes - also gets bloodshot, and the capillaries dilate. The result is that, when you're buzzed, you can access deeper regions of your brain, and lay down knowledge and memories there. The problem of course is you can’t get back there without the dilatory drug. That's how profound that addiction is."
“I’m deeply impressed - you mean this one?” Kody said, striking a match.
McGlade glanced at the beach. “I do suppose.” Kody and Jeremy rolled their eyes. “Aha, they’re bloodshot” said McGlade, pointing, as he stood up to verify that Marki was still in view. Miranda could see where this social gathering was going, and volunteered to oversee Marki for a while.
Kody looked at McGlade and wondered how he could be the Moderator of the Humanist Union, and at the same time be sitting and bullshitting with them out here in the Gulf Islands. On the other hand, it was de rigueur for the yachts that pass through these waters to have surprising and notable characters aboard - just part of the summer season.
He wanted to ask something of McGlade. “I like that bit on your web site”, he said “around the concept of identity. I guess you really need to have a clone be one and the same person as yourself, for your ideology to work?”
It was an observation that McGlade heard frequently, a provision he sometimes mentioned as the central philosophical question for the Union. In his original and unpublished pamphlet, ‘Church of Man’, which he wrote in the 1980’s, McGlade had argued that due to the complexity of DNA, any two individuals who share this DNA structure were the same person, printed out twice. Two phenotypes expressed from one genotype, he had said, recalling his biology days at Berkeley.
“If you just compare two twins, two identical twins, then it can appear to be a conundrum, how can they be the same person...?” explained McGlade “but if I sat down thirty identical twins in a row for you, like a row of carrots in a garden, then things appear a little bit more uniform. Carrots are all clones of each other, and Nature correctly views them as thirty of the same thing, like a hedge. Only humans would confuse the similarities among human beings as being differences. In philosophy these are called necessary differences.”
“What about your memories?” said Kody “don't they really define you? I mean, if I wake up some morning and I’m tabula rasa I’m going to guess that I died somewhere in between.”
“Perhaps you did,” said McGlade, “but that’s a death we can tolerate. When you turn your computer off at night, what’s in ram is lost the next time you reboot it, but it's not a different computer. In the same fashion, the short-term contents of the brain are not the brain itself. In my 80’s pamphlet, I proposed the following experiment - you die and somebody clones you. They wake you up when you're twenty years old, let's say, and they ask you – did the experiment work? Did the cloning work, was it successful? Of course the dude is going to be very agreeable, finding himself a young man in a bright new world. That doesn't prove the pudding, but it does promise some satisfaction at the end of the process. So we won’t really know until we see it play out…”
“It would be dishonest,” said Kody “we could ask a newborn calf, if it was happy to be alive and it would nod in affirmation.”
“S’truth,” said Jeremy, his young face flushed with the rye. “That wouldn't prove anything, just that life has its admirers.”
“OK, so that's where faith has to come in” replied McGlade. “We have to hope that two things that are as congruent as identical twins cannot truly be different. Twin studies have demonstrated amazing similarities, sufficient to make me believe they’re one person printed out twice. It's also something I can understand in a Zen manner, that this rebirth as it were is like passing through another window, into another life, and it wouldn't make sense to carry memories that, after two generations e.g. might be anachronisms. I have so many memories of that lagoon over there, and my departed cabin. But who knows now or cares?”
Marki had disappeared on the beach, so McGlade stuck his head out the window and hollered “Marki, I told you!!” Miranda appeared from behind a log, waving, so he took another drag on the proffered pot and looked at Kody in earnest.
“I have a conference in Singapore next month to attend, Kodes. I wonder if you could work up some research in the meantime, around this concept of faith in the cloning process. I’d pay your usual rates; bring me some artwork that reflects the idea? We’d walk the walk together. They want me to give a talk on faith.”
Kody allowed that he would consider it, and suggested that they should leave the boat and go down toward the beach where Marki was playing under Miranda’s watchful eye. Commercial fishermen are not fans of the sun, or its excesses, but the day was too brilliant to miss.
They could hear Cal’s motorbike returning, and took the bottle with them. The day advanced toward evening and McGlade was glad of the company of good friends in the surroundings that he lived and died for. The boat was aglow later that night with their discussions amid the steaming oyster shells and salmon salad.
Marki made herself a secret bed in a lazarette, with a lifejacket disguised as a teddy bear, and the three rafted boats bobbed and snoozed alongside themselves until the new day.
7. Riyadh
Yamanaka felt relieved, as his plane began its approach into Riyadh. As the monochrome landscape came into view, he noted its candid simplicity, one that might soon change, if his technology continued to prove itself.
A few kilometres from the airport, Sharif Al Jaz’ah awaited the embattled mathematician with subdued excitement. Here was the pre-eminent energy scientist of the western world, and the eastern world too for that matter, arriving for a private conference. It was his chance to mould Saudi history as no one before him had, nothing less than sacred water was at hand in these negotiations.
Advised at 10am that his visitor had completed his check-in at his hotel and would be at the Khalid boardroom shortly, he made his way down there from his suite with his advisors, and entered to find Mr. Yamanaka finishing his newspaper.
“I am honoured by your presence,” he began, bowing, “and am pleased to confirm that the pilot reactor is performing beyond all our expectations. We expect to begin using it for water hydrolysis within the month.”
Yamanaka returned his bow, and gestured for Al Jaz’ah to be seated. “Can I request that we discuss things in private, initially?” Al Jaz’ah motioned for his two advisors to wait outside. Alone, they shook hands warmly across the table and relaxed. It had been just three years since their many meetings in Tokyo, and already the Saudis had brought the first commercial test of Yamanaka’s process on stream.
“I received your print-outs of the waveforms, very gratifying, thank you” continued Yamanaka, “everything appears to be completely within the parameters we proposed. And I see that the wattage has met or exceeded the specifications.” Al Jaz’ah produced more documents from his briefcases. “Here are the output values at just two percent of capacity. We are truly amazed, and the radiation is always within the anticipated levels.”
Yamanaka inspected the graphs. “We believe that the process will be feasible with silicon fusion within five years,” he said. “After that, the trumped up opposition to fusion power will have no recourse but to admit that radioactivity has ceased to be an issue.”
The two men spoke perfect, courtly English, one polished at Stanford and the other at the London School of Economics.
From the beginning the Saudis had recognized the value and eternal uniqueness of Yamanaka’s work, and the critical role that his fractal compression solution would play in the future of all energy markets. While the US authorities had remained in denial, patent-wise, it was whispered that General Electric nonetheless had taken huge risks by moving forward with a variation of the process, without first licensing it.
Al Jaz’ah had been instrumental in convincing his Saudi royal family to invest in it as a hedge against their rapidly depleting oil reserves. This support gave Yamanaka virtually unlimited funds to build pilot projects and beyond. It also threatened to leave Saudi Arabia bereft of oil-economy friends in the Middle East, although oil-poor Egypt was a staunch ally.
It was Egypt’s initiative to use the Nile and fusion power to someday convert the Red Sea into a freshwater lake that had first caught Yamanaka’s attention. They had intended to do that with the Sinai Depression, an area below sea level, when they decided to join forces with the Saudis instead. The marshalling of water adjacent these desert nations was a fit task for the new energy leviathan that fusion power no doubt was.
The world was morphing into a new cheap-energy politick that the Economist termed the eNaissance. Radical proposals like the relocation of Israel to New Mexico, to convert the desert there to green - these were harbingers of coming changes that would center on the wide variety of possible fusion implementations.
It was with this nascent group of world players that Al Jaz’ah would have to contend, he knew, if Saudi Arabia was to remain an energy giant. But the Royal Family was first-in, and time was of the essence, as always.
“The initial water pipeline is just fifteen kilometres along the Red Sea at present,” said Al Jaz’ah, “but it is expected to be complete along that trunk by next year. From there we will build out the grid toward Riyadh, and then join those up with the two stations on the east coast. That will provide the corridor-oasis we discussed.”
Yamanaka studied their planned layout and smiled approvingly.
“The Russian tokomak is also energy-positive”, said Yamanaka, “and it is said that they too are using fractal compression, albeit without any license from our group of course. But I doubt that they will get much beyond that - they have too much legacy technology to really free themselves to scale it up. I am informed that their implementation of the mathematics is very strong – I have first-hand evidence of that - friends there from my college days. And their understanding of quantum computing is second to none, mathematically.”
He looked at Al Jaz’ah knowingly. “Two can play at their game; their ranks are not as closed as they think…Of course I’d prefer to work with them straight up.”
Indeed, the Saudi backing had opened many doors, and Al Jaz’ah suggested that they once more approach the Russians about integrating the two projects. But both were acutely aware of the animosity of the US, and did not want to create a deeper crisis this early, around control of the technology. They had agreed to defer such overtures for the time being. The new policies of the United Nations also had to be taken into consideration.
The two men spent some hours going over the financial details and supply requirements dictated by their joint venture. Yamanaka was gratified that Al Jaz’ah agreed to every enhancement he suggested, however cost-intensive, and by his support for the tight timeline involved in bringing this project to fruition. The imminence of a second level of production was reassuring and inspiring; it would strengthen his patent arbitrations as well. The funding and resources available were to his estimation boundless, impressive even to a Japanese scientist accustomed to large industrial research budgets.
“Shall we proceed to the plant?” he was asked.
Yamanaka picked up his briefcases, bowed again and they left for Al Jaz’ah’s plane, bound for the Red Sea port.
8. Amelior
McGlade’s nine hour flight to Paris drained him, and he was happy to be met at the Gare du Nord by a staffer in her vintage Peugeot. “Are we into masochism these days?” he said sarcastically, as he looked around the old car’s interior.
Carole laughed. “It’s my skinflint employer, notoriously cheap...” she deadpanned.
“Let me know if that man keeps bothering you.” returned McGlade. “How’s the conference shaping up, am I still the keynote speaker, or...?”
“Yup. The Dutch Reformed and various other Huguenots screamed of course, and this is catholic France. But you’re in the news, so you’re it this year. Enjoy.”
The World Reproductive Technologies Forum had become a focal point on McGlade’s calendar because of the impact the Humanist Union was having on genetic storage discussion and the perennial topic of cloning legislation. The physical processes involved in reproductive technologies were no longer the arcane agenda of the thousands of attendees; they were ethical and philosophical matters in their own right and popular fodder for the media. The theme at this convention would center on how to judge or understand the expanding methods of bringing humans into this world - were all specimens to be seen equally? Was the epigenetics controversy, the software of the cells, going to set things back a decade?
Carole brought the car to a rattling stop in front of the conference hotel. McGlade got her number and thanked her for her work on the briefing papers, checked in, and retired to his rooms to review their agenda.
He opened her summary on his dresser:
You are on a panel of six experts in RT, including Michael Jeaney for the Ameliorists, Rob Estrin of the Immortalists, and Amelie Proulx of the Cryonicists/Transhumanists who are sharing a rep. The other two panellists are senior clergymen representing the protestant/theologian and catholic positions on reproductive ethics.
Various other reproductive institutes will be lining the front rows with staffers and followers, including some cults, unfortunately. You can expect cat calls and heckling at all times. There will be streaming coverage on the Net as well as local footage and sound bites, be careful what you say to these media.
McGlade wearily considered his options; he was in deepening jet lag but eager for the repartee of the event regardless. It stirred his Irish blood to launch into these annual debates - “Is this a private fight or can I join in?” was a joke coined with him in mind.
The discussions were widely reported on the Internet, with a tight bloggers’ focus, and he much valued the comments from the Web, they were far more candid and timely than those of the scholarly journals or of news portals, who always had an official viewpoint that tended to be one of conservative safety. The enthusiasm of people coming afresh to the Union’s ideas and programs was his weathervane, and the next day’s Forum had a good measure of those souls in attendance.
He scratched out five or six lines to frame his talk, which would be all the writing he would do. Part of his appeal as a speaker was this spontaneity, and the notable lack of a prepared speech. He began to think aloud of his topics for the session, then collapsed into some rest before the coming verbal battles.
The next morning McGlade met Michael Jeaney in the elevator and they elected to have breakfast together. Since both men were to appear on the same RT panel, it behoved them both to have some foreknowledge of what the other might be proposing. They sat at a small table to preclude others from joining them. McGlade congratulated Jeaney on his new position as Moderator of the Ameliorists.
"Thank you, Martin" he replied "I hope I can live up to the billing." He was respectful in the presence of the older man. although sometimes seen as brash and overconfident. An up-and-comer nonetheless and McGlade sensed that he was wise beyond his years.
His attitude epitomized that of the Ameliorists, whose approach to reproduction was simple - use the sperm of handsome, intelligent males, sometimes with the surrogate eggs of attractive mothers. In a few generations the offspring should bear distinct advantages. It was social climbing by the shortest route, and starting to become noticed as a reproductive alternative. Michael was the poster boy of the movement, and a first generation success story. Just 29 years old, with the long dark hair of a confident young intellectual, he epitomized the goal of the Ameliorists, which was to optimize genetics through human, not natural selection.
“I've been following your career with some interest," said Martin. "You handle the press very well. They were giving you a rough ride on the issue of male pride - how is that shaking out?"
Jeaney smiled. "We only expect difficulty there in the first couple of loops. We propose to have a natural cycle every third generation or so; that should serve to knit families back together. And of course any Ameliorist male can serve as a Pater, so it’s really just a matter of a genetic infusion at the beginning, and more available options thereafter."
He was minimizing an approach that otherwise might be perceived as hoary by Martin, who often faced the same criticisms from Luddites decrying genetic storage. McGlade mentioned a recent incident wherein a mixed-race community had decided to introduce Nordic genes as a means of escaping ghettos and stereotyping, to scathing criticism from academics.
‘Destroying the hybrid gene pool! Nazis!’ they cried. Jeaney had calmed the situation somewhat with his concept of rotating the local genes into the cycle every few generations, and the Ameliorists had absorbed their membership. McGlade remained skeptical of their strategy, because it did not address life extension or aspirations of immortality, as his philosophy hoped to.
Jeaney felt privileged to report his progress to a mentor. “Our membership is up in six figures, although many see our agenda once removed from where it actually is. It is not our policy to see cults or pockets of our members acting collectively outside our main purpose. As Ameliorists our macro effects are seen statistically. Granted there is an immediate change of aspect in the individual progeny, but this is never meant to be a local, or community-wide, even a tribal phenomenon. It's a private choice between two mating adults.”
McGlade recognized his problem. “In the Union it’s a somewhat different matter. We are after all a Union, and we are acting collectively for each other’s long-term security. We don't proselytize, and we're not looking to become a worldwide statistical phenomenon such as you describe it. And most people understand that. Our problem, if you can call it that, is a little more ethereal. It always boils down to the conundrum of twins, whether or not they’re the same person. If I didn’t think they were, I’d dump the idea."
Jeaney took up the point. "A most interesting question," he said "and something I’m seriously considering for possible inclusion with the Ameliorists. What's your latest thinking in that regard?"
"Hasn't changed. The Humanist Union still regards the genotype, not the phenotype as the root of identity. You can have as many clones from a DNA sample as there are legs on a centipede. No one leg is the root; that is the centipede itself."
"It's a good metaphor," said Jeaney "even better than your row of carrots in ‘1000 Summers’. I guess people just don't want to let go of their individual lives. How can we or anybody change that?"
"Understanding will have to come from our redrafting of our day-to-day life expectations, into a longer worldview, as continuing strings of existence as it were.”
“Nice riff.”
“Once death comes to be regarded more as a skin-shedding boundary than as a singularity" continued McGlade "the pressure starts to come off, as do death’s blinkers. This is where the catholic concept of faith can help. It may look like a cop-out, but not everybody has to have an answer to everything at all times. The Union moves forward as one army, some of us peeling potatoes..."
“Indeed. The Ameliorists don't have that problem of course; we have a one-to-one result for each of our actions…"
“Uh, maybe not. What about the bareback third generation you are talking about, aren’t you letting the wolf in the door again?”
“Not at all. It's just a dilution in time of a persistent project, which is to upgrade the apparent human credentials of our membership as a means of improving their adaptation. the media overstates the emphasis on looks, when we must endlessly repeat that our goal is intelligent adaptation, by whatever attributes."
McGlade was pleased with the astute comments of his young cohort. It was refreshing to be on the defensive for once in these exchanges, to hear fresh thinking for its own sake. The media dialogues were always so dismissive and truncated of context.
"Apparent – ‘apparent’ credentials - am I missing something here?”
Jeaney leaned forward. “It's not all pretty faces and high IQs. Temperament comes into it. Athletic ability, courage and creativity."
"I wasn't suggesting that you were shockingly Shockley” grinned McGlade. "I always go back to my premise that we are all born champions, each of us a statistical miracle given a zero chance of ever being here in the first place. So within each of those ugly little runts that you are replacing with expensive sperm lies the heritage of a champion.”
“Agreed. But those attributes may be useless in today's cities, like sickle cell genes. I hear you - you might characterize the black people as lazy, or conversely, not as hell-bound and greedy as white people. What worked on the African plains may not be optimal for Chicago. And if you don’t have a job in Chicago, during this recession, then life on the African plains might look pretty good. And who’s going to be more at home there?”
“Bingo. So again we have to adapt our own thinking to a broader Zen perspective. It's not simply a matter of tolerance - there has to be true understanding - deep education, for other people and especially for ourselves. As Rushdie said – Our lives teach us who we are.”
Jeaney beamed. “And it’s always good to learn something. In my forthcoming book I maintain that we should not struggle to love each other as equals, as the liberals trumpet, but respect each other as individuals. Let’s take this inside, we’re on in ten.”
They left the breakfast table to continue toward the main hall. McGlade followed him up the steps and onto the stage, to be seated between a Cardinal and a theologian.
9. China
Ban looked around his office at the United Nations headquarters in Singapore. The move was almost complete, there was one more ship coming from New York and he was told that it had already left port. It gave him a sense of finality and security to at last be out of the gaze and grasp of the Americans - he could direct his energies toward the burgeoning operations of the expanded UN mandate.
For most of his tenure at the UN he had been judged to be almost invisible, and too much a diplomat behind the scenes. Now he would be accorded the attention that having your budget increase by a factor of forty can bring. He recalled the words of his predecessor Kofi Annan ‘The UN has a very small budget, smaller than the fire department of New York City’. The total UN budget in 2008 had been less than 2% of military spending – the shame of our species.
It had been an arduous two years since Congress had amended the U.S. constitution to allow its citizens to ‘forsake arms’, and passed legislation permitting its citizens to pay 8% of their federal taxes to the United Nations, which was mirrored by the European Union. More promising to Ban was the prospect that an equal amount of money might in time be deducted from military spending budgets, to compensate, and what a redoubling of benefits that could bring to peace!
If the UN budget had mushroomed from the token amounts of the decades before, when the Asian signatories ratified their budget accords, as expected, the total would overtake any question of limiting its use to peacekeeping. The poor would begin to be rescued.
The world had a central government, for military security at least, and was holding its breath to see if it could last.
Ban surveyed Singapore harbour from his 53rd floor offices, truly one of the grand sights of the civilized world. The gleaming office towers stood like fresh gravestones overlooking a colonial cemetery, from which sprang a metropolis that instantiated freedom and independence itself - no more was it the imperial trading post that it had been for a century.
The towers themselves had been purchased from the bankruptcy of an English industrial group, and their transition from an era of servitude to become the hub of democracy was patent and proud. Singapore is a city state, and Ban was proposing similar status for all nations, cities and territories, should they desire it; a hub-and-spoke model of species accountability. Trained as a geneticist, he had been influenced by the teachings of Paul Savage and his theory of biological demes. A deme is a local animal population that has been geographically isolated, gradually becoming a separate species distinct from kindred populations in other geographic regions.
Ban came to recognize that this theory applied to human populations, and other isolating factors. Black people were adapted to strong sunlight, as opposed to Caucasians. Their bodies were lean for easier cooling, whereas whites were stocky to retain body heat, with less skin surface exposed in relation to their blood volume. These small differences nonetheless had their reasons. Asians shared cultural memes, especially the bond of family under larger authority, as the basic formation from which to face the travails that life may bring. He had resolved as a young man to bring this type of teaching forward, to show the world that life and humanity were fully comprehensible in non-arbitrary terms. He stressed that people were not ‘equal’, a nebulous concept, but they were individuals, worthy of respect and understanding, curators of human variety. An increasingly cosmopolitan world agreed with his concepts and he had risen quickly through the diplomatic ranks.
Ban’s influential book ‘Canton’, written while he was a professor at Seoul University, had secured his reputation as a UN visionary and as a demographic philosopher. In it he proposed that the world be organized into something like Swiss cantons, each one having discernable genetic boundaries rather than arbitrary borders.
In a completely democratic world overseen by the United Nations, any territory of any size might choose to review its boundaries after completing a genetic mapping, particularly if internal disputes justified it. As an example he cited the historical ambition of the Basque people to be distinct from Spain. By his reasoning the Basques could genetically map Northern Spain, draw a dotted line around the region where their genetic markers predominated, and declare that canton to be ‘Basque’. The UN would then deal with Basque directly as a province within a federation of such cantons called Spain.
This idea engendered much debate around the movable feast building world government. If these cantons were independent, how would security be insured? Who would pay taxes and to whom? What would happen if the population mapped was too homogeneous or diverse to generate a genetic majority, as was probably the case in many major cities?
Ban and others suggested that city states could be a separate entity - Singapore was a stellar example. These city-states could be thought of as trading hubs and portals for the surrounding cantons. The cantons would be genetic demes that had been there for thousands of years, whereas cities were legitimate melting pots that reflected humanity’s urbanization of the past 2000 years. He saw these two human demographic structures, both genetically locatable, as complementary.
Ban’s concept was novel enough to hold the imagination of communards and libertines, while offering cozy comfort to traditional communities. It required a high level of integration with United Nations infrastructure and the world seemed ready for that experiment, with an accompanying end to the poverty and destruction that its alternative mechanism, militarism, had visited on the species in recent centuries. ‘Nations’ per se were exhausted, corrupted, and in disrepute. Ban had accordingly been re-elected Secretary-General by the UN General Assembly in 2012, and enjoyed wide support, his initiatives catalyzing an avid interest in UN affairs throughout Asia.
His thoughts today were interrupted by a receptionist on the intercom: “Sir, the Ambassador from China is here.”
“Send him in.” Ban took a seat behind his new desk, the large room bereft of any other furnishings, and a small Chinese man entered and bowed, presenting his credentials.
“I Li Yin of People’s Republic of China, Ambassador to United Nations” he stated in halting English. Ban recognized him as a recent appointee by China, and gestured for him to take a seat alongside him at his desk.
He’d learned from his many years in the diplomatic corps that Chinese officials were often allocated their positions on the basis of party loyalty, they frequently lacked language and cultural training - only recently had China made a significant effort to return to the high standard established long ago by the legendary Chinese civil service.
“Very nice to see you again, Li. My apologies for the lack of furnishings.” offered Ban with a smile, recalling meetings they had not yet had to make him feel comfortable. “We have one more ship or two still to unload.”
“Will you be comfortable Singapore after years New York?” asked the diplomat. Ban looked at him as if he was making a joke. “Oh yes.” he replied simply, and Li nodded.
Asia was approving of the UN’s relocation to the region, expecting to at last become recognized as the heartland of the planet, that it conceivably always has been. Ban reached into his desk.
“I have your letter, and I presume that you wish to discuss armaments, cantons, borders, and boycotts like everyone else?” he asked in good humour.
“Yes, these very large matters my country. China made up many ethnic groups. Sometimes we are nation name only. Very difficult build consensus, make decisions.”
“So how might we approach this, what is practical within the near future?”
The Chinese diplomat brightened. “As I heard you mention before, I surprised events move so fast. First your book “Canton”, then humanism wave, 4N - remarkable how world moving to UN governance.”
“How the species is embracing it.” said Ban, again the social scientist. “We have at last realized that we are one species and are taking responsibility for our destiny, and for this planet. It has not come too soon.”
“You speak humanist already, Ban. No, problems before us too big, must be reduced to something more sensible.” stressed Li. “But I make special mention of boycott issue, it hindering acceptance all these changes in China.”
“I know, and also in America and Russia, but I think the others will respect the disarmament schedule.”
“At least if everyone declared they will sign...” replied Li. “I must ask more time for China so economic damage not turn sentiment away from UN.”
Ban paused and looked across the harbour. Here was China asking for an extension of its nuclear arms program, or the dissembling of it; asking that of the Secretary-General of the UN, and it was within his power to grant that. How times had changed.
“As you would understand, from the rate of change these days, Li, delays and extensions cannot formally be granted, lest all momentum be lost. It would also intrude on the delicate hegemony of the UN over its nation states, which is critical. We must find some way of gaining you time without discrediting the process, or proceeding unilaterally.”
Li reconsidered. “If I suggest compromise, can award relief from boycott? Chinese people not want be punished for associated nuclear weapons, this forced on them. Until America and Russia signatories, China cannot. If...”
Ban interrupted “...if China provides a target date for declaring, then the UN can recommend suspension of its boycott status until that date, provided it is reasonable. I know the 4N countries people will work with me, we all have the same goal, and China is critical. By I cannot alter their list myself. That also gives me time to increase pressure on all the other parties for the same schedule. But we need that date, and it must be sooner than later.”
Li smiled, stood up and bowed. “Thank you Ban, I report back you soon as enter my submission. I believe we work within that framework.”
“I shall have China’s status reviewed until our next meeting.” said Ban, and Li left.
10. Orders
Curt Leeman waited by the phone for the expected call from the President.
Nearing the end of his second term, President Obama represented one side of a nation that had grown progressively schizophrenic in the face of world events. Obama stood for the conciliatory and progressive side of America, the liberals and freethinkers who were embracing the new UN order. In the US, Leeman headed the other side, the traditional America-first center and right wing that had come into dominance after World War II.
The level of debate around the sudden fiscal power of the United Nations had vested Leeman with a stature analogous to the President himself; to the nation the old general seemed to embody their alternative to complying with the UN’s directives. Like MacArthur and Truman during the Korean War, either he was going to blink or the President would, and doing so might end the career of either man.
“President Obama is on the line, Sir.”
Leeman delayed picking up the phone, reviewing for himself what he was about to say. Had he spent his whole life in the military, like his father before him, only to step aside now? Did a civilian truly understand how vital the military was to America in this predicament?
“Sir?”
“Yes, I’m taking it. Mr. President? Leeman here, at your service, Sir.”
“How are you Curt? Riding this one out OK? What are your thoughts on how we steer this one through the Pentagon?”
“It’s not so much steering as coming about, Sir, to use a navy term. I’ve looked at this from so many angles, I just don’t know where to start, it’s unprecedented in our history.”
“No question about that.” agreed the President. “But Congress bought it. We have to turn our capital ships and strike aircraft over to the UN, or it’s no deal and the boycott escalates...”
“Uh, is there any way we can delay this until the election, Sir...maybe then...”
“Please don’t call me Sir; we have a lot of work to do here and...”
“Sorry Barack, my military training.”
“Then stand easy. If you’re suggesting that after the next election this will be reviewed by a republican successor to me, and rescinded, I want you to know that there’s a clause in the transfer protocol that specifically excludes that possibility – the US, bless our souls, has warranted that it will do this or the boycott will widen, with official UN support for it.”
“I don’t know if the Pentagon or the Navy will go for this, Barack, even if you are the Commander-in-Chief. Mutiny is a navy word as well...”
There was a pause on the phone line, with both men trying to grasp what this massive reversal of US foreign policy would mean for each of them in the days to come. Leeman continued.
“Barack, can we put a placeholder in here, tell them we’ll get back to them soon, whenever, while I find out where the hurdles are going to be if we attempt this?”
“We’re not attempting this, Curt, we’re doing it. I’ll advise the UN that we will have a proposed schedule ready within fourteen days.”
“Fair enough. I’ll talk to the troops.”
“No discussion, just advise them of your authority and mine and that of Congress, avow that your hands are tied if you must, but we don’t want any surprises coming out of the ranks on this matter.”
“I’ll keep you advised in the meantime.”
11. Boehm
McGlade banked his plane towards the US border and prepared for his landing in Bellingham. He came in low over the freeway and touched down at customs, then waited in the plane until an agent drove up. He handed the officer his pilot's license and passport.
There was always a delay at this point when McGlade presented his credentials. He'd been on the border computers for some years and the time to examine his papers seemed to extend with each visit. The agent looked at his netbook, looked back at McGlade and said "I'll be back in a moment." McGlade had no option but to continue to sit there, and opened up his doors against the afternoon sun.
Twenty minutes passed, and finally the guard returned with his superior, to ask that McGlade step out of the plane. "How long will you be staying Mr. McGlade?"
"Three calendar days" he replied. "I'll be back Sunday night." The older official looked into the plane's seating area. "Please stand clear of the plane. Are you bringing anything with you? Is that your guitar?"
"Yes it is; I'm a keen amateur. But no, I'm not a musician - my friends and family can attest to that." The agents were not amused.
"What is the purpose of your visit?" McGlade knew he had to be careful here. They were looking for any excuse to deny him entry, as always.
"I'm attending a meeting in San Francisco of my Society. A board meeting, I'm a director...I'm...”
"Do you work for that Society? Does it have branches in Canada and the United States? What is the name of the Society?"
"The Humanist Union, we have branches in eight countries including the US and Canada."
"Please check out through this station within four days, with this aircraft, on your return flight. No deviation will be permitted."
McGlade acknowledged the instructions and got back into his plane. He ran up the engine, got clearance from the tower and took off, pointing south along the coast. "One of these times..." he muttered to himself, as he settled back and climbed to follow the Olympic range. He had a five hour flight remaining to the Bay area.
When he touched down at San Francisco International that afternoon McGlade's wife Alexa was waiting for him with a rental car outside the tie down area.
"When I didn't hear from you this morning, I assumed that the border left you alone this time," she said, as he threw his flight bags into the back seat. McGlade slumped into the passenger seat beside her.
"They almost made me play the guitar," said McGlade. "Thank God they came to their senses. Otherwise, death by Johnny Cash."
Alexa laughed. "You know where we’re going in Marin County?" she asked.
"Let me know when it says Mount Tamalpais. I can find Allan's by eye after that, I think he has a quarter-section in there somewhere. Sorry, but I'm going to try to have a short nap, I can still hear the plane’s radios in my ears.”
Alexa steered the car up the Camino Real for the half-hour journey to the Golden Gate Bridge.
Allan Boehm was a multimillionaire, a founding board member of the HU and its leading philanthropist. His seed donations were what originally brought the Society to the world's attention and gave it credibility; he alone had underwritten the Archenteron as his prime interest.
Boehm had invited the McGlades to come by a few days before that month’s board meeting; he said he had a surprise for them on the evening of September 30 if they could make that date - so here they were.
Boehm was a free spirit, business-wise, whose firm had won the ‘second stimulus’ contract to upgrade America’s Internet with fibre optics. After selling his companies and web portals assembled for that, he had remained in the public spotlight through his ownership of a professional basketball team. The season opener for the San Francisco Sound was the next night, and a sleepy McGlade speculated that Boehm had signed a blockbuster free-agent to his team.
"We're here; at least that is the Mt. Tamalpais exit."
McGlade sat up and looked out the car windows - "Start up the mountain and look for Stoneham Road about one third the way up." Shortly a stone wall highlighted by a wrought iron gate loomed up. "Open Net, that's it, I was only here at night once, but I do recall that name for his estate."
Alexa drove in and parked alongside some farm vehicles. "He's on his way," said McGlade, pocketing his cell phone.
Allan Boehm did not have many friends, as he kept his own counsel and then some. Still, he knew that Martin McGlade was surely one of them. They had built cabins adjacent to each other, while squatting on forestry land in British Columbia thirty-odd years before, and both young men had struggled as small businessmen, being naturally challenged by real work. Regardless, they were patently ‘successful’ and it was time to do some reminiscing.
"Ed, can you take their bags up to G2?” He gestured to a painter working on an outbuilding. "Sure Boss!"
"Do you mind if I go and freshen up?" asked Alexa.
"Not without a hug first." Boehm said, grandly lifting her off the ground.
McGlade wryly recalled one of Boehm’s approaches to his girlfriend those decades before, when he had walked over to their cabin stark naked, as was sometimes the custom in their post-hippie commune. Arlene’s sexuality was complex; however, she wasn't prepared for any threesomes. But she had been known to run off with the odd lover for a period if they caught her fancy in the very early days. Her relationship with the equally adventurous Martin grew tenuous as the winds of youth blew through their lives, and finally they parted after seven childless years.
Boehm grabbed McGlade in their old upside down handshake and pointed behind his house.
"I'm working on my right brain in the barn," he said. "Let's go face a few batters."
McGlade knew this was going to be interesting, if only because Boehm was eccentric and rich at the same time. He had always been so arrogant that he was the last guy you would want to see succeed, but you have to give credit where it's due, and he had been brilliant in setting up his web portals, his first great success.
McGlade had been especially intrigued with how he taught the real estate market to sell off property at the first sign of a downturn, then to reclaim it later at a lower price. A simple concept, yet one that flew in the face of the "buy and hold" common wisdom that came before. Like short selling, his re-buy philosophy made big money while millions of others lost everything in the recession of the decade before. Then he had parlayed that coup with an even bigger one when he landed the national fibre optics contract.
"Nice cabin!" said McGlade, "You’ve come up in the world."
"Apparently." agreed Boehm. "There is money in realism at times. C’mon in." The two men walked into a large barn of fairly recent vintage, complete with the smell of horse droppings and old hay; some chickens clucked authentically in a corner. Boehm pointed to a mound of dirt with a white protrusion sticking up from it in the middle of the barn.
"Guess what that is," he said. McGlade looked around without seeing, while Boehm picked through a box containing random sporting goods, from which he extracted two baseball gloves. "A pitcher’s mound?” said McGlade, "where's home plate?"
Boehm stepped up onto the mound and depressed the rubber twice. The barn’s lights went out and an overhead projector brilliantly illuminated a smooth wall forty feet away. The ambience was clearly the old Yankee Stadium, and here was Mickey Mantle coming to bat.
McGlade cackled. "Too cool. Are you going to bean him or should I - how did you know I've always hated the Yankees?"
"Everybody does, unless they're Yankee fans." Boehm went into his windup with an exaggerated flourish and threw a looping ball that sailed high and wide of the batter, eliciting the unmistakable voice of Mel Allen decrying "Ball one!”
"Ha Ha!” laughed McGlade. "Is that a touch screen?"
"Yes, there's a wire grid embedded in plastic behind a layer of paint, and depending on where the ball hits it, different things happen. Watch me deliberately put one right over the plate." Boehm methodically threw a ball that landed in front of the wall and bounced harmlessly away to no effect. "Oops. One more time.”
This time the ball hit the wall within the strike zone and the barn filled with crowd noise. As Mel Allen declaimed "There’s a drive to deep left-center field! - Snider’s going back, back! - and he pulls it in on the warning track. One away!”
The projector then displayed another Yankee coming up to bat, and Boehm handed McGlade the baseball glove.
“The reason I set this up” he said "is to rehab my left arm. Try throwing left-handed. And step on the rubber just before you throw." McGlade protested that it was a right-handed glove anyway, so he had no choice but to throw it with his left hand. He began what he thought would be a familiar wind up from his childhood, but it just wasn't there. He put the baseball in his right hand with the glove jammed over his left, and made his usual wind up.
"I can see what you mean by training your right side brain; I've got no clue how to wind up from the left side. And as for the throw itself, that would be ugly..."
"Yeah that's what I'm working on, you saw my pitches from the left side and I'm a righty just like you. I've always had a reasonable left arm but nothing like my right. It just feels good to be training from that side, to watch and feel it learning. I do the same thing in tennis."
"Do you mind if I take this batter from the right side?"
"Okay, but first put this glove on... okay - press the rubber three times and then the pitching machine is going to send three balls back to you, catch them...”
For the next hour McGlade and Boehm replayed the 1955 World Series, with the computer mixing in balls and strikes and their resultant strikeouts or hits with uncanny accuracy, all amid the surrounding din of a packed Ebbetts Field or Yankee Stadium cheering each result.
The two men drank red wine as if they were twenty again, ecstatic in their private and virtual universe of baseball in a barn. Alexa finally appeared at the door, threw a few pitches herself from closer in, then the three of them ambled back to the main house for dinner.
"If you like virtual baseball - wait till you see what I've got cooked up with the Sound tomorrow night. It's our season opener, and it's going to open more eyes than any basketball game ever has."
"Did you reincarnate Wilt, or what's happening?” asked McGlade.
"Strict media blackout, so far at least. This is going to be big and you're going to like it."
Alexa and McGlade smiled at each other. Old Mr. Arrogant was in his element, and it was fun to watch. And this guy delivered.
The next day Alexa and McGlade came down for breakfast to find Boehm reading the San Francisco Examiner on his tablet in the kitchen. They had no sooner settled into their chairs than Boehm swung the tablet around to show them the front page, which displayed a picture of a rounded, odd-looking building.
"That's the Sound Room,” Boehm said. "That will be half the show right there. Can you tell by looking why it's built that way?"
Alexa looked at it. "Sort of an inverted honeycomb. You can play basketball in there?" she asked.
McGlade peeked over her shoulder. "Reminds me of the Habitat 67 buildings put up by Moshe Safdie, as ultramodern apartments in that day. Definitely cellularized.”
Boehm smiled and took back the tablet. "Don't read the story; I want it to be a surprise for you. I have two press conferences this afternoon, and after that have arranged for us to have dinner in my box at 6 PM - is that okay?"
Alexa nodded at McGlade and rolled her eyes. This was going to be interesting.
12. Diplomacy?
The Secretary of Defense sat in his office, The Washington Post website in front of him.
Why in the name of Christ do I have to deal with this!! Leeman hollered at nobody in particular, since he was alone in the room. The lead story in the Post detailed the growing difficulties the United States was having due to the international boycott of countries with nuclear weapons. 4N COUNTRIES BOYCOTT WIDENS it declared.
As US influence and its relative wealth in the world declined after 2013, it was coming under more and more world pressure to disarm and to support the UN, as most countries had at least pledged to do. Leeman knew the situation was far more complicated than that for the Pentagon – arms sales and gunboat diplomacy had been the hallmark of the American ‘defense’ establishment, and he was going to be the guy who had to tear this all down? He should retire and let someone else play Benedict Arnold...
Leeman studied the article. What the fuck is a 4N country again? he muttered.
“Shirley, will you send Capt. Ridington to my office, please... OK, then put him on the line.”
Leeman answered the return call from his adjutant.
“Sir, a 4N Country is neutral, non-nuclear, and supports the UN”. That’s all of Europe, Russia signed this week; Holland is still in denial, Israel...and all of Asia except India, China claims they will comply.”
“Uh huh, and Canada too, I ...”
“Yes, in fact this boycott started in Rotterdam, then was linked to the UN by the humanists, their species governance campaign. The Canadian government carried the ball into the UN following their neutrality referendum,” said Ridington. “It went on from there.”
Leeman requested a report on the boycott with a review of White House policy toward it.
The next day he sat down with Senator Berg, State Secretary Edwards, and their scheduled attendee Carrie Taylor, the Canadian Ambassador to the US. It was a beautiful morning on Capitol Hill as they ate brunch in an al fresco dining area of the Cambrian Hotel.
“Miss Taylor, I...” began Leeman and Taylor interjected “...call me Carrie.”
“I’m afraid I’m not here to be convivial, Miss...er, Carrie,” continued Leeman, looking over at his male companions. “This boycott business is getting out of hand.”
“It’s certainly not in my hands, if that’s what you mean, Mr. Leeman. Canada’s the least of it, and it’s damaging our economy as well.”
Secretary Edwards leaned forward. “Canada only has to deal with one country – us – and we have to deal with most of the world with this.”
“Yes, but the US is most of the world to Canada. We’re each other’s largest trading partner, remember.” Carrie Taylor was known for her intellect more than her diplomacy, but she made an effort to be sympathetic. “What are the most difficult aspects of this boycott for you? Is it the actual impact it would have on your immediate economic issues, or around security questions?”
Leeman looked at his two associates, as if it was an outrage to even have to address questions like this. Where did this huge intrusion on American affairs come from and how was it going to end? He looked steadily at Taylor.
"I tell you - I've scheduled this meeting, Carrie - we’ll put our cards on the table here - there was one line in that article in the Post that mentioned an imminent agreement whereby the navies of the world would sail to Singapore and surrender to the UN. In fact this morning I heard the term ‘sailing to Singapore’ used by the Secretary of the Navy, as if it might happen tomorrow. I'm here to tell you it never shall. Not on my watch or anybody else's. We didn't spend 200 years putting the Navy together to scrap it, as an experiment."
Taylor looked around the table. She could see that the ex-general was overstepping a few boundaries within the diplomatic world, but that was to be expected from a military man. She could see that Sen. Berg was happy that Leeman was taking the aggressive tack that he was, even though Edwards was somewhat taken aback, and wondering what they were doing there. She realized that she might be the only functioning diplomat at the table.
"I'm not sure it's fair to characterize the delivery of the national navies to peacetime use, or even conversion, as a surrender, Mr. Secretary, I think the proper term for it might be a buyback, with full monetary credit to the contributing nations. The same way we buy back fish boats with no quota. With regard to the fact that the boycott may have originated in Canada, I should point out that it began as a poll commissioned by the Dutch humanists, which was then picked up in the media and became widely supported. From there Canada voted to become a neutral country, via a referendum, confirmed during a free vote in our House of Commons. Let's recall too that the nuclear weapon structure in Holland was really what precipitated this neutral country phenomenon suddenly emerging and evolving into a boycott. No Canadian ever suggested the boycott; that was brought here by the Europeans. And the EU supports it wholesale.”
Leeman remained steadfastly implacable. "I'm not prepared to review matters like that at this point, and you should realize that I may never be ready to discuss the dissolution of our armed forces. As for turning each of our states into a canton - well you'd better speak to the President about that, I think you know where I will be on that issue, too. Avery, Sen. Berg do you have anything to say here?”
Berg picked up Leeman’s thread. "Mr. Ambassador, we're having this meeting so that you take our grave concerns and protests back to Ottawa with you, but we want some resolution of this matter and would like to see you spearhead it. Many here in Washington believe that Canada initiated this issue. So it's only proper that you participate in its conclusion."
Taylor absorbed the Senator’s parroting of the old general’s diatribe. "Conclusion? What are you contemplating as its conclusion?"
Edwards spoke up, making a gesture as if to smooth the waters.
"I think we are asking you to move this item very far back on the agenda, with every effort to take it off the agenda. The Chinese are citing huge differences with this demilitarization concept, and in America we have strong and vicious lobbies against it. I don't know how anyone could characterize going along this path as being progressive; it's inviting outright civil war. So if you can help us move this Navy provision to a back burner behind the canton provisions, which are being rejected in any event, that's the earliest time frame we could possibly deal with this."
Taylor could see that the meeting was concluding, and wanted to defuse the rhetoric somewhat.
“The canton conversions are not going to float, I agree. I think we all recognize that, it’s too much too soon. The UN is going to try to rescue it as a method for resolving territorial disputes, for internal unrest among minorities. Mr. Edwards, can you possibly make a provisional statement to the effect that if and when the canton conversion is defeated that you would be prepared to look at the demilitarization option? I realize that it wouldn't make any sense until then, but if you can mention the Navy buyback somewhere in your diplomatic language in the days to come it will signal your consideration and acknowledgment of the concept."
"That would be premature" he replied "let's hear back from your parliament first."
13. Trepidation
Kody dropped by the McGlade house on the lake late in the morning to find McGlade astride his riding mower, one of his favourite places, oblivious to everything behind a wall of engine noise. As the machine continued with its circuits around a large dogwood tree, McGlade finally noticed Kody offering mock landing instructions for the mower.
They repaired to the kitchen and McGlade put on some fresh coffee. The fall weather was peaceful, the late summer sun declining in the sky, its light doubly brilliant on the porch after it reflected off the calm water. They leaned in the doorway to savour it, and watched Alexa drive the McGlades’ old Mercedes down their dirt driveway and away toward town.
"Hey," said Kody “what's with the old Benz? How can you have a Lake Renegade tied up 20 meters from here and be driving an old Benz?”
"Why, it must be my sense of restraint!" recited McGlade. “A quarter million for the plane and $4500 for the Benz - go figure. The Union pays me the equivalent of the airline tickets for each flight I take on it, so the lease on the Lake is more or less a push. As for the Benz - yeah - but I need a Chinese tractor first."
Kody threw up his arms in surrender. “Same thing with my sailboat, when I'm broke I sell it and start over again.”
The two men had known each other for ten years and lived on the same rural island road. Kody was an unconventional North American native, tall and always elegantly dressed in an arty way. Although quick to make fun of his own people and their ways, at the same time you could sense the great pride he held in his origins. McGlade found that mix warm and refreshing, and the two men regaled themselves with a ribald humour that they both knew should really go no further than their own ears.
“Is the halfrican going to cadge a third term” began Kody, “or run for the UN?”
“Good question,” replied McGlade, "maybe he’ll just hang around like Putin did. But it’s not like him to ask for a rule change at this juncture.”
“The Globe says the humanists are getting a rough ride from the Pentagon, for their part in the 4N campaign?”
“Nah, their main pressure point is coming from the UN itself, the fleet buyback - I think the 4N Euro people have done the job so well that the US has to follow, or face a continuing recession that could morph into depression. They just can’t afford the Pentagon anymore down there, and they’re always the last to realize that. Nobody will buy their arms and that was their T-Bird. Nobody even dares talk about their air force and missile silos yet.”
The men looked at each other for a few seconds in silence. The influence of McGlade’s book ‘1000 Summers’ and the humanist revival had caught everyone by surprise, creating an Internet groundswell of opinion against militarism, especially in the context of its cost during a deepening world recession. The two didn’t have to say anything - they just stared out at the lake and took in the sound of the birds and breezes.
“I shouldn’t mention this, but we had an interesting new member join the Union this summer – name of Yamanaka. The fusion guy.”
“Wow!” said Kody “is he looking for shelter, or to ...”
“I wouldn’t say that, he has his friends. Probably sees the battle we’re in with conservative American interests and feels some kinship. Maybe he wants to be carried along by the 4N’s momentum. We’ll have to see. He sure made an interesting addition to the fold.”
“Maybe put him on the board? I know you don’t disclose who’s there yet, but he is one smart dude.”
“I’m not sure we’d want to stack things up too much against these transitional US policies, Obama’s been really good with us and I wouldn’t want to see things polarized if we can help it. I want to keep the ball rolling, but under control.”
“How have the Dutch reacted after being outed for their nuclear weapons? That was so strange.”
McGlade sighed. “Yes, I first heard of that when Alexa and I visited Veghel, a farm town, because her family is Dutch, and we spent a few weeks there two summers ago. We visited two Canadian army cemeteries nearby - my father served there in the second war. The 4N idea started at the humanism offices in Rotterdam, actually, and I was driving back to Veghel with her nephew Joop, and I asked him how he felt about Holland possibly becoming a neutral country. I was taken aback when he didn't readily agree that it was a sound idea. After all, the Dutch are supposed to be peaceful people. Anyway, Joop is just an otherwise uninvolved citizen, and I began to understand a little bit better what the foreign-policy was of the Dutch government. In Veghel we could see the fighter bombers making their test flights over the Dutch countryside - in a country that small it's hard to hide your military manoeuvres. And they were frequent and loud.”
Kody nodded. “And of course Canada has quite a history with the Dutch people vis-ŕ-vis national defence."
"We’ve been in NATO together for 60 years, Canadians are highly respected there for helping to liberate them during the war - but I guess the Germans left a lasting impression on them. It's like the Holocaust, they adopted a ‘never again’ attitude irrespective of the costs to their moral fabric otherwise.”
“Understandable. But they did belong to NATO. I guess they didn't truly trust that alliance to protect them from a serious threat. Same as the Israelis, they had to have control of their own nukes."
"That may have been part of it," continued McGlade. "But the story I'm hearing is that the Dutch military negotiated early on, in the 50’s, to have autonomous control over any US nuclear weapons on their territory. If you think about it, this can appear to be a sensible arrangement, because if the US would start a limited war in Europe then the Dutch would not automatically be into it, so it could appear prudent from that perspective. It became clear from their reviews in parliament however that the Dutch military really wanted the option of nuking the capital of Russia or Germany or France or whomever, should a war ever start. Like the Israelis they only have one or two big cities, and they stood to lose horribly in any of those confrontations. Still, they felt a need to have a force de frappe like the French, to obviate those possibilities.”
“Interesting. So what are the Dutch going to do now that they're not allowed to be a 4N country? Amsterdam's going to be pretty quiet if the tourists have to boycott all the pot shacks.”
“Well, it's the same for the Chinese and Indians, and the Israelis of course. The UN has a timetable and I'm sure it's flexible within reason, just as the Americans want more time for converting their Navy. That said, the boycott’s the boycott and it’s staying in place, everybody knows that it's going to remain as the status quo, it will never end, you have to come into compliance instead. The Dutch only have an estimated 25 nuclear weapons and they’re fairly old, so they know what to do if these ramifications get to them."
“They have to take a lesson from the Japanese," said Kody. "Small countries, big cities, no place for nuclear weapons. I hear the UN is introducing a bounty system?"
"Apparently, yes. Very similar to how we pay a bounty to hunt down Internet spammers. That was very effective, and it would be very hard to hide a national weapons program from every possible whistleblower, especially given the readiness of bloggers to toot their horn these days." McGlade smiled as he took pride in the power of websites.
“Yes, but the mood can change,” replied Kody. “As a web developer I've seen some pretty harsh attitude changes on the Net about these matters and nobody seems really to have a finger on what people truly think. And who knows if the Internet is going to remain an independent entity? I don't even want to get into those conspiracy theories; there are plenty of Japanese and Russian militarists, who were blaming you and the Swiss and whomever for selling pacifism as a pack of New World Order lies. And these idiots all have their friends, too.”
"True, I suppose.” replied McGlade. “Lots of work to do for the UN on that infrastructure and its guarantees. Have you been by the Archenteron of late?"
Kody smiled. “Martin how are you really going to meld this into your humanism idea, this ‘Archenteron’? First the 4N countries, then the UN, and so on - isn’t this going to be a little bit too wild? The last time I tied up in the pass the crew boats were in there, so I assume the work continues. You haven't been back since two months ago?"
McGlade shifted uneasily. "Yes, but Marki and I are going to take Blond Air if she’s ready, or the Stardot Star up there later this week, but I think I have the Star sold. Jeremy wants to charter the Star for the coming year, otherwise, so I better check it out. He's a good craftsman and I hear he has the soundproofing completed on Stardot as well. That was my main complaint with that boat as well, diesel turbos in your ears all day. I just wish I could rip off two full weeks and enjoy this place and the boats and a friend's company for a while. But I'm back at The Hague in ten days to try to integrate again with the IHEU, got to get that done, and the Archenteron remains a long term program. Like a C++ component in the grand application we are building.”
“Hey, web services man, don’t scare me like that! Active Server pages bugged me like turbos all night.”
The two men recalled fondly their former lives as web developers and programmers. "So what's the Archenteron going to be - a plug-in?" Kody continued “Has the Humanist Union gone uptown? Or are we still working on the down low?" he jibed.
"Oh shit, the goalposts are always moving; have to reinvent the sucker every six months. Started out in Burnaby and soon hit the harder stuff. I had innocently believed that people would embrace, or at least accept the idea of a church as the proper vessel for this thing, but I was wrong. That was made plain to me when I tried to bring the word humanism into the fray. All hell broke loose, because humanists fancy themselves to be super individualistic, and of course they are until we teach them differently. The IHEU, the governing body for humanists was pissed off at me because they don't want any adjectives preceding the word humanism. This is supposedly to help people identify with one single humanism instead of secular humanism, religious humanism, and so on. Fair enough; but I had to find a rationale for working around it because of this individualism thing - it's the Humanist Union's job to educate people that inclusive humanism is the layer above individual humanism, it's the political layer and it’s how humanists speak as one voice.”
McGlade looked exasperated but animated, retelling his battles to legitimize humanism for its own sake. “I still can’t believe what I had to go through just to get them to accept that, the idea that inclusive is just a modifier to indicate that it’s a social philosophy. As usual your enemies come from within, every goddamn humanist thinks he's a hero of some sort, some cat that is not about to be herded. When I got the IHEU exemption and clarification published on their site, that really drew attention to us and I was surprised and gratified at how much support followed."
Kody agreed. "I think the key to your success with the Humanist Union initiative started when you had that chapter in your book citing ‘antihuman behaviour’ - that really became a catchword like ‘going green’ a decade ago."
"Antihuman was important, evidently a novel concept, sad to say. Biersten uses it a lot, other organizations picked up on it, and since the root ‘human’ does parse out of it, there was some consequent focus brought to bear on humanism. They're all contributing factors. But I had to get away from the church idiom because the atheists that dominated the humanist movement were becoming a total pain in the ass. I don't know how many hours I sat and argued with those cretins that religion was the last thing I want to talk about, or that anybody wants to talk about at an intellectual level. And if I did, it would have to be respectful. They had hijacked humanism as an atheist playpen, and by Jesus nobody was going to take it back from them. It kind of set them up as an odd outfit I just had to deal with. A perfect example was the British Humanist Association, which was very intimately associated with the NSS of Britain, their National Secular Society. Trench warfare with the Church of England, and that was what they were about - period. Too bad, nobody was going to intrude on that, either. Except that they were taking the word humanist in vain, and I wanted humanism for my own regimental colors.”
“So what happened? They've been pretty quiet lately."
“The BHA is still plodding along, dragging the Bible out of the schools; they still equate humanism with atheism and the young people still treat them all like a bunch of old fart church bashers, which of course they are. I guess they had some fun during the Bush era with fundamentalists and got addicted to that game, so they're still out there beavering away on the fringe as always. It’s amazing how Britain is almost as Christian-crazy as France is or Italy, the CoE is really their Catholicism. You learn that.”
“The enemy within, as you say. Yeah, they would absorb some oxygen wouldn’t they? But don't most people equate humanism with atheism, why do you expect them to think otherwise? I remember you confessing to me your admiration for the Renaissance humanists, so you're holding modern atheists to that standard?"
"Absolutely, this business of pounding away on religions is totally unproductive. The classical church was a spaceship built by man to get to heaven, so the Union is doing the same with the Archenteron; it’s just an optional feature. I've learned that you can't get too prescriptive with these projects; you have to break them out into lesser parts and leave people to choose among them as they would wish. Something what makes sense in this country might be downright blasphemous or illegal in another part of the world. And if you recall Renaissance humanism - people like Petrarch worked within the church and not outside of it, whether they were clergy or not, you couldn't really hide from them, it was the work of God you were doing. So all a matter of definition, and the church held the budget. Are you a humanist, Kodes?"
"Well, I am a member of your Union. Of course, I just subscribed to your newsletters to keep an eye on you, McGlade." he smiled.
“But that's a serious question to be asking an Indian, are you trying to hurt my brain or what? Ha Ha. I'm either a complete humanist or not one at all, by that I mean your inclusive humanist. An Indian will always be an Indian; he doesn't ever need to be anything else. So collectively, yes, we are part of the species; we have to be responsible enough to be onside. It's a noble cause.”
“True, I do wonder sometimes if this is going to be a fad that burns out in a year or ten or whenever, as Obama wondered,” McGlade replied, "but I’ve decided not to worry about it. It will disseminate on its own merits, and we're going to have await some concrete results. The partnership with the UN is critical, if the world sees all those military vessels being tied up in Singapore and headed for the scrap yard, or converted into hospital ships and so on, not only is that a solid result, those advances are seen as manifested via the UN. That really sets the hook for us. All the Union did was to participate in the 4N campaign through political polling; that drew attention to us and the UN as partners, and dovetailed with the debate in the US around the Pentagon spending and Biersten’s breakthrough. When the Supreme Court allowed her tax discretion to go to the UN, we had our peace tax protocol enshrined."
"Will Ban get the Nobel Peace Prize for his part? I'm reading that he’s just about there by acclamation.”
“I certainly hope so; he was the guy who held this all together and gave it continuity. Sometimes a nice little recession is the best time to get things done; people take their security, what’s left of it, a lot more seriously. When the UN was faced with bankruptcy five years ago that's the best thing that could've happened to it. We either had to scrap the UN or fund it, that simple. The 4N boycott, the American dollar meltdown that cornered the Pentagon, the ‘forsake arms’ amendment. Those all opened this tax pathway to the UN and here we are.”
Kody looked unconvinced. "Is this canton partitioning thing really going to float – I read yesterday that it won’t, it looks premature, and it’s that sort of thing that makes me worry that this ‘revolution’ might be extinguished. Democracy is fine, but maybe we’re pushing too hard?”
"Well, the canton system would have given us better rep by pop at the UN, and in the meantime, the dollars carry their own votes as well. Remember each canton’s vote is broken out not just on their population, but with their annual contribution factored in as well. That's only fair, and in place so I don't see any issues down the road. I like the global pension initiative being tied to a canton’s contributions, a very fair quid pro quo. The cantons that don't like it are free to buy their own influence, it's the only system that can work and that everybody can understand. But yeah, it’s tenuous... I hope things pan out. The process itself is delicate and there are an awful lot of people who flatly state that it's just not going to happen. We’ll have to let out a lot of line and always be aware that they're there.”
McGlade suggested that they go down to the marina to check up on the Stardot Star’s progress, and then pick up Marki from preschool. Kody had driven onto the lawn as he always seemed to, and McGlade gave him careful instructions on how not to drive over his new grass this time on their way out.
14. Maurelle
The town of Campbell River is the gateway to British Columbia's northern Gulf Islands, and the major embarkation point for boats traveling through their myriad channels and inlets. The mountainsides rise precipitously from the sea, staring down at empty fiords that see significant traffic only in high summer. Virtually uninhabited, they offer few anchorages owing to their steep cliff faces dropping down into waters hundreds of meters deep.
It was in these islands that the Canadian government had decided to launch a new program offering ‘boating leases’, with the HU as one of the founding contractors. These leases consist of waterfront campsites, rented out at nominal cost to Canadian taxpayers from a website where they first file their tax returns, then reserve their sites.
Marnie McGlade and Doug Marshall were the project leaders tasked with setting up the initial campsites, from a lakeside former logging camp in the interior of Maurelle Island. Today they had picked up four young ‘clients’ at the Campbell River bus station, and brought them down to Blond Air for the one day run back up to the island.
Marshall greeted the recovering street people as Marnie brought their backpacks onto the afterdeck. “Is anyone here familiar with these boats or any kind of boating at all?”
He asked dubiously; there were two boys and two girls, the oldest was perhaps 25 years old, the youngest in her late teens. These youngsters had elected to work in the Maurelle camp rather than serve theft or vagrancy sentences in the city. They would be paid the minimum wage, and be in a position to earn a small lot on which to build their own cabin, if they proved compatible with the rest of the community that they would be working alongside. It was a project intended to break the cycle of drug addiction and homelessness that, during this recession, was making destructive inroads on the youngest members of society.
Doug Marshall, 29, was a government drug counsellor whose job it was to remove lethal street drugs from the lives of these young people, by whatever means was necessary. To gain their confidence, trust and respect he could supply safer drugs to the young people himself, if need be. Canada had initiated a corps of such drug counsellors in its major cities, after revamping its drug possession laws.
Only drug dealing was illegal, any citizen was free to ingest any substance - the emphasis was on personal responsibility. These street people had been picked up for vagrancy, with enough methamphetamine, ecstasy or the like on them to be charged with dealing, and had been sentenced conditionally.
"My dad has a sailboat, or he had one for a couple of years anyway," replied the older girl, "but I was too young to sail it then; I do know that I don't get sea sick." The two boys just shook their heads, signifying no previous experience. “What does Blond Air mean?” asked the youngest girl. “Sunshine,” replied Marnie “– and not the liquid kind we have today.”
Marshall took the four of them for a short tour of the twelve meter vessel, identifying its safety features and amenities, and indicating where to stow their backpacks. Marnie warmed up the engines and took the wheel, Marshall released the lines, and Blond Air backed down from its temporary slip at the fishermen’s dock - they were underway. It was 10:30am and the rising tide would help boost them up through Seymour Narrows.
It was raining as it so often does during the West Coast fall and winter, and Marnie brought out a selection of Cowichan sweaters for her young charges to consider.
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