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CHAPTER ONE


Maximillian Dorphant sat in his huge leather chair in the study pondering the reports that lay stacked in tidy piles in front of him.  In utmost secrecy, he had spared nothing in collecting this mass of information, this dossier upon which he was to base this last major decision of his life. 


The facts and figures contained might have propelled most great people into the depths of fear, despondency, gloom and hopelessness.  But Max was more than great.  He was what men who knew could measure greatness by.  Flames from the living fire threw flickering light across a face that was glowing from an inner excitement.  For the first time in many years, Max could feel the pulsation of life within him.  The throbbing vein on his forehead matched the quickening beat of his heart as he allowed the full meaning of these reports to penetrate his sharp intelligence. 


All his life he had been at the hub of things, the center of a vast network of wealth and power.  Playing the part of munificence or he-devil according to his whims of the moment.  The vision of his power was awesome to him and never ceased to be a source of thrill and wonder.  It was the greatest joy of his life to know that if he frowned in New York, the economy of China would topple.  Or if he smiled in London then all over Russia, people would prosper.  It was said that not even the President of the United States would consider making a major decision without the advice and permission of Maximillian Dorphant. 


What he loved most was that very few people were aware of the power that he wielded.  Most who knew him never even suspected that he was even a billionaire, never mind the wealthiest man in the world.  He considered it bad taste to flaunt his wealth and much preferred to give the impression that he was a normal man about town, a little conservative, a little eccentric maybe, but certainly he gave no indication of the magnitude of his influence.  In the privacy of his imagination, he, in some ways, likened himself to the image of Superman whom he had loved as a child, diving in to right a wrong and slipping out to anonymity again, leaving everyone delighted, amazed and mystified by this super-hero of benevolence.  But it was not all benevolence.  He was a hard-headed, cool businessman who would stop at nothing to expand and protect his empire.   


He was a real master at the game.  So much so that in  past years it had begun to lose a little of the fascination that it once had for him.  It was all too easy.  Once he knew how it was done, then anything could be accomplished and there were only the formalities left.  So what if he made an extra billion here or bought off a country there?  He had done it before and could do it anytime in the future.  He owned everything he wanted to own, had manipulated everyone he had wanted to manipulate and had experienced all there was to experience.  The gradual realization of encroaching boredom had spurred him on to this new venture, the preliminary results of which he had spent the last two days studying.   


He looked once again at the pile on his desk, savoring the knowledge it contained.   Now...this!  This was a real challenge.  He could feel the creative juices sparking the ingenuity of his mind and knew with satisfaction that solutions could not be long in coming.  It was an intoxicant to him to realize that he would again be using the vast resources of his intelligence, his will, determination and, once more be feeling the unlimitedness of his power.  And all in a good cause! 


He picked up the top report and read: 

"June, 2017.  Survey of Earth's Forestry Resources Until the Year 2020."  The hundred page document covered the forest reserves on all five continents, listing how many million acres were being lost each year to man's encroachment plus chemical or  climatic imbalances.  Turning to the final page he read. 


 ."In conclusion, it is estimated that by the year 2020 there will be approximately one and a half million acres of forestry left, mostly in regions of Russia, South America and Africa that are practically inaccessible to man.  That one and a half million acres will certainly be comprised of unhealthy trees owing to the toll taken by acid rain.  This deforestation will result in: 


1.  Less oxygen in the atmosphere. 

 
2.  Little or no rainfall. 


3.  A sharp rise in temperature. 


4.  Increase in desert areas. 


5.  Melting of the icecaps."  


Max flipped the page closed.  It was certainly not new information.  He was aware that for the past seventy years, at least since the 1960's, large groups of people had been very concerned about this and other problems that the earth was facing.  Much had been done to slow it down.  But there had been one insurmountable problem.  Him.  And men like him. 


The titles of the other reports floated through his mind.  Surveys of the earth's oceans, atmosphere, population, food resources, flora and fauna. By the year 2020, in less than three years time, the planet would be incapable of supporting human life.  


Signs of the end were already evident, with wholesale famine in underdeveloped parts of the world.  The 15th billionth child had been born five weeks ago and so had the billionth person died of starvation.  New technologies could make no inroads on the environmental devastation.   


"And why not?" he asked himself.  "Because of me and men like me.  Men of power and wealth and greed."   


Max did not shy away from the knowledge of his own responsibility in the impending disaster.  He saw it as a matter of fact and nothing to feel guilty about.  How else could he have kept the oil flowing without buying up all the alternative fuel inventions and suppressing them?  So what if a few mishaps at underwater oil sites had polluted half the oceans of the world?  People needed fish in their diet and it was necessary for his fishing enterprises to maximize all their catches.  All that fuss about whales and dolphins was pure sentimentality anyway.  He personally had funded government projects that assured him a controlling interest in the atomic power industry.  There had only been two accidents and a million dead or disabled was a small price to pay for his continued wealth and power.  It had been his influence that had gone into the election of leaders in every country where he needed sources of raw materials.  People who would toe his economical and political line, keeping the status quo, feeding the pipelines to his wealth and power.  Him, and  men like him. 


To Max, this was all perfectly understandable and acceptable and he would not have done anything differently, even if he had known the full import of what was now before him.  Even now it was not the feeling of "I have to do something to save humanity" that was his motivation.  It was more like "Isn't it exciting that I can control the earth with my wealth and power" that was his incentive.  An egocentric Superman. 


But now things were a little different and his doctor's visit yesterday was adding spice to this latest venture.  For all his wealth and power, he had still not found a way to bypass death and the flutter of excitement through his heart reminded him of the dire warnings.  He did not have long and needed to act quickly.  A twinge of fear added to his heart rate and he poured himself a brandy from the crystal decanter to steady himself.  He noticed with alarm that the hand that held the snifter trembled slightly and he put it down in disgust.  Fear was weakness and he had never allowed it to enter into his life.  Of course, he used it freely against his opponents.  It was a wonderful weapon but it was rarely something he was aware of in himself.   


Quickly he returned to the problem at hand.  What would it take for him to save the world?  What would it need to diffuse this biological time-bomb. He knew that mere  knowledge of this impending disaster would have no impact whatsoever.  Most people were already vaguely aware and the efforts of the few hundred thousands who really understood the significance were quickly squashed by the vested interests and the politicians they controlled.  He, himself, could do something but he knew that even he could not force the other magnates to destroy their own sources of wealth merely on the premise that they might save the earth.  The very concept was incomprehensible to most of them.  It needed something that nobody could ignore that could break through the stranglehold of all the vested interests, something that could terrify people into action. 


Night deepened with his thoughts and ideas came and went in rapid succession, hardly even registering on his conscious mind.  It must have been almost 2:00 AM when he was startled out of his semi-sleep state by a piece of coal exploding in the grate.  Staring wide-eyed into the fire, the solution hit him with full force.  Of course, that was it!   


On December 1st, 2017, a small article appeared in The National Sun, tucked away somewhere in the back pages.  It read: 

"Another weather satellite launched by Dorphant Forecasting Industries.  Within twenty-four hours, it is expected to join the other three unmanned spacecraft presently circling the globe.  Together they will keep continuous surveillance on weather patterns, atmospheric conditions and electro-magnetic movements within the surface of the earth.  Maximillian Dorphant says that these are just a continuation of his past services to meteorological studies conducted by the United States Weather Service.  All equipment was made at the Dorphant Laboratories."

