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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I read a book once, possibly one of the most influential books of my reading life. It was Advise and Consent, by Allen Drury, the Pulitzer Prize winning story of how democracy works in the modern United States. I could go on for pages about the respect I have for Drury’s depiction of the workings of Congress. I advise everyone to read his book if they are interested either in a dramatic map of how things get done in the national legislature or if they just want a gripping political drama. What I really want to mention here is one area where I think Drury made a mistake.

      Throughout this great novel of political maneuvering and gamesmanship, Drury refers to the two political parties in Congress as simply the Majority Party and the Minority Party. To my mind, this is a cop-out, especially since the book was published in 1959, well into the present era of political party stabilization in America. I often wondered why Drury did not refer to the parties by name, why he felt it was necessary to avoid the designations “Republican” and “Democrat” though it was clear by context which was which in his book. Perhaps he wanted the novel to take on an immortal air, help it survive and remain relevant long after Republicans and Democrats have gone the way of the dinosaur or, as has happened historically, changed their stripes.

      Then again, maybe he avoided naming the parties because he didn’t want the headache of offending anyone.

      That last suspicion is what drove me to unapologetically name the Republican and Democratic parties in Conqueror’s Realm. I took a good, long look at these two major institutions of American democratic life and attempted to characterize them appropriately in my book. I mention this here simply to point out that some of my readers may take offense, might have their feelings hurt, and might be tempted to brand me an opportunistic, rabble-rousing, partisan liar. That’s as it may be. Regardless, I don’t apologize for any of the judgments I’ve made in this story.

      I don’t apologize for the inference that the Republican party is the bastion and the tool of rich white men. I do not sugar-coat the observation that the Republicans, by history or by culture, attract the lion’s share of white racists who deign to be politically active. If ever there was a party to defend the desire of white men to maintain control of the country, the GOP is it. This tendency wasn’t always so obvious, but the solidification of conservatism in the GOP over the last thirty years has made racism a phantom pillar of the Republican outlook on the world.

      Lest readers assume I’ve written an anti-Republican rant here, I also do not apologize for characterizing Democrats as mealy-mouthed, disorganized poll readers without the backbone of a snail. The Republicans at least know what they want and set about achieving their goals. As one character in Conqueror's Realm observes, it isn't that the Republicans alone are evil, it's just that they're more organized and so are getting there first. Democrats, on the other hand, are about as organized as a dropped box of ball bearings.

      Okay, now that I’ve scared away the lunatic fringe of both Republicans and Democrats, of both Conservatives and Liberals, let me make the deeper point of Conqueror’s Realm. It’s simple and deceptively obvious. People cannot be tagged. We can’t call all white people racists. We can’t call all black people non-racists. Not all conservatives are Republican, not all Democrats are liberal. Not all conservatives ascribe to the litany of beliefs the more militant of their numbers espouse. Not all liberals reject conservative ideals. There is a lot of gray between the blacks and whites of politics, and that gray is where our future lies, if we’re smart.

      Conqueror’s Realm is first and foremost a political thriller. Think too hard about the premise of its plot, and the whole stack of cards flutters away in the wind. The idea that Congress could pass a lasting law that hamstrings the political rights of minorities is ridiculous on its– Oh, wait a minute, it really has been done before and it really is being done today. So much for that assertion.

      Conqueror’s Realm is a warning. For we enter soon into an age when no one group can control the America we all know and love. The white majority will have to give up the power it has held for five hundred years, and minorities will no longer have someone to blame if the promise of America continues to go unfulfilled. We’re entering an era where we will certainly hang together or be doomed to hang alone. The day approaches when we will have no excuses, however thin and brittle, if we fail as stewards of the founding fathers’ grand experiment in government. On that day, soon in our future, we will ill afford to accuse the “other.”

      The “other” will be ourselves.
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        "No one can terrorize a whole nation,

        unless we are all his accomplices."

        – Edward R. Murrow

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ELLER

          

        

      

    

    
      The Vertolifter Sea Stallion swooped over the rugged pre-dawn terrain like a gigantic black locust. It hugged the ground for safety, sometimes barely clearing the assorted boulders and scrub below, sometimes startling its occupants with the sound of branches scraping its belly.  Since the terrain was mountainous, the flight meant constant lifts and drops coupled with the aircraft’s customary hobby horse rock. It rode like a light-weight boat on a stormy sea.

      “This ain’t nothin’!” the crew chief shouted over the din of the aircraft’s four turboshaft fanjets. He focused his attention on one in particular of his twelve charges, a young man in his twenties who looked the most likely to convulse into retching. “You should ride her when the rag heads start shootin’! When that happens, the PIC gives us not only jump and drop and rock and snap, but damn near barrel rolls, too!”

      Mike Eller sat braced in a corner on the other side of the cabin, a spot chosen for its view through the cargo door view port. The crew chief knew better than to speak to him as he did the newer men. At twenty-four years old and a hundred and thirty-eight insertions, eighty-three under fire, Mike was too senior to be bothered with such nonsense. He was easily the most experienced journalist in the press pool, if war could be called a measure of experience. That print guy over there, if memory served, was thirty-seven and had covered the Balkans for Reuters for over fifteen years. But the man was still a hot zone novice. He still jumped at explosions, and kept close to his military bodyguards. Apparently, most of his reporting had been done from hotel rooms in Rome. Then there was Billy Charter, the front man for BBC. He went in when things were still hot, took the pictures his reporter partners would talk about later, then jumped back to safety in time for his weekly deadlines. Billy was the longest running press man in the theater of war, aside from Mike, and this was only his thirty-second insertion. Reporters didn’t last long in the Balkans; it was a nasty, brutal place to earn one’s living. It was just the sort of place Mike loved.

      The other press men, excluding Charter, did not seem as enamored with the Balkans as Mike. They pitched in their places and collided on the cabin floor, cursing, grabbing for ever-failing hand holds, and sometimes, as with the reporter near the crew chief, they sat silently in miserable airsickness. Mike and Charter were secure, if not comfortable, in their separate niches of the aircraft, their legs braced in front of them and their shoulders wedged between stanchions. They were relaxed, calm in their trust that the other vertolifters, though unseen, flew nearby. The dark terrain through the Plexiglas view port revealed nothing, but an aid ship bigger than this one paralleled them, filled with food, blankets and other priceless freebies for the woeful civilians below. More important were the two gunships riding protection on either flank. They would keep the heat off, but even if they failed, there was no sense in worrying. The press could do nothing about it.

      The view outside changed from gray, forested hillside to red tile roofs accented by an occasional street light. It was too dark and they moved too fast for details, but Mike doubted the houses were much more than rubble, the roofs no more than heaps of artillery-shattered clay shards. He stretched his legs in anticipation. Not long, now.

      “One minute to touchdown!” the crew chief yelled, as if in agreement. “Please keep your seat till I give you the word! Your escort officer will meet you on the ground!”

      The aircraft banked, and Mike caught a glimpse of a vehicle of some sort burning in a street. As the vertolifter righted itself, he felt the pull of deceleration, then waited for, and found, the distinct pitch of the aircraft gliding in to land. Next came the bounce of wheels on pavement, and the grating sound of the starboard cargo door, the one opposite Mike, rolling open.

      “Stand up! Out the door!” the crew chief shouted. The crowd of journalists shuffled across to the exit. Mike and Charter lagged at the back of the group. They knew the vertolifter stayed with its passengers. The fanjets would soon shut down, and with them the whirlwind of debris just outside the cargo doors. Even so, a swirling cloak of dust enveloped the ship when Mike made the two-foot drop from deck to ground. The dust in conjunction with the pre-dawn darkness made it difficult to see.

      A soldier in green-gray battle dress grabbed Mike by the arm. The vertolifter’s settling wash had dusted the man a pale ochre. “Straight out, perpendicular to the aircraft, sir. The dust clears in about twenty feet.”

      Mike struck out in the indicated direction, cradling his satcam as best he could from the swirling, abrasive cloud of grit. The dust cleared as promised, unveiling a surrounding town square. It was large and ancient looking, with rough cobblestones radiating in all directions toward the charred and blasted buildings at its perimeter. Most of the buildings burned. Their flames cast an eerie, uncertain light on a scene of indiscriminate mayhem. Mike tried to keep his eyes forward, not wanting to investigate the soft heaps scattered about the pavement. The others stood just where the soldier had said, clustered around a clean, crisp officer in light field gear and parka, weaponless. Public relations man. Other soldiers moved about, all heavily armed. Some crouched or stood as security for the landing zone. Others worked at the grisly task of checking those soft heaps in the street. A hundred feet away, likely placed for the benefit of the press, stood a gaggle of apparent prisoners. They were ragged creatures, But if Mike’s experience held true, undaunted by their American captors. It was a show, and the cameras ate it up.

      “Good morning, gentlemen!” the public relations man said. He exuded the brash assurance of a victor. “I’m Captain Jeff Matheson, your escort officer for this visit. I hope your flight was bearable. We’ve nicknamed the Sea Stallion Bucky, the Wonder Horse.”

      “Nothing wonderful about a two-hour ride on the floor of that thing,” someone said. Everyone broke into agreeable but mechanical laughter.

      “Well, maybe we can make it up to you.” Matheson grinned like a recruiting poster. “For the last nine hours, elements of the United States Peacekeeping Forces in Southern Europe have been engaged in an extensive security sweep of Bihac and surrounding areas.”

      Mike pressed the audio button on his satcam. He expected little more than the usual propaganda, but it never hurt to be prudent.

      “About six hours ago, American peacekeepers discovered a lightly armed insurgent group here in Bihac, numbering about one hundred fifty. As you know, United Nations Resolutions 582 and 584 both prohibit the formation, maintenance, or use of agencies belligerent to the dominant governments of this region.”

      “Translate ‘belligerent agency’ as Muslim,” Mike whispered to Charter, who stood beside him. The Britisher delivered a kick to Mike’s ankle.

      Matheson continued. “Pursuant to their mission to enforce all United Nations resolutions, American forces pacified the agency in question. The operation lasted approximately one and one half hours, and concluded four hours ago.”

      “You mean, you attacked them?” someone asked. It was the new guy, the one with the queasy stomach.

      Matheson’s eyes sought him with dispassionate machine accuracy. He stared at the reporter in silence for a moment, reading the ID tag the man wore on his coat.

      Well, he just bought a ticket back to The World, Mike thought.

      “Yes,” Matheson said. “We engaged and destroyed the enemy.” He turned to the rest of the group. “The belligerent agency’s casualties were heavy. Friendly dispositions are well within acceptable limits.”

      So, some American troops got killed or wounded, but they’ll never tell us who or how many, Mike surmised. He cleared his throat to ask a question. “Could you tell us which American forces were engaged against the belligerent agency?”

      “Certainly. The agency was discovered by elements of the 502nd Mountain Rangers. Aiding in the pacification were the 3/86 Armor, 4/65 Infantry, 3/48 Mobile Artillery, and elements of the 532nd Combat Air Wing off the Evan Bayh.”

      The reporters stood aghast. The poor Muslim schmucks got nuked, Mike thought.

      No one said anything.

      “At any rate,” Matheson continued, “what you see around you is the mop-up operation. You are free to interview any of the soldiers, but not the prisoners over there. They haven’t been interrogated as yet. I caution you not to leave the area. The perimeter guards have instructions not to allow you out of the square or into the buildings. For your safety, I’m sure you understand. So, if you have no further questions of me...

      “Okay. You’re free to do your jobs, gentlemen. The vertolifter leaves in fifteen minutes.”

      The group scattered into the square, the electronic people fanning out for the best camera angles and shots, the print men moving straight to the soldiers, hoping for the definitive quote. They all sought the feature story angle, knowing that any news gleaned from these events would be eight to ten hours old by the time the end users got it.

      Mike Eller moved toward the prisoners, but stopped a good fifty feet away. He did not feel up to handling the guards, and couldn’t care less what they might say for the record. Nor did he want to attract Matheson’s attention. That man, and others like him, had too much power over who filled the small war zone press pool.

      He felt a nudge at his elbow. Charter stood there, his camera hanging like a brick from one hand. He, too, wanted to avoid any hassle.

      “That Matheson,” the Britisher said. “He’s so representative of his species. I recall a few years ago, I got assigned to Lotus plc in Norfolk, that’s in the UK, to cover their aerocar event. PR man prattled on and on about the superiority of the Lotus project over that of Ford and Benz. He didn’t even stop when the car burst into flames and crashed twelve meters to the tarmac. On my honor, he lauded the power of the wheel rim lifter fans even while the pilot-driver stumbled about in flames, his mates trying to catch him in the halon. It was hilarious.” He leaned forward to peek into Mike’s eyes. “You look more solemn than usual, young friend.”

      Mike tossed his satcam from palm to palm. “Feel like an office drone, Billy. No point to being here. Everything’s been arranged; I just do as I’m told.” He nodded toward the guards surrounding the Muslim prisoners. “Those gomers are thoroughly briefed on what to tell the press, and how to say it. We’ll only get propaganda from them. What’s worse, most of us play along. The only one with enough guts to ask a question is the one too dumb to know the consequences.”

      “Yes. Well, I expect he will know the consequences within moments of his return to home station.”

      “Sure. He’ll be on his way back to wherever, and the rest of us more experienced and circumspect pros will carry on our noble task. In other words, we’ll waste our time for fear of losing this assignment by doing our goddamned jobs.”

      “I imagine one is in a far better position to do one’s job if one is where the job needs doing, don’t you think?”

      “Got to do it, though. Did anybody ask the real questions? Why are we beating up on the Muslims? This is their country, not ours. Or at least it was theirs. The Serbs took it away from them, made them second-class citizens, the ones they couldn’t run off. The Muslims only want back what’s theirs. How come the Muslims and the Croats aren’t allowed to arm themselves? The Serb government is armed. We haven’t taken away their army, just restricted it to home stations. And, do they care? We’re freakin’ doing their fighting for them.”

      Charter clicked his tongue. “A uniquely American perspective. You wouldn’t be so game on letting this nonsense continue if these people lived next door. It’s quite a different situation for Italy, Greece, Austria, even Great Britain. We don’t like people trading bullets and artillery barrages practically within earshot. Rather bad for the neighborhood.”

      “That doesn’t change anything. I’m a reporter. I need to know what’s going on. I don’t like being used as a cog in an official information machine.”

      Charter patted Mike’s shoulder. “The exuberance of youth. When you get my age, you’ll be more accommodating of the way things work. After all, I’m not here to discover The Truth. I just need pretty – or, in this case, ugly – pictures for my deadline. I’ll let the writers worry over truth.” He gestured toward the perimeter. “Along such lines, I’m going over to that nice, burning restaurant to interview those soldiers and get some good burning building video. What about you?”

      Mike looked hard at the gaggle of prisoners fifty feet away. “I think I’ll offer those guards some smokes.”

      “Good for you! But I had the impression you weren’t a smoker.”

      “Your impression is correct.”

      The two parted company. Charter whistled as he strolled across the cobblestones to his targets. He kicked a few convenient pieces of debris like a kid on a lazy summer day. But summer was a long way off, and the debris was not aluminum cans, but the grotesque remnants of a shattered culture. Mike walked as nonchalantly as he could toward one of the prisoner guards.

      “Cold night,” he said by way of greeting.

      The guard nodded, watching him.

      “I suppose you fellas are used to it, though. You’ve been out in this weather for at least two months.” He fished the bribery Marlboros out of a pocket in his jacket and held them out to the guard.

      “Cain’t,” the man said. “Cain’t smoke in the field. Light discipline.”

      “Really. I thought it wouldn’t make any difference, what with the fires, and the camera lights, and all.” Mike swept his gaze to encompass the burning, smoking perimeter of the square. While doing so, he sneaked a look at the kneeling prisoners. It surprised him how young they looked, even through the masking effect of filthy faces and bad lighting.

      “It’s the rules,” the soldier said.

      Mike shrugged. “Too bad. Here, consider these a present.” He stuffed the cigarette pack into a cargo pocket on the soldier’s field jacket. “You can share them with your buddy over there.” He nodded toward the other guard.

      “Suit yourself,” the man said, his suspicion only slightly diminished. “I don’t reckon I’ll see ya again to pay it back.”

      “Consider it a show of appreciation for a job well done. Support our boys in green, and all that.” Mike allowed a lull in the conversation, a hint of changing gears. “So, I see by your unit patch you’re in the 4/65. Was it a tough fight?”

      “Not really. These guys got no weapons worth talkin’ about. And they ain’t organized too good. The job took a while, but that’s ‘cause they wouldn’t hold still for a straight-up fight. We had to chase ‘em down.”

      “Kind of a motley bunch, wouldn’t you say?” Mike looked full on the prisoners for the first time. He squinted in the guttering light, trying to catch a few sets of eyes, perhaps a demonstrative stance. The eyes he caught held no fear, only the same personal insult that he recalled from past prisoner displays. These people viewed the world with hatred, frustration, and a sense of injustice. They were not the rabble-rousing anarchists described by public relations men like Matheson.

      “Motley ain’t the word,” the guard said. “They ain’t got nothin’ left. They sendin’ in their kids these days.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we was all back in The World come summer. These people won’t last that long.”

      Mike sought the eyes of a random prisoner. This one appeared smaller than the others, more frail, if such words had meaning when applied to starving armies. Where was the resignation in those eyes, the sense of hopelessness? Surely these people knew they’d been beaten, that their fighting only wasted time and lives. Why continue? Why, in the light of their futile pursuit, did their eyes hold such defiance? Of course, the same had been wondered of the Israelis in 1949 and 2015, of England during World War II, and of George Washington. And all of them had been winners.

      An artillery impact flashed in the hills above town. Mike started at the revelation from its sudden light. The prisoner he watched … was a girl!

      “Nothin’ to worry about, it’s ours,” the guard said, misreading Mike’s reaction.

      “Yeah, sure.” Mike’s discovery rattled him. He knew the insurgents were weak, that the Americans had whittled them down to little more than ragged mobs hiding in the hills of their burned-out land. He knew they drew on their young boys for manpower, always the last gasp of a defeated people. But the appearance of this filthy, gnarled excuse for a teenaged girl drove home more than any statistic the desperation of the Muslim position. Theirs was a patriarchal society. To willingly lower their women into the crucible of combat was an unthinkable action for Muslim men. Yet, there she knelt, alongside her male comrades, bloody, ragged and shivering in the cold.

      “Thanks for the talk,” Mike said. “They’ll be cranking up my vertol any minute, and I want to be on board before the dust starts flying.”

      “I comp that.” The guard smiled for the first time. “Them birds is their own private tornado.”

      “Yeah, well, this Dorothy intends to be way up inside the twister before the first updraft flies.” Mike slapped the soldier’s arm, then started back to the vertolifter. All affability slipped from his face the moment he turned his back.

      “Have a good trip!” the soldier yelled after him. “And thanks for the lights!”

      
        
        ⦻

      

      

      Mike spoke to no one as he braced himself into the vertolifter. He remained silent as his fellow reporters filtered back to the aircraft. He said nothing when Charter, one of the last to return, settled next to him on the deck. He did not return Charter’s friendly greeting, did not feel the fanjets burst to power and begin to turn. He sat immovable as sculpture as the aircraft pitched upward in departure.

      For forty minutes the vertolifter leapt, dropped and wrenched over rugged terrain. It was not until they leveled off over the Adriatic Sea that Mike punched Charter in the arm and brought his mouth to the Brit’s ear.

      “I’m going over!” Mike yelled. The covering engine noise made his shout an effective whisper.

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m going over! I need to know what’s going on!”

      “I don’t understand! What do you mean, ‘going over’? How do you plan to go over?”

      “First time I get a chance! Next insertion, as soon as the guards turn their backs! I’ll just take off! What are they gonna do, shoot me?”

      Charter looked alarmed. And why shouldn’t he? Reporters often talked of “going over,” of escaping the control of American press relations people. It was a standard joke, nothing more. They all realized the dangers involved; everyone knew the all too predictable fates of those cutting loose from the system. Some of them were dead. The American security people might be a nuisance, but they were excellent bodyguards, as well.

      “This is not a good idea!” Charter yelled.

      “I have to do it! I have to find the Muslims and get their side of the story! Nobody knows what’s going on over here, not even us!”

      “You’ll get yourself killed! This is crazy!”

      “You gonna tell?”

      Charter stared at him, slack jawed. He should tell; any real friend would. The Balkans held danger for anyone, and the natives hated Americans more than they hated each other. If Charter reported his conversation with Mike, it would mean a trip home, one-way and irrevocable. But better a man should lose his job than lose his life. That was the reason of it; Mike hoped Charter wouldn’t be reasonable.

      The Englishman squinted at Mike. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I need your help!”

      “What? First you make me complicit, now you want me implicated?”

      “I need you to get a message back to the States, that’s all! My satcam uplink is non-op! It was part of the press pool deal! I need to establish commo links with See It Now in New York, Indianapolis, and Los Angeles! Without commo links, I can’t broadcast once I go over!” Mike stopped to swallow. The shouting hurt his throat.

      “Perhaps we should discuss this back on the ship!”

      “No! Too much chance of being overheard! Answer the question, Billy! You gonna tell?”

      “Just give me the info, bright boy! You want to get shot by Bosnians, that’s your business! Just don’t mention my name from now until then!”

      “I’m thinking three digitized microwave frequencies, just to be safe! Call Steve Tallman at CBS in Indianapolis! Tell him to listen on freq 1 first, noon, GMT! Tell him not to use the others until we get jammed! He and I will arrange the uplink codes!”

      “A bit overblown, don’t you think?”

      “Satcams aren’t simple, just bad ass! Now, Billy! Don’t say a thing to anybody until you know I’m gone!”

      “I’m not an idiot, Michael! Give me the frequencies!”

      He did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            TALLMAN AND TALLMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Steve sat perched at the limit of the couch cushion. Ben faced him in a straight back chair brought from the connecting dining room. The two stared at one another. Ben’s lips drew down in a deep frown, his eyes haughty and firm. Steve knew his own face mirrored his uncle’s. They might disagree, they might fight, but they weren’t really all that different. Okay, maybe they were, at the crust. Ben was a dime store wooden Indian. He wore the cowboy hat and the snakeskin boots, and he pulled his long, age-whitened hair into a ponytail secured by a gaudy silver and turquoise clasp. Ben didn’t know turquoise from gravel, but his lobbyist clients expected it from Native Americans, and he delivered. Steve, beyond the face, looked nothing like his uncle. He hated even to think how he looked. His gray suit was rumpled, the white shirt tired, the blue tie askew. And his face, if it looked as exhausted as he felt, must have given the gaunt appearance of death.

      The coffee table between the men supported two highballs, a pitcher of tap water, and a bottle of cheap scotch. It was all Steve could serve after seventy-three straight hours at work. His pantry lay empty and his refrigerator smelled faintly of rot even from the living room. Busted, and for how many days? It would have to wait. His eyes burned, ants crawling behind them. His face felt slack, like overworked Playdough. He wanted – he needed – to sleep.

      Ben mixed a drink heavy with the liquor. Steve’s glass held only water.

      “I got me quite a problem,” Ben said after his first long sip. “I’ve got a mess you would not believe. If things go bad, a lot of people get hurt. Just the thing for my journalist nephew.”

      “Talking to the press now, are you? I thought you only spoke to paying customers and their marks.”

      Ben sent him a wry smirk. “Just as I’m doing now. You’ll see why when you hear me out.”

      Steve’s face felt incapable of subtle throwaway emotion. “Last time I heard you out was five years ago. There was shouting and finger pointing and I hope that isn’t where you’re going now because I don’t have the stuff for it, really I don’t.”

      “That was personal, young man. Family stuff. This is business.”

      “Okay, fine. Business.” Steve shifted his weight on the couch, but did not relax a muscle. “Look, two things come to mind, Ben. One: you should really give up the country cowboy routine. You’ve a degree from Loyola Law, for Christ’s sake.”

      Ben threw up his arms in mock protest. “This little injun? You speak with fork-ed tongue, boy!”

      “Two: your lobbying business never had much to do with me. Why has that changed all of a sudden?”

      “Now, on that point, you’re wrong.” Ben leaned forward in his chair, his lanky frame bringing him within inches of his nephew’s eyes. An old man, his face showed the brown, wrinkled leather of one too long in the sun, a face with ancient, intense concerns etched into its skin. But no sadness lived there. No weakness lay coded into the spider web lines of mischief cut around those eyes, or in the deep grooves around his mouth that spoke of both confidence and laughter. This man wore his age with authority.

      “I know I don’t come around so much,” he said, “and when I do, it’s usually to bemoan your unfortunate choices in life. But this thing here is bigger than that. It’s bigger than me. Bigger than you, but you’re all wrapped up in its center.” He jabbed at Steve with his whiskey glass. “You can’t weasel out of this one, boy. It’s your Bear staring you in the face.”

      Steve let out a long, put upon breath and shook his head. “I know you too well,” he said. “You’re given to melodrama, old man. Occupational hazard, I suppose. And I wish you’d stop it with that ‘boy’ business. I’m forty-three years old.”

      “Well, okay, that’s fair. Let’s excuse it as a habit grown from seventy-one years of perspective.”

      They sat listening to the harsh moan of the January wind. The windows rattled. After a moment, Ben spoke, no longer affecting the Arizona corn pone character for which he was known in Washington. “My name is Ben Blackcloud Tallman. I’m your father’s brother. Your father, Marcus Knighthorse Tallman, was a schmuck. He abandoned his life long before he died of overwork and an aimless heart. I loved your father. The things I say, I say out of love. But when he turned from his ancestors out of love for a woman, he didn’t do his sons any favors. Your granddaddy knows that. He knew it years before your father admitted it to himself. That’s why he visited Marcus more than any of his other eight children. He didn’t come to see your father so much as he came to see you, to make sure you grew up knowing who you are.”

      Steve knew where this went. This was a well-worn stretch of road for them.

      Still, Steve’s eyes glazed at the thought of his grandfather. As a boy, he had always looked forward to the old man’s infrequent visits. The Tallman siblings would crowd the streetward windows of the house, watching for the approach of that nominal head of their family. Granddaddy had never arrived alongside Dad in the family car, and never by taxi. He always made the journey from New Mexico by bus, then walked the five miles from the Greyhound station in Indianapolis to the Tallman household. With him came an entourage of friends, advisors, and assorted straphangers, never less than five or six at a time, and all in full Apache regalia, as if on a mission to some foreign land. Though the vestments of his office were no more than a few feathers, beads and bones over blue jeans and flannel shirt, the elder Tallman carried himself like an ambassador from a great nation, which, indeed, he was. Granddaddy was an elder on the reservation out west, the reservation Steve’s father had left, and that Steve had never seen.

      He was also the great spiritual mentor of Steve’s life. Whereas Dad had always been absorbed in the constant concerns of making a living, almost to the exclusion of involvement with his kids, Granddaddy had attended to the hungry souls of his grandchildren. He spent a great deal more time with Steve than with the others, whether because Steve seemed more receptive to his teachings or more in need of them, he never said. The two of them spent many hours together walking the neighborhood, or sitting out on the front stoop with Granddaddy imparting his old world brand of Apache philosophy, Steve soaking it up like the young sponge he was. Many times in adult life, Steve found himself surprised at how those talks had shaped his view of the world, directed his thoughts, and molded his decisions. He was his grandfather’s son, more than he had ever been his father’s.

      The old man no longer traveled. He was well enough, but at 106 years old, he preferred to stay close to his ancestors, just in case. Steve had not seen Granddaddy in over fifteen years; the two had chosen opposed worlds in which to live. Steve often wondered about his destiny, if he had one. If there was a heaven for Indians and a heaven for The Other People, as Granddaddy called them, then what place awaited those who were both, and neither?

      “Granddaddy never had a clue,” Steve heard himself saying. Regret tinged his voice. “He wanted me to be Apache, but I’m not Apache.”

      Ben chuckled, a humorless, but not unkind sound. “You’re Apache, all right. Your dad didn’t teach it to you, and your white Catholic momma didn’t neither, but you got it in you, boy. I read people, you know. Remember, I’m a lobbyist.”

      Steve chose to ignore the fact that Ben got his mother’s race wrong. The old man baited him.

      Ben paused, and the frown returned to his face. “Remember all that stuff your granddaddy told you? All that stuff about fear and faith, redemption, transfiguration from man to human, reincarnation and such? I believe it, because I see it in you. You aren’t just a grown up little boy influenced by his grandfather. Your grandfather’s spirit is too big for one man to hold. He shares it with you. It’s part of you, flown all this way over whatever spirit conduit there is, to finish the task your grandfather took on, and that your father never started.”

      “Sure, Ben. Make me a good little Indian, huh?”

      “Exactly. With a little help from yours truly.”

      Steve wanted to sleep. Ben kept him up for no apparent reason. The refrigerator needed repair. “It’s late, Ben.”

      “It’s only eight o’clock.”

      “We’ve been over all this before. Sorry, but I wasn’t interested then, and I’m not interested now.”

      Ben took a gulp of his drink, sat it on the table, and rose like a piston from his seat. He crossed to the easy chair that held his coat, groped something out of the inside pocket, and stepped back across to Steve. He slapped a crumpled white envelope onto the table.

      “Sleep on that.”

      “What is it? A genealogy report?”

      Ben tapped the envelope. “This is the end of the world as we know it. Your life will cease to be as it is. This nation, even this world, will cease to be as it is. Things will be better, or things will be destroyed, or both. That could all happen, or nothing at all. But first, you’ll have to read it.”

      Steve stared without interest at the envelope. His uncle’s speech did not impress him. Melodrama was Ben’s stock in trade. For all Steve knew, the envelope contained nothing more important than a bus schedule.

      “You’re a smart boy,” Ben said after a sip of his drink. “You’ll know what it means.”

      “Why don’t you just save us some trouble and tell me what it means?”

      “Some stories have to be lived, not told. You can never tell a man the meaning of a thing. That’s a job for the spirit.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Ben took a corner of the envelope between thumb and forefinger, and jiggled it. A thin square of lucite clattered out onto the table. Steve recognized it as a computer semi-hard prism, the chemical-electric kind, a bunch of living proteins electrically charged so that they carried information. Cheap stuff, for those who couldn’t afford Net fees, and so carried their data in their pockets.

      “So?”

      Ben tapped an impatient tattoo on the plastic square.

      Three letters lanced across the prism face in careless script from a fine-line felt marker: EOG.

      “EOG. Equal Opportunity in Government Act?”

      Ben nodded.

      “So what? Look, I know you and your folks at the Native American Movement are upset about that bill, but we’ve discussed it before. It’ll never make it to law. If it did, the Supreme Court would throw it out the second it cleared the president’s pen. The thing is unconstitutional.”

      Ben finished his drink, then placed the glass on the table between them. “For once, I’m not interested in arguing politics, boy. I just want you to read the file.”

      “What’s it say?”

      “You’ve got your granddaddy’s head. Figure it out.”

      “Where’s it from?”

      “Not important. Let’s say we borrowed it from a reporter fella. Print man. You never heard of him.”

      “Borrowed?”

      “Don’t worry, he still has his original. We lifted a shadow of it off his desk station. The man never noticed. By the way, the security’s been disabled, so you won’t have to work at breaking it.”

      “You expect me to violate the stolen notes of a fellow journalist?”

      “Why not? He stole the information in the notes. Besides, as the newspaper man, he has the greater claim to high journalistic ethics. You’re just television.”

      “Thanks. I like you, too.”

      Ben stretched to work out the kinks. “I’d better head home. An old fogey like me shouldn’t ought to be out so late.”

      “It’s only just after eight. You said as much.”

      “I did, didn’t I? Well, maybe I just want to leave you alone with your little present. Give you time to think, and listen to your ancestors.”

      “What makes you think I won’t toss it in the trash the minute you walk out the door?”

      “I already told you. This is your Bear. You have to face up to it. We aren’t talking free choice here.”

      Steve ignored the heavy spiritual references creeping into the conversation. They were there intentionally, to draw him into debate, and into the wrong end of another high-handed moral harangue. Steve hoped, for once, to avoid the all too familiar trap.

      Braced as he was against his uncle’s intentions, Steve felt surprise when Ben reached for his coat and started to put it on.

      “You’re really leaving?”

      A mischievous smile. “Don’t you want me to? You have work to do. I’ll just be in the way.”

      Steve rose to his feet. He had expected a long visit, the usual intimate badgering about his supposed religious and cultural antecedents. Such was the centerpiece of his dealings with Ben, his dearest relative. It was expected, dreaded, and now suddenly, strangely, missed.

      “I’m glad you came by,” he said. He lied, but something seemed called for, and nothing else came to mind.

      “I’ll be in town a few days,” Ben said. “The Westin has a fair spread at lunch, and I got no appointments ’til Thursday. Besides, I got an expense account.” He flashed another of his electric bad boy smiles. All gravity vanished. He was the down-home, tobacco-chawin’, smoke-blowin’ lobbyist again.

      They walked out onto the front porch, a six-by-eight concrete slab with an overhead supported by a single wooden post in the corner. The yard beyond it extended two hundred feet to the road and was bordered on all sides by tall evergreen hedges ideal for privacy. Ben’s rental car sat in the driveway, the dull light of the moon reflecting from the solar cells lining its top. A north wind scurried along the brown grass, chilling Steve to the core. He still wore his shirtsleeves and tie, an untenable combination for the hour and season.

      “I’m too old for this,” Ben said. “Got to get back west as soon as possible. Did you know they’re calling for snow in these parts?”

      “This is Indiana. It happens.”

      “Maybe, but these Indiana drivers don’t know beans about handling the stuff. Hell, I live in a desert, and I can drive in snow.” He turned to Steve, seeming not to notice his nephew’s occasional shivers. “Where’s Patty? She’ll be home before the stuff comes down?”

      Steve’s jaw tightened. He preferred not to answer, but Ben’s unwavering stare required it.

      “She isn’t here. She went to visit her mother.”

      “Visit her mother?” Ben fell silent for all of two seconds. “You didn’t go and run her off, did you?”

      “Come off it, Ben. She went to visit her mother. She was lonely around here. I haven’t been home much.”

      “That girl is your link to the world, young man. She’s the only thing that keeps you from becoming a worthless workaholic shit. You get her back.”

      “It’s a free country. She’s a grownup.” He withered under Ben’s reproachful eyes. “A mature seventeen, then. She’ll be back.”

      “You get her back. You go to her. You apologize. You promise her anything, and deliver. You get that girl back.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “Well, somebody’s gotta do his job, God damn it.”

      They fell silent again. Steve listened to the ghostly non-engine sound of traffic on the street. He recalled from his childhood the tenor rumblings of internal combustion engines, rare even then. Electric vehicles made no noise at all.

      “Well, I’ll never get home at this rate,” Ben said. He slapped Steve on the shoulder and stepped down from the porch. “Take care, young nephew. Get some sleep.”

      “I intend to.”

      The old man loped toward the driveway and the waiting rental car. A flash of white light, and Ben dropped into his seat, closing the door. It was so like him, so directed once he made up his mind. As the car rolled backwards, the driver side window came down.

      “A lot of sleep,” the shadowed head said. “You’ll need it, and read that file!”

      
        
        ⦻

      

      

      Sleep came in shallow snatches. Steve was alone. Ben was gone. Granddaddy was gone. Most important of all, Patricia was gone. But something came to him, or he to it. They converged from a great distance. He approached it indirectly, a meandering, confused trek across dusty plains, with scrub and rock underfoot. He moved with the erratic, zigzagging motion of a rabbit avoiding predators, but the thing loomed always before him. The air felt unnaturally clean and crisp. The sky darkened to a thunderhead gray. Nothing much to see. But something lived in that dark, barren, brooding landscape. He approached it with caution at first, then more deliberately. He approached with resolve, and also with fear.

      There. It formed from the gray void, huge, black, flat as a shadow against the sky, but infinite.

      The Bear.

      It moved against the deep overcast, an undulating, almost featureless black with bright red flashes for eyes, chips from a mirror that reflected the soul. Its claws were sword-length razors, a bright, wet red. Steve feared seeing the red, but it came to him nonetheless. It was his red. It was his from long ago, from centuries ago, and throughout intervening time. The claws were his tomorrow.

      
        
        ⦻

      

      

      Steve snapped awake. A nightmare. No big deal. He squinted at the bedside clock. Only 10:30, not two hours since he fell into bed. He rolled over and burrowed deeper into his covers, but could not find the sleep he craved. Had his body forgotten how? Steve knew the effects of exhaustion. He had broad experience at falling asleep while standing, or tripping into that false phase of hyper-alertness that sometimes precedes collapse. This was the latter. His senses railed against forced commands to relax. They reached out into the room, the rest of the house, out to the yard and the distant street, looking for stimuli. They found only the soft hum of Alfred on the table across from the bed. No passing trucks, no leaking faucets, no creaking boards fed his senses interest. The house was a tomb.

      “Lights, two,” he said into the dark. The lamp next to Alfred glowed, enough to reflect the features of the room.

      There hung the standard of his battalion during the war, festooned with the ghosts of over 500 men, and the hopes and nightmares of the fifteen survivors. There hung the photo of himself and Walter Marks, CBS News division chief, on the day Steve put the new magazine show on the air. There hung the more personal photo, the group shot of him with his first satcam crew. Chelsea stood beside him. Though not a crew member per se, she had been the first of his twelve vertolifter pilots, and still one of his closest friends. They spoke the same language, Chelsea and he, scarred as they were by the same monstrous war. Finally, his eyes turned to the bedside table and its overflow of plastic pill bottles. Five different drugs for one lousy condition, yet another souvenir of war.

      Alfred sprawled atop the table across the room. His monitor glowed from its grasp on the wall, its weird screen saver showing endlessly passing desert plains running below cerulean skies populated with frantically transmuting white clouds.

      No wonder I’m having nightmares, Steve thought.

      “Alfred.”

      The ready screen appeared on the monitor. A cartoon dog with floppy ears and one spotted eye ogled Steve from across the room. Its tongue hung loose and dripping from its mouth.

      “Hello, Steve,” the computer speakers said in a cheery buddy voice. “How are you tonight?”

      “Can’t complain. How are the puppies?”

      “Potty trained!”

      Security satisfied, Steve relaxed attention to his voice. “Alfred. Call Belinda.”

      “That number has been deleted from my directory,” the computer said in his bubbly game show host voice. “Should I recover it from Limbo and copy it to a permanent file?”

      “No. Retrieve it this once, then delete.”

      “Dialing. Would you like to check your mail? There are seven messages on email, and four on Voice.”

      “No.”

      “Maintaining mail. Would you like–”

      “Alfred. Suppress standard housekeeping procedures.”

      “Hello?”

      The voice was new, but familiar. A window opened on the monitor’s desktop, showing the digital image from the videophone link. The window showed a dark-haired, middle-aged woman with sharp features that nonetheless hinted at faded youthful beauty.

      “Belinda, it’s Steve.”

      He saw her discomfiture in the quick tightening of the lines across her brow. “Steve. Why are you calling me? Why is your video off?”

      “Sorry, not presentable. I haven’t quite rolled out of bed. I’d like to talk to Patricia.”

      “Patricia isn’t available just now.”

      “Is she home, Belinda? I really need to talk to her.”

      “I’ll tell her you called. I’m sure she’ll get back with you–”

      “For pity’s sake, Belinda, I didn’t call you. I just want to talk to my daughter.  If I’m going to get hung up on, I’d rather it was by her.”

      In answer, the video window went blank. Had she hung up on him? Steve threw back his covers. He swung his legs to the cold floor and pulled himself to a sitting position. By God, he’d talk to Patricia if he had to put that phone on continuous redial all goddamned night!

      “Alfred! Call Belinda!”

      “That number is presently in use. Do you want me to hang up and dial again?”

      Steve paused, half risen from his bed. He sank back to the mattress, slumping.

      Of course, he thought. She has me on hold.

      “Dad?”

      He looked at the screen. Patricia stared out at him, her face drawn close to the monitor. It was the same round face that had left him two weeks ago, no change at all, but marvelous. She had the same short, dark hair, the same tiny tattoo on her right cheek next to her nose (kids!), the same round, brown eyes. The high definition digital window emphasized the warm, golden glow of her skin. That look of a year-round tan was one of the perks of her mixed heritage. Boys loved it, much to Steve’s chagrin.

      “Hi, honey.”

      “Hi, Dad. Where’s your video?”

      “I’m calling through Alfred. You wouldn’t want to see me, anyhow. Just got out of bed.”

      “Uh-huh.” She looked into the screen though she found nothing there. “What’s up, Dad?”

      He shrugged. “I just wanted to talk to you, see how you were doing.”

      She sat back from the screen, relaxed, no cares at all. “I’m fine. What about you? What are you doing in bed at this hour?”

      “Not sleeping, that’s for sure.”

      “Working too hard again? You sound tired.”

      “I’m all right. I was just thinking of you. Miss you, really.”

      “Don’t be so hang dog. I’m not gone forever.” Her brow knitted and she glanced off screen. It pained him to see those lines on her face. They were so like her mother’s. “It’s no big deal, okay? It’s just that the house was so empty.”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

      She leaned forward again. Her eyes darted, searching the blank screen in front of her as if she might find some evidence of him there. “Hey, take care of yourself. Mom’s in the other room. Every now and then, she gives me the evil eye. I have to go, Dad.”

      “I understand. I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

      “Things happen. I’ll call you back when I’m alone. We’ll really talk, okay?”

      “Sure. Maybe I’ll call you. Tomorrow.”

      “That wouldn’t be such a great idea.”

      The conversation hung on silence. Belinda stood between them, invisible, but there.

      “Well, as long as you’re okay.”

      “I am, but you aren’t. Get some sleep.”

      “I intend to.”

      “Bye, Daddy.”

      “Bye, honey.”

      The window closed.

      “The call has been terminated,” Alfred said with a sense of accomplishment. “I am deleting the phone number now.”

      Steve sat on the edge of his bed for many minutes. Why had he not said the necessary things? Why had he not said he loved her? How had he wrecked his life in so short a time? “College grads,” Chelsea had told him once, years ago. “Too much brains, not enough sense.” Chelsea was a smart one, and prickly.

      Alfred’s screen saver returned. The endlessly advancing desert plain was just too much to stomach.

      “Alfred. Blank screen.”

      Instant compliance. Well, some things worked.

      He noticed Ben’s data prism on the table in front of Alfred. Had he meant to read it, or had he thrown it there for want of another place short of the threatened trashcan?

      He got up and crossed stiff-legged to the table in his boxers. He picked up the prism, a tiny thing about the size of a Chiclet. An unimpressive herald for the end of the world. Well, why not? Maybe it could smother his melancholy mood.

      He snapped the prism into Alfred’s reader, and padded back across the cold floor as the computer read the new data to its memory.

      “Data from drive A received,” Alfred said. “Would you like a summarization?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Pardon?”

      Steve grimaced as he dropped onto the bed. Talking to machines was sometimes a chore. “Yes, Alfred. I’d like a summarization.”

      “Memorex semi-hard C/E computer prism, capacity open-ended, 203.6 MB used. One file: EOG_Back.tdoc, with an associated database, both on Micrographix Office Organizer v 2.0, standard interface.”

      Well, Steve thought, the software was nothing grand. Ben’s poor, violated print reporter was a real underachiever type.

      “Alfred. Open the file EOG_Back.tdoc. Maximize the window.”

      The monitor screen brightened. The requested file filled its forty-six inch rectangle.

      Steve groaned. He fell back onto his pillow, and pulled the covers up to his chin. A group organizer, and a big one. Ben was making this really, really hard.

      Steve got comfortable under the covers. He lay on his side, all openings in the blankets tucked and plugged to keep in the heat. “Alfred. Give me basic stats on the group organizer. Layout only.”

      “Seventeen interconnected personnel trees on thirty-seven layers. 638 fields from a linked database, 6,837 cross references.”

      “Good God.”

      The numbers daunted him. Like most people raised in the information age, Steve could set up his system and add or subtract components as needed. He could use most high-end office software, some sophisticated animation software, and even a few important number crunchers. But all those programs had similar protocols, their commands and lines of code smothered under the thick insulation of a user-friendly interface. These days, software had to be attractive and effortless, tailored for users like Steve, who hated and even feared the technical secrets embedded in the programs they used. For the computer industry, it was keep it easy to keep it sold.

      He thought about quitting the file. Group organizers were bad enough, but this one was a monster. It showed little apparent organization in the spider web of connecting nodes filling the screen before him, and sixteen more layers just like it waited below the surface. He considered turning it over to the eager young wareheads at work, give them the headaches. Then an approach occurred to him, one that could circumvent the usual laborious search through individual nodes and their associated layers.

      “Alfred. Call up my folder Equal Opportunity in Government Act. Compare my contacts with the nodes in EOG_Back.tdoc. Any correlations?”

      “Entries in EOG_Back.tdoc have a 94.886% correlation to the names listed in your database and notes.”

      Steve frowned. Strike one in his information hunt. His notes contained the names of almost everyone in Congress, over two dozen governors, lots of lobbyists and political gunslingers, and dozens of others with a stake in either passage or defeat of the controversial EOG legislation. What did Ben’s stolen prism have that his own did not?

      “How many entries without correlation?”

      “Thirty-two.”

      Now, that was more like it. “Cycle the non-correlating node entries from EOG_Back.tdoc onto the screen, full screen, two second cycle.”

      He watched the enlarged rectangles flash onto the screen. Each contained a name and brief title for someone in the organizational chart. Steve knew most of the names, mainly industrialists, journalists, chairmen of political interest groups, even a few Supreme Court justices. Not much more than his own files contained. That made it strike two. There had to be more. Ben had come a long way with this information, whether from Washington or from New Mexico. But he had said something about other appointments, which meant other reasons for being in town. Could this be some sort of silly joke, a run the journalist in circles gag? No. EOG was a serious matter with Ben. He did not joke about it. There had to be something hidden in those names.

      “Alfred. How many cross references for these nodes?”

      “One hundred twenty-one.”

      “Cycle in the cross references with the associated nodes.”

      He sank lower into his pillow; this would take a while. The display showed the same kind of rectangles overlaid with text, but many more of them. Relationships between his thirty-two new names and others in the organizer took shape almost immediately, but the shape they took was sadly predictable. Strike three.

      And three was enough for one night, Steve thought. The cycling rectangles of bland text did what long hours of work had not. They lulled him toward sleep. His mind drifted away from data puzzles and toward that place inhabited by the few things he trusted in life. Patricia was there, in all her guises from loud, impatient baby, to screeching preschooler, to the wise and beautiful girl she’d become today. Chelsea was there. Chelsea never changed in this place, always hard-eyed and severe, but beautiful and powerful in her flame-retardant flight suit, the flight helmet cradled in the curve of her hip. And Anna. If any truly powerful fetish lived within Steve’s soul, it was Anna. Small, fragile, unassuming in appearance, Anna was made studious by the round wire-framed glasses that spent more time in her tiny polishing hands than they spent on the bridge of her nose. But Anna was a titanic spirit, one of the most profound souls he had ever met. She had done great things in her forty-four years on earth, and would do more before she left the world. Steve hoped the modern lives they lived would permit his sharing the warmth of her life.

      He started awake. Something triggered alarms in the flagging attention center of his brain.

      “Alfred. Freeze window.”

      Nothing there. Who cares about a middle-range functionary in the John Birch Society? There was something else. Had he imagined it?

      “Reverse cycle. Five second cycle.”

      The previous node flashed onto the screen. Electronics magnate. Tie that to John Birch Society. Big deal. It’s a free country, and there was nothing illegal about being ultra right. The cycle reversed one more node. Ku Klux Klan. Interesting, but this guy was well known to Steve. Further back.

      He stiffened when Alfred flashed the next node. Here was a name that spelled serious news when grouped with the previous three. The man’s reputation was certainly conservative, but extremist? Perhaps the correlation was incidental, based on little more than conjecture. Or maybe it was based on perfectly logical associations that only the file’s author knew anything about. Best not to jump to conclusions.

      Instead, he simply jumped. The next name to appear stung Steve with such force that he bolted upright in bed. No thought of coincidence or casual association occurred to him. These five names on the same correlation line could not be an accident, and these five men could not come together in polite company, even for a game of checkers. The reputations of the last two would self-destruct in the process. Ben was right. This was big. Somehow, though, Steve expected more. This discovery, in all its greatness, could not have wrenched him back from sleep. His embedded journalistic skepticism would have required his subconscious to catalog the information and remind him of it in the morning. Something bigger waited, something his sleep-deprived brain had seen in the peripherals of a dream, and could not ignore. He watched the screen.

      Alfred flashed the next node.

      Steve reached for the phone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            DEARING AND YONELSON

          

        

      

    

    
      They peered about the lobby with hard, calculating eyes, the eyes of experienced predators. Without doubt, the two men were either policemen or party storm troopers. She knew they sought her. Who else could they want?

      She led too bland a life to interest policemen, so she wondered which party the men represented, and why they wanted her at the worst of all times. The Republicans might want to gloat; the Democrats would come with another vindictive lesson, an “I told you so” or two loose and ready. She sank deeper into her easy chair, hoping to fold it around her and so escape detection.

      No such luck. The two scanned the hotel lobby like machines, inspecting each standing body and each of the mainly empty chairs. They found her, and weaved their way across the wide, cluttered expanse of floor. She came to grips with the reality of her moment, and forced that electric smile everyone found so captivating.

      “Governor Dearing?” the tall one inquired. Except for basics like height and weight, these people all looked alike. Were they bred for the purpose, or manufactured? “Excuse me, ma’am. You’re Governor Anna Marie Dearing, of California.”

      She radiated a friendliness she did not feel. “I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake. I haven’t been a governor in over three years. Right now, I’m just Anna. And you are...?”

      “My name is McDonnel, Jack McDonnel. This is Tim Peterson. We’re from the National Committee, just messengers, really.”

      “The National Committee,” she echoed, feigning curiosity. “Which National Committee, may I ask?”

      McDonnel seemed taken aback. “Why, the Democratic Party, of course. May I pull up a seat?” They both pulled up seats.

      “I was at the dinner tonight,” McDonnel said. “Great speech. Oratory is a lost art these days, but you remind us just how well a phrase can turn.”

      “Why, thank you, Jack McDonnel. You certainly know how to charm a girl. And how did you like the evening, Mr. Peterson?”

      Peterson seemed a lot younger than McDonnel, perhaps in his mid-twenties. Anna knew who led and who followed. Still, she wanted Peterson to feel part of the group even in what amounted to a two-way conversation. He seemed startled that she would ask his opinion of anything.

      “I enjoyed myself fine, Governor, I mean, Miss Dearing. I’ve followed your career for years, ever since high school. I’m glad I got to see you in person.”

      “Ever since high school, eh? I’m glad you’re such a fan, dear. Now, try not to remind this little old lady of her advanced age, if you don’t mind.”

      An instant of silence, then Anna and McDonnel both broke into laughter at Peterson’s expense.

      “Don’t worry, darlin’,” Anna said. “You haven’t made me feel like an old lady yet, though I suppose that could just be a middle-aged delusion.”

      McDonnel rescued his partner. “Governor, I have to say that we didn’t come here to congratulate you on your speech. As I said, we’re messengers. The National Committee has entrusted us to bring to you a sensitive concern.”

      “Does the party have any other kinds of concern? Look, Mr. McDonnel, I don’t see what the party wants with me. I’m running independently of party support, my finances are my own, I haven’t bad-mouthed any Democrats, and I don’t stand a chance next month in New Hampshire. Maybe your party bosses should bring their sensitive concerns to someone more notable in the field.”

      “Are things not going well?”

      “I suppose the party has authorized you to ask that question, as well as bring up your sensitive concern? Things are just wonderful, Mr. McDonnel, but there are eleven candidates for the nomination, and conservative New Hampshire and my brand of politics do not mix well. I don’t expect to be a factor until California.”

      “I see.” McDonnel nodded in sympathy, and leaned forward in his chair. “We know the situation, Governor. As close as we can figure, you’re nearly out of money. You don’t have the funds to compete in California. Contributions continue to dry up as people lose confidence in the party’s ability to take this election. On top of that, you’re still paying on loans from last time around. You’re going into a primary you can’t win, and no way to bounce back afterward. Your campaign is over.”

      Anna chilled inside. The purpose of this meeting grew clear to her. She chose her response carefully, beginning with a mocking copy of McDonnel’s sympathetic nod. “Uh-huh. Let me guess. You’ve been given the thankless job of removing an obstacle to a smooth primary. Your bosses want to narrow the field, unite the party early, concentrate on targeting the president, not each other. Then maybe the contributors will return, the war chest will grow, and we’ll have a chance of recapturing the White House. Am I fairly accurate so far?”

      “Yes, ma’am. The party considers the president vulnerable, what with the war in the Balkans and the terrorist problem and all that. But he isn’t so vulnerable that a divided party can defeat him, or a party perceived by the public as divided.”

      “You want a year long campaign against the president, waged by as few candidates as possible, few enough in a campaign long enough to make the voting public pause and think seriously about alternatives to the incumbency.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Uh-huh.” Anna sat back further in her chair. She adopted her position of most authority, crossing her legs, entwining her fingers, and resting her elbows on the armrests. “Sounds like a solid battle plan, Mr. McDonnel. But I see one major flaw in it.” She tapped her chest. “This little obstacle does not intend to quit. This little obstacle does not intend to step aside for someone else in the name of party unity
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