Power Play

By Andrew Draper

Copyright 2008 by Andrew Draper. All rights reserved.

This story is a work of fiction. Any similarity to persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and unintended.

Chapter one

The Opening Gambit

Colonel Alex Freemont stalked around Jackson Verde's office like a caged panther, his lean body tensed. Verde watched the man move with controlled power. Nearing 50 years old and standing a little over six feet tall, Freemont sported a full head of dark hair with just a touch of gray at the center of his forehead. His crisp uniform lay taunt over his muscular frame. Physical presence, coupled with his piercing green eyes and razor-sharp mind made for a formidable adversary. The effect was not lost on the smaller man watching him pace from across the room.

Standing in front of an ornate beveled glass window overlooking the Charles River, the soldier turned back to the director of research and development, adjusting his cap for effect. Pompous and arrogant, Freemont stood and stared for a moment, searching for the slightest sign of weakness in Verde’s manner. Then he spoke, his strong voice filling the closed room.

“Jack, we can't research with this potential fall into the wrong hands. That Ryan may be a brilliant scientist, but she refuses to grasp the national security implications of her work.”

Jack groaned at the jab.  “Alex, she is a scientist. She just doesn’t think in those terms.” 

Jack liked and respected fellow scientist Jennifer Ryan, but was more than a little intimidated by the Colonel. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, despite the cool temperature of the space. He thought back on his contact with this career military man over the past six months and his stomach lurched in revulsion. He hated the man and despised his Gestapo methods. Colonel Alex Freemont was as cold and ruthless a personality as Verde had ever encountered. He also knew without a doubt that he had no choice in the matter. Verde’s mind raced, looking for a way defuse the situation he unwilling found himself in.  

He threw his hands up in a gesture of surrender. "Okay.” Verde said, then cleared his throat. “I'll try to convince Jenny to turn over the project to my people to finish. However, I don't think she will go for it. Anytime I mention naming someone to her project, even as a co‑director, she goes ballistic. She’s got the proprietary instinct of a pit bull." 

Jack slowly walked to the elegant built‑in bar on the far wall of his office. He stared for a moment at his reflection in the bar’s polished mahogany surface and didn't much like the view. 

Selecting one of the cut crystal decanters, he poured himself a double shot of first class Kentucky whiskey, intentionally neglecting to offer anything to his guest.  He stared into the bottom of the glass, regretting the day he ever told Freemont about this project.   

As the soldier walked toward the door, Jack heard him speak, the voice laced with a controlled venom that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

 "I'll say this one more time,” Freemont hissed. “You tell ‘Little Miss Priss’ this is a post-9/11 America we’re living in and you explain want that means."  He paused to breathe deeply. “You tell her to get on board. No ands, ifs or buts. Otherwise I will make her life, and yours, dammed uncomfortable.”  

He turned to around, again facing the window. “Am I making my self clear?”

Hearing no response from Verde, Freemont made his way across the room. “Good. I knew you weren’t a complete idiot.”

With the threat in still hanging in the air Freemont made his exit, leaving the door open as a last sign of self-importance and contempt. 

Jack downed the last of his drink. Threat ringing in his ears, he faced the empty office feeling as if he had just sold Freemont the key to Pandora’s box. He got up to pour another shot, and feeling dejected, began contemplating what knew he had to do next. Hand on the receiver of his desk phone, his stomach tightened another notch as he punched the buttons.

****

Responding to Jack’s summons, Jenny sat in the huge leather chair and tried to control her nerves. As she looked around, she saw Jack's glass on the counter. This puzzled her because Jack never drank during working hours. Even stranger was the fact that he called her to his office so early in the first place. 

Jenny surmised that what ever he wanted to discuss must be important, if he couldn't wait till the morning staff meeting at eleven o'clock. 

"Do you want some coffee or something?” he asked.

 "No, thanks I grabbed one on the way in."  

Picking up his drink, he walked around to the other chair and sat down. He took a sip and made his opening gambit. "How's the battery project going?"

She was taken by surprise by the question and studied him, taking a moment to formulate a response. She lied.  "For the most part it's progressing well, just a few bugs to get out," 

Why the sudden interest? She wondered. Jack ran several research departments and she couldn't think of a logical reason he would be so interested in any one project. This, coupled with the appearance of the nameless soldier, made her even more nervous. She decided that until she got some answers she would keep the true status of the project to herself. 

She continued, "I hope to see some real results by the middle of next year. A full break‑down will be in the monthly report."  

After years of allowing her creative control of her projects, she couldn’t understand his sudden bit of micro-management.

"Jack, you and I have known each other for a long time, and you didn't call me in here to get a status report that you could have read in a memo, did you?"   

He paused, then reached into a humidor on the left end of his desk and withdrew a long, thick cigar, lighting it with a gold lighter pulled from his pocket. "All right, I'll get to the point. You've been doing a great job and I think you've earned a promotion.” He said, puffing a cloud of aromatic blue smoke between words. “You should be concentrating on recruiting new projects and talent and let the junior staff take on the existing work. The board members and I think you’re ready for more responsibility."

She thought for a minute about what he said. "What would I be doing if I'm not in the lab?”

Seeing a look of disappointment color his features, she backtracked. "I have no real objection to the other guys taking over the current projects, they’re all capable researchers. They can finish what's in progress. All accept the "Ever‑cell" project. That's my baby, and no one touches it but me."

Jack contemplated the cigar’s cherry red tip, rolling off the burned tobacco into a crystal ashtray sitting on the desk.

“Don’t panic, the project will be in good hands. I’ll put a full team on it so we can get it finished…”

She stopped him in mid‑sentence. "Jack, we've talked about this before. You know it's too dangerous. Have you thought about what the wrong people could do with this kind of power? I want to see people benefit from my work not be killed by it.” she shook her head. “The potential for abuse is too great. We have a responsibility to see that this technology is used properly.”

She became a touch defensive and her voice climbed an octave. “I won't have my work go the way of Einstein's, or Fermi's! I won’t!”

He paused for a moment before speaking. "Do you remember the rough time you had getting "Ever‑cell" off the ground? Don't you want to see others get the same chance that you did? I think your talents would be put to better use finding those kinds of projects.”

A sizable twinge of self-recrimination and guilt gripped her.  I can’t remember how many times I looked for an outfit like this to help me. All those brilliant scientists with new ideas stuck in the same place I was back then. “Well, You have a point. But I still…”

He interrupted her and went on. "I've been talking to the board and we think that you would be the perfect choice to be the new Vice President of project development." he paused. "And if it makes you feel better, I will personally assume control of the "Ever‑cell" project and oversee its completion.”

 Hands shaking, she just sat there looking at him in stunned silence for several seconds. Disbelief poured over her. The thought of that much power in the wrong hands scared the hell out of her. 

It wasn't that she didn't trust Jack, he was a super guy.    However, he still indirectly worked for the military and she knew if the Pentagon got their hands on this technology all bets were off.  Even Jack couldn't insure its security then. She had to buy some time. "All right Jack, I'll think it over and I'll let you know. 
She cringed at the thought of all this power taken out of her control and in placed some general or admiral's hands in the name of "national security". The possibilities for disaster boggled the mind. 
The questions buzzed through her mind like angry bees. How can I keep this awesome power form being misused? I couldn't possibly stand up to the military once they got their hands on it. How do I protect it.
She thought of Tesla, Oppenhiemer and Fermi and of how the great contributions they made to science became perverted into the most dreadful weapons ever created. She thought of Westinghouse and how the device he built only to demonstrate the dangers of Edison’s AC power system became the industry standard for a century of government-sanctioned murder.

I just can’t let that happen to my project. As she contemplated that thought, she noticed that her hands were shaking violently. 

Jack’s words again rang in her ears. She knew she had to keep the success a secret at all costs.  She knew, no matter how pure the intent, that no one could be trusted with this kind of power. She made up her mind to tell no one about the test or the working prototype until she could come up with a way to protect its integrity. 
The problem with that plan is that I have no clue about how to pull it off.
****

Aaron couldn't believe almost two years had gone by already. It seemed like she was with him just yesterday. He still could feel her. Sometimes he still thought he saw her on the street, going into a fashionable shop or disappearing down a side street. It crushed him to know that tonight he would sleep alone…again.

After the accident, Aaron wanted to kill the man who caused it. The police report said that the man responsible for the crash was driving drunk. Later, Aaron was even cheated out of confronting the man in court and showing him how he had destroyed their lives. The driver lingered in a coma for three weeks and then died, robbing Aaron of even the slightest retribution. I’m the one who loved her. I’m the one she trusted to keep her safe…I’m the one who let her die. 

The self-recriminations flowed like water, and his grief-stricken mind laid it on thicker and heavier as his blood alcohol level climbed and the minutes melted away. The sudden blast of a car horn derailed his despondent train of thought, snapping him back to the present. 

Stepping out of the street and away from the irate driver’s middle finger salute, he looked up and saw a lighted sign, coffee shop - open twenty-four hours. After more than an hour of walking aimlessly, the cold was creeping into his bones. 

Making his way across the street, he realized he had been walking in circles and the new building lay only a few blocks away. 

Getting a large cup of coffee from the pretty, teenaged girl at the counter, he headed over to the “Tower”. He figured he could do some paperwork while no one was around to smell the rum on his breath. He could get something accomplished and he could do something to get his mind off Heather, for a while at least.

The double shot of rum he added to the fresh coffee gave him some more artificial warmth to match his self-delusion.

He unlocked the elevator doors and began the ride up to the thirty-first floor.  Turning on the lights, he thought about the men who would learn they had jobs again. He silently thanked Jimmy and went to work, grabbing a clipboard off his field desk.

He assumed leadership of Casey Construction after his father’s death. He inherited a legacy of integrity and craftsmanship and he swore he wouldn’t let his father down. but that was before.

He walked around a pillar and a strange noise stopped him in his tracks. He called out to the empty floor, “Is someone there?” but heard only his own voice echo in reply.

Getting no response, he went back to his work. As he approached the ceiling high stacks of steel studs and drywall, he heard the sound again, but closer this time. A low-pitched groan of pain floated across the maze of building materials, reminding him of a wounded animal. He knew now it was not caused by the rum or his overactive imagination.   

The noise repeated and he began to search for its source. He followed the sounds to a corner of the unfinished floor and his stomach did a little nervous flip, shocked by what he found hidden behind the trash bunker.

He turned the body over and saw the face of a woman, so badly bruised and covered with blood he couldn’t tell her age. He instantly knew this was no accident. 

Feeling her neck, he checked her pulse. The beats were weak, but she was still alive.  The badly injured woman opened one eye and tried to speak.  Bending over her, he put his ear to her mouth. The voice, forced and faint, pleaded. “Help me, please.”  

