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Part One

THESE ARE THE DAYS OF MIRACLES AND WONDER AND DON'T
CRY, BABY, DON'T CRY

-PAUL SIMON, "THE BOY IN THE BUBBLE"

 



CHAPTER 1

MAUI, HAWAII • MAY 28

The four MH-60K
helicopters from MORG's Elite Force left Hickam Field 1 at one A.M.
and proceeded southeast at two thousand feet, past the beach-front
dazzle of postcard Waikiki. A few kliks beyond the famous headland
they were at maximum cruising speed of 167 mph, making good use of
a fifteen-knot tailwind. The moon was two days from the full in a
clear night sky. From a higher perspective, observed against the
crinkly sheen of the ocean below them, the fleet of warships
resembled black wasps with razor-sharp halos.

The woman code-named Zephyr, in the lead
chopper, passed the time before acquisition of their target by
socializing with Portia Darkfeather, the team leader, and Zephyr's
occasional lover.

"It's the lemons, babe," Zephyr said. "The
peel, and the zest, that make potted veal something out of the
ordinary. We didn't have much else when I was a kid, but we had
Meyer lemons growing in our backyard. Have you tasted a Meyer
lemon?"

Darkfeather put her six-month-old cat, a
Persian named Warhol, on her left shoulder. In the low light of the
flight deck Warhol fixed Zephyr in the cross hairs of his gaze.
Eyes like those of an idol with a jinxed history.

"Don't think I have," Darkfeather said.

"Meyers are more like a blend of an ordinary
lemon with a mandarin orange. They came to California by way of
China. Four times the sugar of a regular lemon and the aroma is
divine. My mom never used any other variety with her potted veal.
Pops would bring home some prime veal from the butcher shop when he
was sober enough to hold a job. Another of Mom's secrets was rice
wine with the veal stock."

Darkfeather said, "I never tasted veal. While
my mama was alive we had chicken couple times a week. Simmered in
Mexican beer, you know, to tenderize it. And Mama would baste the
chicken with chipotle peppers pureed in adobo sauce. Talk about
good eating."

Molokai was on the horizon. The helicopters
continued southeast, along the Kalohi Channel, the sparse lights of
the small island of Lanai appearing on their right.

"Did you ever surf the Pipeline or Jaws?"
Zephyr asked Darkfeather. She was a child of the surfin' sixties
herself, a runaway beach bum at age fourteen. All of which had
never been a part of her official biography, although the tabloids
had feasted on such tidbits of her past for many years.

"Not me. My brother did Jaws once.
Sixty-footers. But you got to know when your nerve is writing
checks your talent can't cash."

"Oh, baby," Zephyr agreed. And put an end to
the small talk. Darkfeather fed Warhol a snack from a Ziploc
bag.

"Eight minutes to target," the Flight Leader
said.

The wind had shifted, coming out of the
northwest now, and the ride was getting bumpier. Zephyr looked
ahead to the airport beacon at Kapalui and the cluster of resorts
around Kaanapali on Maui's west coast. Beyond Kaanapali the west
Maui mountains were clearly visible. A seldom visited, by tourists,
part of the island. Up to four hundred inches of rain a year made
the craters, forested gorges, and marshes difficult to penetrate.
Only a few bad roads dwindled into the interior from the shore side
towns. The mountains were an ideal place to hide out, if you wanted
to get really lost. The lights of Lahaina were coming into view,
which raised Zephyr's pulse count in anticipation. She'd been
disappointed before, after numerous sightings, stalkings, and
forfeitures. But this time she was damned sure they had her, had
the Avatar.

Zephyr was outfitted, like the others seated
behind her, in special ops gear. She liked being with the military
types. The resourceful, the mission- ready. Their terse jargon, the
acronyms as sharp and jagged as combat knives. Unlike Portia's
Praetorians, she wasn't carrying a weapon. The Mamba Team helos
were well armed, the usual impressive stuff like chain guns and
rocket pods, but they weren't there for a turkey shoot. Zephyr had
allowed that flash-bangs might be necessary. As were the dogs,
three big German shepherds in another helicopter.

Portia Darkfeather was on the Mamba Team
frequency.

"Designated Hitter, this is Mamba Leader. We
are in the gut. ETA four minutes and thirty seconds. How do you
read? Over."

"You are loud and clear, Mamba Leader. All is
calm, and all is bright."

"We have Zephyr aboard tonight," Darkfeather
said. "Let us all be worthy of her admiration."

"Roger that, Mamba Leader."

The helicopters had begun to descend from two
thousand feet, a six-degree slope that Zephyr felt in the pit of
her stomach.

"Heading zero-niner-zero," the flight leader
said. "Systems check, gentlemen."

The other pilots acknowledged him.

"We're go here."

"Go."

"Full green. Go."

Thereafter the radio was silent as the sea
loomed closer and they flew across the foaming wake of a lash ship
steaming low and westbound in the Auau Channel.

Portia Darkfeather turned in the right-hand
seat, passing binoculars back to Zephyr. The flight leader switched
on the outboard searchlight. They were now skimming the sea at an
altitude of a hundred feet, the two rotors of each helicopter in
the formation blowing the crests off the heavy waves forming over
the reef. Zephyr looked to starboard, focusing the glasses as the
stealth choppers made landfall.

They crossed the shore road of Lahaina,
rising abruptly to follow the contours of the land. They were in
computer-assisted flight mode, and Zephyr's seat harness tightened
uncomfortably. It was becoming more of a thrill ride than she had
anticipated. Fortunately she'd only nibbled a little food at the
luau in her honor at the Governor's mansion.

Zephyr blinked to clear her vision as they
dove into a valley shaped like a seahorse, with its narrow head at
the base of Puu Kukui. The seahorse was divided by the silver seam
of a shallow river, descending in stair-step falls from the
mountains ahead of them.

At the end of a Jeep road two-thirds of the
way up the valley, Zephyr recognized the hexagon of Colonial-era
white buildings with their pagoda-like roofs that she had seen in
reconnaissance photos.

Darkfeather keyed her mike. "Designated
Hitter, do you have visual on our position?"

"Affirm, Mamba Leader. We see you."

"Say your situation."

"Still calm. No movement inside the—okay,
couple of lights just came on. I see a face in a window, second
floor. They've made you, Mamba Team."

"Dreamtime is over," Darkfeather said
scornfully. "Light up the LZ and go for the Avatar. Say again, you
are go for the Avatar."

Then it was happening so fast Zephyr had
difficulty keeping track of all the action. Two of the helos
circled behind the cloister, searchlights blazing as doors flew
open below. Men and women, most of them apparently roused from
their beds and wearing little clothing, ran in panic toward the
rain forest fifty yards away. They were met by a unit of the infil
team that had been lying in wait at the forest perimeter. Members
of Mamba Team fast-roped down from the hovering helicopters to
assist in the roundup. There was little resistance. A couple of the
younger, swifter runners had to be overhauled and thrown to the
ground. Other members of the strike force were storming the
cloister. All helicopters remained aloft.

Portia Darkfeather had tucked her cat into a
pouch on her vest. She scanned the faces of the captives, who had
been made to lie on their backs in a circle, feet touching, hands
behind their heads. Their eyes were squinched shut against the
searchlight dazzle.

Zephyr recognized several of the older
telepaths from surveillance photos. Ivy Papillion. Ping Lee. Noorul
Meskerem.

"I don't see Cheng," Darkfeather said.

"She wouldn't run with the others," Zephyr
told her. "She's too smart for that. She'd have another way out
planned. Tunnel, maybe."

"Scanning now," Darkfeather said, looking at
the infrared screen. Thermal imaging would reveal any sign of human
life in subterranean passages. She keyed her mike. "Mamba Leader to
Designated Hitter, give me a status, over.

The voice of DH leader, coming from inside
the cloister, was muffled and rushed. "Roger; Mamba Leader. We're
clearing the second floors of Alpha and Bravo buildings. We have
not made contact with the Avatar. Blue Leader, report."

"Roger that. TI scan negative, cellar is
clear. Nothing down here but vintage wine."

"Negative on tunnels and caves," Darkfeather
advised.

Zephyr slipped into an old habit, grinding
her back teeth. No way to treat all those expensive crowns. She
made herself relax.

"Could she have skipped early?"

"DH has had a lock on the place for the last
six hours."

"Unless she peeped them," Zephyr objected.
"And Kelane's like a wraith."

"The best T-blockers we've ever trained are
on the DH team. No leaks there, I'd bet my sweet pussy on that. And
I don't mean Warhol."

"Then she's down there. Okay, assume I'm
Kelane Cheng. I have a little warning, then all hell is busting
loose outside. I know I have—what, less than a minute? How do I
handle it? I've always been good, but I need to get lucky."

"Maybe I know where you're going with that,"
Darkfeather said after a few seconds. She keyed her mike.

"Designated Hitter, recall all units
now. I want a head count."

"Say again, Mamba Leader?"

"Account for all personnel immediately."

Members of the faculty of the cloister and
several initiates were being herded from the buildings into the
glare of helicopter searchlights. The German shepherds were
patrolling. One feisty old gent wearing a toga had to be gigged to
calm him down.

Two more members of Designated Hitter
appeared from a side door, away from the throng on the lit-up lawn.
They were carrying between them a sheet-wrapped body, small,
probably female. Unconscious, or dead. Zephyr put the glasses on
them.

"Portia? Upper left quadrant of the lawn, by
that stand of overgrown lobelias."

"Roger." The faces of the DH team, a bulky
man and a woman half his size, were unseeable behind deflector
shields as they put the wrapped body on the lawn. Then they turned
and walked away from the lighted perimeter, ignoring the recall
orders that were crackling over the radio. They didn't hurry, but
they didn't have far to go to reach the edge of the forest.

"One of them has to be our gal Key-lawn-ee,"
Zephyr said, with a shiver of excitement. "The big hunk is probably
Romanzo."

"They must have brain-locked a couple of our
guys and stripped them."

Darkfeather changed the angle of the helo's
searchlight and said to the flight leader, "Get over there." She
keyed her mike. "Designated Hitter, the Avatar is wearing ops gear!
Mamba Flight Leader is in pursuit!"

When the light hit the pair on the ground,
illuminating them against the forest wall, they split up and ran
into the trees. Dogs were racing across the lawn after them.

Kelane Cheng stumbled at the river's edge,
looking back at the incoming helicopter, just above the treetops.
She froze momentarily, then started across the waist-deep
river.

"Wait a minute!" Darkfeather yelled.
"Something's wrong!"

"What do you mean?" Zephyr yelled back.

"That isn't Cheng!"

"Looks like her!"

Darkfeather shook her head curtly but
otherwise didn't argue. She swung a keypad to a position at lap
level and began working the keys. "The little bitch jerked a knot
in our tail. That's Cheng's doppelganger down there. The dpg and
Romanzo carried Cheng out of the cloister, wrapped in that sheet."
To the flight leader she said, "Black light going hot. We're
locking on the dpg."

"Roger, locking the dpg," the baffled flight
leader said. "What does black light do?"

"What does Kryptonite do to Superman? Also,
black light is the only sure way to tell a dpg from the homebody.
They don't show up on thermal imagers."

The flight leader glanced across a bank of
instruments and glowing screens to confirm.

"How about that? Spooky."

"But they have body heat," Zephyr said, being
in a position to know.

"One of those little mysteries we haven't
worked out yet," Dark-feather said.

"Where does the doppelganger come from?" the
flight leader asked.

"According to folklore, we all have them,"
Darkfeather said. "You ought to get in touch with yours,
sometime."

"Hell no!"

Darkfeather laughed. "Just ragging on you.
Producing a double is a feat for adepts like the Avatar. It's a
left-handed art."

In the middle of the shallow river the
runaway doppelganger, caught in the beam of black light, struggled
against the river rapids, unable to advance. A German shepherd
leaped into the water and swam toward the dpg. Kelane Cheng's
doppelganger reacted by sluggishly raising its hands in an attitude
of terror.

"They're also scared shitless of dogs."
Darkfeather swiveled in her seat as the helicopter hovered, and
keyed her mike. "All air and ground units, this is Mamba Leader!
Cheng is in the forest." To the flight leader she said, "Put us
down. Praetorians, get ready to deploy with the giggers."

"Roger," said one of the ops behind Zephyr,
and there was a shifting of bodies, the clicks of harness being
released.

The lead helicopter dropped to the river's
edge, two feet above the ground. Portia Darkfeather leaped out
first, crouched, sent the Praetorians who followed her into action
with curt hand signals. Then she turned to help Zephyr out into the
maelstrom stirred up by the rotors. They scrambled up the bank as
the helicopter rose again, searchlight flashing on the scene in the
middle of the river: three ops from Designated Hitter and the
German shepherd dog had surrounded Kelane Cheng's doppelganger and
were prodding the look-alike toward shore.

Two more helicopters were stationary above
the forest, torching it with their lights. Ops from Multiphasic
Operations and Research Group were at full scramble amid the exotic
trees, in pursuit of Kelane Cheng.

Darkfeather paused to receive a report,
grinned broadly as she turned to Zephyr.

"Got her!"

Zephyr trembled from the release of a year's
worth of frustration, took in a deep lungful of the heavenly
Hawaiian air.

"Yeah baby! What about Romanzo?"

"Nothing yet."

The capture zone was a clearing containing a
scum-covered pond. Zephyr and Darkfeather followed a boar path
illuminated by light sticks and emerged from the Ohia trees to see
Kelane Cheng lying on her side near the pond, in an auroral glow
from the sky. The tops of the trees thrashed in the wind from the
helicopter directly overhead. Darkfeather waved it off.

Cheng had left the bed sheet behind; she was
naked. She had been gigged twice, in the hip and below a shoulder
blade. She lay motionless but not comatose from the pharmacopeia
fed to her by the CO2 darts. There were tears on Cheng's cheeks;
her lips were parted but she breathed normally. She didn't look at
anyone.

"What did you gig her with?" Zephyr asked
Darkfeather. She was gasping a little from the headlong pace.
Obviously she'd skipped too many of her aerobic kickboxing sessions
the past couple of months, because of the heavy travel schedule as
a stand-in for her ailing husband.

"Depakote works best on telekinetics. What
effect it has on brain-lockers is an open question, so we hedge the
bet with Trazadone and Klonopin. Rest assured she'll behave."

Zephyr stared at Cheng while she was catching
her breath. Such a waif-like creature, probably not more than five
feet, ninety pounds. Tiny lacquered pearls of toenails. She wore
her hair long, strands of it falling across her petite breasts.
Zephyr told herself that she didn't need to be afraid; Cheng looked
so harmless in her downfall. But what strength still lay in her
mind, in spite of the brain-numbing drugs?

"Can I talk to her now? I don't want to waste
time. I want her on that plane to Plenty Coups before dawn."

"She'll hear. Doesn't mean she'll cooperate
when the dope wears off."

"That's something you don't want to
bet your sweet pussy on."

Darkfeather grinned, showing off the dimples
Zephyr liked so much. Too bad they were going separate ways in a
short while. Zephyr thought of the sybarite's bath in the
Presidential Suite at her hotel, Portia's long body awash in
aromatic bubbles. Rona sometimes swung both ways; but (as an AC-DC
distaff member of the British royals had confided after their
tryst) when it came to sex, "things go better with bloke."

Zephyr sighed, her pulses quickening.

"Let's do it," she said, and led Darkfeather
to Kelane Cheng.

Darkfeather pulled her pistol from the
utility holster—room for a Sig Sauer P220 model semiautomatic, a
Ka-bar fighting knife, and extra magazines for her Sig—that was
strapped to her thigh. She kneeled by Cheng's head and placed the
muzzle gently over one ear. Cheng gave no sign that she noticed.
Zephyr kneeled where the Avatar could see her. Nothing changed in
the dark slanted eyes.

"History in the making," Zephyr said
gleefully. "Here, tonight. We've been gentle. Maybe a sprained
ankle, some bruises, but nobody's gotten really hurt yet."

Zephyr thought she saw a smile. "So unlike
you," Cheng said, barely above a whisper.

Zephyr said, "Your karma, baby, has just hit
you in the face. We're not going to prolong this. You know who I
am. You know what we want you to do. It will be done."

"Never. He must die."

"No, darling. I want you to consult the
practical side of what little brain we're allowing you to keep for
now and think about what may happen if you continue to be
wrongheaded. Think about Portland, Key."

Kelane Cheng reacted with horror and
loathing.

"Hey, Kelane? I blame you for Portland.
You caused a thousand people to vaporize and thousands more
to suffer by refusing to save one life. And Portland was a
relatively low-yield device. Portland will recover, in time, if
anyone cares to live there anymore. But the terrorists who nuked
Portland may have something a little larger in store for—well,
where do you think it could be, next time? Albuquerque? Wichita?
Frightens me to think about it. We can fight these monsters, Key.
We need more help, however. We need Robin Sandza."

"Your own dying will last ten thousand
years."

"Oh, Kelane. So judgmental."

"Deaths on a thousand worlds too primitive
for fire, where the only luxury is a dirt cave."

"Spare me. All I really care about is my
country. But the Sino-Islamic coalition will bring us down if we
don't have strong hands at the helm of the ship of—"

There was a commotion at the edge of the
clearing. Zephyr, interrupted in the flow of her rhetoric, looked
around. Three members of Mamba Team had arrived with a captive,
who, even though he had been gigged, still had some fight in
him.

Zephyr rose and looked down at Kelane Cheng.
"Frank's here," she said happily.

Cheng's small shoulders drew together; she
closed her eyes briefly. "There's nothing you can do to Frank.
Nothing you can do to me. We will never bring Robin Sandza
back."

"I want Romanzo over here," Zephyr said
sharply. Portia Darkfeather, still holding the muzzle of her
semiautomatic pistol against the Avatar's glossy head, gave Zephyr
a look. She liked knowing the game plan in advance, and Zephyr
apparently was going to improvise.

The Mamba ops half dragged Frank Romanzo to
the pond. He addressed them all in smutty Spanish. They dropped him
a few feet from Kelane Cheng. His head was down. He had the
shudders and was drooling. He looked longingly at Cheng, agony in
his eyes. Then he wiped his bearded chin and glared at Zephyr.

"Frank, why don't you crawl over there and
give Key a good-bye kiss? May be a while before you guys get
together again."

"Madre de putas," Romanzo said to
Zephyr. He looked at Kelane Cheng again, pleadingly.

"Don't worry," she murmured. "I'll be all
right."

"Kiss her, you big galoot," Zephyr chided
Romanzo.

Romanzo pulled himself to the side of his
lover. Zephyr motioned for Darkfeather to move out of the way.
Darkfeather got up reluctantly. When Zephyr was in her default
mode, then usually it was time to worry.

Romanzo, his face inches from Kelane Cheng's,
spoke to her in low tones. She wanted to embrace him, but her motor
reflexes, like his, were nearly out of commission. Her hand brushed
his cheek and fell limply on his shoulder.

"A www," Zephyr said. She took the cocked .45
caliber Sig Sauer from Darkfeather's hand, steadied it in her
hands, right arm extended, ball of her index finger on the
trigger.

"Frank!" Kelane Cheng said, no strength in
her to push him aside. The warning came too late. From five feet
away Zephyr fired twice, quickly, blowing the back of Frank
Romanzo's head off.

Zephyr was momentarily shocked. Forty-fives
make a lot of noise. There was far more blood than she could have
expected, and other stuff, flying everywhere. Sticking to her
clothing. But she'd always handled blood okay, depending on the
volume.

Romanzo had slumped across Cheng's limp body.
Her teeth were bared, eyes with a pinpoint luster as she stared up
at Zephyr.

Zephyr shrugged to hide a tremor. She'd shot
animals before, including a favorite horse. This was different, and
it wasn't. There was always satisfaction to be gained from
eliminating part of the competition, however she achieved it. End
of story, no tears.

"He called me the mother of whores. So,
listen, Key, grow from it, you know?" Zephyr ruined a thumbnail
handing the Sig Sauer back to Portia Darkfeather. "See you in a few
days," she said casually, and walked away, taking a couple of deep
breaths only when her back was turned. Keeping her head up, making
an effort not to stumble. Two of Portia's Praetorians fell into
step behind her.

Darkfeather watched Zephyr for a few moments,
angry but inscrutable.

Then she pulled Frank Romanzo's body off
Kelane Cheng, who looked at her, and beyond her, the fires of that
remarkable mind cooled to ash.

For now, Darkfeather thought,
rejecting pity. Her own mind hardened protectively. She knew too
much about Kelane Cheng to lower her guard for even a few
moments.

The medical team had arrived. They inserted
an IV and began dripping fluids that contained more tranquilizer
drugs. Then they wiped the Avatar's face clean, shaved some of the
hair from her scalp, dabbed ointment between her breasts and on her
temples. They attached the electrodes that would monitor brain-wave
activity, her heart and respiration rates.

The helicopter that was taking Cheng back to
Hickam Field, and to the jet waiting for her there, circled the
clearing and hovered overhead.

Darkfeather decided that, in spite of
Zephyr's impulsive—okay, call it sadistic—kill of Frank Romanzo, it
had been a good night's work. Designated Hitter would complete the
dispersal of the other psychics who had been flushed from the
cloister. They would be removed to isolation cells in locations
around the U.S. With their powers unlinked from the Avatar, they
might be of some future interest to MORG's psi research facility.
But Kelane Cheng was the top banana.

Darkfeather should have been in a better
mood. But even in twilight sleep the Avatar seemed to be at work,
casting a spell that had settled dismally in the marrow of
Darkfeather's bones. It was her heritage to believe in the
supernatural, in ill omens and premonitions.

A German shepherd moaned, then growled. She
turned and there was the Avatar's doppelganger, standing just
behind her but spectral now, losing definition as Cheng recalled
it. In the pouch on Darkfeather's ballistics vest her pure-white
Persian cat squawled and clawed as the doppelganger vanished in a
flash of light that came right at Darkfeather and made her flinch.
Cold traveling point of light through her flesh, leaving its mark
like an' indelible scratch on the soul as the dpg merged with its
homebody. Definitely not an illusion. She knew she would continue
to feel it for a while.

She let Warhol out of the mesh-front pouch
and snuggled him against her cheek, relishing the furry warmth.
Glanced again at Kelane Cheng as Cheng was loaded onto a stretcher.
Her head lolled, but there seemed to be a smile on her face that
made Darkfeather's mood even worse.

It was a long way to Plenty Coups, Montana.
And now she sensed that in spite of the precautions they were
taking with the Avatar, the odds were against any of them getting
there.

 



CHAPTER 2

INNISFALL, CALIFORNIA • MAY 28

Graduation day. Eden
Waring was up at a quarter past five after a nervous night of
dozing and, perhaps, forty-five minutes of solid dream-producing
sleep. Only one dream, but it had been a chiller. She was still
trembling when she finished recording the details in her dreambook,
which was always at her bedside. Dreambook number seven, like the
previous six a spiral school notebook. She had been keeping the
dreambooks, at Betts's suggestion, since learning to write. Age
four, two years before most of her classmates. But she'd always
been ahead of the others in school, proof of which was her
valedictory address. She listened to it once again while she
pressed the last wrinkles out of her graduation gown.

Betts knocked at the bedroom door and came in
yawning, coffee mug in one hand. She wore a faded Eddie Bauer shirt
and baggy cargo pants, old moccasins with popped stitches. Her
usual costume away from the office.

"Thought I heard you talking to yourself. How
about breakfast?"

"Couldn't eat a bite," Eden said, grimacing.
She stopped the tape, rewound briefly, listened intently to
herself, mouthed the words.

"That sound preachy to you?" she asked
Betts.

Betts's hairstyle, anytime, could best be
described as "blowsy." She ran a hand through it, thinking. "Don't
you say 'forbidding times' someplace else?"

"Now that you mention it." Eden sorted
through her prompt cards and found the passage, picked up a
ballpoint pen with a mangled cap, and chewed on it for a few
seconds. "Challenging," she decided. She made the change.
Left-handed. Her hand trembled. "I need coffee."

"And how about some kava-kava with your
java?" Betts liked wordplay. "Babble-Scrabble," she called it, a
game she played with some of her more difficult-to-reach patients,
those functioning at the low end of the range of human
possibilities. It often opened them up. She always had been able to
coax Eden out of a foul mood with some unexpected bit of foolery.
If her daughter had a fault, Betts liked to say, it was high
seriousness.

"Yeah, okay. Dad up?"

"Up and gone. Two of Beau Cloud's stallions
got into it over that brood mare he brought from Sacramento. Lot of
stitching up to do."

Another grimace from Eden. "You know Dad
can't keep track of time. And graduation is—"

"Promptly at eleven. People like Riley are
the reason why pagers and cell phones were invented."

Eden tried a few lines of her revised address
and bobbled a phrase. "Oh, no. I just can't get that straight!
Betts, help, I'm gonna blow it, in front of six thousand—"

"How many games did you win with last-second
free throws? The odds against you making a muff are about equal to
the odds you'll cut a third set of teeth. Have a little confidence.
What time is Martine doing your hair?"

"Nine." Eden looked into the bureau mirror,
eyes narrowing. The left eye was turning in this morning, which
sometimes happened when she was overly tired or stressed. She wore
her hair, colored a streaky strawberry and mahogany red, in what
she hoped was an artfully casual style. Cut as short as she could
get away with, so it wasn't a nuisance on the playing fields and
courts. Eden had been a second-team All-State point guard in high
school and on scholarship at the major-college level while earning
her degree in biochemistry at Cal Shasta. "I'm just getting a wash
and trim," she said to Betts. "Do you think I need some color and
extra body?"

Betts squinted critically. "Limp as old
string. But the luster passes muster. Coffee's hot. I'm making
bacon-crumble waffles, and you know what an ordeal it is for me to
cook. So you'd better choke down a couple." Betts glanced at the
notebook that Eden had left open on the counterpane of her unmade
bed. "Anything new in the dreambook?" she asked.

"Same old same-old," Eden hedged, fussing
with her hair, giving quick tugs with her fingertips and letting it
flop while she studied the results in her dressing-table
mirror.

"Hot and sexy?"

"Mommmm."

Betts picked up the dreambook, then turned
her head to listen as Winky, their elderly golden retriever, began
barking outside.

"Speaking of hot and sexy, that may be he who
just turned into our driveway."

"Oh, God! I need to get dressed! Keep Geoff
in the kitchen, please."

"I'll stuff him full of bacon-crumble
waffles. But you better not leave me alone with him for too long. I
may decide to cast Riley aside after all these years and take up
with Geoff McTyer."

"Oh, Mom. And leave the dreambook here? I
don't want—you know—Geoff to know too much about—"

"Hey, the dreambook is just between us.
Always has been." Betts tossed the dreambook casually on top of
Eden's study table, looked at it for a few moments.

"Was the Good Lady with you last night?"

"Can we talk about her later?" Eden put a
hand to her brow, requesting a private moment. They both heard
Geoff McTyer outside, whistling on his way to the kitchen door.

"Sure," Betts said cheerfully, and started
out of Eden's bedroom. "Mom?"

"Yes?"

"It's going to happen again. Like Portland,
but worse this time." Betts turned in the doorway. Her eyes gray,
direct, astute. Eden was breathing too fast. Onset of an episode?
Couldn't be a worse day for it.

"Why don't we wait?"

"It's in the dream—the city. I didn't
recognize it. I wrote down everything I saw." She pressed hard
against her forehead, biting her lower lip. "Sailboats," Eden said,
distantly. Betts waited, on edge. Nothing more.

"We'll talk later. At my office, after
graduation."

Eden dropped her hand from her face. Her head
was down. "I have such a bad taste. That bitter, bad taste at the
back of my mouth. That's how I've always known—you didn't
believe me, last time."

"No, I—You know how terrible I've felt—Eden,
do you want some Depakote?"

"It's passing. I'll be all right." Her
breathing slowed. She looked up. "But what are we going to
do?"

"Not now. There's time."

"I suppose. It wasn't complete. The dream.
They always come back to me, two or three times before—"

"Geoff's waiting for you," Betts said,
smiling a little desperately, but Eden wasn't looking at anything,
only a corner of the room. "It's a happy day, Eden. Just
think about that. And the proudest day of our lives, Riley and me.
We are so proud, and we love you so much."

"I know. Whoever my real parents were, they
could never have meant as much to me. Thank you. I'm sorry."

"About things beyond your control? Don't be. It's in
the dreambook where it belongs. You don't have to think about it
now."

In spite of her
banter with Eden, Betts wasn't sure how much she liked Geoff
McTyer, even as she greeted him at the door to the kitchen with a
kiss on his cheek.

Geoff had come to Innisfall three years ago.
He was an easterner, with a degree in math from Boston U., where he
also had played some basketball as a walk-on. After graduation he
had knocked around the country for a couple of years before driving
into town in his '66 Mustang with one hundred seventy thousand
miles on it. Geoff liked what he saw, and within a few days he had
applied for a position with the Innisfall police department. The
life of a cop in a university town of sixty thousand people wasn't
too demanding. He admitted that he was overqualified, but the job
paid his bills and he had plenty of free time to enjoy the
recreational advantages of northern California. Skiing, water
sports, wilderness hiking. The college girls had been another
recreational advantage for Geoff. He had bright blue eyes, a ready
smile, and, apparently, an untroubled psyche.

With her hectic schedule Eden hadn't devoted
much time to guys in either high school or college. No lack of
opportunity, but little time for romance. Geoff had met Eden when
he volunteered for the all-male scout team that practiced with the
women's varsity at Shasta. They were about the same height,
five-nine. Both were quick and had thieving hands. Geoff wasn't shy
about dumping Eden on her butt when she pressed him too hard. Eden
came home from practice one winter afternoon with a split lower lip
from an inadvertent elbow and said to Betts, "There's this guy on
the scout team I kind of like. From 'down-east,' he says. Has that
funny accent, Bahston, you know? But I could get used to
it."

So what did Betts have against Geoff? He and
Eden had progressed slowly, from the end of her sophomore year, to
what might be a serious relationship, and Betts had received hints
that Eden had had sex with Geoff on weekend camping trips the
previous summer. So, okay. Must have been a positive experience, or
she wouldn't still be seeing him. Eden would be twenty-two in
August, old enough and, Betts felt, wise enough to weigh and
resolve all of her moral choices. If she'd wanted guidance, she
would have asked. Betts the mother was satisfied that Geoff was an
appropriate first lover, possessing the sensitivity and loving
concern to allow his and Eden's relationship to mature without
stress into an affair.

And yet—

Betts the psychologist had reservations about
Geoff McTyer, not the least of which was a certain vacancy in his
life before Innisfall, and his resilience in deflecting reasonable
questions about his family, with whom he apparently had no contact.
He'd owned up to a comfortable childhood. Parochial schools in a
Boston suburb had not left their mark on him in a religious sense;
he was not a churchgoer. Mother passed on when he was twelve. He
still carried her faded picture in his wallet—a woman with a
lipless self-conscious smile from whom Geoff obviously had
inherited his cheekbones—but he had no other family photos, as far
as Eden knew. Father retired from a middle-management position with
a Boston insurance group. Geoff had named as his father's employer
two different firms on widely separated occasions, which Betts
found curious. No relationship with his father, now living off his
comfortable pension in a seaside village in Ireland—Geoff couldn't
think of the name—or his older sister, who, he said, had married a
couple of times, small businessmen, and was content to be a
breeder. Geoff couldn't remember what her married name was now. He
thought she was living in Woburn. Other relatives? Sure, here and
there. Never kept up with any of them.

A chilly kind of indifference to his
bloodlines, Betts thought, knowing it wasn't unusual. Family
members who were all strangers to one another. Some of her patients
suffered like the damned because of nonexistent family ties, the
deep psychic chill of loveless people. My mother didn't want to
have me. My father never looked at me when he talked to me. But
Geoff, if there had been similar strain in his formative years, had
had the toughness of spirit to survive, with wit and optimism. A
steady sort, not inclined to be a cop all of his life—he had lately
developed an interest, through his graduate studies, in teaching.
Reliable, humorous, intelligent.

And yet, and yet—

Geoff was still in uniform; with a couple of
hours to go on the twelve-to-eight shift he preferred working. Gave
him the freedom of his days, he said, and he was still young enough
to get by on a few hours' sleep. Three hours in the morning, a nap
after dinner, often on the couch in the downstairs rec room of the
Warings' fieldstone ranch house with his head in Eden's lap while
she listened on headphones to the guitarists she loved and studied
Michael Jordan's moves on videocassettes.

"I was just passing by and saw all the
lights," Geoff said after the kiss from Betts. "Eden got the
yips?"

"Maybe we both have. Anyway, Riley was up
before either of us, and you know how that is, when his side of the
bed's empty I can't sleep either. Want coffee? How about something
to eat? Bacon-crumble waffles."

"Sure." Geoff made himself at home rummaging
in the pantry, found a box of cereal. He stopped at the fridge on
his way to the breakfast table in the center of the kitchen.

"Know what you get when you crash a
helicopter with a flock of songbirds?" he asked Betts as he was
taking out a carton of milk.

"Shredded tweet," Eden said, robbing him of
the punch line as she bustled into the kitchen. Betts bellowed,
spilling some batter down the front of the waffle iron. Eden made a
face at Geoff. "That's fifth-grade humor."

"I always liked the fifth grade," Geoff said.
"That's when I discovered girls. When did you discover boys?"

"I was wiping the sweat out of my eyes on the
bench, looked up, and there you were, practicing your cross-over
dribble. I thought, hey, this carbon-based life-form is different
from me. It's wearing a jockstrap." Eden had put on her old high
school jersey, number 12, with ratty overalls, and was barefoot.
She kissed Geoff, recoiled slightly with a wrinkling of her nose.
"Gahhh."

Betts turned to Geoff. "Notice I was too
discreet to say anything?"

Geoff said, "Two A.M. I pull ovah this guy
with Nevada plates. He's all ovah the road, but not speedin',
thanks be to God. So he blows a two point seven on the
Breathalyzer, right? I mean really lit. There's an empty fifth of
Johnnie Red. Another one-half empty on the seat of his Caddy.
Claimin' he drives bettah when his hands are steady. Hell of it is,
his hands are steady. Stomach's a different story. Chucks it all in
my direction. I'm quick but not that quick. Needed a complete
change. No time to wash the stink out of my hair."

"Cool, I gotta see that. Bring the tape. It's
probably funnier than our New Year's party. Did I ever mention you
talk real fast?"

"When you get in a critical mood, means
you're unhappy with yourself."

"Try a baby wipe," Eden suggested. "Some of
Dad's cologne wouldn't hurt."

"Good idea. You nervous?"

Eden held out her right hand, palm down.

"No, it's an earthquake. Of course
I'm—"

"Just look at the front of the rim. Block out
the crowd."

"Yeah, thanks, Coach."

Geoff left the kitchen to use Eden's
bathroom. Eden's cell phone rang. She dug it out of a bib pocket of
the overalls and spent the next several minutes raptly in
conversation with her best friend, Megan Pardo, in spite of scowls
from Betts.

"When she's on the phone Eden measures time
in dog years," Betts complained to Geoff when he returned to the
kitchen. His hair was re-combed and glistening. Geoff smiled as if
he'd never heard her say it before and passed his plate for
waffles.

"Stop me if it's none of my business, but how
old was Eden when you and Riley—"

"Just four months."

Betts looked a little strange about his
bringing up the adoption at this time. Geoff smiled and said after
a forkful of waffle, "Eden and I talk about it. Who her parents
might have been. With her coloring and imagination, we're pretty
sure one of them was an Irish poet."

"She does have an imagination," Betts said
with a shrug.

"But that's not all there is to it.
Imagination, I'm sayin'."

Betts looked at him through the smoke of her
first cigarette of the day, mindful of the booted cop look, the
trim uniform, the blunt butt of his Glock semi-auto holstered high
on his belt. And was silent.

Geoff said, still smiling, casual, "We've
talked about that, too. Second sight, isn't that what it's
called?"

Betts drew into herself ever so slightly, but
didn't have to reply: the police dispatcher was on the radio that
Geoff wore on his left shoulder. He was back in service with
another hour and a half to go on his shift.

"Eighteen-wheeler jackknifed at the Buck Lake
exit," Geoff explained. Eden looked around, then met him at the
door for a quick kiss on his way out. "See you at the stadium," he
said. "Front of the rim, Eden."

Eden stayed on the phone for another ten
minutes, laughing now, at ease with herself, her pre-graduation
jitters toned down considerably, perhaps forgotten.

Outside the fog along the creek behind their
property had taken on a glow from the sun. Betts glanced at the
digital clock on the wall oven as she sat down to her own
breakfast. She thought about the dreambook, and wondered how soon
she could get her hands on it without appearing overly anxious to
see what Eden had written this morning. It was now twenty-five past
six, Pacific daylight time. She turned on the kitchen TV to
distract herself, surfed to the Weather Channel. The forecast for
northern California was breezy with lots of sun, low seventies by
noon. Looked like a perfect day for an outdoor ceremony.

 



CHAPTER 3

EASTBOUND/TRANSPAC 1850 • MAY 28

The TRANSPAC DC-10
that was leased to the Multiphasic Operations and Research
Group—better known, to those who had to know or wished they didn't
know about its existence, as MORG—took off from Hickam AFB at 0310
hours Honolulu time.

MORG had been the creation of a man named
Childermass, who, like all great demagogues, had a long memory and
a lot of patience. He excelled in deceit, intimidation, and
persuasion, both silken and bloodcurdling. Childermass liked to say
the weakness of a democracy was that it empowered too many fools.
The gods (he also would say, quoting Ovid and by implication
placing himself within that pantheon) have their own rules. During
the Cold War frenzies of the middle decades of the century he used
all he knew about the empowered fools and their complex political
machineries to maneuver what had been a small entity of the
Department of Defense, located in a suite of offices down a humble
corridor in a dingy building, into a massive presence in the global
business of espionage. Childermass had drowned in his own blood in
a bathtub at the age of sixty-two, assassinated (though that was
never revealed) by a remarkable adolescent closer to the gods than
he could have hoped to be. Gillian Bellaver had imagined, in her
fury and heartbreak, that the destruction of Childermass would mean
the end of MORG. But bad institutions are like breeder reactors for
Childermass's kind. MORG proved to be a self-perpetuating
institution that continued to expand and thrive on blackmail,
conspiracy, and various kinds of outrage within a developing
fascist nation that once had consisted of thirteen proudly
independent states.

The DC-10 flying from the mid-Pacific to
southern Montana on the mainland had been expensively refitted for
the benefit of one passenger: Kelane Cheng. She had half the plane
to herself, in what amounted to an intensive care unit with a team
of six doctors and specialty nurses in charge. Finding her still
alert, they had added to her medication soon after she was brought
aboard. IVs of Brevia, an anesthetic, and succinylcholine to
further relax her. She was, according to her activity readout, in a
twilight state, although her eyes, mere slits, never closed
completely. Portia Darkfeather had been assured that there was no
way the Avatar could become a problem.

Darkfeather ate scrambled eggs and Pop Tarts
for breakfast, followed by strong coffee. Then she took a needed
nap, reviewing in her only dream the back of Frank Romanzo's head
flying apart. Her response was to take Zephyr's throat in her hands
until Zephyr was on her knees, her face white and puffy like a huge
blister with a tiny red blood spot of mouth, eyes like those of
undersea life fragile as apparitions....

She woke up with dawn light in her eyes,
feeling like hammered shit, and went to the bathroom. Then to
Kelane Cheng's quarters in the aft section of the huge plane.

Low lights, the occasional pulse of vital
signs monitors. Cheng was restrained on the white hospital bed, as
if there could be a possibility of a physical struggle. White
patches on her forehead and body, wires, nasal cannula, drip lines.
Cheng's heart was beating very slowly. Darkfeather, while not an
adept, could lower her own rate to six beats a minute. The Avatar
could get by on eight beats an hour.

Darkfeather sat beside Cheng. Her presence
provoked no movement or sign of recognition.

"Kelane?"

Cheng answered after a time lag, as if
Darkfeather's voice were circling the moon to get to her.

Yes? Darkfeather couldn't be sure she had
actually spoken, but the response was clear in her mind.

"I want to apologize for—you know. She
shouldn't have done that. Shot Romanzo. There was no call. I don't
know what gets into Ro—into Zephyr, sometimes."

Cheng's lips moved, but again Darkfeather had
the sensation of mind-to-mind communication.

What is your name?

"Portia Darkfeather."

How did you find us? Were we betrayed?

"By someone in your group?" What the hell,
Darkfeather thought, let's find out what a good little audile she
is. No. Listen, we've got some pretty fair people ourselves.
You've heard of Psi Faculty? What we call a proprietary in
our—

No time lag in comprehension now, which
concerned Darkfeather.

I know all about them.

Darkfeather spoke aloud, easing the strain on
herself. Thought communication was hard work. "Affiliated with
major universities. Nobel Prize winners on staff. Enough funding
makes any area of academic inquiry respectable. When the Cold War
ended, we also picked up some of the Russians who were cutting edge
in psi research."

Do they realize who—and what—they are
actually working for?

"Why make us out to be the bad guys, Key? The
rest of the fucking world hates the good old U.S., no need to
wonder why. Maybe it's our come-to-Jesus statesmanship. There's
always been and always will be another war. We're simply defending
our country with the best means at our disposal." She added,
sub-vocally, Like the Avatar.

There was a slight change of weather in the
twilight pall of Cheng's face. Why do you treat me like this? I
am American born. I went to Harvard. My stepfather owns a Buick
dealership in Paso Robles.

"United Way. Rotarian. Registered Dem. Put on
some weight since I saw him last. But I like a man with girth."

Have you hurt him?

"Absolutely not! He was cooperative. You
scare him a little. Look, Kelane. We all need to work together in
this thing. Or else, frankly, there goes the Buick dealership. Paso
Robles too, most likely. We're all but in a state of siege
here."

Don't talk to me about loyalty. Who are
you?

"I told you already. Por—"

I know your name. That wasn't my question.
How can you do her work, and live with yourself?

"It's where I used to live, that's the only
thing ever bothers me," Darkfeather said hostilely.

Yes, I see it, the Avatar responded
after a few moments. The grasslands and sugar-beet fields. The
Mission school. The mobile home in which you lived.

Her recall gave Darkfeather a chill. "Call it
a home. Call it a bed I slept on if you want to. That old pissed-up
mattress where I was fucked by half the dam workers at Yellowtail
while my uncle Louis Badger Foot hunkered down outside the door,
taking the money I earned in his dirty hand."

The hand with the missing thumb joint
and—

"God damn you! I work for Zephyr because she
loves me. I own a condo in Falls Church. I've got ranchland.
Quarter horses. Get out of my head!"

You came to me.

"All I came in here for was to say I was
personally sorry about Frank Romanzo, it was a mistake. But you
don't rile Zephyr. Man, you never do that."

The ensuing silence in Darkfeather's head was
worrisome. She stared down at Cheng. Such stillness. Her rhythms at
the brink of death. But Darkfeather understood that the attempted
apology had failed. The Avatar wasn't ready to die. Not until she'd
settled with them all.

And Darkfeather lost her nerve. Knowing that
she had made herself momentarily vulnerable. Thoroughly
unprofessional. She left Kelane Cheng and in a rage lit into the
medical team, compounding her own anxiety.

"I'm telling you! She was in my head like a
plumber's snake, rooting around! What the hell else could she be up
to? You've got to control her."

But they were at their limits, pushing drugs
into Cheng's system; there was nothing else in the pharmacopeia
that didn't carry a huge risk of speeding her quickly and
stone-cold to the afterlife. And, in spite of her long-standing
relationship with Zephyr, Darkfeather knew very well what
consequences the Avatar's death would have for her.

The problem wasn't only Kelane Cheng.
Darkfeather had time to reflect on that dilemma as the TRANSPAC
DC-10 flew on into the sun.

There was Kelane's doppelganger, that scary
presence in the remote forest of western Maui. Did the Avatar have
enough mental energy in her present state to animate her dpg again?
And if she'd already done so, where was it now? Dpg's in their
natural state only showed up when exposed to black light. The dpg
could be sitting opposite Darkfeather, unseeable if she were naked.
Or forward, paying a little visit to the flight deck, brimming with
feline curiosity and perhaps—it was the common flaw in even the
most intelligent doppelgangers—mischief.

They had black light aboard. And Darkfeather had her
Persian kitty. Anywhere in the vicinity of a doppelganger Warhol
would throw a three-alarm fit. She had decided it would be a good
idea to search the plane when she received an urgent call from the
captain.

(From Eden Waring's dreambook, #2)

Im on the iland
again. Where the Good Lady says Im safe from the Bad Souls they
cant come here she says I can see them out there in the fog but not
very well thats good they make scarry noiz and call to me saying
how much better it is where they are but don't believe that the
Good Lady always tells me because they only want to change me just
ignore them she says and holds me Its so warm and breezy there on
the iland when shes holding me I dont hear Bad Souls any more I
want to stay forever but the Good Lady says oh no what about your
lessons and I tell her forth grade is easy even if I did skip the
third grade but she says not the lessons I mean now its time I have
sprise for you darling then shes gone and nothing else much happens
except for this girl my age I see making a sand cassel down the
beach I don't know if thats the sprise she doesnt say anything when
I ask what her name is goes on pushing up wet sand and patting it
with her hands making walls and I say can I help she still wont say
anything so I start wurking too on the sand cassel too and it feels
funny when she looks at me because I know her then it feels funnier
than ever because I ask is she my sister she says no Im you look
the boat's here time to do your next lesson and I say what lesson
and she says Im your next lesson youll see that is so dum I realy
hate this dream its the snipedist dream I ever had

 



CHAPTER 4

HONOLULU, HAWAII • MAY 28 • 6:14 A.M. HDT

Rona Harvester woke
up early in the eight-room Presidential Suite of
whatever-hotel-it-was, disoriented at first blink, as if she'd
rolled over to find herself in an alternate universe. The drapes
were drawn but some heavy rollers were pounding Waikiki. The sound
of surf awakening nostalgia for her vagabond days at Stimson,
Maverick's, and the community of big-wave surfers in Santa Cruz.
Friends like Trey and Reg and Havens, the transplanted Kansan who
became one of the legends and was gobbled by a thirty-footer at
Maverick's when a surface chop launched him from his board.

Shortly after the return of the MORG helos
from Maui, a squall had hit the area. The limo hurried her back
from Hickam AFB in blinding rain. Only one limo instead of the
usual four with dozens of cops to provide a rolling roadblock along
the streets. In that same limo she had been smuggled out of the
hotel hours earlier, after her official retirement time of
eleven-thirty P.M. Back entrance to the hotel sealed off by the
MORG Praetorians who, at Rona's request, had replaced her Secret
Service detail early in her husband's administration, a first
valuable lesson in what had become holy writ in D.C.: Rona Always
Gets Her Way. Going and coming she wore a dark wig in case one of
the staked-out freelancers with a camera lens the size of a trash
can got lucky from a thousand yards at that late hour. Forget about
the regulars in the traveling press corps: they were billeted in a
hotel of slightly less distinction a block and a half away, and
those who weren't still drinking or screwing were dead to the
world.

The entire floor below the Presidential Suite
was occupied by staffers and security personnel. Standard practice
when the First Lady was in residence anywhere in the world with or,
as had been the case during the last three months, without her
husband.

Rona got unsteadily out of the bed. The skin
of her face was dry; she hadn't creamed it before tumbling to the
pillows. Hadn't expected to sleep after the night's excitement, the
fire still smoldering in her belly. And she'd killed a man. But she
seemed to make an instant transition from nervy wakefulness to a
state dinner at the White House, where she appeared wearing only
her father's old fisherman's waders and a diamond choker. Lately
the more stressed she was the more her dreams had a comical aspect.
She sometimes awakened herself with laughter.

While she sat peeing Rona examined her hands
in the too-bright bathroom, finding traces of dried blood in the
knuckle creases. She'd split a nail on the decocking lever while
handling the Sig Sauer. She felt a drenching coldness and almost
passed out on the toilet. Rona despised weakness. So she'd killed
him. So what? Frank Romanzo was an influence the Avatar didn't
need. Gasping and trembling, she prepared her own bath instead of
calling for Rochelle to do it and scrubbed until both hands were
pure again. Then she put on couturiere lounging pajamas and a robe
she had borrowed at Barbra Streisand's Malibu digs (because the
blue of the robe matched her eyes so well, she had neglected to
return it) and filed smooth the ragged nail. It was 6:21 Hawaiian
time, past noon in Washington, when she signaled her staffers that
their day had begun.

Rona reckoned that the plane carrying Kelane
Cheng to Montana should be somewhere near San Francisco by now. She
booted up her laptop. No coded message from Portia Darkfeather. So
everything was going smoothly.

Sorting through her E-mail, she found a one-word
message from the Director of Multiphasic Operations and Research
Group.

Congratulations.

It meant more to her than the accolades she
was about to receive as the two-day world conference on the
eradication of childhood diseases came to a conclusion.

Rona keyed up music on the
ten-thousand-dollar sound system, gift of the King and Queen of
Sweden, that traveled everywhere with her. She wanted something
rhythmic and spirited to put some zip in her blood before breakfast
arrived. Her old favorites David and Michael Doucet and Beausoleil
from the Louisiana bayous. David's version of "Zydeco Sont Pas
Salés," with Josh Graves sitting in on dobro,
really cooked.

At home or away, Rona had her first cup of
coffee alone while she read either her husband's copy of The
President's Daily Briefing or a summary of the world's worst
headaches prepared by Melissa McConnell, the First Lady's
communications director. Then Rona looked over her schedule for the
day while Rochelle, the housekeeper who had been with her for
eighteen years, supervised table settings in the dining room of the
suite.

Rona made adjustments on her schedule,
allotting time for phone calls. Three minutes to her son Joshua,
studying at Cambridge. A minute and a half to her husband at Camp
David, another two minutes to Clint Harvester's personal physician
concerning the President's recovery and rehab. At Rona's insistence
Clint had been all over the TV news last night, photographed while
strolling the grounds with his Big Bertha driver, taking some
practice swings to show how great he was feeling. Reassuring the
nation that, as the White House spin-control corps tirelessly
maintained, he was still in charge. Rona herself, interviewed at
the conference yesterday: "Yes, he's made amazing progress. Of
course the President has always had a wonderful constitution. Dr.
Daufuskie and his team believe it is best that he limit himself for
now to two hours of work a day." Lowering her eyes momentarily,
blinking as if resisting a sun shower of tears, then looking at the
cameras with a softer, more vulnerable expression, preparing to
give them one from the heart. "Clint and I want everyone to know
that God has truly been good to us. The prayers of the American
people have been answered, and their President is only a couple of
weeks away from resuming his full duties as the leader of the free
world."

And, finally, five minutes—no, make it
ten—for her morning briefing with Allen Dunbar, the Vice President.
Rona would be in touch with her husband's stand-in (she would not
utter, privately or publicly, the words President pro
tempore) at least two more times during the course of their
busy day, never letting "Dumbo" forget for a moment that, because
of Clint Harvester's unfortunate impairment, it was Rona herself
who was firmly in charge of the affairs of state. End of story.

A medley of tunes from Andrew Lloyd Webber
shows replaced the energizing Louisiana French music. The R Team,
as they were known in Washington, trooped in for breakfast. Always
fresh fruit to start, the rest of the menu changing on a daily
basis. Breakfast was prepared by an assistant White House chef who
had his own team, including a nutritionist. The rest of Rona's
support group consisted of two maids, known as housekeeping
assistants; a wardrobe consultant; two makeup artists, one for
daytime and one for evening; a hairdresser; a masseuse; a personal
trainer; a holistic physician; and Rona's personal
photographer.

Rona's Chief of Staff was Peach Boondecker.
Melissa, the R Team communications director, had her own staff: a
deputy CD who was Rona's senior speech writer, and the First Lady's
press secretary. Two secretaries remained in Washington when Rona
was traveling.

Rona only nibbled at breakfast, keeping the
business of the day in focus with rapid-fire queries and
objections. She had a short attention span. Her most frequent
comment was "Next." She praised one staffer, toasted another for
her failure to include a fifteen-minute audience with a trio of
Asian businessmen who had been generous in their support of a
respected international charity that laundered contributions to the
campaigns of Clint and Rona's pet congresspersons. All photo ops
were approved. Rona then had half an hour to rehearse her closing
remarks for the luncheon and review the videotape of herself. Chin
up, shoulders relaxed, minimize the gestures. She dictated changes
in the speech while she was having her hair done. Rondorf, the
First Lady's wardrobe guru, brought out three tailored suits from
three different designers. She chose the dark blue Armani with a
subtle herringbone pattern. Rona went to makeup eating the ass off
anyone within range because Allen Dunbar was not returning her
calls.

The VP was going to address the United
Nations General Assembly in prime time, his second grab of prime TV
time this week. Ostensibly it was because of what Dunbar had
described in solemn tones as "the grave crisis" resulting from a
terrorist attack on the U.S. air base at Incirik. Truck bomb. Big
enough to damage aircraft parked two hundred yards away. Four
hundred forty-two casualties. Rona had Casey, her press secretary,
call the networks to see how much coverage they were planning to
give the First Lady on the nightly news. But as Rona well knew,
childhood diseases couldn't compete with U.S. bombers
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