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THE MULTIPLE MAN

ONE

April isthe crudest month.

It sstill winter in Boston. | had tried to get that acrossto the staff before we left Washington. They
had listened, of course, but it never realy registered on them. Too excited about the trip. The President
didn’t make that many public ap-pearances, and they were too busy with the details of this one to worry
about topcoats. When we landed at Logan and filed out of the staff plane, that old wind off the harbor
knifed right through their doubleweave suits and the women’ s stylish little jackets. | wasthe only onewith
ared coat. Didn't look photogenic, but | didn’t freeze my ass, either.

The President didn’t seem to notice the cold. While we huddled down on the windswept ce-ment
rampway, slamping our feet and blowing on our hands, he stood framed in the hatch of Air Force One,
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casudly smiling and waving for the photographers, while the Secret Service security team set up the laser
shields and their other protective parapherndia. The Man wore only a sport jacket over histurtleneck
and dacks. Mr. Casua. When McMurtrie gave him the al-clear nod, he came loping down therampin
that youthful, long-legged stride of his. The paliticians and media flaks surged toward him. The crowds
beyond the police lines roared. One of the bands struck up “Hail to the Chief.” He smiled and grabbed
hands. Everybody smiled back, warm and friendly. Especidly the women.

“Damn!” Vickie Clark ydled over the noise. “Why didn’t you tell meit was going to be this cold?’

“I did.” But Vickie saCdiforniagirl. She puffed out frigid clouds of vapor and looked miserable.
Whichisdifficult for her to do. She' san df, redly. Good-looking in adelicate, dmogt fragile, sort of
way. Theface of an innocent. With asharp, tough mind behind it. Vickie typified the White House staff:
young, intelligent, an achiever.

Bostonisasmadll city, and the haf of it that isn’t covered with universities, churches, or his-torica
monumentsis covered with politicians. They had al turned out for the President, of course. Thiswasthe
first time James J. Halliday had been to Boston as President of the United States. We had dl svung
through twice during last year’ s campaign, and athough the people had come out to see him—pouring
into the streets in such numbers, the second time, that the town smply shut down—the politicos had kept
awary distance. Brilliant young governor from the Far East making adark horse bid for the White
House. They were suspicious. They remembered McGovern, way back when, and the aftermath. But
now they wanted to show the President that they loved him, and the Federal revenues he represented.

Halliday wasin his charming mood. He smiled at everyone, recognized each of those red-faced
professond office holders by first name, and just generdly went through the airport reception like a
combination emperor and movie star. Y ou could fed waves of adulation welling up from thepress, for
God' s sake. And the people behind the police security lines were cheering louder than they would for Pat
O'Brien’ sreincarnation. The politicos kept staring and studying The Man with their beady little eyes,
trying to figure out whet his magic was.

So we had the parade, and the afternoon speech in Boston Common—a cool half-million people
overflowed the old park and completely stopped downtown traffic for two hours. (“'Y ou should' ve told
meto bring my ski parka,” Vickie com-plained as we stood off to one side of the speak-er’ s platform. |
grinned and lent her my topcoat. The sun was shining through the still-bare trees. If The Man could tough
it out in asport jacket, so could I. My coat dropped to Vickie s ankles.)

Werode in the President’ s limousine to the Boston Sheraton for his press conference. | took the
jump seat next to Robert Wyaitt, the appoint-ments secretary, and went over the names of the local
newsmen with The Man, showing him flash pictures of their facesonthe TV viewer built into the
limousine s back seat. Halliday had his eidetic memory going; he' d take onelook at each picture and
have the person’ s namefixed in hismind.

“I can flash their names on the podium.” 1 told him.

Heleaned back in the seet, utterly relaxed. “Might aswell. I’ ve got them dl up here’—he tapped his
temple with aforefinger—"but it' s always better to be over-equipped than embar-rassed.”

Robert H. H. Wyatt nodded a tightlipped agree-ment. Everybody on the staff thought the H. H.
stood for “HisHoliness.” At least, that’ swhat we called him behind his back. He was a crusty old dude,
bald, lean, sharp-eyed. Been aretainer of the elder Halliday—the President’ s father—since before James
J. was born. We dl felt that one of His Holiness s main duties was to report back to the old man on how
and what his son was doing.



Wyatt said, “Mrs. Haliday’ sdueto land at four-fifty; you'll still be at the press conference.”

The Man let aflicker of annoyance show. The First Lady had been origindly scheduled for an earlier
flight, but had begged off for some reason. “Y ou'll have to meet her, Robert, and bring her to the dinner.”

Halliday had dways been able to handle the Washington press corps like achess master playing a
roomful of amateurs Smultaneoudy. So | wasn't expecting any trouble from the news hounds at the
Boston Sheraton. | took achair in the rear of the ballroom, behind the news and media people and dl
their cameras and lights, and tried to relax. The Man was enjoying himsalf up there, making my job essy.

The only sour facein the big ballroom be-longed to McMurtrie, who headed the President’ s security
team.

“Reax, Mac,” | whispered to him, while Haliday was explaining his stand on the Iranian invasion of
Kuwait. “Theonly danger he' sinisfrom being smothered with affection. These people love him. HE's
another JFK.”

McMurtrie shifted his bulk uneasily, making thefolding chair groan. “Nice andogy.”

Itwas a stupid thing to say. | tried to retrieve with, “Comeon.. . . you guys ve got laser deflec-tors,
riot gas, electric prods, sonic janglers. . . it'd take anuclear bomb to hurt him.”

McMurtrie' sface looked like aworried Gibra-tar. “ The Saudis have nukes.”
| gave up and leaned back in my chair. Which did not squeak. I'm lanky, but bony.

Up on the podium, under the TV lights, The Man was saying, “Naturdly, if Saudi Arabiain-tervenes,
then we will have to assure both the King and the Mullahs that the United Stateswill remain neutrdl.
We' ve sold armsfredly to both sdes. Aslong asthey don't threaten our oil supplies, we can continue to
sl them munitions. Short of nuclear weaponry, of course.”

One of thewomen, Betty Turner fromSGR, jumped to her feet and got the President’ snod. “Isthat
moral, sdlling aramsto both sdes?’

Halliday gave her hisbest grin. “No. It snot. It'snot mora to sall weagpons or munitionsto anyone.
But thereisno mordity ininternationd politics. | found that out long ago. No mordity at al.Except. . .”
Helet them al dangle on that for amoment. “ Except to insure that the best inter-ests of the United States
are taken care of. We are still somewhat dependent on both Arabian and Iranian oil, especialy sincethe
Kuwait fields have been temporarily knocked out. In afew years, when we ve reached self-sufficiency in
en-ergy, we can rethink our Middle Eastern policy. But for the present, if they want to haveawar,
they’regoing to do it with our help or without. If we refuse to help them, they will refuseto sdl usail. It's
that Imple”

Turner opened her mouth for another question, but Halliday went on. “ And if we refuseto ded with
them, they’ll turn elsewhere for help, which is something | don’t think we want to see. And, when you get
right downtoit, if werefuseto ded with either sdewe will be, defacto, med-dling in their interna
affairs. Asl’ve said before, our foreign policy isbasically very smple. . . we are not theworld's
policeman or theworld’ s pastor. Wewill do what is best for the United States.”

Damn! He didn't go over with that too well. It was phrased too baldly. Goddamit! I’ d worked over
that foreign policy speech with him for a solid weekend, just the month before, when the Iranians had first
jumped into Kuwait. He had bowled over the Washington press corps with what they had described as
“shrewd political sense and uncommon candor.” Y ou’ d think he could remember the goddamned



wording. It sal-important in this game; it' s not merely what you say, it’ sthe way you say it. You can
carry candor too far.

McMurtrie nudged me gently with hiselbow. For aguy hissze, “gently” can leave your ribs sore.
“Nowyou look worried.” He came as close as he ever does to smiling. “Welcometo the club.”

* * * %

| had begged off attending the dinner before we' d left Washington. The First Lady flew into Logan
late in the afternoon and met Halliday at the hotel. Then they went off to their quiet little
thousand-buck-a-plate dinner at the Harvard Club.l kept wondering what old Harry Truman would' ve
sad tothat.

Vickie covered the dinner for me, letting old Wyatt escort her. It was unusua to see her so dressed
up, inalong gown and everything. With her dim figure, shelooked like a high-schooler going to her first
prom. But she had good color sense; her gown was sea-green, and it picked up the color of her eyes
while setting off her sunstreaked blonde hair beautifully.

HisHolinesslooked stunning in an old-fashioned tuxedo. His parchment-smooth face glistened; he
had reached the age where his skin had taken on that trand ucent look that only infants and octogenarian
have. He made a sately old gentle-manly figure. Vickie could have been his grand-daughter, making her
debut in society.

| assured them both that I’ d show up for The Man's speech in Faneuil Hall at nine, and they |eft for
the Harvard Club. | debated with myself for amoment when | got to the hotel |obby, then decided to
walk to my own dinner appointment.

It had been only alittle more than two years Snce |’ d left Boston to join Halliday’ s campaign and
eventually become amember of his White House staff. The city hadn’t changed much. A couple of new
towers going up in Back Bay, their gaunt skeletons outlined againgt the dusk. The same gaggles of
sudentsin their raunchy Guccis and carefully scuffed sneskers, out looking for an evening' sfun. The
same chill wind that cut through you, no matter how heavy acoat you wore.

| walked briskly through the degpening shad-ows, watched the evening star duck in and out behind
the buildings, and refrained from making any wishes. | felt cold, done, and suddenly damned bitter. | was
heading for the North End, to have dinner with an old newspaper buddy, and the past couple of years
were unreding in my mind likearerun of a TV documentary. | should have been proud of every minute
of it. It should have been agrest timein my life. No one except me knew that it wasn't. At lesd, that's
what | thought and hoped.

There saparticular rhythm to acity, different for each one. After so many monthsin Washing-ton,
which isredly a Southern town with ulcers, | could tell that | wasin Boston even with my eyes closed.
The chaotic snarl of traffic, with each driver making damned certain King George 111 won't tell him which
Sde of the street he could drive on. The anguished nasdl bleet of the im-proper Bostonian telling his
neighbor to “Have a hasaht, willya?” or “Open th’ doah, fir the luvva God!’

It wasfully dark by the time| got to the North End. The street market around Faneuil Hall, on the
other side of the expressway overhead, was closing down. So were the store ownersin Little Italy,
taking in their sdewalk wares. Still, there was an aroma of spices and olives, and the sound of old men
playingmorre under the shadow of Paul Revere' s Old North Church spire. It made meincredibly
homesick.

Johnny Harrison was halfway through awater tumbler of red wine when | stepped into Rita's. The



place hadn’t changed at all. It wastiny, actudly just the front room of aprivate house. Only six little
booths. Linoleum floor covering. Steam radiators hissing and making the place dmost uncomfortably
warm. Paintings of Naples and Venice by one of the neighborhood kids fading on the walls. Conchetta,
the waitress, gill bleaching her hair in the hope that it would make her glamorous. Kitchen in the next
room.

Y ou had to know Rita s existed in order to find the place. The entrance was on an dley that used to
be blocked dl thetime by aMafios Cadillac. Now it was an dectric Mercedes. Word of mouth was the
only advertising that Ritawent in for, and mogt of it wasin Itdian.

There savagueair of Groucho Marx about Johnny Harrison. Maybe it’ s because he' san old movie
buff. He dways looks asif he knows more than you do, and he'saways got aquip ready. He' d put on
someweight intheyear or so sincel’d last seen him, but | knew that if | mentioned it, he'd spill out a
sring of skinny jokes about me. Besides, Sitting next to him was a stranger, a compact young
soccer-player type who had the eager puppy dog look of anew reporter al over him.

| didinto the booth. “Hiya, Johnny.”
Hemadeagrin. “1 was starting to wonder if you’d show up.”
Three minuteslate. | didn’t bother answering that one.

“Thisheré sLen Ryan,” Johnny said. “He Il be covering the President’ s peech tonight from the loca
angle. Y’know . . . historic Faneuil Hall, where Sam Adams s patriots put on their Indian disguisesfor the
Boston Tea Party, was the scene tonight of another great moment in American democracy . . .”

Ryan clapped his hand to his head. “May my word processor blow afuseif | ever write crap like
thet!”

Weall laughed. Then Johnny got just alittle formal. “Leonard, melad, thisis Meric Albano, the press
secretary to the President of the United States. One of my protégés. We started together on the old
Globe, and have spent many alondy dinner hour right in this very booth.”

Ryan extended his hand. “ An honor, Mr. Al-bano.”

Hisgrip was very muscular. “Meric,” | told him.

“Americo,” Johnny said. “The son of an overly patriotic would-be poet.”

“My father was acivil engineer,” | said. “| was born the day he and my mother landed here.”
“In Boston?’ Ryan asked.

“No. Cleveland. The flight was supposed to land in Boston, but a snowstorm had closed Logan. We
got to Boston on abus, findly.”

“Three weeks|ater,” Johnny said. “ A fascinat-ing beginning to afascinating life.”
“I’ve been very fortunate,” | kidded.

“And we are honored,” Johnny went on, “that you could pull yoursaf away from your dutiesto break
bread with us.”

“And bend elbows,” | said.



“Indeed.” Hetook hisglassin hand, squinted at the reflections of the overhead bulbsin thered wine,
then realized that | didn’t have anything to drink. He signaed to Conchetta, who nodded and smiled hdllo
a me.

Dinner was pleasant enough, except when Johnny’ s bantering got around to Laura
“Shedid arrive okay, didn’t she?’ he asked.

“Yes. They're having dinner a the Harvard Club.”

“Laura?’ Ryan asked. “You mean the First Lady?”’

“Indeed s0,” Johnny said, twirling aforkful of linguini like an expert. “Laura Benson and Meric were
childhood sweethearts. . .

“Hardly childhood,” | said, trying to keep the anger from showing. “ Shewasin Radcliffeand | was
going to Bogton University.”

Johnny shrugged good-naturedly, without losing asingle strand of linguini. “ At any rate, they went
through dl the pangs of True Love. Except that somehow she ended up marrying the Gover-nor of
Colorado.”

“Who isnow the President,” Ryan finished.

“Exactly. And our dear friend Meric, here. . .stdwart, steady, duty-first Meric, ends up asthe
President’ s press secretary. And | am naught but alowly city editor. Strange world. And to think | taught
him everything he knows, too. Do you get to see much of her, Meric?’

My mouth dodged the issue before my brain could think it over. “Why do you think I’'m having
dinner here with you guystonight?’

* * * %

Ryan tagged adong with me as | walked through the underpasses beneath the expressway to Farieuil
Hall. The night was turning colder, getting cloudy. The youngster seemed to be goggle-eyed at the idea of
being among Great Men. | didn’t disillu-sion him, athough Johnny’ swine-soaked probing had left a sour

fedinginmy gut.

The auditorium insde Faneuil Hall had just been redecorated from floor to celling. Asawaysin
Boston, there had been atitanic argument over whether the motif should be Origina Puritan, Patriotic
Colonid, or Bullfinch Federdist. The patriots won, and the place looked stately and elegant in that
Colonid blend of severity and warmth. Blues and golds dominated, with natural wood tones gleaming
here and there. The place was jammed with the Massachusetts research and development intelligentsia
Scientissfrom MIT and Harvard, engineers from the once-magica Route 128 “éeectronic highway,” the
survivors of booms and busts that had staggered the R & D industry and the nation’ s economy with the
regularity of amajor league dugger taking batting practice.

| didn’t have anything to do with his speech. Robinson and the other speechwriters put it to-gether,
athough The Man dways put alot of pure Haliday into everything he said. And hetied the speech into
the afternoon press confer-ence' s questions about the Iranian war in an ad-lib way that no speechwriter
can prepare ahead of time:

“...thered issueisvery clear. The basic questionissurviva. Surviva for theway of life we have
worked so hard to achieve. Surviva for the democratic ingtitutions that have made us agreat and



prosperous people. Surviva for our children and our children’s children.

“We can no longer alow oursalvesto be depen-dent on dwindling natural resources for the pri-mary
needs of our people. Nor need we be so dependent, when we have within our grasp—thanksto the
dedication and perseverance of our nation’s scientists and engineers—new sources of energy that will
eliminate forever the twin dangers that haunt us: resource depl etion and pollution of the environment.

“Itismy intention, and | am sure the Congress will agree, to push ahead for the development of new
energy systems, such asthe orbiting solar network and the laser-fusion generators, with al the vigor that
we can command.”

They loved it. For thefirg timein their memo-ries a President was treating them like an important
nationa resource. It meant huge dol-lops of Federa money for the brainboys, sure. But more important
to that audience on that night was the fact that the President, The Man himsdlf, was saying to them, “We
need you, we want you, we admireyou.” They would have followed him anywhere, just astheir fathers
had followed Kennedy to the moon.

But he seemed iff to me. Uncomfortable. He wasreading the speech, something he amost never
did. Only aningder would noticeit, | figured, but helooked to me asif heweren't redly dl that familiar
with the speech.

Laurawas Sitting on the stage, just to theright of the podium, looking more beautiful than ever. The
limelight of attention and public homage seemed to be making her more salf-assured, more pleased with
hersdlf and the world around her. She was a goddess whose worshipers were anation. They knew it and
she knew it. So she sat there, smiling, beautiful, adored, and remote. From me.

| pulled my attention away from her and let my eyes wander across the rapt audience. | won-dered
what Sam Adams and his roughnecks would have to say about this crowd. How many of these
well-dressed heavily educated people would daub red clay on their faces and dressin Indian feath-ersto
go out and defy the laws of the Govern-ment? A few, | guessed. Damned few. And | wasn't certain |
could count mysdlf among them.

The whole stage, up where the President and his group were, was protected by aninvisble
laser-actuated shield. And there were other, re-dundant, shields around the podium and the body of the
President. If anyonetried to fire ashot from the audience, the scanning laserswould pick up the bullet in
flight and zap it into vapor with a microsecond burst of energy. Sonic jan-glerswould paralyze everyone
in the auditorium, and McMurtrie' s men could pick up the would-be n a their leisure. Fool proof
quantum-€electronic security. All done with the speed of light. The President could appear to be standing
aoneand in the open, naked to his enemies, when he was actually protected so well that no major
nations had been successful in years.

Which iswhy | was more startled than annoyed when McMurtrie grabbed my shoulder and
whis-pered, subtle asahorse, “Follow me.”

| didn’t have much choice. He had dready haf-lifted me out of my seat in the press section. Len
Ryan glanced at me quizzicdly. It must have looked like | was being hauled off on adrug bust.

“I'll beright back,” | mouthed at him as McMurtrie practically dragged me to the nearest exit.

Hewaited for the big meta door to close fully before he said, “We ve got troubles, and you' ve got
to keep the news hounds out ofit.”

Framed by the bare-walled exit tunnedl that led to the dley, lit from above by a single unshielded bulb,



McMurtrie looked troubled indeed. His big beefy face was amap of worry and brooding belligerence.
“What' s happened?’ | asked. “What' sthe mat-ter . . .”

He shook his head and grabbed my arm. Lead-ing me down the tunnel toward the outside door,
which opened onto the dley behind the Hall, he said only, “Don’t ask questions. Just keep the news
people off our backs. We can't have aword leak out about this. Understand? Not word num-ber one.”

And hisgrip on my arm was squeezing so hard that my hand started to go numb.
“Itwould helpif ...

He barged through the outside fire door and we were out in the dley. It was cold. The wind was
cutting and there were even afew flakes of snow swirling in thelight cast by the bulb over the door. |
wished for my topcoat, sllently, because McMurtrie was dragging me up the dley, away from the street
and into the deeper shadows, and he wasn’t going to give me a chance to even ask for the damned coat.

The dley angled right, and as we turned the bend | saw ahuddle of people bending over something.
Two of them wore Boston police uni-forms. The other half-dozen werein civvies. They had that Secret
Service no nonsense look to them.

McMurtrie didn’'t have to push through them. They parted as he gpproached. What they were
bending over was a blanket. Lying there on the pavement of thisdirt-encrusted aley. A blanket with a
body under it. | could see apair of shoes poking out from the blanket’ s edge.

“The doctor hereyet?” McMurtrie asked gruffly. One of the Secret Service agents answered, “On
hisway, Sr.”

“Both ends of thisalley seded?”’
“Y esdir. Four men at each end. Ambulance. . .”

“No ambulance.No noise. Get one of our cars. Cal Klienerman; tdl him to meet usat Mass
Gengd.”

“He s4ill inWashington, isn't. .7’

“Get him up here on an Air Force jet.” McMurtrie turned to another security man. “Y ou get to Mass
General and clear out the cryonicsfacility. Screen the place yourself. Take as many men asyou need
from thelocal FBI office Move.”

The agent scampered like a scared freshman.

| was gtill staring at the shoes.Who the hell would be walking around back here? The shoes
looked brand new, not abum’s.

McMurtrie had turned to the two Boston cops. “Would you mind securing the fire door, up the dley?
No onein or out until we get this cleared away.” He barely gestured toward the body.

The cops nodded. They were both young and looked scared.

Then McMurtrie fixed me with agun-metal stare. “Y ou’ d better go back inside the way you came
out. Make sure the press people stay in there to the end of the President’ s speech. Do not let any of
them out here”



“Howcanl keep..."

Helaid astubby finger against my chest. It felt asif it weighed half aton. “I don’t care how you doit.
Just doit. Then meet us a the Mass Generd cryonicsfacility after the speech. Alone. No reporters.”

He was dead serious. And the man under the blanket was dead. My brain began to whirl. It couldn’t
be an assassination attempt. One well--shod character staggersinto an aley to have a heart attack and
McMurtrie acts asif we're being invaded by Martians.

But | didn’t argue. | went back to the fire door, a couple of steps behind the two cops. Maybe
McMurtrie was just overreacting. Or maybe, crafty son of a bitch that he was, he was using this accident
as an opportunity to test histroops capabilities.

Qure, that’sit. A practice run, courtesy of a wino whose time ran out.| was about to smile when
the rest of my brain asked, Then why' s he bringing Dr. Klienerman up from Washington? And
what’ s he want the Massachusetts General Hospital’ s cryonics facility for? He' s going to dip the
wino in liquid nitrogen and make a frozen popsicle out of him?

Onelook at the faces of those two Boston patrolmen drove all the levity out of me. They were
scared. Not from finding awino in an aley. Not from brushing against the President’ s secu-rity team.
Something wasin their eyesthat | hadn’t seen since the San Fernando quake—these guys were terrified
of something that went beyond human control.

They had reached the fire door afew paces ahead of me and turned to stand guard. | stopped when
they looked at me. One of them had his electric prod in his gloved hands. The other had hooked his
thumb around the butt of hisrevolver.

“Uh...McMurtrietold meto go back inside,” | mumbled. Somehow | felt guilty intheir eyes.

“Yeah, we heard him.” That’ sdl either one of them said. One of them opened thefire door and |
stepped back insde the Hall.

| was shaking. And not entirely from the cold.

* k x %

The President’ s speech was almost over as| took my sedt.
“What happened?’ Ryan whispered to me. “Y ou look awful.”
| tried giving him afierce glance. “Just cold. I’'m okay”

“What' sgoing on?’

“Nothing,” | lied. “McMurtrie wanted to check the arrangements for the President’ s ride back to
Logan. Wanted to know if | had planned aQ and A session after the speech.”

Ryan looked a bit puzzled, but he apparently accepted that. | felt lucky that he was alocal reporter
and not one of the Washington corps, who know that we never have aquestion period following a
speech. Especidly when The Man' s dready given a press conference the same day.

Haliday wound up his speech, the audience cheered mightily, and the usud round of hand-shaking
started up on stage. The Hall emptied dowly, although most of the reporters raced for the nearest exitsto
get back to their offices and file their stories. The few who tried to take an dley exit were turned back,



grumbling.
Ryan didn’t leave, though.

“Don’t you have adeadlineto meet?’ | asked him aswe walked dowly toward the back of the Hall,
following the emptying throng.

He paced a ongside me, stubborn faced and tweedy. “1’m doing the color piece for the after-noon
edition. Got plenty of time. | waswondering . . . Johnny thought it might be fun to do an interview with
yw.”

“Me?’

“Sure” Hewaved an armintheair. “Loca man makes good. What it’ slike to work in the White
House. Theinsde story of the most popu-lar President since Roosevelt . . . that kind of stuff.”

“Not now,” | said. “I’ve got to join the rest of the staff and get back to Washington. No timefor an
interview.”

“Too bad.”
| didn’t like thelook on hisface: more curious than disappointed. Or maybe | was projecting.

“Look,” | said. “Why don't we do the interview by phone. Give me acdl early next week and we'll
st up atime. Okay?’

He nodded without smiling. “ Sure.”

Ryan offered me arideto the airport, once we got outside to the windy, cold street. | told him | was
going to ridein one of the staff limousines; it wasall set up. Hetook it with an air of dubious
graciousness, shook my hand, and jogged off through the shadows to the parking lot. | watched the wind
pluck at his coat.

Therewas one cab left in front of Faneuil Hall, and | felt damned lucky to get it. | ducked insde, glad
to be out of thewind.

“Mass Generd,” | told the cabbie.
“Yaknow how t’ get there?’ he asked from the other sde of his bulletproof shield.

“Damned right | do!” | snapped. Boston cab-bies have sent their kids to Harvard on the meter
readings of their excursions. The city issmall, but no two streets connect in any logica way. Y ou could
spend two hours circling your destination if you didn’t know where it was.

| gave the cabbie detailed ingtructions on how to get there. His only response was agrumbling,
“Awright, awright,” as he snapped the meter flag down and put the taxi in geer.

Any large hospita isamaze of hgphazard corri-dors, buildings joined together in an unplanned

sprawl of growth, cloying smells of medicine and fear and pain. It makes me nervousjust to vist asick
friend.

| finaly found the cryonics unit, where they freeze clinically dead people who have enough insurance
and the proper papersto be held in cold storage until some brilliant medical geniusfigures out away to



cure what they “died” from. It looked more like something out of NASA than ahospital facility. Lots of
gainless sted, meta desks, and computer consoles lining thewalls. Everything painted white, like a
clean-room facility. Fluorescent pandlsin the celling over-head cast a glareless, shadowlesslight that
somehow made me edgy, nervous. One whole wall of the main room was along window. At first glance
| thought it was an operating “the-ater” on the other side.

McMurtrie was Stting a one of the desks, out-bulking it and looking grimly ominous. A covey of
green-smocked hospital people worked at the other desks. The computer was humming to itself, lights
flickering on itsread-out console asif it weretdlling itself agood joke. McMurtri€’ s agents were standing
around, looking uneasy and suspicious.

As| steppedin, | realized that McMurtrie was talking to someone on the picture-phone. Thetiny
screen on the desk top showed a middle-aged man who looked rather rumpled and unhappy.

“I'm very sorry to have to bother you at thishour, Dr. Klienerman,” McMurtriewas rumblingin a
tone as closeto politeness as I’ ve ever heard from him. “If you agree to freezing the body we can
trangport it back to Water Reed and have it ready for your examination in the morning.”

Klienerman said something, but | didn’t hear it. My eye had caught the scene insde the cryon-ics
“thester.”

A long stainless-stedl cylinder waslying onitsSide, like asection of gleaming sawer pipe. All around
it were blue-painted tanks of liquid nitro-gen, with linesleading from them into the cylin-der. The hose
lines were caked with frost, and steamy white vapor was eddying out of the cylin-der’ s open end. It
lookedcold in there; colder than Dante’ sfrozen hell.

At the open end of the cylinder was a hospita table, holding the whitdly lifdless body of aman. The
man who had been covered by the blanket in the dley behind Faneuil Hall. He was uncovered now.
Completely naked. Obvioudy dead.

My knees sagged benegth me.

The dead man was James J. Halliday, the President of the United States of America.

TWO

It was McMurtrie who grabbed me. He wrapped his gorillaarms around my shoulders. Otherwise |
would ve gone right down to the floor.

“It'snothim,” hewhispered fiercely. “It'sacopy, aduplicate. . .”

| was having trouble breathing. Everything seemed to be out of focus, blurred. | couldn’t get air into
my lungs

Next thing | knew | was sitting down and gulping at a plastic cup’ sworth of water. McMurtriewas



looming over me. But | was still looking past him, at the body lying in the cryonics chamber. Cold. Dead.

“It'snot the President,” McMurtrie said a me. “He s on the plane, on hisway back to Washing-ton.
| talked to him ten minutes ago.” He jerked a thumb toward the picture-phone on the desk.

“Thenwho . ..” My voice sounded wesk and cracked, asif it were coming from someone else,
somebody old and badly scared.

McMurtrie shook his heed, like abuffalo get-ting rid of gnats. “Damned if | know. But we'll find out.
Bdieveit.”

| was beginning to register normally again. Taking adeep breath, | straightened up in the chair and
looked around the glareless white room. Four of McMurtri€’ s men were standing around. They had
nothing to do, but they looked dert and ready. One of them, closest to the door, had his pistol out and
was minutely examining the ac-tion, clicking it back and forth. The ammo clip wastucked into his
jacket’ s breast pocket.

“ Somebody’ s made adouble for the President,” | said to McMurtrie, with some strength in my voice
now, “and your men killed him.”

Heglared & me. “No such thing. Wefound this. .. man . . . inthealey. Just where you saw him. He
was dead when those two cops stumbled over him. No identification. No marks of violence.”

| thought about that for amoment. “ Just lying there stretched out in the dley.”

“The cops thought he was adrunk, except he was dressed too well. Then when they saw hisface.
“No bullet wounds or needle marks or any-thing?’

McMurtrie said, “ Go in there and examine him yoursdf, if you want to.”

“No, thanks.” But | found myself staring at the corpse in the misty cold chamber. He lookedexactly
likeHdliday.

“Areyou in good enough shape to walk?’” McMurtrie asked me.

“l guesss0.”

“And tak?’

It was my turn to glare at him. “What do you think I’m doing now?’

He grunted. It waswhat he did instead of laughing. “ There' re afew reporters out at the front desk.
Thelocd police and two of my people are keeping them there. Somebody’ s going to haveto talk to
them.”

| knew who somebody was. “What do | tell them? Disneyland made acopy of the President?’

“You don't tell them adamned thing,” McMurtrie said. “But you send them home satisfied that they
know why we're here. Got it?’

| nodded. “Give' em the old Ziegler shuffle. Sure. I’ [l walk on water, too. Just to impressthem.”

Heleaned over so that his face was close enough for me to smell his mouth freshener. “Listen to me,
Thisisimportant. We cannot have the mediafinding out that there was an exact duplicate of the



President running loose in Baston tonight.”
“Hewasn't exactly running loose,” | said.
“Not one word about it.”

“What'd hedie of 7’

He shrugged massively. “Don’'t know. Our own medica people gave him aquick going over, but
there’ sno way to tell yet. We re going to freeze him and ship him down to Klienerman at Water Reed.”

“Beforel talk to thereporters,” | said, “I want to check with The Man.”

McMurtrie grumbled just enough to stay in character, then let me use the phone. It took only afew
moments to get through on the specid code to the President in Air Force One. They were circling
Andrews AFB, about to land. But one thing the President ingsts on isinstant communi-cations, wherever
heis. HE s never farther away from any of his staff than the speed of light.

In the tiny screen of the desk-top phone, he looked alittle drawn. Not tired or worried so much as
nettled, amogt angry. | reviewed the Stuation with him very quickly.

“And McMurtrie thinks | ought to stonewall the reporters,” | concluded.
His public smile was gone. His mouth wastight. “What do you think?" he asked me.

One of Hdliday’ stenets of faith had been total honesty with the press. He was damned fair to the
working news people, which is one of the reasons | was attracted to him in thefirst place. Completely
addefrom Laura

“I'm afraid he'sright, Mr. President,” | an-swered. “We can't let thisout . . . not right now.”
“Why not?’

It was aquestion he always asked. Working for him was a congtant exercise in thinking clearly.
“Because”—I thought as clearly and fast as| could—"adisclosure now would raise more ques-tions
than answers. Whoisthis. . . thisdouble? How’ d he get to look like you? And why? How did he die?
And...” | hesitated.

Hecaught it. “And isit redly James J. Hdliday you’ ve got cooling down in there, whilel’man
impogter replacing him? Right?”

| had to agree. “ That’ sthe biggie. And if you' re an imposter, who' re you working for?’
He grinned. “The Republicans.”

Serioudy, he asked, “Meric . . . do you think I'm an imposter?’

“Not for amicrosecond.”

“Why not?’

“Y ouwouldn’'t be chdlenging melikethisif you were. Besdes, you' re behaving exactly theway you
aways behave.

He cocked his head to one side dightly, which isanother of his persond little pieces of action. | had



never paid much atention to it until that moment.

“All right,” hesaid a lagt. “1 don't like hiding things from the press unlessthere’ sadamned vita
reason for it.”

“Thisisvery vitd,” | sad.

He agreed and then asked to speak with McMurtrie. | got up from the desk and stared again into the
cold chamber. The team of green-gowned meditechs was starting to dide the corpse into the
danless-sted cylinder that would be his cryonic sarcophagus. Liquid nitrogen boil-off filled the chamber
with whitish vapor. Each of the meditechs wore aface mask; I’ d never be able to identify them again.

Then that one word struck me.Exactly. The man | had just spoken to on the picture-phone acted
exactly like the James J. Halliday I’ d known and worked for since he first started campaigning. The
corpse they were diding into that cold metal cylinder looked exactly like James J. Haliday. My knees got

fluttery again.

McMurtrie came over beside me. | could see our two reflectionsin the glass that separated usfrom
the cold chamber. Helooked as grim as vengeance. | looked scared as shit.

“Okay, kid,” hetold me. “Y ou'rein the big leagues now. Put on a straight face and get those
newsmen out of here while we ship the casket out the back way.”

One of his men waked with me up to the waiting room near the hospitd’ s main entrance. Hewas a
typica McMurtrie trooper: negtly dressed, quiet and colorlessto the point of invis-bility. And perfectly
capable of quietly, color-lesdy, maybe even bloodlessly, killing aman. It was something to think abouit.

Len Ryan was among the news people in the waiting room. There were eleven of them, amod-ern
baker’ s dozen, sitting on the worn and tired-looking plastic chairs, talking and joking with one another
when | walked in. Ryan was off in acorner by himself, writing in athick notebook. He threw me alook
that was hafway between suspicion and contempt.

“Don’t any of the news chicksin thistown work late anymore?’ | cracked, putting on my
professona amile.

“They weredl at theairport interviewing the First Lady,” said the guy nearest me. Hewas grosdy
overweight, not the type you' d expect to chase ambulances. | hadn’'t known him when I’ d worked for
theGlobe, but he looked older than I. New in town, | figured.

It wasasmall room. | stepped into it afew paces and they all stood up expectantly. Thefloor tiles
had been patterned once, but now the colors were al but obliterated from years of peopl€ sfrightened,
weary pacing. Thelights were too bright. The heat was up too high. Through the two sealed windows|
could see carswhizzing by on Storrow Drive, and the river beyond them, and MIT beyond theriver. |
wished | could be out there someplace, anyplace, awvay from here.

“What's going on, Meric?’ asked Max Freid of UPI. We used to call him “Hotdog Max,” because
he was aways shooting for the spectacular story. “Why al the hustle with the Secret Service? Who' sthe
giff?’

“Takeit easy,” | said, making dowdown mo-tionswith my hands. “Don’t get yoursel ves ex-cited.
Apparently some wino staggered into the dley behind Faneuil Hall tonight and keeled over from aheart
attack.” McMurtrie can arrange with the local FBI office to slip a real wino who really died tonight
into the Mass General files. “The police patrolling the area found him and derted the President’s



security team. They are very pro-tective guys, as you may have noticed, and they had the body shipped
hereimmediately. Just routine precaution, that' sall.” Better get those two Boston patrolmen sent to
Washington or otherwise put on ice. If these wiseasses get their hands on them, the story’ll pop
out in fifteen minutes. The meditechs were Army people, fromwhat McMurtrie said. Check on it.

“Seemslike ahdluvalot of overreaction for one dead wino.”

| nodded at them. “Y eah. | suppose so. But that’ s the way these security people react. No-body’s
hit a President—or even acandidate—in alot of years. Right?’ What about tonight! Was it an
attempt? Did it succeed?

They muttered reluctant agreement.

“Ligten, fellas.” Now | had to throw the strike-out pitch. “1 spoke to the President on the phone just
before | came over here. | suggested, and he agreed, that | ask you guys not to print anything about this
littleincident .. .”

“1 knew it!”
“Comeon, Meric. For Chri ...

“Hear meout!” | raised my voice. When they stopped grumbling, | went on. “I don't liketo ask you
to do this, and the Presdent was even more hesitant . . .”

“Thenwhy ask?’ It camefrom Len Ryan.

“Simply becauseitwas just a harmlessinci-dent that shouldn’t be blown up out of propor-tion. And
because everytime there' s been anews story that even hintsat an nation attempt, every kook in
the country turnsviolent. Y ou know that. | don’t haveto tell you about it.”

“What about the President’ sterrific security team? Arethey scared of alittle exercise?”’

“Wiseup!” | snapped. “The Man’ s got the best protection in the world. But whyinvite trouble? Why
put the ideain some nut’ s head? Because adrunk dropped dead in an dley? Come off it.”

“How’ d he get back there? Wasn't there a police net around the Hall?’

That’sright,| realized.How the hell did he get into that alley? But my mouth was getting very
clever. “That'sjust my point. No security system is perfect. Thank God it was just a harmless drunk.”

“I'll have to ask my city editor about this,” said one of the men in the back of the room. “We can't
guarantee not to print it.”

“Listen! Remember the attempt on Jackson’slife, back in the eighties?’
“The poor dob never got within ahundred yards of Jackson.”

“Sure” | said. “But the following week that mental patient killed eleven peoplein Sacra-mento, right?
And the sniper in Dayton, right after that?’

“You can't prove that anews story made them go berserk.”

“I don't haveto proveit,” | said. “I just want you guys, and your editors, to understand what's at
stake here. Y ou make a story out of thisincident and you might set off anew Boston Strangler.”



“Jesus Chrigt!” somebody muttered. “Might aswell blame usfor Jack the Riper.”

It took alot moretalk. And phone cdlsto ahaf-dozen deepy, short-tempered editors. | called right
from the hospitd’ s main switchboard, while they clustered around me. It was past two in the morning
when the last one of them agreed to Sit on the story.

| was dead tired. The reportersfiled out of the hospital, too frustrated to complain about spend-ing
the night for nothing.

“Sill going to thearport in an officid limou-sne?’

It was Ryan. He was the last one left, as| stood in the hospital’ s entrance corridor. Nobody else
there except him and me, and the near-invisible security man leaning his back againgt thewall.

“| galed you,” | admitted. “1’m sorry about it. They found acorpsein the alley and everybody got a
litlefidgety.”

He nodded, acompact little jerk of his head. He had abull neck and looked asif he could be very
stubborn when he wanted to be. And idedlistic. He reminded me of mysdif at that age. Maybe that’ swhy
| didn't like him.

“I can il driveyou to theairport,” he said.

“No. Thanks, anyway. | wouldn’t want to take you out of your way. I’ ve asked enough of you for
onenight.”

That brought asmile out of him. “It'son my way. My pad’sin Winthrop. Comeon. . . you look

Reuctantly, I let him lead me out to the park-ing lot and | got into his car. Ryan didn’t say aword
whilewe droveto the arport. | must have dozed for afew minutes. The next thing | remem-ber ispulling
up in front of thetermina building where the staff jet was il parked.

“Thanksfor thelift,” | said as| garted to haul mysdf out of the Toyota Electric.
“Any time”

Being careful not to bump my head, | finaly squeezed out onto the sdewalk, like the last drop of
toothpaste coming out of arolled-up tube. Ducking back inside, | shook Ryan’s extended hand.

“I'll call youinacouple of days,” hesaid. “I think I’ d like to come to Washington to interview you.
Now.”

| banged my head on the door top as| pulled away from him.

There were severa strange men trying to look inconspicuous as they guarded the terminal en-trances,
the corridor, and the ramp gate near the staff plane. FBI, | assume. They didn’'t have the air of
McMurtrie' s people.

The plane was warm and comfortable and filled with deeping people. Most of the staff had been
ingdedl night, snce The Man's speech ended. The lightswere so dim | could barely make out their
deeping forms, curled up or stretched out in the plush swivel sests.

McMurtrie wasn't adeep, though. He was sit-ting up forward, with atiny worklight making his seat
and folding table an idand of wakefulnessin the darkened plane. | went up to him and saw that he was



doing nothing, just Stting there and garing off into infinity.

The engines began to whine into life. The seat-belt sign flashed on. | took the chair next to
McMurtrie, leaned across the space separating us, and asked, “ Anything new?’

He shook his head silently.
“Do they”—I hooked athumb back toward the rest of the staff—"know about it?’

It was obviousthat | was breaking into his private chain of thought. He turned dowly toward me and
rumbled, “ So far we' ve been able to keep it from them. There s no sense spreading this any further than
it hasto go.”

| agreed. “Where sthe, uh, capsule? The cry-onic container?’
“On aseparate plane, heading for Minnesota.”
| blinked at him. “Where?’

“A specid laboratory in Minnesota. The Presi-dent’ s orders. We' reflying Dr. Klienerman out there
tomorrow. Be easier to maintain security that way.”

Bysecurity he meantsecrecy.

“The President told you to do that?’
McMurtrie nodded.

“Himsdf?’

He nodded again, but with growing impatience. “It wasn't Wyatt or one of the other staffers? It was
The Man himsdf, persondly?”’

McMurtrie never loses his self-control. He thinks. But he' s not accustomed to being interrogated.
“Yes, it wasthe President himself,” he said, keeping hisvoice so low that | could barely hear it over the
risng roar of the plan€' sengines. “ Exactly the same procedure as before.”

Even through my deepy, foggy brain that last word hit me. “Before? What before?’

For just aflash of asecond he redlized he’ d said something he shouldn’t have. He reached out and
clamped aheavy hand around my arm. “Keep your voice down, damn you!”

“This has happened before?’ | indsted. “Thisign't thefirgt time?”

Hisface contorted with barely suppressed rage, McMurtrie answered, “ Ask the President about it.
Not me.”

“I'will,” I sngpped at him. 1 sure as hdl will!”

THREE



It should have seemed like abad dream the next morning. | awoke with the sunlight streaming
through my bedroom window. Rock Creek Park was green and leafy out there. In Washington, April is
amost summertime. The cherry treeswerein bloom aong the Tida Basin and up Fourteenth Street. The
sky was clear and bright blue.

But | ill felt lousy. Not just from having only afew hours deep. | was scared.

None of the staff had offices in the White House anymore. Even though Haliday kept avery small
gaff, compared to any President since Truman, he still ingsted on keeping the White House exclusively to
himsdf. Why he and Laura needed the entire executive mansion was the object of alot of snidetak in
Washington. It had been a source of smutty jokes during the first few months of Halliday’s
Adminigtration. But then he began hitting his stride as President and started giving people the best
damned government they’ d had in ageneration. Thejokes died avay. Asthe stock market climbed,
inflation leveled off, and some headway was made even on the stubborn unem-ployment figures, jokes
about Halliday went from nasty to nice. He was beloved by all.

But he till wouldn't let any of us set up shop in the White House. Security was the unspoken
byword. Thinking back on al the Presidents and candidates who' d been shot over the years, who could
blame him? It seemed to be his only quirk; he was damned tight about his personal security. And privacy.

Every morning, for example, | went through our daily press briefing on the phone with The Man. | sat
in my office and we reviewed the day’ s news over the picture-phone. Then I’ d go down and give the
morning briefing to the Washington press corps. | hardly ever went to the White House. None of usdid.
We talked with the Presi-dent through the picture-phones. Some days he was light and jovid. Some days
he was tense and critical. Once or twice he was downright bitchy at us, especialy when we had to face
bad economic news. But it was avery rare day when he asked one of usto the White House for a
face-to--face discusson. “Wedl work for the phone company,” was acommon song in our offices.

The gtaff was housed in officesin the buildingsright around the White House. Minewasin the Aztec
Temple. We cdled it that because it was heated and cooled entirely by solar energy, ademondtration
project of the Department of Energy. It was shaped like a stepped-back pyra-mid, to make as many
sun-catching surfaces as possible. And it worked pretty well, too, except that the place got chillier than
hell in deep winter. And the dightest covering of snow shut down the solar panels completely. We got
more snow holidays than thelocal school kidsdid.

My officewas cool and dry when | got into it; the air conditioning wasworking fine. But | barely
noticed. While Greta brought me my morn-ing coffee and Situation reports, and made her usual motherly
noises about the bags under my eyes and getting the deep | need, | punched the phone keyboard.

It takes afew minutes to go up the White House ladder, even for the President’ s press secre-tary. |
leaned back in my desk chair, flicked on the network channels on five of the TV screensthat made the
far wall of my office look like an insect’ s eye, and took a cautious sip of the steam+-ing black coffee.

Sure enough, | burned my tongue. All five of the morning news programs were talking about things
other than last night’ s excitement in Bos-ton. | had the sound off, of course. Some of the electronics
smart boys had rigged the screens with print-outs that spelled out what the people on the screens were
mouthing. | often thought that if everybody’ shome TV worked that way, without the noise, we'd al bea
lot saner.



The newscagters were showing the latest fight-ing in Kuwait, complete with sky-high pillars of oily
black smoke making a damned expensive back-ground for asquad of Iranian air-cushion armored
personnel carriers. Then they dl switched to the President’ s speech in Boston. But not one word about

the body inthedley.
Robert H. H. Wyaitt appeared on my phone screen.
“Good morning, Meric. How are you today?’
“Rotten,” | told him. “I"ve got to see The Man. Now. If not sooner.”

Nothing ever surprised or ruffled old Robert. He sat there for amoment, and the only thing
happening to convince you he wasn't awax statue was the barely detectable throbbing of abluishveinin
his gleaming bald head.

“You'll haveyour regular newsreview a . .."
“Robert,” | snapped, “turn your scrambler on, please.”

He blinked once, and | saw his shoulders move. His hands were out of the screen’sview. | flicked
on the scrambler a my end, and the little phone screen flickered briefly. Then the picture steedied again.

Before His Holiness could say anything, | popped, “ Robert, you know what happened last night.”
“Lagt night?’

To hdl with it. | knew he knew. | was certain of it. HE' s closer to the President than McMurtrie or
me or any of hisstaffers. He' sthe Presdent’ s surrogate father, for Christ’ s sake.

“A body was found in the aley behind Faneuil Hall. It looked exactly like James J. Haliday. | mean
exactly. And it’snot thefirst timeit’s happened, either.”

Hisface went dead white. Wyatt had never seemed too strong; he wasfrail and dow-moving and he
aways had apale, waxy look to him. But thelast hint of color drained from hisface. Hisleft eyeticked
uncontrollably, severd times.

“Lagt night, you say?’ Hisvoice was baredly audible.
“You didn’t know about it?’
“Not thisone.”

“I’vegot to seethe President,” | said again. “Thisistoo big to keep out of the news indefi-nitely. If
there’'saplot to dip adoubleinto hisplace. . . or if they’vedready . . .

“They?’ The strength flowed back into him. He frowned at me. “What do you meanthey?”

“How the hdll do | know? The Russians. The Chinese. The Saudis. Somebody’ strying to get aman
who looks exactly like the President into places where the President is. Who and why?’

Hesaid firmly, “That'samatter for the inter-nal security people, not the press secretary.”

| made my voice as stubborn as his. “ Robert, sooner or later I’'m going to haveto ether tell what |
know to the press, or try to hide thisfrom them. | won't act in the dark; I’m not going to be atrained
parrot. | want to see The Man thismorning. | want to make sure that he' sthe same man | agreed to



work for.”

His mouth opened, but no words came out. Not for severa seconds. Finaly he glanced down for a
moment, then looked back at me and said, “Eleven forty-five. The Vice-President will bein with him,
too, but | suppose it’samatter that you should participate in with them. And then you can stay for afew
minutes after the Vice-President leaves”

| nodded. “ Ovadl Office?’

1] YS.”

* * * %

Vigtorsto the White House go in through the East Wing and are guided past the showy open rooms
on the ground and firgt floors: the library, the diplomatic reception room, the East Room, the Green
Room, that stuff. The Presdent’ s Oval Officeis on the other side of the mansion, in the West Wing,
overlooking the Rose Garden. No tourists.

There wasthe predictable line of touristswind-ing al the way around the block and disappear-ing
behind the tree-shaded curve of South Exe-cutive Avenue. | could see them from my office window.
Somehow, even thisearly in the day, they looked worn and bedraggled, kids whining, hest making their
tempers short. They looked like aline of refugees whose only sacred possessions were cameras and
souvenir balloons.

| took the underground dideway to the White House. It saved time and aggravation. Therewasa
uniformed Marine Corps guard &t the basement entrance to the dideway in my building; a half-dozen or
more of them in pillboxes adong the cleanly tiled tunndl, armed with automatic rifles and God knows what
else; and another squad at the end under the White House, When the eleva-tor opened in the West
Wing's corridor, atrio of Secret Service agents, al in civvies and very polite, walked me under the
identification arch.

The archislike the old-fashioned ingpection machines they have at airports, where they check you
and anything you' re carrying for wegpons. But at the White House, the advanced technology of the
identification arch checks your fingerprints, retind patterns, voiceprint, physiognomy, and weight, al in
the three seconds it takes you to walk through the portd. All you haveto doissay your name aloud and
hold your hands up, palm-outward, as you walk through. The machinery in the arch checks you out
againgt a preprogrammed ligt of cleared personnd. If you don’t check out, those polite and soft-talking
Secret Service men will quietly ask you to wait while they check further on you. If you try to push past
them, chances areyou' Il be dead in lessthan aminute.

Nobody getsto be President without inspiring a persond loyalty in the people around him. How else
do you explain such an unlikely duo asthe worldly, urbane Dean Acheson and the bantam rooster from
Independence? Or the men around Nixon, who would' ve rather had their fingernails pulled out than
admit anything that would hurt their Chief? Or Morton Rochester, the assstant speechwriter who threw
himself on top of agre-nadeto protect the life of his President?

James J. Halliday was my President. God knows | had atangled web of motivationsin my head
when | first went to work for him. | till haven't sraightened them dl out; in fact, now it al seemseven
more complex and involved. But from theingtant | first met him, | felt—hell, I knew— that thiswasaman
I’d be proud to work for. In fact, he dways gave you the impression you were working with him, not for
him. Harrison and the other guysin Boston thought | was stark crazy when | dumped my job there to go
to work for Halliday. He wasjust a*dumb blond” governor from a sparsaly populated Western state
making adark horse bid for the Presidentia nomination on the strength of hisfather’ smoney and his



handsome face and not much ese. They thought.

| had never regretted amoment of that cam-paign, nor the first few months of hisadministra-tion.
Halliday showed me more brains, more guts, more honesty than | had ever believed possibleina
politician. He was no dummy. He could be ruthless and ice-cold when he wanted to be. He sidestepped
trapslaid for him by the top peoplein hisown party. He destroyed afew self-styled enemies and then
alowed therest tojoin him as dlies. He cowed them all into work-ing hard and playing it straight.

And, above al, he awed them with hisintelli-gence. There wasn't afacet of the campaign that he
didn’t know in microscopic detail, From the campaign financing to the intricacies of interna-tiona
economic policies, from dickering with the big unionsto negotiating oil treetieswith the Saudis, from
showing the multinational corpora-tions that a Democrat in the White House would be good for business
(and making them believeit) to balancing the Russian Premier and the Chinese Chairman againgt each
other—Halliday displayed the knowledge, the energy, the skills of the previ-ous seven Presidents all
wrapped up in one man.

There could be only one man in theworld like him, and if someone had planted adouble behind his
deskinthe Ovd Office, | would know it immediately. | had seen Halliday through al hismoods, dl his
private agonies, al his public triumphsfor more than two years. If the man behind that desk wasn't
Halliday, I’d know it.

But,| asked mysdlf asthefind security guard opened the office door before me,what will you do
about it?

Wyatt wasin the office, Stting in hisusua rocker by the fireplace, under the Remington painting.
Lester Lazar, the Vice-President, was in the caneback chair right in front of the desk. He looked like a
kindly old country doctor, graying and dightly portly. Actually, hewasaNew Y ork lawyer who had
pulled himsdf up by his own bootstraps from a poor man’ stax adviser in Queensto abig union lawyer
on Wl Street.

“Ah, Meric, you're here” said the Vice-Presdent. “You tell him; maybeto you he'll listen.”

| walked acrossto the Scandinavian dingback that | usualy sat in during my infrequent vigits. Asl
reached for it, | noticed The Man smiling a me.

“Do you redize you dwayswakaround the Great Sed?” he said to me. “Y ou never sep oniit.”

| eased mysdlf into the dingback and glanced at the golden eagle with the arrows and olive branch
ingdeacircle of fifty stars: the background of the carpet was blue.

Before | could think of something to get me off the hook, Lazar said, “Wasthe Presdent’s
ap-pearance in Boston a success or not, from the public relations point of view?’

The President was smiling easily at me, but Wyait, tucked away behind Lazar’ s back, made a sharp
“no-no” motion with his head. The Vice-President wasn't in on the dead duplicate. Which wasn't
unusud. Vice-Presidents are seldom privy to thereal goings on of the White House.

“It wasasmashhit,” | said. “1 wish | could talk the President into making more public ap-pearances.
They loved him.”

Lazar flourished ahand in theair. *'Y ou see? It' syou who should go to Detroit, not me. No-body
wantsto seethe Vice-President . . .”

The Man shook his head, still smiling. “Lester, I'm not going to Detroit. I'm not going to address their



mesting..."
“Whose meeting?’ | blurted.

“The Neo-Luddites,” said the Vice-President. “ They’ re putting together a national meeting in Detroit
to plan amarch on Washington.”

“To protest job losses from automation,” the President said. Then, turning back to Lazar, “Les-ter,
they know my paosition. I’ ve made it abun-dantly clear. We can’t dow down the economy by stopping
automation. It' stheincreased productiv-ity from automation that’ s put the lid on inflation.”

“Such asitis”

Suchasitis” the Presdent admitted. “But | will not go to Detroit or anywhere else and promise
unemployed workersthat I’ [l put the brakes on automation. And that’ swhat they’ d expect to hear.”

Lazar raised hiseyesto the celling.
“Inthelong run,” the President continued, “ automation will increase everyone s standard of living.”

“Andinthe short run,” Lazar countered, “peo-ple are losing jobs to machines, and hating it alot. A
lot.”

“We'vegot ad programs.. . .”

“They want jobs! And, Mr. President, they want to see you. Y ou’ re the man they voted for last year;
I’m just an afterthought.”

The President shook his head.

| had been prodding the President to get out into the open and meet the people more. He had won
the el ection by campaigning with enormous vigor; he literdly outran the opposition. But once he settled
into the White House, he had dug in like a cave-dwelling hermit. It was primarily my urging that shook
him loose for the Boston trip. He d originally wanted to address the Faneuil Hall meeting over
closed-circuit televison.

But the aftermath of the Boston speech was till shaking my guts. | wasn't going to Sde with Lazar
now.

“The people want to seeyou,” Lazar repeated, more weakly.

“Not just now,” the President said. “ Detroit is the wrong place, and the Neo-L uddites are the wrong
crowd.”

“You'll be perfectly sfe. . .”

“It'snot security I'm worrying about.” Halliday looked over to Wyatt, then returned his attention to
the Vice-President. “Legter, | can’tmake you go to Detroit. But | am askingyouto doit.”

Lazar made avery Semitic shrug. “Of course !’ [l do what you ask. But | think you' remissing an
opportunity to show the people. . .”

“Some other time. Not now.”

“All right,” Lazar said. “And what should | tell these jobless people?’



The President didn’t hesitate an instant. He ticked off on hisfingers:

“Firg, automation isafact of life. If wetried to stop the automated factories now in operation, our
GNP would drop by at least ten percent.

“Second, that meansasmilar loss of jobs. Unemployment would go up even more, because of the
echo effect. There would bemore people unemployed, not fewer.

“Third, automation means higher productivity, which in turn means|ower inflation levels. The prices of
consumer goods and food have been holding steady the past few months. Stop auto-mationand . . .”

Lazar held up both hishandsin a gesture of surrender. “1 know. | know. It' s our standard line of
reasoning.” Helet hishands drop and looked wistfully at the President. “ But you know, some-times
people don't think with their heads. The opposition, now, they’ re making abig emotiona scene out of
this”

“Let them,” the President said. “By the end of the year priceswill have stabilized and employ-ment
should be gtarting up again. Let them damn the machines then.”

The Vice-President stayed and chatted for afew minutes longer, mostly about the local politicians he
should butter up in Detroit. And the union people, of course. He was smiling when he left the office.
Smiling, but hiseyeswere till unhappy.

Asthe door closed behind him, Halliday said to me, “I can only give you afew minutes, Meric.
Arguing with the Vice-President always seems to take more time than it’' sworth.”

Hewas grinning when he said it. Earlier thismorning, during our picture-phonereview of theday’s
news, he had seemed tense, impatient, al-most angry. Now he was relaxed and friendly. Maybe talking
with Lazar did bother him.

“And you' ve got the Secretary of State due in another fifteen minutes,” Wyatt reminded him.
Thegrin faded only dightly. “Oh, yes, Reyn-olds s plan for restructuring the Department.”
“That’ s about like trying to restructure mud,” His Holiness groused from the rocker.

The President gave a“what the hell” kind of shrug and then turned to me. “McMurtrietelsme you
did afinejob last night. | appreciateit.”

It dl came back into focusimmediately. I’ d actudly been trying to forget the whole thing.
“Do you think we can redlly keep the press from finding out about it?’ he asked.
“For atime,” | said. “Nobody can keep them at bay indefinitely.”

Hisface was completely serious now. “1 don't like to skulk around under a cloak of secrecy. There
hasn’t been a President yet who didn’t stub histoesthat way.”

“Thisthing istoo big and too scary to let loose on the public,” HisHoliness said.

“You're probably right, Robert,” the President answered, “Still . . .” Hisvoicetralled off and he
leaned back in hischair, staring & the celling the way he dways does when he'smulling over aproblem.
Damn! Helooked like Halliday. He sounded like Halliday. He acted like Halliday. But yet . . .

“Mr. President,” | asked, and he gave me a cocked eyebrow for being so formal, “What' s being



done about the Stuation? | mean, what steps have you taken?”

Halliday glanced a Wyaitt, then sat up straight and focused his gaze on me. “McMurtrieis pick-ing a
handful of ultrardiable peopleto serve as an investigating staff. He' |l report directly to Robert, here.”

HAm?1
“And we'll find out what' sgoing on.”

| thought | had missed something. “Wait aminute. How does the FBI fit into this? And the National
Intelligence Commission? What about . . .

“WEe re kegping the investigation smal and quiet,” the President said.
Wyatt added, “ And restricted to people who are persondly loya to the President.”
“But...

“The FBI’ stoo damned independent,” Wyatt went on. “ Always has been. Leaksto the press. Too
damned busy keeping its public image polished to maintain the kind of secrecy this needs.”

“Y ou do understand,” Haliday said to me, “that if any word of thisleaks out to the public, we'rein
forit.”

| nodded. “I1t'd cause apanic, dl right.”

“Worse than that. If there' sthe dightest doubt that | am actually the duly-elected President, how do
you think the Congresswill react? What do you think will happen to every piece of legidation we ve sent
over to the Hill”

“There |l be ahundred and fifty investigating committees formed overnight,” Wyatt growled.
“Maybethat’ snot such abad idea,” | heard mysdlf say. And immediately wished | hadn't.

Anyone else would have at least frowned. | could see Wyaitt, out of the corner of my eye, scowl
darkly a me. But The Man grinned.

“Why do you say that, Meric?’ he asked. | was stuck withit. “We-dl . . . if there'salot of noise and
hoopla about the incident, then whoever’ strying to ship adouble in here might get scared off.”

The President looked over to Wyait. “Hadn’t thought about that angle of it. Have you?’

“It'snot worth thinking about,” he answered testily. “ The whole goddamned Government would
grind to ahdt while everybody in theworld tried to figure out if you are who you clam you are.”

“| suppose s0,” Halliday said.
“Thisisn't thefirst time?’ | asked. “It's hap-pened before?’

He nodded. “In Denver, just before the Inaugu-ration. A body was found in the same hotel Laura
and | werein, the night before we left for Washington.”

“Helooked just likeyou?’

“So they tdl me. | didn’t see him. McMurtrie had been assigned to me al through the cam-paign. He
took care of it. Cleaning woman discov-ered the body, | understand, and ran into one McMurtrie' s men



without even taking alook at the corpse’ sface.”
“Lucky,” | said.
Wyaett grumbled, “With alittle more luck like that we can al go down the chute.”

| must have been staring at the President, because he gave me hisdow, persond smileand said, “It's
okay, Meric. It' sredly me”

| shook my head. “I’'m sorry. It'sjustthet . . . I, hell, I'm scared of this”
“That' sahedthy reaction.”

“But don't you think you ought to be digging into this harder? Deeper? | mean, McMurtri€ sa
bodyguard, not a detective. Y ou' ve got the entire gpparatus of the Government at your disposd . . .”

He stopped me with an upraised hand. “Meric . . . Meric. Think aminute. I'm not Premier
Blagdanoff, much less Chairman Chao. It snotmy Government. | don’t ownit, and | can’t useit to suit
my whim.”

“But theintelligence people. . . the Justice Department . . .”
“Might beinonit,” Wyatt snapped.
“What!”

“How do we know who we can trust? Some-body’ s doing this.. . . somebody damned closeto the
White House. Maybe somebodyin the White House.” The blue vein in the old man’ s forehead throbbed

angrily.
Halliday fixed him with agaze. “Robert, thisisno timeto go paranoid.”
“I know, I know . .."

“That' s another reason why thisinvestigation must be kept as smal and quiet as possible. We could
unleash awitch hunt that would make the McCarthy craze in thefiftiesand Alonzo’ s purge of the eighties
look like kindergarten games. We' ve got to keep things under control.” And his hands pressed flat on the
desk top, agesture | had seen him use in moments of stress a hundred times.

“But McMurtriecan't handleit,” | ingsted. “Heisn’t theright man for the job.”

It was my turn to get Stared at. “He sthe man | assigned to handleit,” the President said. His voice
was calm, quiet, and iron hard.

| guess| till didn’t look convinced, because he went on, “He Il have accessto anyonein the
Executive branch of Government that he wants. He can pick out the best team of investigators that the
nation can produce. But it will be asmal team, working directly for McMurtrie, on leave from the regular
departments.”

“And reporting to me,” Wyait said, “instead of some agency director who' sworried more about his
bureaucracy than the life of the President.”

| said nothing. Their minds were made up.

“There are three possibilities,” the President said, hunching forward in his chair and ticking off the



pointson hisfingers.

“Hird, it might be aforeign plan to get rid of me and ingtal an agent in my place. That sounds pretty
wildtome. It just isn't theway govern-mentsthink or work.”

“That doesn’'t mean it can't bered,” Wyaitt said.

Halliday shrugged lightly and went on. “ Sec-ond, it might be a group insde the Government here,
say, the military, who want to get me out and their own man in.”

| sad, “The Joint Chiefs don’t think too much of the way you' re handling this Kuwait trouble.”

“I redizethat. But it's hard to think that nearly two and a quarter centuries of civilian control over the
military is being threatened by the Joint Chiefs”

“You redly think they’ rethat loyd to you?’

“Tothenation, yes. Unqudifiedly. And | haven't redly frightened them to the point where they think
they’ ve got to take over the Presidency to save the nation.”

Wyatt shook his head. “It only takes a couple of paranoids.”

“No,” the Presdent indsted. “It takes alot more than that to make exact duplicates and get them as
close to me asthe two dead bodies have gotten.”

“What killed them?’ | wondered aoud. The President ignored that and went on to histhird point.
“Findly, there sthe chance that some interest group within the United States, but not insde the
Government, isbehind it. Same reason: they want to get their own man into the White House.”

“Who could it be?’ | asked.

Wyatt shouted, “Anybody! This Administration’s been straightening out alot of overdue problems.
And every timewetry to help one group, at least one other group gets sore because they think we're
hurting them. | could give you alist aslong asthisroom: every goddamned pressure group from the
Nationa Association of Cattlemen to the Boy Scouts.”

“1t' s not that bad,” the President murmured.

“No? The auto manufacturers are sore because we' ve pushed them into upping pensions for the
workersretired early by automation. The unions are sore because we' re backing automation and robots
are taking more new jobs than people. The farmers. The truckers. Those damned fat cats on Wall Street.
The blacksin the citieswho' re madder’ n hell at being forced to work for their welfare checks. . .” He
ran out of breath.

“Y ou can't change society without frightening people,” the President said. * Even those who yd| the
loudest for change are frightened when it comes.”

“And what they’re scared of, they hate.”
“And whét they hate,” | finished, “they strike out againgt.”
“Exactly,” said the President.

“So you think it' sthe third aternative? Some power group outsde the Government?’



“Yes. That'smy hunch.”

“Some damned well-hedled pressure group,” Wyait said. “Thisis no gaggle of ghetto kids making
bombsin ther lofts. It sthe big leaguers.”

“But . ..” Something about that conclusion just didn't hit meright. “ But they have dl sorts of other
avenuesto fight you. They’ ve got Congress-men and Senatorsin their pockets. Money. Influ-ence. The
media. Whythis?”

Hdliday leaned back in hischair again. “I’ ve been asking mysdf the same question, Meric. And
there’ sonly one possible answer. Some group in the United States has decided that the demo-cratic
process doesn’t work the way they want it to. They’ re not content to let the people decide. They want to
take over the Government. Of them-saves. By themselves. For themselves.”

For afew long moments | sat there saying nothing. The room was absolutely quiet. Sunlight streamed
in through the celling-high windows. Outside, the rose garden was apicture of tranquility. I imagined |
could hear bees droning as they went from bloom to bloom.

Then | looked at Halliday. The President was watching me, gppraising my reactions.
“It scaresthe shit out of me,” | said.
“I know. Metoo.”

“Y ou redly ought to be doing more than send-ing McMurtrie out to round up ateam of
invedti-gators. A lot more.”

“Likewhat?’ His Holiness sngpped. “ Cdl out the Marines? Declare anationd emergency?’
It was so damnedfrustrating. “If | knew, I’d tel you.”
“I don’t think there’ s much more we can do, at thisstage,” the President said softly.

“Y ou can dig into those goddamned pressure groups,” Wyatt demanded.” Use the FBI. And Interna
Revenue. Stir up their nests! Force them into awrong move. Taketheinitiative.”

He cocked his head dightly to one side, the way he always does when he wantsto give the
impres-son he' s serioudy considering something. But dmost immediately he answered, “And we |l be
taking another step toward a police state. Those pressure groups are people, Robert. Mogt of them
haven't done anything at al that’ s even vagudly illega. We can't go burgting in on them like agang of
storm troopers. That would do more harm than good.”

Wyett groused and pitched back and forth im-patiently on therocker. “ All right.Most of those
people are good citizens, although I'll bet you can find alot of dirt under their fingernails. Butsome of
them aretrying to kill you.”

Thereit was. Out in the open.

Halliday said smply, “Then we d better find out which onesthey are before they succeed, hadn’t
we?’



FOUR

| had lunch with Wyaitt in thetiny staff dining room in the West Wing. Wetaked over the possible
problems of handling the press and the media, should any of this business leak ouit.

Cdling it adining room was being overgenerous. It was aglorified cafeteria, down in the basement
under the West Wing, barely big enough to hold adozen people a one time. Completely automated food
sarvice, like coin machines except that these were free. Y our tax dollars at work. Dead-white wallswith
no decorations outside of a TV screen that served as abulletin board, constantly flashing newsitems,
press releases, job descriptions, and other tidbits that no one paid any attention to. The furniture was a
bit posh for a cafeteria: dim-legged teak tables and rope-weave chairs. Very comfortable. The only other
peoplein thelittle room were apair of security guards, both female, chatting about their coming evening.
Wyatt and | sat asfar from them aswe could.

In between bites of a sandwich that tasted like plastic on cardboard, | said, “Robert, there' sone
absolutely essentia point. | can't cover for you if | don’t know what's happening.”

He gave me a hawkish look from across the narrow teak table. “ Afraid of being caught in public with
your pants down?’

“I can stand the embarrassment,” | countered evenly, “but you can’'t. And neither can the Presi-dent.
Once those news people get the impression that I’ m not giving them the straight story, they’ [l svarm all
over us. We can't afford that.”

And acorner of my mind was saying,How easily you switch from being open, honest, and a
responsible civil servant to being secretive, mislead-ing, and plotting to keep the truth away from
the people.

Wyett chewed on his salad thoughtfully for afew moments, then said, “Okay, we' Il keep you fully
informed.”

“How?

Heamost smiled & me. “You'relearning, Meric. A few days ago and you would' ve accepted my
word on it and not worried about how the agree-ment would be implemented.”

“A few days agol wasyoung and innocent.”

“And now?’

“Now I"'m scared. Somebody’ strying to sted this whole damned country from us, Robert!”
Hedid smilethistime. “Don't get panicky. That won't help.”

“But how can you stay so cdm?’

His smile faded and his mouth went tight and hard. His eyes, the cold blue of polar ice, bored into
me. “Because,” he whispered harshly, “we re going to find whoever it iswho’ strying to assas-sinate the
President. They are not going to suc-ceed. We are going to find them and crush them.”



And hisfrail, liver-spotted hands snapped the plastic fork he was holding. The piecesfell s-lently into
hissdad.

He seemed embarrassed. “ Excuse me.” He got to hisfeet and brushed a hisdacks. “It' stime| got
back to my office”

| got up and reached across the table to grasp hisarm. “Robert. Y ou didn’t answer my question.”
“Eh?Oh...you vegot adirect wireto me. Useit. I'll keep you up-to-the-minute.”
“Not good enough,” | said.

He pulled hisarm loose and glared & me as| came around the table to stand in front of him. I’m not
avery big guy, but | felt asif | werelooming over him. He was so old and frail-looking.

But made of stedl. “ Just what isit you want, Meric? Do | have to buy you off?’

“Right on. | want to have full accessto McMurtrie. If he'sheading thisinvestigation, | want to be
ableto talk directly to him, go where he goes, know what he knows.”

“That' sridiculous”

“That'smy price,” | said, knowing that McMur-trie was not only doggedly loyal but as thor-oughly
honest as any man I’d ever met. If Wyatt told him he could answer any questions | asked. I” d be kept
fully informed, and we both knew it.

Wyatt’' s eyes narrowed. “Y ou don't have any ideas of playing detective yoursdlf, do you? All you
newsmen. . .”

“Robert, dl | want isto be kept informed. Honestly and completely.”

He hesitated just amoment longer. Then, “I’ll speak to McMurtrie about it.”
“Good.”

“Hewon't likeit, you redize.”

“Hedoesn't haveto.”

Wyatt nodded once, just an abrupt snap of his head, and then turned and strode out of the dining
room. | stood there and watched him.He should wear a sword, | thought.He' s got that kind of regal
bearing.

Just as | was heading out the door mysdlf, the PA microphonein thetiled caling called in asoft
femdevoice, “Mr. Albano, please dia four-six-sx. Mr. Albano . . .”

The wall phone wasright beside the doors: an old no-picture, voice-only modd. | picked up the
receiver and punched the buttons.

“Meric Albano here”

“One moment, please, Sr.” The same operator’ svoice. There was ahesitation just long enough for a
computer to scan my voiceprint. Then, “Meric? Isthat you?’

The floor dropped away from under me. “Yes, it sme. Laura.”



“How areyou?’ Her voicetold methat shedidn’t really care, oneway or the other.

“What do youwant?’ | realized | was whisper-ing into the phone’ s mouthpiece. Like a god-damned
kid snitching a date behind his best friend’ s back.

“I haveto talk to you.”
“Sure”
“Today. Thisafternoon.”

“You know wheremy office...” That wasridiculous. The First Lady doesn’t drop in on the hired
help. Especidly the ones she used to live with. “I’ min the West Wing right now. | cancomeupand...”

“No, not here,” shesaid. “I’m going shopping this afternoon. At the new Beltway Plaza.”
“Why not makeit the Lincoln Memorid?1t'll beless crowded.”

Sheignored my dripping satire. “Can you meet me at Woodies there? Four-thirty?’

“It' sabig place”

“At thefront entrance. I have to talk with you.” Like apatient who' sjust decided to risk his second
heart transplant, | said, “I'll bethere.”

“Thank you, Meric.”
Beforel could say anything ese she clicked off.

* * * %

It was aswell afternoon. | growled a Gretawhen | got back to the office, dammed my door shut,
and sat at my desk, staring out the window, trying to make the time go faster by sheer menta will power.
Didn't work. After sweeting it out for an hour, | glanced at my desk clock; bardly five minutes had

passed.

So | tried to work. | shuffled papers and an-swered afew phone calls. | didn’t make much sense,
not even to mysdlf. | told Gretato cancel the rest of the day’ s gppointments. She gave me her “you need
some chicken soup” 1ook, but went ahead and broke several heartsfor me.

Around three, somebody tapped on the door and cameright in. | was staring out the window again,
and sivung around in my chair, starting to growl, “I gave specific instru—"

It was Vickie, looking troubled. Immediatdy | ft like alouse. She had such asunny face, normadly.
Hair the color of Cdiforniagold, thick and short cropped.

“What isit?’ | asked, trying to make it sound reasonably polite.

She stood in the middle of the room, hafway between the chairsin front of the desk and the couch
adong thesdewadll.

“The planning session for next week’ s meeting of the Nationa Association of NewsMedia
Man-agers,” Vickie said, abit hesitantly. “ Greta said you won't be able to get together with usthis
afternoon. Should we cancel the sessionor .. ."



“Oh, shit. I've got to give that speech in St. Louis next week, don't 17’

She came asfar asthe chair, looking alittle like awary faun. “Y ou don’t want to let much moretime
go by without working out your speech. I’ ve got dl the background materid for it, but . . .”

“Yeah, | know. You'reright.” | felt a headache coming on and rubbed at my forehead.
“Areyou okay?" Vickie asked.

“Yeah, fine. .. super.”

“What happened lagt night?’

| took agood look at her. She was concerned; it was written on her face. But she wasn't fright-ened
or shaken theway | was. She didn’t know anything more than | was showing her. Or did she?

“What do you mean?’

Vickie leaned dightly on the back of the chair. “We sat in the plane for more than two hours, waiting
for you and McMurtrie. Y ou were the last one aboard, and then the two of you huddled together like a
couple of high school girlsdiscuss-ing your dates.”

She probably used that metaphor to make me smile. | frowned.

“Ligten,” | said. “There aretimeswhen its our job to prevent stories from being written. Espe-cialy
when the stories are nothing more than trumped-up rumors. That' swhat | was doing last night.”

“Oh?What hap—"

“Nothing happened,” | snapped. “Nothing that | want to talk about. Nothing that | wantyou to talk
about. To anyone. Understand?’

Her perky little nose wrinkled. “Isthat an order, boss?’

“Damned right. And | know it violates the First Amendment, so don't go judicial on me. Just forget
that anything unusua happened last night.”

Shedidn’tlikeit at dl, but shesaid, “If you say s0.”

AsVickieleft the office, | wondered how long she' d sit till about this. She was abright and
aggressive kid. No reporter, she was aresearcher. She dighted in digging into things and pulling out
hidden facts. And how many otherswere in that staff plane wondering about the same thing?

* k x %

The Bdtway Plazaisacity within the city. Once the Betway was acircumferentia highway, well out
inthe woods, built with theidea of hel ping Interstate highway motorists—and truckers—get past
Washington without getting entangled in city traffic.

It immediately became acircumferentiad focusfor new housing developments, office complexes, light
industry, shopping malls, helicopter pads, truckers restaurants, hotels, whorehouses, banks—all the
conveniences and congestions of urban living. The Beltway itsdlf il existed; it wasevena
double-decked roadway now. But it was amost dwaysjammed with everything from heavy semis
delivering the daily bread to little dectric hatchbacks driven by young mothers out for their shopping,
hairdressing, or what-have-you.



By 4:15 | was pacing in front of the main entrance to the Woodward & L othrop department store at
the Bdtway Plaza. The shopping mal was built on the highest point of the complex, asmal hill, but high
enough so that the luminum and glass of the mal dominated the walled-in gpartment buildings, svimming
pools, school, and hotel of the Plaza community. It was like a paace in the center of awalled city. The
community waswalled in with eectric fences and laser in-truder darmsto protect the inhabitants from the
barbarians of the old, decayed areas of Greater Washington. Protect them not only from attack, but from
the sight of scrawny, scruffy ghetto dwellers. Out of sight, out of mind. Except for the welfare tax hills,
which got bigger every year. And the occasiond violence that was usualy, but not dways, confined to
the ghettos.

Thiswas one of the mgjor problemsthat the Halliday Administration had attacked. And one of the
reasons why the President ingsted on increas-ing productivity asameans of sabilizing inflation. Witha
typical Halliday combination of compassion and ruthlessness, he knew that the economy had to keep
growing in order to bring prosperity to the poor. “ Turn the welfare recipi-ents into taxpayers,” hetold us.
It wasn't easy.

The Man was battling the objections of the unions and starting urban rebuilding projects within the
city ghettos, using gtrictly locdl Iabor. The projects were actualy combinations of train-ing programs and
pride-builders. They also sapped the power of the unions, something that Halliday openly deplored
because the unions were wrong to ignore the needs of the minority ethnic groups, not because it made
them less effective paliticaly.

Anyone—man, woman, or child—caught bur-glarizing, mugging, or otherwise trying to redressthe
difference between rich and poor through violence was shipped off to construction campsin the Far
West. The Man'’ s opponents howled that thiswas unconstitutional and the camps were nothing more than
concentration camps. Halliday produced along string of ecologists and psychiatrists to show that: (a) the
camp internees were making positive inroads in correcting the envi-ronmental damages done by earlier
strip mining, river pollution, and other ravages of the land; and (b) the internees were adjusting to this
useful outdoor life, gaining some sense of responsbility and salf-esteem, and saving much of the cash they
were paid for their work.

Halliday’ slong-term plan wasto build new communitiesin the land the internees had re-claimed and
let them settle there permanently. He insisted that returning a ghetto kid to the place where he had
committed his crime was merely inviting him to commit more crimes. The psychologists were behind him
on this, but a strange combination of urban politica bosses, red estate manipulators, and civil libertarians
had formed a codition againg the program.

They preferred to St in their armed, walled-in enclaves and let the cities crumble. | paced back and
forth across the department store’ s main entrance, watching the shoppers hustle in kind out, their faces
intent on buying and prices and what to do about dinner tonight. They went thinking ahead. They seldom
did.

My mind had wandered so far afield that | nearly jumped out of my boots when someone tapped me
on the shoulder.

| turned to see a Secret Service security guard type, neetly dressed in a conservative suit that was
probably bulging with armaments.

“The Firgt Lady will seeyou on theroof of the store, Sir,” he said quietly, automatically eyeing the
shoppers passing by us, “near the helicopter pad.”

He quietly led me through the store. It was't very crowded. Most of the Plaza housewives were on



their way home now to prepare dinnersfor their husbands and kids. | wondered why the management
maintained such a big, expens ve store when anyone with amodern picture-phone and home computer
could do al the shopping from bed. But then | guessed that the store was more of a showplace, acentral
meeting ground, an entertainment center, an excuse to get out of the house.

All this philosophizing, of course, was my fee-ble way of keeping me from getting al worked up
about seeing Laura. Think about other things—an old Catholic remedy. But as| rode up three flights of
escalators behind that Secret Service guard, | could fed my temperature rising. We went through an
officeareaand up aflight of metd stairs, my pulse throbbing in my earslouder and louder with each step.

He opened ametal door and we stepped out onto the cement roof. A blue and white helicopter sat in
the middle of theflat expanse, idle and empty. Smallish job; probably could hold no morethan six. The
rest of the roof was bare, unoccupied.

“Mrs. Hdliday will be herein afew minutes,” the security man said. He shut the metal door, leaving
metotaly aone on the roof.

A decent breeze was blowing, and from up here | could see dl the way across the sprawling
rooftops of Greater Washington to the Monu-ment’ s spire sticking into the light blue spring-time sky.
Some high wispy cirrus were the only clouds, except for the contrails of jets.

| walked over to the edge of the roof, feding like aduke standing atop aking's palace, survey-ing his
liege sdomain, about to have a private meeting with his queen. Dangerous business, | thought.
Especially if the king doesn’t know about it.

It suddenly hit methat | was very vulnerable. Physicaly. Alone up here on the roof, | made an easy
target for a sniper perched on any of the other rooftops around thisbuilding. | backed away from the
edge. Thethwap-thwap-thwap of anearby hdlicopter startled me. They could get mefromtheair.

| could fed myself sinking into paranoid fears when the metal door opened again and three security
men stepped through. | stood frozen, asif my shoes had been welded to the rooftop’ s concrete. But they
ignored me totally and fanned out across the roof to take up stations exactly 120 degrees apart. Y ou
didn’t need any measuring instruments to know how precise these guys were.

A haf-minute passed; then the door opened again and Laura came through, followed immedi-ately
by two more guards. One stayed at the door and the other walked straight past me to the helicopter.

Lauracameto where | stood, still rooted—but for another reason now. She smiled and held out her
hand.

“Héllo, Meric. It was good of you to come.”

Thiswasthefirst timel’d seen her, close enough to talk to, to touch, since the Inauguration. And the
first timel’d seen her without Halliday between usin nearly three years. She was stun-ning. Y ou’ ve seen
her face on al the magazine covers and on television. Y ou’ ve heard beauty experts take her apart,
claming her eyes are ahit too large for the shape of her face, her cheekbones a shade too prominent, her
lipsthinner than they ought to be. Fuck ’em al. She was beautiful.

She gave the impression of being tal, dthough actualy she was a head shorter than | am. (She
looked taller with Halliday, for some reason.) Dark, dark hair, pulled straight back. And adightly olive
cast to her complexion that hinted of Mediterranean origins. The dim, amost boyish body of abalet
dancer. Thefirst timewe had made love, my first sight of her naked body had dmost dismayed me, she
looked so bony and stringy. But | quickly learned that she was soft enough. And wondroudly supple.



It was awful. | Tt like akid who' d been caught jerking off in the bathroom. My throat was dry, my
palms swesty.

“Hédlo, Laura,” | managed to say. My voice sounded cracked and hoarse.
“You've put on alittleweight,” she teased. “Washington life agreeswith you.”
“Rubber chicken . . . the banquet circuit.”

She nodded and toyed with the shoulder strap of her handbag. She was wearing adeevelesswhite
dress, very summery. No sunglasses. Her eyes were just as gray-green as ever.

“Youwanted to talk tome,” | said.

Shetook adeliberate dow bregth, like an athlete preparing hersdlf for a supreme effort.
“Yes” Laurasaid. “I know about what hap-pened last night. And in Denver.”

“And?

“And | know Jm has asked you to keep the entire matter hushed up.”

“We talked about it this morning, he and Wyatt and |.”

“Yes.” Shelooked up a me, searching my face. It wasal | could do to keep my hands at my sides.
“Meric. .. I'vegot to know where you stand on this. You might . . . well, it occurred to me that you
might notwant to keep the story quiet.”

| guess| blinked at her. “Why?’

She suddenly looked annoyed. “1t’ sastory that could ruin im. Andyou. . . the two of usbefore |
met him. . .”

“Holdit,” | said. “You'reafraid that I'll blow the story open to hurt him? Or you?’
“I know it'swrong for meevento suggestit .. . .”

“Itsureashel is” | snapped. “Okay, so I'm still zonked-out over you. But what kind of ason of a
bitch do you think | am? Iwork for The Man. | workfor him.”

“I know, | know . . . it was stupid of meto ask. But | couldn’t help wondering . . . | had to hear it
fromyou...”

“Y ou never did understand me,” | grumbled. “Y ou want meto swear aloyaty oath?'Y ou want to go
down to abookstore and find a stack of Bibles?’

“Don’'t, Meric. That’ snot fair.”

“Thehdl itisn’'t! You had to hear it from mein person. Crap! Sounds like something HisHoliness
would do—him and his suspicious goddamned mind.”

Her expression changed. “1 did speak with Rob-ert about you . . .” Shelet her voicetrail off.
“He put you up to this?’
She looked away from me. “1 wouldn't say it that way. But . . . well, | did begin to wonder about



you . . . about how you'd react . . . after he spoke to me.”
“That gritty old bagtard,” | fumed.

She put her hand on my arm and started making soothing sounds and offered me aride back
downtown in her chopper. | went dong with her, probably wagging my tail like a puppy dog that’d just
gotten apat on its head from its mistress.

It wasn't until | was safely back in my gpart-ment, and the city outside had gone dark with night, that
| realized Wyaitt couldn’t possibly have talked with her before she called me. He and | had been together
inthe West Wing staff dining room when she had called.

FIVE

. Louisisadull town. The people are dull.

The atmosphereis humid and oppressive. Old Man River iswide and duggish and closed in on both
banks by factories that keep the water rank and brown, despite awhole generation’s steady work at
cleaning up the pollution. The factory owners buy off the city fathers, who not only pocket the graft, but
get extramoney from Wash-ington for pollution control, snce they can show that their pollution problems
are dill serious. 1t was something that Halliday had his persona hounds sniffing at; the smell was easy to
detect, but tracking it back to its source—with courtroom -tight proof—was another matter.

The hotd where | stayed was dull, too. The staff was downright sullen, asif they resented the idea of
cash customers who asked them to rouse themselves and put out alittle work. | got thefedling that the
chambermaids would be perfectly happy to let me make my own bed. The bar-tender down in the lobby
was no better. Even the lifeguard at the fenced-in pool acted asif his duty were to prevent anybody from
disturbing the water. The pool was nearly deserted.

The Nationd Association of News MediaMan-agers held their meeting in the hotel’ s main ballroom,
which was beautifully decorated in Gay Nineties gilt and rococo: cherubs on the celling, bunches of gilded
grapes adorning the window frames, heavy velvet drapes. | half-expected to see Mark Twain give the
first evening' s keynote ad-dress, instead of me. He would have done alot better.

They applauded my speech, dl fifteen hundred of the NANMM representatives, especialy the
trigger words Vickie and my staff had put in:freedom of information, open access to the newsmakers,
making the Constitution work, andthe healthy adversary relationship between the Gover n-ment
and the news media. Especidly that last one; they loved that one.

These overweight desk jockeys, these owners of newspapers and television stations, these
white-haired tight-fisted executives who had never been on thefiring line trying to dig the truth out of a
reluctant politician, who had suppressed more stories about their friends than they ever pub-lished about
their enemies—these money han-dlersloved to think they were Hildy Johnson, Ed Murrow, Walter
Lippmann, and Horace Gredley, dl rolled into one. They pictured themsalves as Citizen Kane, and



maybein that, at least, they were close to the mark.

So | gave them what they wanted to hear, and they applauded enthusiastically. Up until the pre-vious
week, | would have beieved what | wastelling them. The Haliday Adminigtrationwas open, honest, and
anxiousto play fair with the media—not these stuffed penguins and their be-jeweled ladies, but thered,
working media

But while | was speaking those glowing plati-tudesto them, | knew that | was sitting on the biggest
gtory of them dl, and | wasn't going to tell anyone about it.

| made polite conversation through the recep-tion after my speech, and got back to my suite upstairs
asfast as| could. | felt drained, ex-hausted. And—as there had been for the past week—somewhere
deep insgde of methere was afear gnawing away, like that last instant of anightmare just before you
awake, fdling, faling, faling into something dark and terrible.

It was after midnight. My hotel suite was plush: bed big enough for half a dozen people, auto-mated
bar, comfortable sitting room for enter-taining business guests. | plopped on the bed and cdled Vickie's
home number. The phone buzzed four times. | was about to click off when her voice answered, throaty
and deepy. The screen stayed aflickering gray. Then | redized it was after 1:00 A.M. in Washington.

“| wokeyou up,” | said. “I’'m sorry.”

“Meric?’ Her voice brightened. “Hi. | must’ ve just dozed off. | was sort of expecting you to cdll.
Wait hdf aminute. . .”

The screen cleared and showed her, yellow hair touded and eyes alittle bleary. She had agreen
robe pulled up around her throat.

“How’ d the speech go?’ she asked.

“Good enough.”

“Count the applause?’

“No, let the computer andyze it when the tapes get to the office tomorrow.”
“You'redown.”

“It'sadown city,” | said.

But she was|looking a me from the phone screen very intently. “No, you' ve been down for the past
week or more. Whatever it is, it’ sredly got you bugged.”

“Never mind. I'll livethrough it.”
“It started when she called you, didn't it?’
13 g.e?l

“TheFirgt Lady.” Somehow Vickie put an ac-cent on theword “lady” that wasn't entirely
wholesome.

“Laurd sgot nothing to do withit,” | said.

Vickiejust shook her head. Shewas't buying aword of it.



Wejus sat therefor aslent moment or two, neither of uswanting to say anything, neither of us
wanting to break the connection. | wastotaly aone except for thisflickering €ectronic image of her.

“The convention’ snot much fun?’ Vickie asked at last.

“Bunch of bloodsuckers,” | grumbled. “I’m surrounded by the kinds of people | had to fight when |
was areporter. Fight them for raises. Fight to get thereal news printed, the stuff they wanted to cover up
to protect their friends. Now I’m abig-time politica person. I’m supposed to smile at them and tell *em
we'redl inthistogether.”

She laughed, and the sound of it made me amile, too. “It' sagood thing you didn’t go into the State
Department.”

“Yeah,” | admitted, “maybe s0.”

“Will you be able to stand it for another day?'Y ou’ re scheduled for three network interviews
tomorrow.”

“That’ sokay. That' swith theworking dobs. | get dong fine with them.”
Shetried to stifleayawn.

“Hunter do okay with the daily briefing thismorning?’

“Oh, yes,” Vickiesad. “Hewasfine. No prob-lems.” She yawned again.
“Aw, hell, I shouldn’t be keegping you up al night—"

“I don't mind,” shesaid.

“But | do. Go to bed. We both need some deep.”

“Meic?

“Yesh?’

“I wish | weretherewith you.” Shewas't smiling when she said it. She said it Straight out, no games,
no tricks.

Without thinking about it for an instant, | decided to misunderstand her. “Y ou’ d be just as bored and
sore at this bunch of saf-righteous hypocritesas| am.”

Her face didn’t change expression. But her voice went fainter. “Yes. | guess s0.”

“Good night, Vickie”

“Good night.”

| touched the button on the tiny keyboard alongside the phone, and its screen went blank and dead.
Shit! Added to everything else, now | was sore at mysdlf.

The phone chimed softly. | punched the re-sponse button. A woman' sface filled the screen:
middle-aged, but well kept; expensive makeup and hair styling.

“Mr. Albano, are you retiring for the evening?’ | had seen her before. Where? Behind the hotel



service desk down in the lobby, when | had checked in that morning.
“Yes” | sad.
“Isthere anything we can provide for you?’
| heard myself chuckle. “ Sure. A fifth of Scotch, abucket of ice, and atal redhead.”
Shedidn’'t even blink. “ Any particular age?’
“On the Scotch?’
“That, too.”
“Makeit the best Scotch you' ve got. And the lady should bein her twenties. I'll settlefor that.”
“Certainly, gr.”

Liketherest of the hotdl’ s services, my night-cap left alot to be desired. The redhead was willing,
even enthusiagtic. She was young and well built, the kind that would go to fat in another five years. Big
bouncy siliconed breasts. And a brain the size of awalnut. Most intellec-tua topic of discussion: the local
hockey team. Apparently she and another girl were keeping the visiting teams so busy that they inevitably
lost when they played in St. Louis. So she claimed. Showed me a purseful of gtill photos of hersdlf, her
friend, and the top stars of the hockey league. Offered to run avideotape cassette in theroom’'s TV, if
I’d add twenty to her fee.

At least shedidn't talk with her mouth full.

* * * %

| got through the interviews the next day with abuzzing head and arasping conscience. While| was
sitting there pontificating on freedom of the press and being congratulated for my forth-rightness by the
interviewers (Why arethey al so dike? Movieidol faces, leather jackets and flow-ered shirtsthat were
“mod” years ago, fag-English accents) the inside of my head was shouting at methat | wasjust ashig a
hypocrite as anybody in the game. The President wasin danger and | was playing it quiet.

The last interview that afternoon was conducted by aboy-girl team. It wasatypica TV studio: one
corner cluttered with the benches and phony ship’s deck of akiddies show; across the way, the podium,
clocks, mapsfor the evening news show. We were sitting under the lights on acomfortable pile of
cushions arranged to look like aconversa-tion pit in aPersan palace. Sure enough, the “boy” haf of the
interview team wore arust suede jacket and agold silk shirt. At least the “ girl”—a sharp-eyed woman in
her thirties—had the brains to wear a dacks and vest ouitfit, the kind that |ots of women were wearing
back on the East Coast.

Halfway through the interview she impatiently interrupted her teammate to ask me, “But what’ sthe
President redlly like? | mean, in person? When the doors are closed and the cameras are of f?’

| shifted mental gears and launched into my standard paean of praise aboutJames J. Halliday, the
man. Sure, we had worked out this spiel in the office, but most of it was from the heart. We didn’t have
to labor very long or hard to come up with agood three minutes worth of glowing description about The
Man. Wedl liked him.

But while my mouth was going through it' smotions, my brain decided that if | liked The Man so
goddamned much | shouldn’t be sitting on these non-alergenic cushionstalking about him. | ought to be



helping him to find out who, or whet, wastrying to kill him.

| putinacal to McMurtrieright therein the studio as soon asthe interview was over. It was late
afternoon, nearly 4:00 P.M.

The White House operator told me that Mr. McMurtrie was out of town on aspecia assgn-ment.
“Where?’ | asked.

She looked like a chicken. Beady eyes, hooked little nose, pinched pasty-skinned face. She clucked
impatiently once and answered, “We are not permitted to reved that information.”

| reminded her of who | was and showed her my ID again. No go. | went over her head, to the
Secret Service man in charge of White House security in McMurtrie' s abbsence. He was even stonier.
Findly | had to get to Wyatt, and that took damned near half an hour.

His Holiness hemmed and grumbled but findly told me McMurtrie had gone out to some labora-tory
in Minnesota. Something to do with Dr. Klienerman and the investigation.

“What' sthe name of thelab?’ | asked. “Wherein Minnesota?’

It wasliketrying to bresk into Fort Knox with acheese knife, but finaly the old man grudgingly told
me what | wanted to know. | had to threaten to resign, just about, to get him to open up.

| called Vickie and told her not to expect mein the office the next day; Hunter would have to play
“meet the press’ for me again. Shelooked surprised, even startled. Before she could ask why, or where
| was going to be, | clicked off and punched the number for arlinesinformation. Thank God it was
computerized. No arguing, no explaining, no back talk. Just tell the computer where you are and where
you want to go, and the lovely e ectronic machine gives you a choice of times and routes. | picked a
planethat was leaving for Minneapolisin an hour. The computer assured me that my ticket would be
waiting a the gate. | rushed off to throw my dirty laundry into my flight bag and head out to the airport.

It wasraining by thetime | boarded the plane. We sat at the end of the runway for twenty minutes,
exposed in the middle of theflat, open airport, engines whining and wind howling and shaking the plane,
while the pilot cheerfully ex-plained that aline of squals and tornadoes was passing over the area. |
couldn’t see anything outside my little oval window except asolid sheet of rain and an amost constant
flickering of light-ning. The rain drummed on the plane’ s fusdage, and the thunder rumbled louder than
theengines.

After oneredly nerve-shattering clap of thun-der the pilot told the stewardesses to pass out free
drinks. They werejust at the row of chairs ahead of mine when he came on the microphone again:
“Okay, folks, we just got clearance for take off. Button everything up, ladies.”

And through the rain and dackening wind, we took off. The plane was buffeted terribly until we
cleared the cloud deck, and then the golden-red | ate afternoon sun turned the cloudtopsinto a
horizon-spanning carpet of purple velvet. By the time they started serving drinks again | had dozed off.

It was noticeably chillier in Minnegpolis when we landed, and | saw that the Twin Cities Airport
runways and ramps were wet and puddied. But in the last dying light of the setting sun, | could see that
the clouds were hurrying off eastward and the sky was clearing. Probably get rained on by the same
storm again tomorrow, in Washington, | thought.

Nobody at the rent-a-car booth in the airport had ever heard of the North Lake Research
L abo-ratories, the place that Wyatt had touted me onto. The woman who was making out my car rental



forms even phoned the University of Min-nesota, and drew ablank there. | knew it was just outside the
town of Stillwater, though, so she gave me amap and directions for getting there. Even phoned aheed for
areservetion at the Still-water Inn.

Driving up the Interstate on my way to Stillwarter, | had more than an hour to size up my situation.

Point number one: | was acting like adamned fool. Okay, but | was doing what | felt | had to do.
Maybe it was the old newshawk ingtinct. More likely just acombination of fear and curiosity about the
unknown. All | knew wasthat | had to see McMurtrie and Klienerman and find out for mysdlf what in
hell was going on.

Point number two: Nobody in the whole world knew where | was. Correction. Robert H. H. Wyaitt
knew. Or did he? HisHolinessknew | wastrying to get in touch with McMurtrie. | never told him | was
coming up herein person. Didn’'t even tell Vickie. Wyatt could figure it out soon enough tomorrow, when
Hunter called in for the morning press briefing instead of me. But not until tomorrow morning. No reason
for himto missmetonight.

Which led to point number three: Nobody at the North Lake Research Laboratories knew | was
going to drop in on them. | decided to use an old newsman’ strick and just show up at their doorstep
tomorrow morning, unannounced and unexplained, and demand to see the top man. Hit ' em before they
can phony a story together.

| nearly missed the turnoff onto 1-94 as | sud-denly redlized what my mind was doing. | was counting
Wyatt, McMurtrie, Klienerman, and whoever runs North Lake Labs as possible suspects. Potentia
assassns. Traitors plotting to take over the Presidency.

Which brought meto thelogica conclusion of al my logicd thinking. | realized there was absolutely
no one | could trust. Not McMurtrie or Wyaitt or Lauraor even the President himsdlf. | wastotaly alone.
| couldn’t even be sure of Vickie.

| glanced at the bare-branched treeswhipping by in the twilight. | felt asif | were aone and naked
out there, clinging to one of those dead bare branches. It felt lonely, cold, and damned danger-ous.

Asthe moon came up over the wooded hills, | saw that the highway had now swung aong the bank
of themighty Missssippi River. | think they cdll thispart of it the &. Croix, locally. It was amagnificent,
wide, beautiful river, cutting through the rolling hillsthat were dotted with thetiny scatterings of lights that
marked little communi-ties and, sometimes, individua homes. The river looked much stronger and
somehow younger up here, not like the weary old sick stream that meandered duggishly past St. Louis.
And | knew that athousand miles southward it finaly flowed into the Gulf of Mexico.lt endures. Despite
what we do, theriver endures. That old songwriter told it truly.

| found the city of Stillwater at last and, after a couple of wrong turns on its quiet streets, located the
Stillwater Inn. It was alovely, graceful place, kept up asit must have looked in its prime a century ago.
As| parked the car in the unat-tended | ot d ongside the inn’ swhite clapboard sidewall, | started thinking

again.

| hadn’t pulled any rank at the airports, just used my regular persond charge card to get the airline
tickets and the rental card. No fanfare, no Washington connection. But no cover-up, ether. Wyatt, or
somebody el se, could track me down easily enough if he wanted to. But so far, | hadn’t called attention
to mysdf.

| checked in at the hotel, paid cash in advance, ate dinner in their Bavarian-styled paneled din-ing
room, had adrink in the coziett little bar I’ d ever seen, and then went to my room. Despite al my



suspicionsand fears, | dept very soundly. | don’'t even remember dreaming, athough | woke up the next
morning at dawn'’sfirst light, soaked with sweet and very shaky.

SIX

North Lake Research Laboratories was perched on abluff overlooking the . Croix, about a
half-hour’ s drive above Stillwater. There were no road signs showing the way, and nobody at the hotel
had seemed to know anything about the lab. | had to find the local fire station and ask the old man who
was washing down the town’ s shiny new pumper. Firemen aways know what’ s where, and the quickest
way to get there.

From the highway you could see the Iab build-ings, low and dun gray, hugging the top of the bluff.
Midcentury cement and glass architecture, Saarinen by way of Frank LIoyd Wright. My rented car
climbed the switch-backed driveway dowly; battery was running down. There was ariotwire fence
around the lab enclosure, with a sturdy-looking gate blocking the driveway and asturdier-looking guard
posted in alittle phone booth of asentry box alongside the gate.

| pulled up and he came out, leaned his face down to my window.

“Yessir, what can | do for you?” Very polite. He had an automatic pistol holstered at his hip.
“I'm hereto see Mr. McMurtrie and Dr. Kliener-man,” | said.

The names seemed unfamiliar to him. He looked politely puzzled.

“Dr. Klienerman'sfrom Walter Reed Hospital. Mr. McMurtri€' sfrom the White House.”
“Oh...yes...

“My names Albano,” | said, before he could ask. “Meric Albano.” | fished out my ID, the one with
the Presidential Sedl onit.

He garted to whistle, impressed, but caught himself. “ Just one moment, Mr. Albano. I’'ll phonethe
reception lobby.”

He did that, came back till looking puzzled, but opened the gate and waved me on. | drove up
another haf-mile of blacktop, pulled up on agraveled parking area, and walked from the car to the
reception lobby. There were fewer than adozen carsin the parking lot; either their staff wasincredibly
small or there was another park-ing lot for employees tucked off in the back somewhere.Or the
employees live here, said some-thing in my head. Nonsense, | thought.

The reception |obby was equally quiet. Nobody there at dl. A curved desk with al the
parapher-ndiaof abusy receptionist: phones, picture screens, computer access keyboard, plush little
whedled chair. The lobby was paneled in warm woods, furnished with leather couches and chairs. There
were even fresh flowersin vases on both low-dung wood dab tables. But no people.



A door in the wood paneling opened and asmiling, tall, handsomely dressed man came out. About
my age, maybe afew years older. The suave public reationstype: touch of gray at the temples, precise
manner of gpeech, saf-confident stride. A verycareful man. Theided pickpocket.

“Mr. Albano,” he said in awell-modul ated voice that was somewhere between a confidentia whisper
and athroaty tenor. “Weare honored.”

My estimation of him went up. Scratch pick-pocket. He was a confidence man.
| let him shake my hand. He had avery firm, manly grip.

“My nameis Peter Thornton.I’m Dr. Pefia s assstant—"

“Dr. Pefia?’

He amost looked hurt. “The director of this organization. Dr. Alfonso Pefia. Surely Dr. Kliener-man
has explained—"

| cut him off with anod. He was pumping me, and | decided to be the pumper, not the pumpee.
“WhereisDr. Pena?1’d liketo see him. | don’t have much time, you understand.”

“Of course. Of course. But the gate guard said you were asking for Dr. Klienerman and Mr.
McMurtrie”

“That sright. I'm part of the investigating team. We ve got to make certain that we can handlethe
mediafrom aknowledgesble bass”

“Oh, yes, certainly. That isimportant, isn't it?’

“Right.” But we hadn’t moved a centimeter from where I’ d been standing al dong. The door to the
laboratory proper was still behind Thorn-ton, and he was making no effort to take me through.

“Thisisavery unfortunate business,” he said, lowering his voice even more.
“Y es. Now where' re Klienerman and McMurtrie? And | also—'

“Dr. Klienerman l€eft last night,” Thornton said, giving me ayou should have known that look. “He
and Mr. McMurtrie went together.”

“Lagt night?’

“By chartered plane. Generd Hdliday inasted.”
“Generd Hdliday?’ The Presdent’ sfather.
“Yes. They should bein Aspen by now.”

Damn! That was one of the troubles with skulk-ing off on your own. Y ou got out of touch with
everybody ese. | decided to take the offensive.

“| should have been notified,” | said sternly.
Hiseyebrowsrosein darm. “Wedidn’'t know. They didn’t inform me—"

| shook my head. “There' sno excuse for thiskind of screw-up. | know it isn't your fault per-sondly,



but...
He made a gesture that was almost like hand-wringing.

“Wel,” | said, “aslong as|’m here, | want to meet Dr. Pefia. And I’ ll need to see the bodies, of
course. Thebodies are ill here, aren’t they?’

“Oh, yes! They’ve been subjected to extensive post-mortem examinations, you redlize.. . . but
they’re here.”

“Let’sget withiit, then.”

| had him on the run. He ushered me through the door and into the main building of the [abo-ratory.
We walked through miles of corridors, down stairs, through plastic-roofed ramps that connected
different buildings. | got completely lost; | couldn’t have found the lobby again with-out atroop of Boy
Scoutsto lead me.

We passed a strange conglomeration of sights. At first we werein an office area, obviously
adminigrative. Rugs on the floors, neat little names and titles on the doors. Secretaries’ desksplaced in
acoves aong the corridors. Then we stepped through one of those rampways into a different building.
Here| saw workshops and what |ooked like chemistry laboratories: lots of glassware and bubblings and
people in white smocks. Then acomputer complex: more white--smocked people, but younger, mostly,
and sur-rounded by head-high consoles with winking lights and display screens flashing green-glowing
numbers and symbals.

Then we passed more offices, but here there were no doors, no names, no titles. The men and
women ins de these cubbyholes |ooked like re-searchers to me. They were scribbling equations on
chalkboards or punching computer keyboards or talking animatedly with each other in wordsthat were
English but not the English language.

Aswe were going down aclanging flight of metal stairs, degper into the basement levels underneath
the surface building, it finally hit homein my brain that North Lake Research Laboratorieswas not a
medica inditution. It had nothing to do with medicine a dl, from thelooks of it.

“What' s the mgjor area of research here?’ | asked Thornton.
“Em...biomedicd,” hesad.
“ Biomedical ?”

“Well . . . mostly biochemistry. Very advanced, of course.” He produced a chuckle that was
sup-posed to put me off my guard. “I’ll tell you something. I’ ve got a doctorate in molecular
bio-chemistry, and | don’t understand half of what these bright young people are doing nowadays.”

‘Thet far out, eh?’

| was about to ask him who paid for all these bright young people and their far-out research. But we
had come to the bottom of the stairwell. There was nothing there except a blank cul-de-sac, about four
paces long, with cement walls and an unmarked steel door at itsend.

Thornton, looking suddenly grim, fingered the buttons of the combination lock set into thewall next to
the door. It swung open and we stepped through.

Thisarealooked medical. A large room, with pastel green walls. No windows, of course, thisfar



underground. Glareless, pitiless overhead lights. Cold. Like amorgue, only colder. Two rollabletablesin
the center of the room, each bearing abody totally covered with a green sheet. Nineteen dozen different
kinds of gadgets arrayed around the bodies: oscilloscopes, trays of surgical instru-ments, heart-lung
pumps, lots of other things| didn’t recognize right off.

| found myself swallowing hard. Despite the cold of the room, the stench of death was here. | went to
the tables. Thornton didn’t try to stop me, but | could hear his footsteps on the cold cement floor, right
behind me. | stopped at the first table. So did he. | lifted a corner of the shest.

James J. Hdlliday stared blankly a me. Chrigt, it lookedexactly likehim!

| let the sheet drop from my fingers and went to the other table. Thistime Thornton stayed where he
was. | lifted the second sheet. The same face stared a me. The same sandy hair, the same blue eyes, the
same jaw, thelipsthat could grin so boyishly, the broad forehead, the thin dightly beaked nose.

“I wouldn’t pull the sheet any further back,” Thornton’ s voice came from behind me, “unlessyou’ ve
had some surgica experience. It. . .isn't pretty.”

| placed the sheet gently back on the cold face. Dammit, there were tearsin my eyes. It took mea
minute before | could turn back and face Thorn-ton again.

“What were the results of the autopsies?’ | asked. “What killed them?’
Thornton looked uncomfortable. “1 believe Dr. Pefia should discuss that with you.”
“Allright,” | sad. “Whereishe?’

“He' s coming down to meet you. He should have been here by now.” Thornton glanced at hiswrist
watch.

The cold was seeping into me. “Look, couldn’t we—"

“Dr. Pefiaisavery frail man,” Thornton told me, and for thefirst time since I’d met him in the lobby,
| got the feding he was saying something that he redly meant. “He s nearing ninety years of age. He
drives himsalf much too hard. | hopeyouwon't . . . say anything that will upset him.”

| stared at Thornton. Thelife of the President of the United States was being threatened. Hell—one
of those bodies could just as easilybe James J. Haliday. And he was worried about his boss sfrailties.

Therewasn't time for me to answer him, though. Through a second door, one set farther back in the
room than the one we had used, Dr. Pefiacameriding in on an eectricaly powered whedl-chair.

He looked older than any human being | had ever seen; even Robert Wyatt would have |ooked
coltish beside him. His face was nothing more than a death mask with incredibly lined skin stretched over
the fragile bones. His head was hairless, eyes half-closed. He reminded me of the mummified remains of
pharaohs; not adrop of juice left in him. He was wrapped in a heavy robe that bulged and bulked oddly.
And then | saw dl the cardiac and rena equipment |oaded on the back rack of the wheelchair, and
realized that below the neck he was probably more machine than flesh. His hands were covered with
barely discernible thin plagtic surgeon’ s gloves. It gave hislong, bony fingers and the liver-spotted,
tendon-ridged backs of his hands a queer filmy sheen.

Hisvoice surprised me. It was strong, confi-dent, dert; not at adl the thin, quavering piping | had
expected.



“You'rethe President’ s press secretary, are you?’
“Andyou'reDr. Pefia,” | said.

Hefingered the control buttons set into the wheel chair’ s armrest and rolled up to me fast enough to
make me involuntarily step back a pace.

“I'm abusy man, Mr. Albano. Asyou might suspect from looking at me, timeisavery pre-cious
commodity to me. Why are you taking up my time?’

| amogt grinned at him. Frail old man, my ass. “I’m part of theteam investigating .. .” | was
momentarily a alossfor how to phraseit. | gestured toward the shrouded bodies.

He glowered at me. “|I’ ve dready told Kliener-man and that Secret Service man everything I've
found out. Ask them about it.”

“I will. But while we re both here, I d like to get your opinionsfirsthand.”
“Waste of time,” he snapped.

“Why?

“Because | have no opiniongd”

“Suppose | asked you if the man Stting in the White House thismorning is actualy James J.
Hdliday?’

His breath caught on that one.
| stepped closer to him. “Isone of those. . . corpses. . . the President?’

He glanced a Thornton, then back to me. “I can only tell you that each of those corpses|ooks
exactly like the President. Same height, same weight. Same fingerprints, retina patterns, ear-lobe
sructure, cephdic index. Every physica determinant | have measured is precisdy the same asthe
records Dr. Klienerman gave me for the President.”

“Fingerprints,” | echoed.

“Everything,” herepeated. “ They are physicaly identica to each other and tothe President. They are
not machines, not automata or plastic cre-ations. They are completely human, as human asyou or |.More
human than | am, consdering . . .”

“Who could produce such exact duplicates?’
Dr. Peflawas sllent on that one.
“Wdl . ..what killed them?’ | asked.

His head sank onto his chest. His eyes closed. Thornton stepped between us. “1 told you not to tax
himtoofar.”

But Pefiawaved afeeblehand. “No . . . itisdl right. I'm perfectly capable of . . . answering him.”
“Y ou should beresting,” Thornton inssted.
“What killed them?’ | asked again.



He gave aone-gasp laugh, anasty accusative little snort. “What killed them? A very good
question.An excdllent question.”

“Wdl?Whét did?’

Helooked up at me, hiseyes glittering with pain or hate or maybe both. “Nothing killed them.
Nothing at al. No marks of violence. No poison. Not even asphyxiation. They smply died. Like
marionettes whose strings have been cut. They smply fell downand. . . died.”

SEVEN

All the way on theflight from Minnegpolisto Denver | nibbled on Dr. Pefia swords.Nothing killed
them. . .they just fell down and. . .died. Cause of death: unknown. They just stopped liv-ing. Two adult
human maeswho looked exactly like the President of the United States. Each died within ahundred
yards of thereal President. Each died of—nothing.

| was out of my league and | knew it. But something stubborn in me (or maybe something scared
witless) told meto follow McMurtri€ strail. McMurtrie knew what he was doing. If he had goneto
Aspen to see Generd Halliday, that’ swhere | was going, too.

It'shard to believe that Aspen was once acenter of the youth cult. The old city had begun asasiver
miners boom town, then rusticated for along while, and then had become aski resort. Kidsfrom all
over the country flocked there a couple of generations ago, to ski and loaf in the winter snows and
summer sunshine. Easy living. But al things change. The kids grew up, Started businesses, got
respectable. Aspen became avery exclusive resort, especidly after Colorado followed Nevada' s lead
and legdlized gambling and prodtitution.

Funny. Old Las Vegas had become a ghost town after the Shortage Riots of the nineties. It was
redly adefensdess city. When Dahlgren led hisarmy of unemployed againgt the “temples of snand
gold,” ashe evangdligticaly put it, they burned the casinos and hotel s to the ground. When they tried the
following year to sack Denver, Morton J. Halliday, an obscure colonel in the Colorado National Guard,
became a nationa hero. He saved Denver from the mob. He faced them down with trained, disciplined
troops. And then hefed them, put them to work rebuilding the damage they had done in Pueblo and
Albuguerque, and became the first honest-to-god hero this nation had seen since Sirica.

So now Aspen was astronghold of the rich and the elderly, abastion of wedlthy and quiet luxuri-ous
living tucked among the mighty guardian pesks of the Rockies. Las Vegas was this gener-ation’ s youth
center; kidslived out on the desert in communes dl around the burned-out Strip, using the till-functioning
solar power stations to pump up water from the deep wells.

Flying into Aspen had never improved much from the earliest days. Y ou till had to bounce through
the rough mountain air, lurching every which way while the plane s entertainment tape fed you P.R.
garbage about how “the clear air makes the peaks seem much closer than they actudly are.”



| had white knuckles and sweaty pamsadl through the forty-minute flight. By the time we landed, my
stomach wasin amess. It calmed down abit on the taxi ride to the Haliday enclave. You didn’t just
drop in on Generd Halliday. Not even if you worked in the White House. He ruled this area—the whole
gtate of Colorado, in fact—from his mansion on Red Peak—the West-ern White House, when hisson
was home. When James J. had first become governor of Colorado, most palitica pundits had assumed
that he was just afront man for his powerful father. They got severa stunning surprises when James
proved to be his own man. Y ou couldn’t predict the Gover-nor’ s behavior by finding out what the
Generd wanted. This caused some towering arguments between them. I’ d seen afew that raged from
cocktails through dawn.

Thetaxi dropped me off at the gate house, a solid stone, pitched roof, four-story building that could
have held a couple of Swiss chaets and Fort Apacheinsdeit. Actudly, it quartered most of the
General’ s security staff. Many of the older men had been the scared young troopers who' d made a hero
out of the General back in Denver. And there was enough new blood to take on the state police, it
Seemed to me.

A helicopter droned past as| crunched aong the gravel walkway up to the guardhouse' s front door.
The reception areawas diced into two spaces. asmdll lobby just inside the door, where visitors stand,
and, on the other sde of atrans-parent bulletproof screen, amuch larger area staffed mostly by women
gtting at desks, phone switchboards, and television monitoring devices.

Thegirl a the desk closest to the partition looked up as the door closed silently behind me.

“Yessr, can | helpyou?’ She had a pleasant smile, the kind they teach you in those schools that
specidizein getting ahead in the world.

| told her my name, and she recognized who | was dmost ingtantly. The “admost” wasaglance a the
little computer screen on her desk. Fast computer, with deep personnel files.

It took only afew minutesfor her to phone the main house, then smile up a me again and tell me that
acar would pick me up outsde in afew minutes. | thanked her and went outside to bask in the spring
unshine

Snow was still banked deep around the build-ing, but the sun was warm and birds were chirp-ing
cheerfully in the newly leafing trees. | walked acrossthe cleared gravel-covered parking areato the lip of
thetrall. Y ou could see the whole valey from up here, sparkling in the snow like apicturein atourist
brochure. The airwas clear, and clean. | remembered nights up here when | had first started working for
The Man, going out for long wakswith him. We d sart out talking about R & D policy and end up

dargazing.

The car came and | was driven to the main house. The driver took meinsde and ushered meinto a
library: dark woods; celling-high bookshelves covering three walls, except for astone fireplace; windows
on the fourth wall overlooking apineforest. Thefireplace was empty, although the room was
comfortably warm. | paced between the easy chairsin front of the hearth and the couch aongside the
windows.

The door opened, and Robert Wyaitt stepped into the room. | felt my mouth open in surprise.
“I thought you were in Washington.”
He looked annoyed, thin lips pressed tight. “I could say the samefor you.”

“I’'m looking for McMurtrie. | told the woman at the gate house that he' sthe one | want to see.”



“Toolate,” HisHoliness said.
My stomach clenched. “What do you mean?’
“Hejust ' coptered out of here, going back to Denver and then to Washington.”

For afew heartbeats we stood facing each other, me by the windows, His Holiness across the room,
only three paces from the door. Be-tween us was a Persian carpet, glowing red and gold where the sun
streaked acrossit.

“What did you want with McMurtrie?” Wyait asked me.

Good question. What could | answer?l wanted him to hold my hand and tell me everything's
going to be okay. | said, “I want to stay on top of thisinvestigation. | decided to stick with him. Thisis
toobig...”

“How did you know he was here?’
“Dr. Peflatold me.”

Wyatt' s head actudly jerked back afew centi-meters. The veinin hisforehead pulsed. “Y ou were at
North Lake? When?’

“Thismorning . . .” Which reminded me. “ Rob-ert, | haven't had anything to et al damned day.
How about a sandwich or something?’

He dmost looked asif he were going to say no. Instead, “Wait here. | think the Genera will want to
seeyou.”

So | waited. | sat at the desk near the door and phoned Vickie, told her where | was. She looked
funny; not upset, redly, but kind of tense,

“Youdl right?’ | asked her.

“Oh, I'mfing” shesad. “It'syou |I’m worrying about. Hunter’ s getting to enjoy taking with the
President and briefing the press corps. He' |l prob-ably want to move into your office by tomorrow
morning.”

“Lethim,” | said.

‘Besarious.” Shewas. Her dfin face was as closeto grimness asit could get. On anyone e seit
would look like the beginnings of asmile.

“Okay. Serious,” | said. “ Get me arundown on Dr. Alfonso Pefia. College degrees, career, the
wholecurriculum vitae. And arundown on North Lake Research Laboratories. | want to know where
they get their money from.”

“Y ou ended a sentence with apreposition,” she said.
“Arrant nonsense, up with which—"
“—1 shall not put,” Vickie quoted with me. We laughed together.

“All right. I'll be back in the office tomorrow. Have that information ready for me early. And tell
Hunter to hold off on moving his office furniture.”



The door to the library opened and Wyatt camein, followed by a self-driven cart loaded with lunch.
“To hear isto obey,” Vickie was saying.

| glanced at the food, then back to the phone screen. “Hey,” | said to her, “you' re supposed to smile
when you say that.”

Shemadeagmile, but it didn't look very convincing.

“I'll see you tomorrow,” | said.

“Cdl meif your plans change, will you?’

“Okay. Will do.”

| clicked off and turned to Wyaitt. “ The Genera till setsagood table.”

“Ther€ sbeer in therefrigerator section,” he said, “ underneath the tablecloth on your side.”
“Terific”

We were hdfway through our first sandwiches when the Genera strodeinto thelibrary.

Morton J. Halliday |ooked as though he were in uniform even when he was wearing an old cordu-roy
shirt and faded chinos, his costume at that moment. He wastall, with an imperious|ook to hiseyes, a
haughty nose, and an iron-gray mus-tache. His hair was clipped short, in time-honored military style, and
nearly al white now. He didn't show the least Sign of baldness, something he teased Wyait about on
those rare occasions when he’ d had enough to drink to let down his self-control alittle.

He had the mien and style of an emperor, and some of his very oldest friends—like Wyatt—could
recall when the Generd had first married and quietly proclaimed to his closest associates that he was
going to father a President. He' d done exactly that, even though hiswife had died while the son was an
infant and he had raised James J. by himsdlf.

Not exactly sngle-handed, of course. But the General had never let James J. wander far from this
mountain stronghold on Red Peak. Instead, he brought the world to the boy. The best schol-ars on the
planet tutored James. Local gossip had it that there were more Nobel Prize laureates on Red Pegk at any
given moment during the boy’ s schooling years than anywhere e se on earth. The Genera bought the
Aspen Indtitute and gave it to his son as a sixteenth birthday present. And when James did trave, it was
with a security team aslarge and dedicated asthe Secret Service guardsfor the President. It waslikea
small army travel-ing. He was born to be President, and he started living like one so far back in his
childhood that he had taken to living in the White House asiif it were his naturd habitat.

There were always those who tried to find the strings that controlled James J. Halliday. The obvious
link was from hisfather to the banking, minerd, and industrid interests that the General wastied to. |
have to confessthat my own first interest in Governor Halliday, the dark horse candidate for the
Presdency, was exactly for that reason. | was going to find hisfeet of clay. | was going to expose his
connections with the oil and banking and God-knows-what other big-money manipulators who were
using him asafront man. | was going to knock him down. The son of a bitch had stolen Laurafrom me.

| never found those links. They just weren't there. Halliday was his own man, as fiercely independent
and tough-minded as his hero father. Despite mysdlf, | liked the man. | wound up working for him, of
course. And the relationship between James and his father reminded me of the relationship between the
ancient conqueror Alex-ander the Great and hisfather, Philip of Macedon: pride, love, competition,



maybe envy. Philip had been assassinated, probably on order of his son.

Now the General stood before me, saber-straight and lean. He fixed me with his eyes as| was about
to take abite of my half-finished sandwich. | felt like avery smal mouse that had just been spotted by a

very hungry cat.

“Just what in hdll isgoing on?’ he said. Hedidn't raise hisvoice. He didn't haveto. There was
enough iron even in his calmest tones to swing a compass needle around.

A dice of tomato oozed out of my sandwich as| replied, “Good afternoon, Generd.” Dazzling
comeback.

He strode over to our table. Wyaitt got up and fetched a chair for him. | got to my feet.

Aswedl sat down, the General asked me, “Are you supposed to be the President’ s press
secre-tary, or some amateur detective out of alousy TV show?’

| let the rest of my sandwich drop into the plate. “Isthat ariddle or do you want a serious answer?’

Heglared a Wyatt, asif it werehis fault, then returned to me. “ Listen, sonny, you' re supposed to be
working in Washington. What in the name of hdll are you doing running around the country-side to
Minnesota and up here?’

“I"'m trying to find out what’ s going on, and who' s attempting to kill your son.”

“We have the whole mother-thumping FBI and Secret Service availablefor that. Plusthe Army,
Navy, and Aerospace Force, if we need ’em. Who the hell gave you a sheriff’s badge?’

| took a deep breath.His bark’ s worse than his bite, | told mysdf, eventhough | didn't believeit.
“Generd Hdlliday . . . dr. It may come as a shock to you, but | cannot, and will not, try to keep this story
away from the news hounds unless | knowexactly what the story is. I’ m not going to operate in the
dark.”

Wyatt smirked. “ And how much have you found out by running up to Minnesota?’
“At least | know as much about what killed those duplicates as Dr. Pefia does.”
"You met Pefia?’ the Genera snapped.

“yes”

“And whet did hetell you?’

“Not ahdluvalot. Said he can't determine what killed the duplicates. Apparently they just keeled
over and died.”

“That’ sthe same report we got,” Wyatt said. “ And the same information you would have got-ten, if
you'd beenin your office thismorning.”

“Really?’ | asked.

His Holiness clenched histeeth and said nothing. | turned back to the Generd. “Why was McMurtrie
here? Did he bring Dr. Klienerman with him?’

Now it was the Genera’ s turn to keep his mouth clamped shut. He looked at Wyatt and cocked an



eyebrow.

“Thefird ... body,” Wyatt said, hisvoice chokingly strained, “was found in Denver. McMur-trie
figured aslong as he was coming that close, he might aswell drop in here and tel uswhat was going on.”

“He knew you were here?’ | asked Wyatt.

“Wewerein constant communication dl thetime,” he answered.
“What's Dr. Klienerman have to say about dl this?’

“Nothing,” the Generd snapped. “Not adamned thing.”

“Heand Dr. Pefiadidn’t get dong very well,” Wyaitt explained. “Y ou know how it iswhen two
primadonnas get under the same roof.”

“What do you mean?’

Wyatt looked even more uncomfortable. * Pefiawouldn’t alow Klienerman to see the bodies of the
duplicates.”

“What? But he' sthe President’ s persond physi-cian! If one of those bodiesis the President . . .”
“They'renat,” said the Generdl.

“How can you be certain?’

“Pefid sstidfied . . "

“Dr. Pefiatold me they were exactly dike, for Chrissakel” | knew | was shouting, but there wasn't
much | could do about it. “He can’t tell one from the other, and he can't tdl ether one from the
Presdent’smedicd profile”

“They are not the President,” the Generd inssted.

| took agood look at him. Arguing with him on that point would have been like trying to tear down
Red Peak with a soggy toothpick. He had made up his mind and that was that.

Wyatt said, “Meric, you really ought to get back to Washington and stay closeto your office. We'll
keep you informed.”

“I dtill want to see McMurtrie)” | said.
“That will beimpossble,” the Generd said.
“Why can't—"

“McMurtri€' s helicopter crashed between here and Mt. Evans. | got theword just before | camein
rHe_”

| couldn’t move. Not even my mouth would work. 1t was like being paralyzed.
Wyatt seemed stunned, too. But only for amoment. He asked, “McMurtrie. . . 7’

“Dead. Everybody on board was killed. McMur-trie, Klienerman and the pilot.”



“They'resure?

The Generd’ svoice was stony. “ State police helicopter flew over the crash Site. Heard adis-tress
cal and went to investigate. By the time they got there, there was nothing to see but burning wreckage.
No survivors.”

“Jesus-suffering-Christ,” said Wyait.

| till couldn’t utter aword. But my brain wasracing at hyperkinetic speed. McMurtrie was killed.
Murdered. Either he or Klienerman had found some-thing, and they were both killed before they
could tell anyone. Murdered by somebody here in the General’ s household.

EIGHT

It was around midnight when my flight landed at Washington Nationd.Home of the brave, | told
mysdlf. It was an effort just to pull mysalf out of the seat and trudge past the weary stewardesses standing
at the plane€’ smain hatch. Even their conditioned-reflex smiles|ooked bedraggled. | felt asif that
helicopter of the Generd’ s had landed on my back. Utterly tired. Not just physicaly. The kind of
nothing-left feeing when you' ve burned up the last of your adrendin and the monster you werefacingis
gtill there, bigger than ever, breeth-ing fire and reaching out to clutch you.

Theairport wasjust about deserted. They stopped flightsinto National after midnight. The official
reason was the noisg; it bothered peopleliving in the area. The redl reason was security. Ever sncethe
Nationd Vigilance Society had tried to seize the Government and the city a dozen years ago, the airport
had been kept undervery tight security guard.

The damned corridor out to the main terminal building seemed endless. It waslike asurredistic
nightmare; | waswalking aone up this gradualy doping bare white-tiled corridor, scared to ook behind
me for fear that whoever got McMurtrie would be coming after me, scared to push ahead because |
knew there were thingsin that city out therethat I” d rather not face up to.

But as| went past the deserted passenger inspection station, with its X-ray camerasfor searching
baggage and its magnetic detectors for finding metal on passengers, the whole gloomy airport lit up for
me. Vickie was Stting there, reading amagazine.

| wasthefirst of the half-dozen passengers coming out of the plane, and she hadn’t looked up yet to
notice anyone approaching. Her golden hair was atouch of sun warmth in the imper-sond coldness of
thetermina building. She was dressed casually in dacks and sweater, but she looked grand to me.

“You don't get paid overtime, you know,” | said.

Shelooked up, startled momentarily, and then grinned. “1 happened to bein the neighbor-hood . . .”
She got up and stuffed the magazine into her shoulder bag.

“How’d you know which flight I'd be on?’



“Checked with Denver.” Shelooked very pleased with hersdlf. “I may not have started lifeasa
newspaper reporter, but | know how to find things out when | want to.”

“Y ou ended a sentence with a prepodtion,” | said.
“Thehdl | did.”

We walked together out past the empty, echo-ing baggage carousdls, mindlesdy turning even though
there was no luggage on any of them. Thetraffic rotary outside the termina, so noisy and bustling al day
long, was dark and quiet now. | didn’t see acab anywhere.

“I’'vegot my car,” Vickie said, pointing toward the parking areaon the other side of the rotary.

“I didn’t know you had acar.” It wasalittle chilly in the night air. The sky was clouded over,
athough a quarter moon glowed through the overcast dimly.

“Wadll, it'snot redly mine. It belongsto afriend. He' s out of town and I’'m minding it for him.”

| didn’t reply. We walked straight across the rotary, just like Boston pedestrians, marching across six
traffic lanes, abig circle of withered grass, and six more lanes on the other sde. The parking areawas
automated. We got into the car—athoroughly battered old gas burner that roared and coughed when
Vickie started it up—and drove out, stopping only to pay the parking fee at the unattended gate.

“You didn’'t wak around herein the dark by yoursdlf,” | said.

“Sure. It'sokay . . . theplaceisredly deserted. And they’ ve got television monitors watching
ev-erything. The guards would have come out of the termina building if anyone had bothered me.”

“Jugt intimeto join the gang bang,” | muttered.

“Worried about my honor?’ she asked as she turned onto the bridge that led across the Potomac.
“Worried about your life”

“I can take care of mysdlf. I’ ve never been raped yet.”

“Onceisenough, fromwhat | hear.”

She grimaced. “| suppose you'reright.”

By the time we had pulled up in front of my apartment building, she had told me al about the car and
itsowner. The engine had been converted to hydrogen fud, which iswhy the old five-seat sedan was
now atwo-seater. Therest wasfud tank. Very bulky. And highly flammable.

“But don'tworry,” Vickie assured me. “Ron tells me the tank is very crashworthy.”
“I'mthrilled.”

Ron was agaffer for aCongressman from Kentucky. A very likegble hillbilly with apassion for cars,
theway Vickie described him. | could fed my lip curl in contempt, in the darkness of the car. Twanging
accent and the brains of agrease monkey, | thought.

“I met him at acar rdly in Bethesdalast year,” Vickie said. “We go to lots of racesand ralies.”

“I didn’t know you were a car freak,” | said.



“There’ salot about meyou don’'t know,” she answered as she pulled the stick shift back into
parking gear. “Well . . . here you are. Door-to-door service.”

“Comeonup,” | said. “Least | can do is make you adrink. Or some coffee.”
She shook her head dightly. “I can’t leave the car here. They’ll ticket it.”
“Sowhat? I’ ll pull rank and get it taken care of. Old Boston tradition.”
“They might tow it.”

“Solet them. I'll get it back before your hill-billy friend returnsto town.”
Sheredly looked perplexed. “Meric. . . | don’t fuck with the boss.”

| guess that was supposed to stop me, or warn me, or turn me off. Instead, | heard mysdlf reply,
“Don’'t worry about it. The whole apartment’ s protected by TV cameras. If | atack you, guards will
spring out of thewalls and beat my bals off.”

Shelaughed. A good, hearty, full-throated laugh. “ All right, al right. Aslong as we understand each
other.”

“Surewedo.” | wasonly hdf lying.

She did take coffee instead of adrink. | poured myself a couple thumbs of Scotch. Vickie sat on the
chrome and leather rocker in my living room. | sprawled tiredly on the sofa.

After asip of the Scotch | asked her, “What made you come out to the airport for me?’

“I’'mnot sure,” she said. She gtarted to look for a place to put the coffee mug down, settled for the
rug. “1 guess | was curiousto find out what you’ ve been up to—what’ s bugging you, and what dl this
interest in that laboratory in Minne-sota s about. I'm usualy alate-night person any-way; never get to
bed before one or two. So | thought I’d give you a surprise at the airport.”

“It was damned nice of you,” | said. “Nothing londlier than getting off alate flight with nobody there
to greet you.”

“l know,” shesad. “You told methat once. . . inthe office.”

“I did?’ But instead of continuing that line of conversation, she bent down and took the coffees mug
agan.

“How’ s everything been in the office the past few days?’ | asked, changing the subject.

“Mostly routine. Hunter’ s doing agood job, and the pressis bending over backward to avoid any
unusud treatment that might get interpreted asracist. Oh, you got acal from aMr. Ryan, of the Boston
News-Globe. He said you invited him down for an interview.”

“Heinvited himsdf.”
“I think Gretaset him up with atentative date next Monday.”
“Okay. That sounds good.”

We chatted for afew minutes more, and then she got up to leave. I’m not sure how it hap-pened, but



I wound up standing in front of the door, holding her handsin mine, and saying, “Don’t go. Stay awhile
|Orge..”

“No, Meric...redly ...
“Couple nights ago, on the phone, you said you wished you were with me.”

“That was. ..” Shelooked away, then back at me, her eyesthe color of atropical lagoon. “Its not
fair to remember what | say when.. .. wdll, it'snot fair.”

“Vickie. . . please. | don't want to be adone.”

“Neitherdo |.”

“Well, then”

“I told you,” she said, her voicerising anotch, “1 don’t screw around with the boss.”

| didn’t let go of her. “Listen. Tomorrow I’ m the boss. Tonight I’m aguy who wantsyou . . . who
needsyou.”

“What are you frightened of 7’ she asked.

| started to answer, but held it back.

“Something’ s pursuing you, Meric. Something’ sgot you terrified. What isit?’
“Nothing that concernsyou.”

“But maybel canhep...”

| shook my head and let her hands go. “No, Vickie. Y ou don't want to know. Believeme. You're
better off not knowing.”

She put ahand to my cheek. “My God, Meric. Y ou' re trembling!”

| pulled away from her.

“It'sabout LauraHdliday, isn't it? 1 wish you could fed that much passion for me.”

“It'snot her,” | snapped. “And it'snot passion it’ sfear. Just plain chickenshit cold swest fear.”
“Fear? Of what?’

| dumped back onto the sofaand she came and sat beside me. “Meric, what’ s happening? What are
you so frightened of ? Don't | have aright to know?’

“No. Youdon't. Dammit, Vick . . . I’'mtrying to protect you. Aslong as you don’t know anything
about it, you're safe”

“Safe from what?’
“They killed McMurtrie,” | blurted. “Dr. Klien-erman, too. Made it ook like an accident.”

“They? Who?’



“General Haliday, maybe. Or Wyatt. Or person or persons unknown. | don’t know who! | don’'t
know why. But | might be on their ligt, too. And at the top of the goddamned list isthe President.”

Her eyes widened.

“I’ve dready told you more than it’s safe for you to know,” | said. “Now get out while the getting's
good. Go back to Californiaand become astock car racer. It' sahelluvalot safer and cleaner than
what’ s going on around here.”

| would have made alousy intelligence agent. Vickie got the whole story out of me, bit by bit. The
more | swore | wasn't going to say anymore, the more | warned her that | was looking out for her own
safety, the more | blabbered about the whole ugly business. A part of my mind watched the fiascoin
disgust, while another part felt immense rdief that | had somebody to talk to, somebody to sharethe
wholeincredible burden of doubts and fears.And anyway, | rationalized, between the fact that she
works for you and you phoned her from General Halliday’ s place, and she met you at the airport
and drove you home, they proba-bly figure she knows as much as you do.

By thetime I’ d finished talking, we were both drinking Scotch and looking very sober and scared.
“Then there’ s nobody you can go to?’ Vickie asked at last.

| shrugged. “McMurtrie was the one guy | trusted. He' s out of it now.”

“What are you going to do?’

“Wishto hdl | knew.” | finished my glass, turned and saw that the bottle was empty. “ There sone
thingl cando. . . theonly thing | can think of.”

“What' sthet?’
“Blow it wide open. Tell the press. Make the whole mess public.”
She thought amoment. Then, dowly, “If you did that . . .

“I know. It' d pardyze the whole Government. Bring al of Washington to astanddtill. Cripple
everything. Maybe shake the whole damned Gov-ernment gpart and send us over the edge, once and for
al”

Vickiesad, “I wasn't thinking of that.”
“What, then?’
“If you tried to makeit public, they’ d haveto try to kill you, too.”

Thereit was. It wasn't just me being paranoid. Vickie saw it, too. | could be on their list. Hell, Iwas
ontheir lis. I knew it.

“What are you going to do about it?" she asked.

“Nothing,” | said. “Not agoddamned thing. And if they’ ve got this apartment bugged, | sure as hell
hope they hear that. I’ m not going to blow any whistlesuntil I’ m convinced that it’d do more good than
harm.”

“How will you decide?



“Damned if | know. Guess|’ll haveto tak to The Man and see what hisreactions are. From there
on, it'sanybody’ sball game.”

She gave me along, gravelook. “Y ou could go away. Y ou could resign and leave the country. Make
certain that it’ s obvious you' re getting out of the game.”

| thought about it for amoment. “Maybe. . . except that . . . hdll, | can’t. It wouldn't do any good.
They'd dill be after the President, and I’ d just be | etting them get away with it.”

Vickie said nothing, but | somehow got the fedling that my answer was the one she had wanted to
hear.

We ended up in bed together. The Scotch fi-naly took effect, and | don’t remember too much of i,
except that it was terrific and she liked to be on top. Which was fine with me. Thelast redl memory |
have of that night is of our two swesaty bodies plunging in rhythm, her firm little breasts bobbing above me
and her knees clamping my torso tight. We forgot about alot of things before dawn broke.

NINE

The next couple of daysare just blursin my mind. | went through the office routine mechanicaly,
numbly, my mind in such aturmoil that it’sawonder | could find my desk or get my boots on straight.
Greta clucked over me and did every-thing she could, including sending me homewith ajar of
homemade chicken soup. She thought | was coming down with avirus.

The President seemed cam and unruffled. When | asked him about McMurtrie he turned grim for a
few minutes, but asfar as| could fathom from him and Wyatt, the investigation was ill being kept small,
quiet, and ultratight.

Vickiewas. . . wdl, Vickie. That one night was one night. In the office we were boss and assis-tant.
She was as pleasant and helpful asaways. | guess | was polite and reasonable. She didn’t act coy or
betrayed. | asked her out to dinner, she accepted, and we ended the night at her door. “Don’'t get
possessive about me,” she said. | felt relieved and annoyed, both a once.

We drew an almost total blank in our search for information about North Lake Labs and Dr. Pefia

“He'samost anonperson,” she complained tiredly, after severa days of searching the rec-ords.
“There shisfile from Princeton, more than forty years ago. There' sacouple of brief mentionsof his
attending mesetings of biochemists and other scientific groups, but nothing a dl later than the early
seventies. Somebody’ s done avery thorough job of keeping him out of sight.”

“Or erasing therecords,” | said.
Her eyeswent round. “They couldn’t bethat thorough, could they?’
| had no real answer. “What about North Lake Labs?’



“Very hush-hush,” Vickie said. “ Deep military secrecy. Restricted-accesslist and al that. We' d have
to go through the Secretary of Defense’ s office or the Senate Armed Services Committee.”

“And we can't do that without advertising the fact that we re snooping,” | said.
“It could be dangerous for you. But maybe not for me. Maybe they don't redize. . .”

“Uh-uh.” | wagged afinger a her. “Dangerous for anybody. Stay clear or you'll wind up in some
godforsaken ravine, like McMurtrie and Kliener-man.”

Vickiefidgeted unhappily in her chair. “ Then what in hel do wedo, Meric?’

“Nothing. Not agoddamned thing. We sit and wait. And think.”

“For how long?’

| shrugged. “I1t' s Friday. I’ ve got to talk with Len Ryan on Monday. I’ [l make up my mind by then.”
“It'sgoing to be along weekend for you,” she said.

“Yeah. Think I'll drive out into the country. That ought to be the best place to get some thinking
done.”

“Out to Camp David?’

“No, I don't want to be with the President thisweekend. I'll go the other way, maybe down to
VirginiaBeach.”

“I'vedill got thecar,” Vickie sad.

| shook my head. “Y ou Stay clear of mefor thetimebeing. If | makeit past Monday, then we can
tak.”

She started to argue, but | made noises like aboss and got her to leave the office. | don’t think she
was sore, but if anything was going to happen that weekend, | didn’t want her around to get caught by
the blast.

It was dmost quitting time when the phone call came. Greta had just stuck her head into my officeto
announce that she was taking off fifteen minutes early to best the traffic crunch. She did that every Friday,
and she dways made that announcement, and | aways nodded my head.

Phone cdlsfrom the President weren't dl that unusud. When he had first taken office, The Man
began making spot callsto anyone and everyone, just checking on how things were going down on the
working levels, sampling morale, seeing who looked guilty or busy or happy or pissed off. The standard
jokewasthat if your phones beeped out “ Ruffles and Hourishes’ instead of buzzing, you knew who was
cdling.

My phone just buzzed. | touched the ON but-ton, and The Man’ s face appeared on my desk screen.
“Hello, Meric,” he said pleasantly.
“Mr. President.”

“Do you have any plansfor the weekend?’ he asked.



It had been an hour or so since my conversa-tion with Vickie. “Nothing specid. Why do you ask?’

Heamiled. “Lauraand | were wondering if you could have dinner with ustomorrow evening. Nothing
formd. Just aquiet evening. Thethree of us.”

“I thought you were going to Maryland for the weekend.”
“That' s canceled. Too much work to do. I’'m staying here for the weekend.”

“Y ou might have informed your press secretary about your switch in plans. I’ ve got to make sure the
press corps—"’

“Meric,” hesadwith apatient grin, “lam informing my press secretary. | just made up my mind
about it afew minutes ago. And Laurathought it d been quite awhile since we broke bread together,
quietly and informaly. Can you makeit or not?’

“Yesdr, | can makeit. Of course”
“Good. Seven o' clock. Bring an appetite.”
“Right. Thank you.”

| wish | could say that thefirst thing | did after clicking off the phone was to check my office for
electronic bugsor cal Vickie and tell her that if anything happened to me she should break the story to
themedia. | didn’t. | tore madly out of the office and down the halway to catch Greta before she got into
the elevator and away. | needed her to start the machinery of informing the press corps about the
President’ s change in plans. Otherwise they’ d have my hide on the door by morning.

| just missed her. | had to grab a couple of the younger workers and draft them for the emer-gency.
It took more than an hour to make certain that the entire press corps had been informed.

* * * %

Even before Halliday had turned the White House into hisamost totally private preserve, tourists had
never been alowed up onto the second floor, where the President and hisfamily had their living quarters.
Halliday was obsessve about his privacy, to the point where foreign dignitaries were no longer even
occasiondly put up in the White House. They stayed at Blair House or some other nearby building.
Tourigts il plodded through the ground and first floors of the Presi-dentiad mansion, but the second floor
was sacro-sanct, even to Cabinet members and most of the President’ s personal staff.

That’ swhy on Saturday | took my usua route through the underground dideway to the West Wing
and came up just outside the Oval Office. Saturday or not, Mrs. Bester was at her desk; the rumor
among the staff wasthat she never budged from her post, and her swive chair had a potty under it. She
was atough old broad; at least she looked that way. But on the inside, she was even tougher. Whichis
what the President wanted in his private secretary.

| could hear voices coming from insde the Ovd Office.
“Isheinthere?’ | asked cautioudy. Somehow she dwaysintimidated me,

“Yes,” shesaid. Nothing more. She never vol-unteered information. Shejust sat behind her
fortress-sized desk, gazing a me through steely eyes.

“He. .. uh, he'sexpecting me.”



Looking asif she'd never bdieve such atrans-parent lie, she buzzed on the intercom. | couldn’t hear
what the President was saying to her; the recelver was jewd-sized and tucked into her |€eft ear.

“Youcangoin,” shesad at lagt, till looking asif she were very dubious about the whole
arrangement.

The President was looking very grim, Sitting ramrod straight in his desk chair, his handsflat on the
desk top. Admira De Bédllo, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was sitting equdly gtiffly in front of
the desk. The Admira wasin civvies, but you could till seethe gold braid al over him.

“Meric,” the President shot before | could get the door closed, “what would be the public reaction to
our sending the Third Heet into the Persian Gulf?’

| blinked.

“Not just the Third Fleet,” the Admird said, in avoice like sted cable twanging. “With al our
budgetary cutbacks, the Third' s more of a paper fleet than areal one. We' d need—"

The President cut him off with an impatient gesture. “Come on, Meric. | don’t want acomputer
andysis. Just your gut reaction.”

My gut reaction was to take a deep breath first. Then, “Well, Mr. President, | think you'd get a
gtrong split in public opinion. A lot of people will be dead-set againgt our getting sucked into the Gulf war
again, and alot of otherswill think we ought to go in there and grab the oil fields while we can.”

“You see?” Admira Del Belo crowed. “There would be substantia public support . . . Sir.”

“And consderable casudties,” The Man retorted. “ And we d turn Iran into an enemy once more,
Shah off the throne and | et the Russians over-throw all our diplomatic successesin the area. The entire
Middle East would hate us. Even Isradl.”

“But we' d havethe oil!” The Admird said, clenching hisfists excitedly. “Mr. President, we' d have
theoil fieldsl We could take the entire Arabian peninsula.”

The Presdent cocked an eye a him. “Like we took Southeast Asia? No, thank you, Admiral.”

De Belo was not oneto surrender gracefully. “Mr. President, | redly think you should alow the
Joint Chiefsto havetheir day in court. They' rewaiting for you in Camp David.”

He shook his head.

The Admird’ sface reddened. “Mr. Presdent! It isour duty to advise you on military métters. The
plan we have worked out—"

“What happensto the Third FHeet if the Saudis use nuclear wegponsin the Persan Gulf?Y ou can't
disperse your shipswiddy enough to keep the casuaties down to an acceptable rate, can you? The fleet
would be demolished.”

“Mr. President . . .”

“Wdl?Isn't that true? Or am | wrong?’

Shifting in hischair, the Admird said, “But if we. ..”

The President leaned forward and jabbed a finger at histop military adviser. “ The fleet would be



demolished, would it not?’
“There sadwaysthat possibility. Yessr.”

“And what happens if we succeed in taking the Kuwait fields and knocking out the Iranian forces?
What will the USSR do? Invade Iran? Attack our men? The Russanswon't alow usto gobble up the
Middle East.”

Hisface red-splotched, the Admira said, “ Sir, I’ d rather not discuss such highly classfied mat-ters
with your press secretary present. There' s more information that | want to present to you, and . . .”

The President eased back in hischair and smiled at me. “ All right. Meric, would you mind letting us
finish thisin private? Mrs. Haliday is upstairs having acocktall. I’ d appreciateit if you' d keep her
company for afew minutes more.”

“Certainly, Mr. President,” | said.

| got asfar asthe door before he asked, “ Oh, Meric. One further question. What would be the
public reaction to a Russian ultimatum that we either quit the Persian Gulf or suffer an ICBM attack?’

| turned back. The Admiral’ s face had gone purple. The President seemed quite cheerful. “ Never
mind,” hetold me, waving me out the door. “Y ou don’t have to answer that one. | know what the
reaction would be.”

Only acretin could fail to find hisway down the West Wing corridor, into the main eevator, and up
to the second floor. But | had a security guard escort me al the way. Standard operating procedure. The
man was as Slent asawell-oiled robot. The guard ushered me through the Y low Room, with its Dolly
Madison furniture, and out onto the Truman porch.

Laurawas sitting there aone, stretched out on arecliner in shorts and halter, watching the sunset and
listening to the birds getting ready for nightfall. She had atall drink beside her.

Shelooked up a me. “Hello again, Meric.”

“Helo,” | said. “The Presdent said he' Il be tied up afew minutes more with Admira Del Bdllo.”
With asmile she asked, “The Admira hasn't had astroke yet?’

“He'sgetting closetoit.” | pulled up the nearest webchair and sat next to her.

“Youneed adrink,” Laurasaid. “ Tequilaand lime, isn't it?’

“Dry sherry . .. amontillado, preferably.”

Shelooked at me, and | tried to stay cool. “Y ou’ ve changed,” she said.

“Thet’sright.”

Lauratouched the phone keyboard on the serv-ing table next to her recliner. *Y ou look uptight,
Meric.”

“Look,” | blurted, “it'd bealot easier for dl of usif we stopped playing games. | wasin lovewith
you. Maybe | still am. Let’ snot act like it never happened.”

Her face went serious, almost scared.



“Okay,” | went on. “So what do you want thistime? To find out if I'm gtill loya to him?1f I’'m going
to keep thelid on thisthing?’

“It' simportant.”

“It'scost four lives,” | snapped. “Five. | forgot about the helicopter pilot. McMurtrie was a damned
good man—"

“I know that better than you do.”

It was the President. | jumped to my feet as he dowly walked out onto the porch. He looked at
Laura

“Y ou shouldn’t be wearing that. Not here. Thisisn't Key West.”

Shemade ady smile. “There' s nothing to worry about. Even if some news photographer got close
enough to snap apicture, Meric would pull the right wiresto keep it from being published. Wouldn’t you,
Meric?’

“That’ snot what | came hereto talk about,” | said.
“You'rehere,” the President said, “because | told you to come here.”

| felt ashock insgde me. He sounded more like hisfather than himsdlf. He was blazingly angry, for
some reason. Down in the Ova Office, even though he was arguing strongly with Del Bello, he could
gmile. But now he was radiating anger.

“Y ou were talking about McMurtrie,” the Pres-dent said to me,
“That’ sright. And four other dead men.”
“What about them?”’

I’d never seen him thisway before. Was he sore about Laura? Maybe it had been her ideato invite
me over hereand hedidn't likeit.

“Mr. Presdent . . . do you till want me to keep quiet about the attempts on your life?’

He stood straight and rigid in front of me. Not the usua relaxed douch, not at dl. “Asfar as| know,”
he answered giffly, “there have been no attempts on my life”

| couldn’'t believe I’ d heard him right. “No attempts. . .7’

“Two impogters have been found, both dead of unknown causes. A helicopter accident haskilled the
chief of my persona security force and my persona physician. No one hasfired ashot a me; no one has
made any attempt whatsoever on me.”

“And the investigation on thosetwo . . . impos-ters? Who' s taking that over, with McMurtrie dead?’

“Robert Wyatt is handling that. W€ |l be using selected personnel from the Secret Service and the
FBI.”

“And you want meto keep it al under wraps?’

“lexpect you to keep everything quiet, until I’ m ready to make a public announcement.”



“And when will thet be?’

“Maybe never. If wefind out who' s responsible for those duplicates, and the story’ s sensitive
enough, you might never get to tell the press about it.”

About the only thing | could say was, “I see.”

“Now I need to know, Meric,” he went on, deathly cold now, “if | can count on your cooper-ation
and your help. There’ sno reason for you to play detective in this. We have enough expertsfor that.
Well find out who' s behind these killings. What | need from you isslence. Or your resignartion. Which
will it be?’

It was like getting punched between the eyes. | bet | staggered backwards astep or two. “My
resgnation? You'reaskingfor . .."

“I’m asking you to decide. | don’t want you to resign. But I’ ve got to have absolute loyaty and
cooperation. There' sno third possibility.”

“l see” | said again.

“You can think it over for aday or so. Sleep oniit. Let me know Monday.”
“No needto,” | heard mysdlf say. “I'll stick. I'll get the job done.”
“You'resure?’

For thefirg timeinmy life, | was knowingly lying about something important. But | had the feding
that if | resigned, afata accident might hit me, too. And moreover, if Halliday was start-ing to purge his
gaff of everyone except blindly loyd followers, something ugly was going on.

“I'msure,” | said. “Aslong as you have Wyatt keep me informed on the progress of the
investigation. | still have to know what | should avoid stepping on in front of the press.”

He nodded once, curtly. “Good. I'll go in and phone Robert right now. I'll tell him that you' re still on
the team, and he should cooperate with you.”

“Fine. Thank you.”
“Meet meinthedining room,” he said.

My drink arrived asthe President | eft the balcony. Laura excused herself to dressfor din-ner. |
spped sherry and knew what it felt like to be apoalitician. | had said one thing and meant something else
dtogether.One dlip-up, though, and he'll know where you stand, | thought. And when that happens,
you won'’t be standing for long.

But by the time we d gathered together in the Presdent’ s Dining Room, with itswallpaper de-picting
wildly inaccurate scenes from the Ameri-can Revolution, The Man was hisold cheerful, relaxed self
again. He even joked about how grim-faced | looked.

It wasn't until the dinner was over and | was Sitting in the dark rear seat of aWhite House limousine
on my way back to my apartment thet | redlized the entire truth of it.He s in on it. Whatever’s going on,
the President is not one of the intended victims of the plot; he' s the chief plotter!



TEN

| never did go out to the country. | stayed holed up in my apartment, thinking, worrying, wonder-ing
what to do. | couldn’t deep Saturday night after that dinner with The Man and Laura. | paced my three
roomsal Sunday morning, then started cleaning the place, desperate for some-thing to occupy my time
and fidgety hands. | wondered briefly if any of the neighbors would complain about the vacuum running
30 early intheday, or cause afusswith the cleaning service and itsunion. But everyoneeseinthe
building must have either been out at church or deeping soundly; the phone didn’t buzz once.

By midafternoon | wastrying to force myself to watch a basebal game on televison. Evenin three
dimensionsit bored the hell out of me. | couldn’t concentrate on it. My mind kept circling back to the
same thoughts, the same fears, the same con-clusions.If he’sin on it, then Laura must be, too. |
wanted to believe otherwise, but | knew that was astupid straw to clutch at. She' s part of it.

Part of what? What in hell isthe President trying to do with men made to look exactly like him?Why
was McMurtrie murdered? Was there a power struggle going on? A coup?

Have they—whoever they are—already dipped their man into the White House? No. That much |
was certain of. They could make somebody ook exactly like the President, but not behave so minutely
gmilar to him. Despite that little show of red rage on the back porch Saturday evening, The Man was il
James J. Halliday, not adupli-cate. Of that | was certain.

But why is he behaving this way?Why so secre-tive about it? All right, keep it out of the press.
That stands to reason. But most of the White House staff didn’t know about this. Certainly the Cabinet
didn’'t. Nor the Vice-President. | won-dered if even the FBI had been told about it. There would' ve
been rumors and rumbles dl over town if more than eeven people were in on the investigation. Even after
McMurtrie and Kliener-man were killed, the only chatter was the “too bad, they were good men” kind of
talk that follows every accidental desth.

Who'strying to get rid of the President? And why is The Man keeping the battle so tightly
under wraps?

My apartment was spotless and even the laun-dry was done by the time the answer hit me. | was
gtanding in the middle of the living room, looking for something elseto do, trying to keep mysdf
occupied. The sunwaslow in the west, sending red-gold streams of light through my windows. The TV
set was blathering mindlesdy: some game show. And the answer hit me. The General.

The man who had raised his son to be Presi-dent, but got a President whom he didn’t agree with.
The man who grew more paranoid and megaomaniaca each day. The closer he came to deeth, the more
wild-eyed he got about “ setting the country straight.” And if his son couldn’t do the job the way the
General wanted it done, then the Genera would make anew son and puthim in the White House.

It sounded crazy. But it fit. That’ swhy the President wouldn’t come out with al gunsfiring againg his
shadowy opponent. That's Why McMur-trie was killed just after talking to the Generd. And Dr.
Klienerman—nhe had probably recognized the symptoms right off.



The dramatic thing to have done would have been to phone the White House immediately and pledge
my support to The Man wholeheartedly. Instead, | smply took afrozen dinner out of the refrigerator and
popped it into the microwave cooker. There were three things wrong with my terrific piece of deduction.

Firg, if the Presdent had wanted my help in fighting hisfather he would have asked for it.

Second, it'saways stupid to get involved in afamily scrap. Inthis case, it could befatally supid. The
President wasn't akiller, | was cer-tain. But there were those around him whose entire careers were
based on killing.

And Wyatt—His Holiness: where did he stand? Which side was he on? Both? Neither? Wyait could
order akilling; I knew it in my bones. Under the proper circumstances he could commit murder himsdif.

Third, and most important, was the nagging doubt in my mind about thewholeidea. If it wasthe
Genera, why wouldn’t the President smply drop a battalion of troopsinto Aspen and cart the old man
off to awell-guarded rest home? Why dl the pussyfooting? Why et the plot go on, and let good men like
McMurtrie die? There was some-thing more involved. Something | couldn’'t see. Asyet.

| thought about calling Vickieto talk it over with her. But | decided againgt it. No sense getting her
more involved than she was, either with the White House power struggle or with me, personally.Never
confuse a hard-on with love, | warned mysdlf. It was amotto that had saved me from many apitfall.
Ever ancelLaura

So | ate my aluminum-wrapped dinner alone, drank the better part of aliter of Argentinian red, and
trundled off to deep on crigp clean sheets. Sept damned well, too, for achange.

* k k %

Monday morning | got to the office alittle earlier than usud. The lobby of the Aztec Temple was ill
mostly empty; the big rush crowd was a haf-hour behind me. | took my usual eevator. Just asthe doors
started to close, another man stepped in, dipping sidewaysto avoid the rubber-edged doors.

“Closecdl,” | sadto him.

He nodded and mumbled something unintel-ligible.

| watched the numbersflicking by on theindi-cator lights. Hafway up to my floor, he said:
“You're Mr. Albano, aren’t you? The Presiden-tial press secretary?’

“That'sright . . . Have we met?’

He shook his head as he extended his hand. | thought he wanted to shake hands, but instead he put a
scrap of paper into my palm. | stared down at it. Penciled on it was. “Hogate' s: 5:15 today.”

As| looked up at the man again, he was punching the button for afloor below mine. “What in hell is
this?’ | asked him.

The élevator eased to a stop and the doors opened.
“Bethere,” he said as he stepped out.

The doors did shut before | could say anything else. The elevator went on up to my floor. | got off,
thinking to mysdlf,Now we' re getting cloak-and-dagger dramatics. | wondered if | should eat the
note; that would bein style. Instead, | stuffed it into my shirtjac pocket and strode off to my office.



It was abusy morning. My picture-phone brief-ing with the President was spent going over the
Kuwait situation and the upcoming reorganizartion of the State Department. So the press corps, when |
gave them the morning rundown, spent damned near an hour asking about the Neo-L uddites and their
impending march on Washing-ton. Lazar’ s peace mission to Detroit had flopped, and for the moment the
Middle East was pushed into the background.

Right after that | hustled over to the Ova Office for aface-to-face planning session about the
President’ s upcoming press conference, which was due that Wednesday evening.

The Man wasin his charming mood, relaxed, bantering with Wyatt and Frank Robinson, one of his
speechwriters. We worked out an opening statement, dedling mainly with the new tax pro-posas he
hoped to get through Congress before the summer recess. Since the package included cuts in personal
income taxes, there were damned few Congressmen who' d take astrong stand againgt it. But since it
also included selected increases in some corporate taxes, we knew they’ d try to amend it to death. The
President wanted to use his Wednesday press conference as aforum to forestall that kind of
maneuvering.

“Go gtraight to the people,” The Man told us. “Tdl them what you want to do, openly and honestly.
They’ Il recognize what' s good for them and lean on their Congress persons to get the job done. It'sthe
President’ s task to get the people to think of the nation asawhole, instead of their own individud little
interests. That’ swhat we' ve got to do with every public utterance we make.”

| glanced over at Wyatt.Go straight to the people, | thought.But not about everything. His
Holinesslooked right through me. Asusudl.

| was late for my monthly lunch with the Washington press corps. It was a the Van Trayer Hotel, on
the gte of the old Griffith Stadium in the northeast section of the Digtrict. People had called it “Van
Trayer’ sFolly” when he built the hotel and shopping complex in the heart of the burned-out ghetto a
dozen years eaxlier. But with Government help, that whole section of town was reborn and blossomed
into an interracial, mod-erate-to-high-income community within the city. Very nice resdentia areanow.
The ghetto dums hadn’t disappeared, of course; they’ d just moved downtown, to the old shopping and
theater arees.

Len Ryan was at the luncheon, aguest of one of the Washington TV stations.He must be job
hunting, | thought. I got alot of good-natured twitting about not being able to keep track of my boss's
whereabouts, but most of the news people seemed happy enough that | was able to aert them, or their
editors, about The Man’'slast-minute switch in plans before they trekked out to the wilds of Maryland.

| had to introduce the main speaker, aflorid-faced publisher from the West Coast who had started
his meteoric rise to riches with the first three-dimensiona girlie magazine and now was an outspoken
champion of “freedom of the press’ and the “right of free expression.” The Supreme Court was
reviewing his case; the state of Utah had tried to lock him up for pornography.

Ryan and | shared my officia car back to the office, laughing at the guy’ s speech dl the way. But
once we got into my office and he unlim-bered his tape recorder and Greta brought in acouple of frosty
beers, Ryan got serious.

“I ought to be sore a you,” he said, making something of ayouthful scowl.
“Why?What'd | do?’

“I went down to Camp David Saturday, on my way down here. ..”



“Oh, crap, | didn’'t know. We alerted your paper’ sloca office. . .”
Ryan took along pull of his beer, and | watched his Adam'’ s apple bob up and down.

“Does't matter,” he said, thumping the haf empty mug on my desk. “ The thing that bugs meisthat
you gave everybody the wrong poop.”

| blinked. “Say again?’

“Y ou put out the word that the President was staying in the White House al weekend. But he was
actually having a secret conference in Camp David with the top Pentagon brass.”

“Don’t kid me, son,” | said. But my stomach was starting to fedl hollow. “Y ou couldn’t get close
enough to seehim if hewasthere, and hewasn't therein thefirst place.”

“Wrong on both counts.” Ryan leaned over and delved into the quarter-ton leather carrysack that he
had brought with him. Out came a camera with afoot-long lens attachment.

“Electronic boogter,” he said. “ Japanese. | could get close-ups of guyswalking on the moon with
this”

| tried to hide behind my beer mug.

“I figured something screwy was going on when the guards wouldn’t even let me turn off the road,”
Ryan said, with asmug smile on hisface. “ They told me the President wasn't there—"

“Hewasn't.”
“But the word before I’ d left Boston was that he' d be at Camp David al weekend.”
“He changed hismind at the last minute.”

“Yeah? Wdll, driving up to the camp, | saw enough helicopters—Army, mostly—to makeit look like
the place was being invaded.”

My stomach lurched at that word.

Ryan was chearfully obliviousto my digtress. “Anyway, | figured something bigwasgoingon. So |
drove amile or so up the road, parked the car, and climbed atree.”

“Oh, for God' s sake.”

“Couldn’'t see much, but | got thisone shot . . . He pulled athree-by-five photograph from his
pocket. Black and white. Handed it to me.

It wasfuzzy, but it showed four men duck-walking out from under an Army helicopter’ swhirling
rotors. Off to one side of the picture, three other men were standing waiting for them. Thetallest one
looked ahelluvalot like James J. Halliday.

“Can't redly seehisface” | muttered.

“Yeah,” said Ryan. “But you can seethe stars on those generdls' shoulders. And when they came up
to that man they saluted him, like he was the Commander-in-Chief.”

| shook my head, but without much enthusi-asm. “ That doesn’t prove anything.”



“Maybe, maybe not.”
“What time wasthistaken?’
“Saturday . . . around six-thirty, seven o’ clock.”

Thistimel fdt asif | were dropping down achute. “1 had dinner with the President at seven Saturday
evening. Inthe White House,” | said asevenly as| could. “He couldn’t have been at Camp David when
you took this photo.” He couldn’t have been. But another double could. A double who was meeting
with a lot of military brass, secretly, while the President argued with Admiral Del Bello.

Ryan grinned a me skepticaly. “Okay. Go ahead and cover for your boss. It’'s part of the game. |
expect it.”

“Let’'sdrop the subject,” | said. “I’'mtelling you the truth and you don’t believeit, so let’sjust drop it
here and now.”

“Okay by me,” he answered. But the smug smile remained. It wasasamilethat said, See, I' m still
pure and holy, but you’ ve sold out to the Establishment, and now you tell uslies.

Thething that really pissed me off wasthat he was right, but in away he didn’t understand. | redlized
that | couldn’t tell himwhat | knew, couldn’t break the story to him. He probably wouldn’t believeit. But
he' d report it quickly enough. Oh sure, he'd report it. And inside of ten minutes|’d bewrappedin a
plastic cocoon and on my way to the most remote funny farmin the land. And Ryan would be laughing
about how guys crack up when they go to work for the Establishment.

| couldn’t break this story with nothing to go on but my unsupported word. It would never get off the
ground. Evenif it got into the headlines, there' d be an officia investigation, awhitewash, and the guy who
origindly spilled the story would quietly drop out of sight. I’d end up in an dcoholic ward somewhere, or
maybe dead of an overdose of truth.

Not for me. Not yet, anyway. Not until | learned just what in hell wasreally going on.

So Ryan and | fenced our way through an interview, pinking each other here and there about the
need for honesty from the President and his staff, and the need for responsibility from the news reporters.
By thetime hel€ft, | was sore at him, more scared than ever, and even angrier at mysdlf for whatl had to
do next.

| called Johnny Harrison in Boston and told him about Ryan’ s photograph.
“Thekid' salittle overeager, isn't he?” Harri-son amiled dyly a me.

| grinned back into the phone screen. *He could get himself into trouble pulling stunts like that. Those
laser-directed intruder larms don’t recog-nize press passes.”

“Martyred reporters are good copy,” Johnny said.

What about martyred editors?Iwanted to ask. Instead, | said, “\When you see that photograph,
givemeacdl and tdl mewhat you think of it.”

“I'vedready seenit,” hesaid. “Len sent awire copy of it to me Saturday night. Interrupted my
dinner withit.”

“Wdl?What do you think?’



He shrugged. “ Tempest in ategpot. | can't swear that it’ sthe President in that picture, and neither
can he. You say The Man wasin the White House. Ryan says he' s sneaking around with generds.
Maybe. But that picture doesn’t prove anything.”

“There’ snothing to prove,” | ingsted.
“Sure.” But hisface did aGroucho Marx ver-son of,If | believed that, I’ d be as dumb as Harpo.
“Wadll,” | said weakly, “1 just wanted to know what you planned to do.”

Helifted his eyebrows. “Don’'t worry about that photo. But, ahhh, am going to keep Ryan downin
Washington for awhile. Beef up our Washing-ton bureau. And keep him out of my hair.”

“Thanksahdluvalot,” | sad.

“All inaday’swork,” he answered cheerfully.

* * % %

| damn near decided not to go to Hogat€e' s that afternoon. | couldn’t decide whether my elevator
rendezvous was ajoke, a serious attempt to re-cruit me for something secret, or astep in setting me up
for the same kind of trestment McMurtrie had got.

But | went. Cursing myself for adamned foal, | went without telling anybody aword about it.

Hogate' s had been alandmark in Washington for more than a century. The restaurant had gone
through severd incarnations, including being burned to the ground by insurgents once, during the battles
of the nineties. The newest Hogate' s showed nothing more aboveground than afair-sized plastic bubble.
It was built down at the foot of Eleventh Street, right by the river. Most of the restaurant was subsurface.
Not un-derground, but underwater: very fitting for a seafood restaurant.

It was like going to have adrink with Captain Nemo. Y ou walked down along, dank, tubular
corridor, guided by faintly fluorescent patches of color arranged to ook like moss or algae. The air was
spiced with asdt tang, and afaint murmur of distant surf. A live mermaid with aplagtic tail smiled a you
through a heavy-looking hatch and you stepped into an aquarium. Y ou’ re on the inside; thefish areon
the outside, dl around you. Fantadtic effect with the shimmering light from the water and big toothy
sharks diding by sx inchesfrom your nose.

Themain dining areawas actudly built like theinterior of Nemo's Victorian submarine, com-plete
with bookcases, pipe organ, and portholes that looked out on the ever-present fish.

| stood blinking in the dim light, trying to locate my taciturn contact man. | didn’t remem-ber much of
what he looked like, and | didn’t see anyone who seemed to be searching for me. So | sat at the bar and
ordered a synthetic rum col-lins. The synthetics were pretty good; they tasted right and even got you
high, but without the after-effects. The FDA wasinvestigating clamsthat they were addictive and
carcinogenic. Congdering what was boiling in my mind, | couldn’t have cared less.

| was just coming to the concluson that it was dll afalse darm, when alanky young man with longish
sandy hair and a sad hound’ s face pulled up the stool next to mine.

“Mr. Albano,” he said, without even looking a me.

“That’ smy name. What' syours?’



“Hank Solomon.”
“Hank. . .Solomon?’

“Don’t especidly carefor people calin’ me Sol. Or Henry.” Hisvoice had the dry drawl of the
Southwest: Texas or Oklahoma

The bartender was dressed like an old-time tar, with striped T-shirt and buttoned pants. Solomon
ordered astraight bourbon and said nothing until the computer-operated mixing machine produced his
drink and the bartender placed it in front of him.

“Good t' meet yew, Mr. Albano,” said Hank Solomon.

“Thanks.” | raised my glassto him.

“McMurtrie said yew were one of th’ good people around th’ President.”
| felt my eyebrows hike up. “Y ou knew Mc-Murtrie?’

“Worked for him. | wasone 0’ his outside boys. Naw, yew never saw me. | was always up ahead,
makin' sure the Presdent’ s path was cleared.”

Inodded.

“Got aproblem,” he said. He wastalking to me, but his eyes kept searching the room, going from the
fairly well lit areaof the bar out toward the dimmer sections of the restaurant and back again, ceasdlesdy.

“Something | can help you with?’

“Hope s0.” Solomon took asmall, flat black box from hisinside jacket pocket. It nestled easily in the
palm of hishand. “Put thisin yore shirt pocket and pressthis|i’l button on top.”

| did. Nothing happened.

Solomon glanced around the bar again, then added, “Now reach down aongsideth’ button and fed
th' catch...” It waslikeatiny metd hook. | could fed it with my fingernail. “ Pull it loose and unred th'
earphone.”

Now | got it. | gripped the tiny earphone between my forefinger and thumb and brought it up to my
ear. It wasaplug that fitted into my ear snugly.

“. .. until further evidenceis accumulated. End of report.” It was McMurtrie' srumbling voice. |
looked at Solomon; he sipped his bourbon and kept scanning the area.What' s he looking for? | knew,
in the abstract. But maybe he knew specifically what he was afraid of. McMurtri€ svoice, atiny pae
ghost of hisred voice, contin-ued whispering in my ear. He gave the day and date and said:

“Progress report number six. Subject: investi-gation of possible Presidentid assassination plot. Trip
to North Lake Research Laboratories. Vis-ited Dr. Alfonso Pefia, head of 1ab. Also spoke with Dr.
Peter Thornton and Dr. Morris Maachi. Was accompanied by Dr. Adrian Klienerman.

“Pefiareports both Presidentia doubles died of cause unknown. No violence. No poison.
Kliener-man checked Pefid s test data but was not a-lowed to check the actual corpses. Nasty
argu-ment between Pefia and Klienerman. Pefia passed out. Thornton claimed it was heart trouble. He
suggested that we get permission to let Klienerman do his own tests from Generd Halliday, who isthe
majority owner of North Lake Labs. Have booked flight to Aspen for Klienerman and mysdlf to seethe



Genad.”

My eyes focused on Solomon, the bar, the shadowy flickering underwater lighting beyond. But
before | could say anything, McMurtri€’ svoice came on again.

“Additiond note. Klienerman says duplicates could not possibly be so exactly smilar to the Presdent
without, quote, biogenetic mapping, un-quote. Then he said something about aband of brothers, or
brotherhood. He was dozing as he said this and is deeping now, aswefly to Aspen. More later. Action
item: get full background on Pefiaand North Lake Labs.”

The spool stopped with asharp click. | pulled the plug out of my ear and let the wire whiz back into
the tape player in my shirt pocket. Solomon had almost finished hisdrink. “That spool was mailed to the
office from the Aspen airport, when Mac first landed there, on his way to see the Generd. He addressed
it to himself. Standard operatin’ procedure.”

| grabbed a my drink, suddenly wishing it werered rum. It took only one swalow tofinishiit.
“So what’ syour problem?’ | asked as | put the glass back on the bar.

Solomon nodded to the bartender and kept silent until the refillswerein front of us. “My problem’s
kindasmple. And kinda complicated. Nobody in the officeisfollowin” up on Mac' sreports.”

“What?’

“I got th' tapesand papersand his.. . . well, what they call his‘effects.” | got assigned to sortin’ "em
out and sendin’ his persond stuff back to hiswife. . . er, widow.”

“I never knew McMurtrie was married.”
“Got two boys. Onein college, th’ other in the Aerospace Force. Hiswifelivesin Cdifornia”
“Hell,” | sad.

“Anyways, these progress reports on Mac' s in-complete investigation sounded damned impor-tant
to me. | took "em to our section chief. He comes back aday later and sayst’ forgit’em. Bein' handled
higher up.”

“By whom?’

“By nobody, it turns out. Took me a coupladays of sniffin’ around to find out. All Mac’ sreports
were just tucked away in afile, locked up tight. And everybody inth’ officeis stonewalin’ it. Mac's
dead an’ nobody’smovin’ an inch to-ward finishin’ the investigation he' sbeen workin' on.”

“They wouldn’t do that without ordersfrom higher up,” | said.

“Yeah. | figured. But when this here tape ar-rived in th’ mail yesterday, | got aholt of it before
anybody dse. Just luck. | wasin the office early, when the first mail delivery comein.”

“And the good old fucking mail service took adamned week to deliver histape,” | said.
Solomon brokeinto alopsided grin. “Yeah.”

“So you kept the tape?’

“Hell, no! Everything’slogged in and double-checked in the office. | jest borrowed it for afew



minutes and made my own copy of it . . . before anybody ese got into the office. | let the section chief
have the tape soon’ s he showed up . . . right " bout time for the mornin’ coffee break.”

“And what was hisreaction?’ | asked.

“Combination scared and sore. | made sure he played the origina tape whilel wasin the office. |
volunteered t’ take on Mac’ s action itemsan’ check out that doctor and hislab. Chief said no. Buck it
updtairs”

“Andyou think it' sbeing buried.”

His smile disappeared. “1 know it’ sburied. Thisinvestigation’' s as dead as Mac, far’ sthe office's
concerned. That’swhy | looked you up. Mac tole me once you could be trusted.”

“I'mjust aglorified public rdlaionsman . . .”

“Yew work right for th’ President,” Solomon said. “1 don’t know anybody inth’ Government’ s any
higher . . . that | can trust.”

| caught mysdlf in the middle of taking avery deep breath, the kind that steadies your pulserate. Or
so they say.

“Okay,” | said. “1 don't know what the hell I’m going to do about this, but I’ Il do something. It sure
looksasif Klienerman was killed because he was catching onto something important.”

“And Mac dong with him.”

“Right.” | could fed my jaw clenching. “1 don’t suppose anybody’ s actudly checked out this man
Pefia and the North Lake Labs.”

“Nope. But | can get that done.”
“Redly?When | tried it—"

“Mac had alouafriends. In the Pentagon, too. We can find out what we have to know. Might take a
few days, isdl.”

“Good. Now, should | keep thistape or should you?’

“Me” hesaid, holding out hishand. “They aready know I'm sniffin” around on this. Lessthey know
about yew bein’ involved, better off we both'll be.”

| handed the palm-sized black box back to him. “Hank . . . do you have any idea of whothey are?’
He shook hishead. “Wish | did.”

“It’ slike staggering around in the dark, isn't it?’

“Yep. Onething, though . . .”

“What'sthat?’

“The Presdent’ sol” manisinvolved, someway.”

It wasawhile before| could answer. “Yeah . . . | think you'reright.”



“Helluvaworld, ain't it?’ he said, and grabbed his bourbon.

ELEVEN

Most peoplethink that the National Archivesisthe nation’streasure house of information, the
memory storage bin of the country, the place where dll the facts are kept negtly filed away behind a
facade that proclaims, “What is past is prologue.”

But we were meeting at the Library of Congress—Vickie, Hank Solomon, and |—sneaking into that
vast marble-walled building from three dif-ferent entrances, at three different times, in afeeble effort to
prevent anyone from figuring out that we were getting together there. It was Vick-i€ sideato pick the
Library of Congress, and Hank’ sto stagger our arriva times. | did what | wastold.

Hank’ sfriends had been able to piece together alot more information about Dr. Pefiaand hislab
than Vickie had. But it was ftill damned sketchy.

According to FBI and Defense Department rec-ords, Dr. Alfonso Pefia had been working in
biologicd warfare sudiesamost al hislife. Never mind that biowar research was officidly renounced by
al the mgjor nations more than a generation ago. Never mind that atreaty signed by the U.S. and ratified
by the Senate has the force of law, and thus any research banned by treaty isactu-dly illegd within the
United States.

Pefia had started as a brilliant, promising young biochemist more than half acentury ago, ac-cepted a
position at the old Army Chemica War-fare center in Edgewood, Maryland, straight out of college. Then
he transferred to Fort Detrick and biologica warfare studies: how to use disease as aweapon of war.
When Fort Detrick was officialy “peacified” and turned into a cancer research center, Pefiawent right
aong without changing hisline of research in the dightest. By then he was deeply into genetic research,
tinker-ing with the basic chemicd of life, thelong double-helix molecules that the bio people call DNA.

Not even Solomon’ sfriends could trace Pefia’ s career year by year. But shortly after North Lake
L abs changed owners—it had started as a dairy research adjunct to the University of Minnesota— Pefia
showed up there asits new director. The new owner of North Lake Labs? A consortium of businessmen
whom I'd never heard of before: smdl-timers, al of them. Except for the mgority owner: Morton J.
Halliday, who at that time was neither agenera nor anationd hero.

North Lake prospered mainly through contracts with the Defense Department. Most of the work
was S0 deeply classified thatnobody outside the direct chain-of-command could get an eyeoniit.

But Solomon got something that might have been amost as good: a personnel roster of the research
saff of North Lake, aroster that went back to thelabs change of ownership some forty-three years
earlier. Itwasalong ligt, and Solo-mon had no way of knowing if it was complete. But it was al we had
togoon.

* k% k %



It was evening when | showed up at the Library of Congress, and yet the building was still busy with
people. | had always pictured the Library asamusty old place, quiet and dumbering, dis-turbed only by
an occasional Senator who needed a place to get away from his congtituents. But the Library was alive,
mostly with young people who were eagerly tapping the nation’ s storehouse of books, films, tapes,
knowledge. Everything and anything was on tgp in the Library’ s computer-ized memory files. This was
the real information center of the nation.

It took me damned near an hour to find Vickie ingde that building. She had told me the number of
the room she had reserved under her own name. But | was reluctant to go blundering through the place
asking questions, leaving atrail that could be followed blindfolded.

So | wandered through the high-ceilinged read-ing rooms, marble hallways that echoed my
foot--falls, long rows of reading booths where video screens flickered with page after page of the
nation’ streasure house of books while intent young students or Congressiona aides studied and copied
down notes, somber-faced and green-ish in the light from the eectronic screens.

| even wandered into the computer center, down in the first subbasement, by mistake. The machine
was S0 damned vast that | couldn’t seethe end of it; just bank after bank of man-tall consoles humming
and blinking, right on down an entireleve of the Library’ s underground labyrinth.

No one was there except a pleasant-looking young woman who looked up from her control desk
and saw me standing there, gawking stu-pidly under the glareless celling light pandsthat seemed to
gtretch off to infinity. She got up from her desk and walked over to me. She waswesaring jeansand a
pullover swester; it was quite cool down there. With a no-nonsense amile she asked mewhere | was
going. | tried to sound like a bewildered Midwestern tourist and succeeded only in sounding bewildered.
| gave her aroom num-ber on adifferent level and she gave me polite instructions. She punched the wall
button behind me, the elevator door did open, and she bade me a polite but firm good-by. She was very
protective of that mammoth compuiter.

| finally found Vickie, and Hank was aready with her. The room was only one level abovethe
computer area, still underground and windowless. It was asmall reading room, furnished with two chairs
and apicture screen Sitting on atiny desk, soundproofed in that funny airlessway that makesit fed asif
somebody’ s holding his hands over your ears.

Hank started to get up and offer me his seet, but | told him to stay where he was. I’ d been sitting dl
damned day; it felt good to give my butt arest. But the roomwas small, too small for three people, and as
| leaned my shoulder againgt the thin plywood of the door | felt just the dightest bit trapped,
claustrophobic.

“Okay, Vickie” | said, trying to override my inner tension, “thisisyour show. What'd you call us
herefor?’

She was wearing aminiskirt and aloose blouse, open at the throat. Hank had aready taken amore
than professond interest in keeping an eye on her. He had doffed his“business’ suit in favor of afaded
denim jacket and corduroy dacks—made him look more like an unkempt perennia student than a Secret
Service agent. Except for hishair, which was too long for amodern stu-dent’s. He was even smoking.
Synthetic tobacco, from the perfumy smell of it. Noncarcinogenic, according to the corporate advertisng
clams. Theair conditioning sucked the smoke up into aceiling vent.

Vickie tapped the computer read-out screen with afingernall.

“We ve dl been trying to get information to-gether about Dr. Pefiaand North Lake Labs. . .”



“Maybe we oughta put General Halliday on our list,” Hank suggested. “Him and thosefriends o’ his
that helped him buy North Lake.”

“I’'vedready donethat,” Vickie sad, very pro-fessondly competent. “| took their biographiesfrom
aWho' s Who and other references before you two showed up.”

“Okay, so we ve got apile of biographica information,” | said. “I don’t see how that helpsusto find
out who's doing what to whom. Andthat’s our red god.”

“Qur first goal,” Hank said, squinting narrow-eyed at me, past the cigarette smoke, “our redl
objective, ist’ set things straight after we find out who' sdoin” what.”

“If wecan,” | sad.

Henodded grimly, and | caught amentd flash of Hank gunning down, Western style with blaz-ing
revolvers, whoever had killed McMurtrie. It was apersond matter with him.

Vickie resumed. “We have access to an enor-mous amount of information here. This computer can
tel usamog anything—"

“Except what we want to know,” | said.

“Wrong.” She had avery seriouslook on her face, but there was something €l se going on be-hind
those sea-green eyes. She was excited, anticipating.

“Wrong?’ | echoed.

“Wrong,” she confirmed. “ This computer can do something morefor us. It can correlate al the
information we have, find the connections, pull out the key linksfor us. . .”

Hank was skeptical. “Y ou mean acomputer can go through apile of information and find out what's
important to us and toss away th’ rest? Like ahuman detective?’

“Not quite,” Vickie sad, “but close enough. See, thisisa specialized computer. It’'s pro-grammed to
serve the needs of the people who use the Library of Congress. People come here with afew scraps of
information and ask the computer for help in finding more, just asthey’d ask alibrarian.”

“Andyoresayin’ that alibrarian works like a detective?’ Hank didn’t believe aword of it.

Vickie answered, “ Sort of. You give alibrarian afew cluesand she'll usualy be ableto find what
you'relooking for. This computer,” she tapped the screen again, “will do the samething. Only better,
faster, and with amuch bigger memory than any human librarian has”

Hank just shook his head.

| said, “ So you're saying that if we feed the computer al the information we have, it can point out the
connections—"

“That'sright,” Vickie answered, bobbing her head vigoroudy enough to make her golden hair jounce
prettily.

“mnotsure...”

“Y ou' re an ex-newspaper reporter,” Vickie said to me. *'Y our method of getting information isto
grab people by the neck and fire questions at them. I’'m aresearcher. | find information by going through



records, dealing with computers and librarians and reference books. Y our way hasn't produced very
much, boss. Not yet, any-way. | want to try my method.”

“With an dectronic detective,” Hank added, <till skeptical.
| shrugged at her. “Okay. Let’s seewhat you get.”

She garted with the biographical information from General Halliday and the others who had
purchased North Lake Labs more than forty years ago. Vickie typed on the computer’ sinput key-board
arequest for correlations among the biog-raphies of the nine men involved; in other words, how they
were linked. The computer’ s output screen showed the shorthand words she typed:

RE INPUT CODE 042205-B219-001
REQ CORR SCH

Her words glowed green on the picture tube for afew moments while the computer considered the
problem. Then alist of the nine names flashed, so briefly that I'm not sure dl nine of them were there.
Then the screen filled with words, pica-sized green letters covering the whole screen, from top to bottom,
sdeto sde. And at the very last was aword in parentheses that | instantly recognized: (MORE). This
one screenful of datawasn't al the computer had dug up.

We got very excited, but quickly found that the correlations were nothing more than we would have
expected. Four of the nine co-owners of North Lake Labs had worked for General Halliday at onetime
or another. Two more were relatives of the Generd’ s, distant cousins. The remaining two men were redl
edtate executivesin Minne-sota: the front men who did the actua buying.

Of the nine original buyers, only three were till dive: the Generd, of course; one of thered etate
operators, who now lived in Sri Lanka; and the only woman in the deal, who had been the General’ s
secretary back when he had served in the Pentagon asamagjor in the Army Research Office. The
computer had no information on her whereabouts.

“Not much goddamned help,” Hank muttered.

“No,” | agreed. “Except that | get the fedling that dl the money involved came from the Gen-era
himsdlf. These other eight people were just strawvmen, dummiesto cover up the Genera’ sintention to
own the Labs himsdf. And control them.”

“Where d he get that kind of money?” Vickie asked. “He couldn’t have been more than thirty years
old or o a thetime.”

The biographical datadidn’t tell us much. Gen-erd Haliday had been thirty-two when the North
Lake Labswere sold to his group. He had been working in the Pentagon at that time. His hero--making
defense of Denver was il nearly ten yearsin the future. He had married afairly wedthy Virginia
socidite, but as yet they had no children.

“Maybe hiswife put up the money,” | said.

“Morelikely she put up th’ collatera for abank t' loan him th’ money,” Hank said. “Musta been at
least ten million involved. Prob’ly more.”



| thought doud, “ The Government was phasing down research funding then. Lots of economic
scares, the whole Vietnam fiasco and the turbu-lence of the sixties and seventies. Universitieswere
pulling in their horns; money wastight, especiadly in scientificresearch . . ”

“But suppose a bright, ambitious young Army officer who worked in the Pentagon . . .” Vickie
mused.

“Inthe Army Research Office,” | added.
“Suppose he went to a bank.”
Hank chimed in, “ Or adinner party full of bankers, set up by his purty young wife. ..

| took over again, “ And offered them a scheme where he attains a controlling interest in are-search
laboratory, which he can set up so that it can be guaranteed a steady flow of Army researchmoney . . .”

“The bank would get itsloan repaid in afew years,” Vickie said.

“At the highest interest rates of the century. And Haliday retiresfrom the Army after theloanispaid
off and goesto livein Colorado . . .”

“Where he continuesto pull the strings. . .”
“ And becomes arich son of abitch.”

Welooked at one another. We were grinning and nodding excitedly. Proud of our terrific pow-ers of
deduction.

Hank broke the bubble“But what in hdll’ sdl thisgot t' do with th’ Presdent? Hewasn't even born
ye!”

We went back to being gloomy. Hank produced his thick wad of biographical information about the
labs research gtaff scientists. With aresigned sigh, Vickie began typing the information into the
computer. Most of the data had come from stan-dard reference sources such asAmerican Men and
Women of Science, so Vickie could smply cite the reference, and the computer would know whereto
look. Still, it wasalong job.

| ducked out to the men’s room and then volunteered to take over the typing. “ Just tell me what to
do,” | said.

Vickieargued at firgt, but finaly relented and et me hammer the keys while she worked the kinks out
of her hands. Hank disappeared briefly and came back with sandwiches and coffee.

“How long' sthis place stay open?’ | wondered.
“"Til ten,” Hank said. “I just checked.”
“We'veonly got—’

“We ve got aslong aswe need,” Vickie sad. “1 commandeered this room for Senator Markley.
Senators and Congresspersons and their staffs can stay dl night, if they want to. The computer’ son-line
twenty-four hours aday, seven days aweek.”

“Wonderful,” | heard mysdlf say.



Wetook abrief dinner break, wolfing the sandwiches and coffee, and then Vickie took over the
input typing again.

“Should’ ve brought some beer,” | said to Hank.
“Didn’'t eventhink of it,” he admitted, looking surprised a himself.

Finally thejob was done. All the biographical data about every researcher we knew had worked at
North Lake wasin the computer’s memory bank. Vickie punched the request to correlate the data, and
while the computer chewed on the problem, she stood up, put her arms over her head and stretched hard
enough to pop tendons along her spine. It was amove that stirred my blood, and | could see that it did
the same for Hank. Vickie didn’t seem to notice, though. Or care.

“How long d'yew think it'll take th’ machine to figure things out?’
Vickie shrugged. “A few minutes, maybe. That’salot of datato cross-correlate.”
“Youredly think thiswill give usan ingght on what’sgoing on at North Lake?’ | asked her.

“It will at least tell usthe common denominators among the scientific saff there. If it turns out that
they'reall speciaigtsin building hydro-gen bombs, for example, do you think the labs main interest
would bein ar pallution sudies?’

“Nobody likesawiseass,” | said.

Vickie grinned and started to rub the back of her neck. Hank was over behind her like ashot,
kneading her shoulders.

“Learned massage froman ol’ Indian,” he drawled. Vickie moaned happily and | broiled
medium-rare.

The computer screen cameto life. A list of words appeared onit. A damned short list. Wedl
huddled around the glowing screen, like kids peeking into a store window. Thelist read:

MAJOR FIELDS OF COMMON INTEREST
INPUT CODE 042205-B2 19-004

ORGANIC CHEMISTRY
INFECTIOUSDISEASES
BIOCHEMISTRY

VIRAL BIOLOGY

GENETICS

IMMUNOLOGY
MOLECULARBIOLOGY
BEHAVIORAL PSYCHOLOGY

INFORMATION THEORY



We gtared at thelist for along time. At last Hank exploded, “ That don't tell us diddley-shit!”

“Wait aminute,” Vickie said. She sat at the keyboard again and tapped out a query, explain-ing as
she typed the cryptic shorthand words. “I’'m asking what kinds of capabilitiesthese fields of interest
could produce.”

The machine considered this problem for only afew seconds, then flashed anew list on the screen. It
was alot longer, and full of technical termsthat I’ d never seen before. But three items stuck out and hit
mejust asif they’ d been printed in letters of fire:

BIOLOGICAL WARFARE
GENETIC ENGINEERING
CLONING

TWELVE

Before either of the others could say anything, | told Vickie, “ Ask the computer for adefinition of
doning”

Shelooked up at me quizzicaly, but her fingers tapped out the query. The computer screen
im-mediately showed:

CLONE: The descendants produced vege-tatively or by gpomixisfrom asingle plant: asexudly or
by parthenogenesisfrom asin-gleanimd; by divison from asingle cdll. The members of aclone are of
the same genetic condgtitution, except insofar as mutartion occurs amongst them.

“That'sit,” | said. “ Somebody’ s made clone copies of the President.”
“Hey now, dow down aminutefer usol’ country boys,” Hank said. “What' re yew—"

Vickie explained, “ Scientists can take acell from your body . . . any cdl, like from your skinor a
fingernail clipping, and reproduce exact copies of you from it. The babies grown from your cellswould
turn out to look exactly like you. Y ou could make as many copies of yourself asyou want, that way.”

“Exact duplicates,” | said. “Asmany asyou want.”



Hank wasn't as dow as heliked to pretend. “Y’ al mean | could make aroomful of copies of me?”
“Right.”

“Without sex? Just by takin’ afew cells off theend 0 my nose or somethin’?’

| nodded.

“Shedt. .. Firg place, | don’twant more copieso’ merunnin’ around. Second place, | likethe old
way of makin' babiesahdluvalot better.”

Vickiewas grinning a him, but | said, “1t’s obvious that somebody wants alot of copies of the
President running around.”

“But nobody’ s cloned human beings,” Vickie said. “ That whole line of research was shut down years
and years ago. The biologists themsel ves stopped the experiments.”

“Nobody’ sreported cloning human beings,” | shot back, jerking athumb at the computer screen.
“But the capability’ sthere.”

Hank asked dowly, “Y’dl think somebody’ s taken some cellsfrom th’ President’ s body and grown
extra people from them? People who look jest liketh’ President?”’

“That can't be,” Vickie objected before | could answer. “It would il take forty-some yearsto grow
those cdllsto the samelevel of maturity asthe President.”

It wasdl clicking into placein my mind. | asked Vickie, “How much do you want to bet thet the
biologists outlawed human cloning experi-ments right around the time the General bought out North Lake
Labs?”

She stared at me, speechless.

“James J. Hdliday was cloned in infancy,” | said, the words coming fast and eager, “and hisfather
bought the North Lake Labs specificaly for that purpose.”

“Whenth' kid wasborn?’

Vickie sad,” Before the child was born. General Haliday bought the |abs before the President was
born.”

“Hedidit ddiberately,” | said. “He planned it dl out some forty-five years ago!”

“WEe re seeing the results of aplan that’ s been in operation for nearly haf acentury.” Vickielooked
and sounded just as awed and frightened as | felt.

Hank tried to pull us back to redity. “Butwhy? Why th' hell would he want t' make extra copies of
his own son? And what’' s happenin’ to those copies now?’

| had no answer. Yet. “All right, let’s put together the pieces we have and seeiif any of thisredlly
makessense,” | said.

They both waited for meto say more. | leaned my rump against the edge of the desk and started
ticking off pointson my fingers.

“One: when the President’ sfather was amagjor in the Army Research Office, he pulled adeal that got



him major ownership and complete con-trol of the North Lake Research Laboratories.”
They both nodded.

“Two: he brings Dr. Alfonso Pefiain to head up North Lake. Pefia had been working in biologica
warfare at Fort Detrick.”

“Halliday prob’ly knew Pefiadready,” Hank threw in.

| agreed with anod. “Three: Halliday retiresto Colorado and becomesfilthy rich. He kegpsa
commission in the Nationa Guard and becomes a big hero when Denver’ sthreatened by food rioters.”

“Andinth’ meantime he hasason,” said Hank.
“Right. What about hiswife?’ | wondered.

“She died while the boy was still aninfant,” Vickie said. “| checked that out earlier. Natura causes,
athough there was some gossip in the underground press around Aspen that she drank hersdlf to death.”

“Okay,” | said. “Now where the hell are we?’
“Point four.”

| saw that my hands were trembling dightly. Nobody seemed to notice. “All right. Four: Gen-erd
Halliday had his son cloned at North Lake, either right at birth or very soon afterward. Vickie, isthere
any info onwher e the President was born?’

“At the Generd’ shomein Aspen.”
“So heflew the kid to Minnesotaright after birth?” Hank asked.

“Not necessarily,” | said. “All they had to do was ship afew cells from the baby’ s body out to the
labs. A littlediver of skinwould do.”

“Maybe when they circumcised him,” Vickie suggested, atrace of asmile on her lips.
“How do you know was circumcised?’
“I could try to find out.”

“Never mind. They only needed afew cells. That would be enough to grow as many extral James J.
Hallidays as they wanted. Each of them only nine months or so younger than the origind.”

“It dtill don’t make sense.” Hank was shaking his head doggedly. “Why would th” Generd clonehis
son?How could they keep th' thing asecret? Cryin’ out loud—they’ d have adozen little James J.
Hdlidayscrawlin’ dl over th' place!”

“No wonder his mother drank hersdlf to death,” Vickie said. But there was no smilethistime.
“The Generd’ s hideout at Aspen is big enough to stash abattalion of James J. Halidays,” | said.

“But thesecrecy they’d need t’ carry it off!” Hank inssted. “Why, th’ Generd’ d have to have a Saff
of people who looked up t' him like he was God, fer cryin’ out loud.”

| grinned humorlesdy. * Ever meet the Generd?’



“Nope.”

“Or some of hisemployees. . . like Robert HH.  Wyatt?’

“Oh.” Hank had met Wyatt, it was apparent. “Maybe | see what yew mean.”
“Okay then. .. putting it dl together . . .”

Vickietook over. “The Genera had his son cloned, and then trained him for alifein politics. Hewas
programmed to be President from the instant he was born.”

“Beforethat,” | said.

“But why clonehim?’ Hank asked again. “And why'reth’ clones droppin’ dead?Who'skillin’
them? And why?’

“That' swhat we' ve got to find out,” | said.

“How?'

“There' s one guy who knows the whole story, and he might be pressured into telling us: Dr. Pefia”
Vickiesaid, “McMurtrie and Dr. Klienerman talked with Pefiajust beforethey . . . they crashed.”

“I know.” That’ swhy my hands were shaking, and why | belatedly looked up at the ventilator grill in
the ceiling and started to wonder who el se had heard our think-tank session.

THIRTEEN

Generd Halliday beat usto the punch.

| got into my office early the next morning and dove into the pile of accumulated paperwork that
Greta had left on my desk—until 9:00 Central Time. Then | put in acdl to Dr. Pefia

And got Peter Thornton. On the phone' s picture screen, he looked even fusser and more officious
than he had in person.

“Dr. Pefid snot available,” he said. “He s been underenough strain recently.”
“Thisisimportant,” | said. “1 want to fly out there this afternoon and—"

“Absolutely not! Out of the question. Besides, he won'’t even be here by this afternoon. HE sgoing
away for acomplete rest.”

“Away? Where?’

Thornton’s normally frowning face wrinkled even further into a scowl. “ Oh, come now, Mr. Albano.



Why can’t you leave the old man alone? He svery frail, and quite upset about al this. . . thisnotoriety.”

| leaned closer to the phone screen. “Listen. Would you rather have him talk to me or to the Federa
goddamned Bureau of Investigation?’

“Redly! I—"

“Where' shegoing?’ | demanded. “To the Gen-erd’ s placein Aspen?’
Thornton looked shocked. “How did you know?’

“I’ve got spies, too.”

“‘But...

“I know,” | said. “Dr. Pefianeeds a complete rest. Y ou just make sure he doesn’'t get the kind of rest
that Klienerman and McMurtrie got.”

“What? What are yousaying?”
“Nothing. Just take good care of that old man.” | clicked off before he could say anything else.

And cdled Vickieinto my office. In the few minutesit took to get her down the hdl | signed half a
dozen memos and canceled three meetings that | was supposed to chair.

Vickie camein quietly, without any announce-ment from Greta, and took the seet in front of my
desk. She was wearing aforest-green one-piece jJumpsuit, with ayellow scarf tied loosely at her throat.

“Lookslikeyou'reready to go skydiving,” | said as| initialed a couple more memos.

She grinned a me. “It'sa comfortable outfit. | don’t have any outside appointmentstoday, so | can
wear what feels best.”

“Looksgood,” | sad.
She made athank-you bob of her head.
“I’'mgoing to Aspen,” | said. “The Generd’ sgot Dr. Peflathere.”

Vickie sface went from pleased to surprised to scared to thoughtful, al in acouple of eyeblinks. She
wasterrible at keeping secrets. “What good will that do?” she asked inaleve, practicality-above-all
tone. “The Genera probably won't even let you into his house, and even if he does, he certainly won't let
you interrogate Dr. Pefia.”

“Can you think of anything better we can do?’

She pursed her lipsfor amoment. “ Y es. Cdl a press conference and tell the newshawks what you
know.”

“Blow thelid off.”
“Exactly.” Her face was dead serious now.

“I can’'t dothat, Vickie. . . not just yet, any-way. | promised The Man that I’ d keep things buttoned

up—



“He can't hold you to such apromise!”

“Maybe not. Butl can. | gave The Man my word, kid. | can’'t go back on that, not yet.”
“When, for God' s sake? After you' re smashed al across some Colorado mountainside?’
“Don’'t get emotiond.”

“Don’'t get chauvinigtic,” she snapped back. “I’'m adamned sight more practical than you, Meric. |
don't let Boy Scout oaths straitjacket my thinking. Y ou swore secrecy to the President! Isthat worth
your life? Or his?’

| tried to stay cam. Vickie seemed more angry than anything else. And she had some accurate
thinking on her sde.

“Ligten. .. Vickie. .. when wego to the press, | want to be able to give them the whole story.
Who, what, where, when, how. Right now, al we know isthat the President was cloned in infancy, and
at least two of the clones are dead of un-known causes.”

“And McMurtrie and Klienernian were murdered.”
“Maybe”
“They're certainly dead.”

“Okay.” | found myself drumming my fingertips on the desk top. | pulled back my hands and
drummed on my thighsingtead. Quieter, a least.

“If we release what we know to the press,” | went on, “it will ruin the President. Just blow him right
out of office. HE Il betotaly unableto do hisjob.”

“Isthat bad?’

“Do weknow for surethat it snot?’ | de-manded, my voicerising. Has he done anything to deserve
being tossed out like a crook or an incompetent? Has he tried to squash us? He could, you know, in
about twelve microseconds.”

“Wdl...”
“He sbeen doing adamned fine job, hasn't he?’
“Yes but. . .”

“Vickie, ligen to me. We have absolutely no evidence that the President isinvolved in any-thing
nefarious. For awhile there | thought he was—but now, I’ m not so sure. For all we know, he was never
told about this cloning. It’sthe Generd who' sbehind dl this. And it sour job to find out what the
Generd’ sdoing, and why, without harming the President.”

“But suppose the Presidentis part of it? Whatever it is,” Vickie asked, leaning forward in her chair,
earnest, intent, afraid.

If wefind out he' s part of it, we blow the whistle. Loud and clear. But not until then.”

She shook her head unhappily.



“I’'mgoing to Aspen,” | said. “I’ve got to see Dr. Pefia, one way or the other.”

“It'satrap,” Vickie said “They’ ve been watch-ing every move we make, and they’ re setting you up
for the same treatment that McMurtrie got.”

“That's. .. meodramatic,” | said. Limply.
“They’ re usng Pefiaas bait. Theywant you to go there.”
“Okay,” | said, trying to sound tough, “they’re going to get their wish.”

Vickie sat up straighter and looked at me with calm, serious eyes. “ So you' re going to march into the
lion’sden, and I’'m supposed to stay safely at home and keep your obituary notice handy, in caseit
comesto that.”

| had to smileat her. 1 think | hear afeminist tirade coming & me.”
“Y ou're not leaving me behind,” she said. “I’m not some Smperinghausfrau. . .”

“No. But youare the person who can call an internationa press conference if anything hap-pensto
me. There sno senseboth of uswaking into the lion’sden.”

“Then let me go, and you Stay here.”
“Not on your lifel”
A quizzica look came over her face. “ That’ s an interesting choice of words.”

“All right,” 1 said. “ The argument is closed. I'm going to Aspen this afternoon. Y ou hold the fort
I’He_”

Shedidn’t answer. It wasimpossible for that fin face to sulk, but she was damned closetoit.

“And | want you to stay with friendswhilel’m away,” | added. “Y ou’ re not immune to an acci-dent
herein Washington, you know.”

“I have somefriends| could stay with,” she said.

“Madeor femae?’

Vickie arched an eyebrow. “Doesit make any difference?’
“Would | ask if it didn’'t?’

Shegmiled. But shedidn’t answer.

* * * %

| took the United flight to Denver and the Rocky Mountain Airways bounce-along to Aspen.
Decid-ing that boldness was my best protection. | rented a helicopter and told the pilot to land me at the
pad adongsde the Generds house.

“| gotta have clearancefirst,” he told me over the whine of the chopper’ sturbines. “Those guysdon't
think twice about shootin’ a ya.”

Hewas agrizzled, fiftyish, hulking bear of aman, the kind who didn’t look asif he scared easily. On



the other hand, aman doesn't earn aliving flying in thetricky air currents of the Rockiesif he' sinclined to
take chances and trust to luck.

Wewere dready airborne and in five minutes we' d be over the Generd’ s estate.
“Okay,” | said to the pilot. “Y ou raise them on the radio, but let metalk to them.”

He gave me awary glance but did it anyway. | took a headset from his chunky hand asthe valey did
below us. The chopper wasriding fast and low; the air was smooth enough to make the ride a most
pleasant. The snow was still heavy on the ground, broken only by plowed roads and the dark green of
big fir trees reaching up toward us. The town was behind us, out of sight. The only signs of habitation |
could see were occasiona houses or ki lodges Sitting low and stony against the snowy fields.

As| clamped the headset on, atinny voice grated in my ear: “Who's asking for landing clearance?
Repest, who is requesting landing clear-ance?” The voice aready sounded annoyed.

“ThisisMeric Albano, press secretary to the President of the United States.” Thetitle dways
impressed the hell out of me; maybe it would buffalo them alittle. “We |l belanding in ared and white
Snowhird Lines helicopter in about three or four minutes. I'm here to see Generd Haliday and Dr.
Pefia”

“I"ll haveto check with—"

“Check with whoever you want to, after I’ ve landed. We re coming down and we don’t want any
interference. If thereisany trouble, the Presi-dent will hear about it immediately.”

We landed without trouble. But it seemed to methat my pilot could ve waited until | was clear of his
rotor downwash before he took off again. He jerked that whirly-bird off the Gener-a’ s property likea
Spatter of greasejumping off ahot skillet.

| coughed the dust and grit out of my face and followed an escort of three very large men—the kind
who go from careersin the Sate police to careersin private goon squads. They led me up to the house,
but apparently they were strictly out-side men. | was picked up at the door by avery polite Oriental,
dressed more or less as a butler. Probably could crack bank vaults with a single chop of his hand.

The butler was extremely polite. He showed me into avery comfortable sitting room with aview of
the valley through the ceiling-high windows. He spoke in avery soft voice, with an accent that was more
UCLA than the other sde of the Pacific. He asked meif | cared for anything to drink. | said no. He
bowed dightly, just adight inclination of his head.

“Generd Haliday was not expecting vistorsthis afternoon. He begs your indulgencefor afew
moments.”

“I'll wait,” | said.
“Isthere anything | could do to make you more comfortable?’
“You could tdl Dr. Peflathat I'm here and want to talk with him.”

He blinked. For amoment | got the impression that he was a cleverly built transistorized robot, run
by acomputer that had to search through its entire instruction program to find the correct response to the
mention of Dr. Pefid s name.

Atlast hesad, “1 don't believe Dr. Pefiaisreceiving any vistorsat al.”



“But heishere”

“So | have beentold. | have not seen him mysdif.”

| nodded. “ Thanks.”

He bowed, alittle deeper thistime, and with-drew from the room.

It was alarge room, very pleasantly decorated. Rustic style. Knotty pine paneling. Big gnarled beams
acrossthe celling. Stonefireplace with agrizzly bear rug in front of it. Balcony outside the windows. |
walked across a scattering of Navaho carpets and admired the view: the mountains were il glittering
with snow, forests of pine and spruce marching up their flanks. | couldn’t see the valey or the town from
here. Maybe from the balcony. | tried the diding glass doors. They were locked.

| spun around and saw that the room had only one other door, the one | had comein through. It was
closed. | hurried acrossto try the handle. 1t waslocked, too. | wasn't getting out of thisroom until the
Generd wanted me out.

So | sat around and waited, trying not to get the shakes. There were no booksto read. Thefireplace
was cold and dark. A few magazines were scattered on the coffee table in front of the room’ sonly
couch—old issues of Camping Guide andlnvestor’s Weekly. | gave the phone atry and got that
oh-so-palite Orienta butler, who in-formed methat General Halliday had requested that | refrain from
making any outside calls until he had spoken with me.

In disgust, and to keep my mind from winding itself up into aterrified little knot, | turned on the
television set and watched an idiotic chil-dren’ s show about a park ranger and his teenaged kids who
somehow had gotten themsel ves mixed up with dinosaurs.

During the fourteenth breakfast food commer-cid, the Generd camein. | didn’t hear the door open
behind me, but the TV picture winked off. | turned and there he was, leaning over siffly, one hand still on
the control keyboard set into the little table next to the door.

“I'm glad to see that you found something to occupy your mind while you were waiting,” he said as|
got up from my chair. He wasfar from smiling.

“I'm glad to see you didn’'t keep me waiting al that long. Time passesdowly injail.” | decided asthe
words were coming out that I” d better not let him think he could cow me. Old reporter’ s habit: mouth
firgt, then brain. Ingtinct followed by rationaization.

“Just what in hdll areyou trying to do, Albano?’ The General normally looked annoyed at lesser
creatures. Now helooked blazingly angry.

“I’mtrying to save your son’slife. . . and his Presidency. Or doesn’t that matter to you?’

He hadn’'t budged an inch from where I’ d first seen him. “ Get out of here,” he said, hisvoice low and
dightly trembling. “'Y ou wise-mouthed son of abitch . . . get out of my house!”

“Sure” | said, taking a couple of steps toward him and the door. “But once I’ m outside I’ m going to
cal apress conference and blast this story wide open.”

“Likehdl youwill.”

“If you' rethinking | won't makeit back to Washington, guess again. An assstant of mine knowsal
about this, and she'll take over if anything happensto me.”



Hedidn't bat an eye. “If you mean Ms. Clark, forget it. She can be bought off very easily. Or
Slenced”

Jesud “Maybe s0,” | bluffed. “But I’ ve also spilled the story to areporter who' Il bregk it as soon as
anything happensto either one of us.”

“And who might thet be?

“You'll find out if you try to hurt Vickie. . . or me.”

“Ryan? That young pup from Boston?’

“It doesn’'t make any difference. We ve got thisthing fail-safed. Y ou can’'t hurt us.”

He stamped into the room, right past me and over to thewindows. | could seethe cordsin his
scrawny old neck popping out. Hisfists clenched.

“Why?" Hewhirled around to face me again. “Who' s backing you, Albano? Who's behind you?’

| should have tried € oquence and said, The peopl e of the United States of America. Instead |
answered, “Nobody. Except the President.”

“Cut the crap.”

“I mean it! Somebody’ s out to get the President—your son. Either to kill him or discredit him so
completely that he'll be forced to resign.”

The Genera shook his head.

“And whoever’ sdoing this, he' s operating from right here. | think it’ s you, or somebody working for
you.”

“You'redead wrong,” he said quietly, without fire.
“We know about the cloning,” | said. Hisface went white,

“Weknow that Dr. Pefiadid it. And we know that he's here. That’swho | cameto see. | want to
find out what he knows about dl this. And | want to hear what you' ve got to say. Y ou've got at least two
murders on your doorstep . . .”

“Murders?’

“McMurtrieand Dr. Klienerman.”
“Thet was an accident!”

“Thehdl it wad”

“It was, dammit!” he shouted. But standing there by the windows, with the fading afternoon sun & his
back, he somehow looked weaker, less certain of himsdlf, starting to bend.

| pushed harder. “McMurtrie and Klienerman were killed after they talked with Pefiaand he sent
them here. Two cloned duplicates of the President werekilled . . .”

“No . .”



“Goddammit, stop lying to me!” | exploded. “ Stop this motherfucking phony shit or I'll go right out of
here and tear your son’'s Presidency apart! Isthat what you want? Isthat what you' re after?’

For along moment he didn’t answer. Didn’'t move. Just stood there with his hands hanging loosdly at
his sides, looking old and uncertain. He shook his head and mumbled something too low for meto hear.
Then hewalked dowly to the phone, pressed the ON stud, and said softly:

“Ask Dr. Pefiaif hefedsup to joining us herein thefirst floor sitting room.”
| let my breath out in along, dow sgh.

The Genera |ooked up from the phone, his face more sad than angry. “Don’t think you’ vewon
anything, wise mouth. And don't think youknow anything.”

“And don’t think | can be conned,” | replied.

He seemed to regain alittle of his strength. “ Sit down. I'll order some drinks. Y ou've got alot to
learn, Mr. Press Secretary. A hell of alot.”

The Oriental brought atray of decanters and glasses and bowed hisway out of the room again, dl
without making a discernible sound. When | hesitated at accepting anything, the Genera laughed at me,
not without some bitterness.

“Stop playing cloak and dagger. I’ m not going to poison you, for Christ’s sake.”

| picked up one of the glasses and poured from the same decanter the General did. Took ice from
the same bucket with the same tongs. It was straight rye; not my favorite, but he was drinking it, so |
sSpped a mine.

He leaned back in one of the deep leather chairs. “Y ou know about the cloning, then.”
“Yes. .. and thefact that two of the clones have been killed.”

“They'redead,” heingsted. “That doesn’'t mean they were murdered.”

“Peflacan proveit, if hewantsto.”

“Don't betoo sure”

At that moment, the door opened again and Dr. Pefiawheedled into the room. He did ook even more
frall and drawn than when I’ d seen him ten days ago. Hisface was sinking in on itself, cheeks hollow and
eyes cavernous pits so deep you couldn’'t see any spark of life in them. The skin on his hands seemed
paper thin, so that every ten-don and blood vessal stood out like adrawing in amedical textbook. He
was wearing an oversized caftan, dthough for dl I know it might have fitted him perfectly at onetime.
The robe bulked oddly, showing the outlines of the equipment that was fastened to hisbody. The Genera
shot me ablack look as Dr. Pefiawheded hischair dowly toward us. He was saying, See? You' ve come
to persecute a dying man.

God help me, | had just the opposite reaction. | wanted to pump hisinformation out of him before he
dropped dead.

“You asked meto joinyou,” Dr. Pefiasaid to the Generd. It was aflat statement, neither questioning
nor accusatory. His voice was a bare whisper, nothing like the strong baritone he had commanded back
in Minnesota



“Our pesty friend here,” the Generd waved vaguely in my direction, “has found out about the cloning.
Now he thinks I’ m responsible for the deaths of Joseph and Jerome. . . and for Dr. Klienerman and that
Secret Service agent.”

Peflaturned his head dowly from the Genera toward me. “That is nonsense.”
“Who killed them, then?’ | asked.

His chest rose and fll twice before he an-swered, till in abreathless whisper, “Why as-sume. . .
they were. . . killed?| toldyou . . .”

“Y ou told me the two duplicates of the Presi-dent died of unknown causes.”
“Yes...

“Doesthat sound like anatura death? Do people normaly just—turn off, stop living? Is't there
aways somecause of death? Heart attack? Stroke? Cancer? Gunshot wound? Something?’

“Usudly ... but. ..

The Generd brokein. “Y ou don’t understand the Situation at al, dammit! Stop browbegting the

“Thenyou explainit. You tell mewhat the Stuation is”

Heglowered a me. “1 ill want to know just what in the hdll is pushing you, Albano. What'sin this
for you? What do you want?’

For aningtant | got amentd picture of retiring in luxury to some South Pecific atoll. And the next
ingtant | saw mysdlf in the lagoon with cement boots and a delegation of sharks coming to destroy the
evidence.

“Thismay sound kind of hokey to you,” | said, “but | shook hands with the President of the United
States and agreed to do the best | could to help him be the best damned President he could be.
Somebody’ strying to kill him, or replace him, or fuck up his name so thoroughly that he' Il haveto step
down. | want to prevent that from hap-pening. That’swhat’ s pushing me.”

“And you think I want to kill my own son? Or hurt himin any way?’
“Youtdl me”

Dr. Pefiafumbled under his caftan and pulled out aface mask. He clamped it over his nose and
mouth. Oxygen. He waved fegbly with hisfree hand, telling usto continue.

“Y ou were saying that | don’t understand the Situation,” | said to the Generd. “ So explain it to me.”

He gave Pefiaaworried glance, then hunched forward in his chair and stared hard at me. “Y ou know
how | acquired control of North Lake Labs, | suppose.”

“Wefigured it out.”

“Nothing redly illega about it, you redize, dthough | suppose some purists might rant about conflict
of interes.”

“Y ou weren't the first Pentagon officer who made himself rich.” Oh, goodness, was | being tough.



He grunted. “Do you knowwhy | bought North Lake?’

“Togetrichquick.”

A sardonic smilethistime. “ Sure. And do you know why | wanted to get rich?’
| shrugged.

“To help make my son President.”

“Oh. That.”

“Yes” hesaid. “That. Every man wants his son to be President, right? It’sthe great American
fantasy. But | knew how to make it happen. | knew! | needed three things: money, and lots of it; a
laboratory facility that | could control abso-lutely; and thiswonderful old man here. Alfonso Pefia”

“So you made a son and had him cloned.”

“Exactly. And do you know why? Do you understand why hehad to be cloned? Why there had to
be more than one James J. Halliday?”’

| started to think about that one, but the General didn’t wait for my retarded thought proc-esses.

“I didn’t just want my sonto go into politics” he said, edging forward eagerly in hisleather chair. “I
wanted him to be President! Which meant he had to be a better politician than anyone else. And more
knowledgeabl e about eco-nomics. About defense. About foreign policy, and labor, and commerce, and
wefare, and every-thing e se that the President gets hit with.”

It was gtarting to dawn on me.

He bounced up from the chair and started pacing the room, face glowing with ancient ex-citement,
amsgediculating.

“Look at the Presidents we ve had before him! Half of them were clownswho didn’t know
anything—not a damned thing—except how to win an dection campaign. Public relations candidates!
Oncethey werein office they turned into marionettes, run by whoever got closest to them, manipulated
by their own White House staffs.

“And the other hdf . . . even worse. Single-minded ideologues and fanatics. Jurgenson and his New
Capitalism. Fourteen million permanently unemployed and hef sbuilding aretirement villafor himsdlf on
public funds. No wonder there were food riots. And that idiot Neo-Socidist Marcus . . . | dtill think he
wasaMaéfiacan-didate.. . .

“S0 you were going to produce the perfect President,” | said.

“Damned right!” He pounded afist into hispalm. “A candidate who knew more about the problems
and sol utions than any single human being could possibly know. A candidate who had dl thetime he
needed to make theright political contacts, and al the time he needed to learn everything there was to
know about every prob-lem area of the Presidency. The perfect candidate and the perfect President.”

“Each member of the clone group isan expert in adifferent fidd,” | said.

The Genera nodded hard enough to send alock of iron-gray hair down over hisforehead. His eyes
were bright. “The boys were trained from child-hood, from the time they were old enough to read. They
knew their mission.”



“How many of them werethere?’ | asked.

“Eight. Eight brothers. . . James John Hdliday and his seven identical brothers. My son. My sons.
Eight sons—and one. Eight bodies and brains, but all the same. My only son—the President of the
United States.”

“They werenot . . . totaly identical,” Dr. Pefid s weak voice whispered.

The Generd frowned. “Yes, sure. Not fully identical, no more than identical twins are ex-actly the
same. They dl looked and acted dike, but each one of them isalittle different from the others. They all
havetheir own little quirks. The psychologissclam. . .”

“One of them,” Peflagasped, “died . . . in childhood.”

“Died? Of what?’

“Doesn’'t matter,” the Generd said, annoyed. “Hedied of natural causes.”

But Dr. Pefia, his oxygen mask falento hislap, said, “ Smallpox. Hedied . . . of smdlpox.”
“What?”

“Theinoculation . . . when we vaccinated him . . . hisbody failed to develop the immunological
response. . . instead of developing . . . animmu-nity to thedisease. . . hedied fromit.”

The Genera seemed angry again. “But the otherswere dl hedlthy, perfectly sound. There sawaysa
runt in every litter.”

Pefia seemed to want to say something more, but instead he fumbled for his oxygen mask and lifted it
up to hisface.

“ So there were seven brothers—identica sep-tuplets—running the campaign for the Presidency.”

“That'sright,” the Generd said. “Y ou've dedt mainly with James John, thefirst of them. He sthe
public-image maker. He makes the palitica speeches, handles the persona contacts. He sgood at it.”

“Damned good,” | said.

“On occasions, as| understand it, you' ve dealt with James Jackson and James Jason—economics
and foreign policy. And Jerome—science policy. He' sthe one who died in Boston. Johnny had to give
Jerome' s science speech for him. If those two cops hadn’t surprised my meninthedley there...” His
voicetraled off. Might have beens.

“And | thought it was just moodiness, or the pressures of the day,” | said, more to mysdlf than to him.
“I never knew the difference from oneto the other.”

“Nobody does. Nobody except Robert Wyatt and a dozen of my people who work inside the White
House”

“Whichiswhy security has aways been so tight around him.”

“Not security. Privacy.” The Genera’ s mouth curled dightly. “It wouldn’t do to have somebody like
you burgt into the Ova Office and see three or four Presidents conferring with each other.”

“Jesus Chrigt,” | muttered.



“Sothereyou are,” said the Generd. “No plot. No caba. No attempt to kill the President and dide
in aphony look-dike.”

“But two of the clones have died.”

“Three,” said Dr. Pefia

| turned to him. “Three? Besdes the one who died in infancy?’

“Yegerday . . . in Washington. When | got thenews. . . | must have collapsed.”

The Generd’ sface clouded again. “1t was Ja-son. They’ ve shipped the body to North Lake.”
“How . . . how did it happen?’ | asked.

“Same asthe others” the Generd said. “He wasworking in his office in the subbasement of the
White House and they found him collapsed &t his desk. The body was still warm.”

Suddenly | was on my feet. “ Somebody’ s me-thodicaly killing each one of them.”

But the General grabbed my wrist and yanked me back down to my chair. “ Stop looking for plots
under every piece of furniture, dammit!”

“But...”

“Look a me,” he commanded. “ Do you think for one instant that if | thought somebody waskilling
my sons,my son, I'd sit here and let the bastards get away with it? Or the President would alow hisown
brothers to be murdered without finding out who was doing it and nailing him? Do you think this planet’s
big enough for such amurderer to hidein? It snot.”

Findly | was beginning to understand why the President had kept the investigation so small, so tightly
secret. It was afamily affair, and no outsiders were wanted or needed.

“But what' skilling them?’

“They’re dying of the same thing that killed Jesse, in infancy. Somehow . . . and helooked &t Dr.
Pefia as he spoke, “somehow their immunologi-cal systems are breaking down. Their bodies can't
protect them from germsor viruses. Their bio-chemidry is screwed up and they die from the dightest
infection . . . anything, ascratch, acom-mon cold could kill them. Somebody sneezing in the same
room.”

A clatter made me turn back to the doctor. He had et the oxygen mask fall to thefloor.

“No,” hesaid, as strongly as he could. It was only aharsh whisper. “That isnot true! They arenot . .
. it cannot betrue.”

“Alfonso, nobody’ sblamingyou.. . .”

Dr. Pefia shook his head from side to side. “No, my old friend. Y ou do not understand. We have
checked. We have performed tests. The immune defenses of the body . . . do not suddenly disap-pear . .
.. They cannot.”

The Genera went to hisside. “Now don't excite yoursalf.”

“But . .. youmust listen!” Pefiacould bardly get enough breath into him to wheeze out the words. He



lifted onefrail hand and pointed at me. “He. . .heismore correct . . . than you are. They . . .they are not
justdying...they arebeingkilled . . . murdered . . .”

“But how?’ the Generadl demanded. “Y ou said yoursdlf that there was no Sign of violence. No
poison. The desths were from infections. . . they were naturd.Natural!”

“No.” The doctor’ s voice seemed to be coming from far away. “They . . . arebeing . . . murdered.”

His head lolled back. His mouth sagged open. His chest opped heaving. Genera Halliday looked
up a me, and damned if there weren't tearsin hiseyes.

FOURTEEN

Only twicein my life have people close to me died. Both times by chance | was out of town when it
happened. And | stayed away. | avoided the wakes, the funerds, the sobbing relatives and somber
friends. It all seemed so pointless, so futile. Maybe | was scared, deep insde. Maybe | saw mysdlf inthe
coffin, or was afraidl would.

| stayed for Pefid sfunerd. I'm not surewhy, but | stayed. The Generd’ s peopledidit al very
swiftly and efficiently. The old man was buried in the woods behind the Generd’ s main house. They had
to clear off the thinning layer of snow that was still on the ground to dig the grave. The soil wasfrozen;
the digging was hard work.

It was avery smal band of mourners. The General, Robert Wyatt, afew of the General’ s hired
hands, Peter Thornton from North Lake—trying not to look pleased that he was now in charge of the
lab—and me.

And the President.

A loca minister said afew hushed words and they lowered Pefia s coffin into the ground. | knew
inginctively that there were aready three other graves under the snow, with flat little markersthat said “J.
J. Hdliday.” A fourth one would be dug soon.

That night the Generd, Wyatt, the Presdent, and | ate aquiet dinner together. Thornton had flown
back to Minnesotaimmediately after the buria service. The President turned out to be James Jeffrey, the
specidig in defense policy.

| till couldn’t quite get it through my skull that he was one of eight identica clone brothers; one of

four remaining brothers. Hell, hewasthe President! Every bone, every fold of skin, every gesture, every
nuance of voice: the President. His eyes, the way his hair flopped over hisforehead, the kind of grin he
gave me as he kidded me about reading the old Watergate tapes for alesson in hownot to cover up a
White House secret. He was the President, the only one I’ d known. There couldn’t be another one just
like him. My brain and guts and soul refused to accept the idea. He couldn’t be one of a set of eight. Or
seven. Or four. We were pretty somber aswe sat down to eat in the oak-paneled dining room. But as
that same robot-like Oriental butler served us stesks, Jeffrey began telling hisfather about the arguments



he had been having with his brothers over the Iran--Kuwait war.

“WEe ve got to beready to go in there,” he said fervently, “in force. We ve got to be able to protect
our own interests”

The Genera nodded agreement. | worked on my steak and kept quiet.

“But do you think Johnny understandsthat?” Jeffrey grumbled. “He's more worried about los-ing a
few votesin Congress than losing the whole Middle East.”

“John knowsthe paliticd infighting,” the Gen-erd said. “If hedoesn't think . . .”

“I’ve made my own assessment of the politics,” Jeffrey interrupted. “I’ ve dealt with the Senate
committees. And the Housg, too. | could swing the Hill, if John would give me achanceto try.”

The Genera |ooked up from hisplate. “It’s John' sjob to make the political decisions. If hethinksthe
Congresswould block you, you' d better go dong with his estimate of the Stuation.” Jeffrey cocked his
head dightly to one sde. Just like the President. Dummy! | hollered at mysdlf.He isthe President.
One-eighth of the Presidency, at least.

With that smile | knew so well, the smile that meant he was going to say something unpleasant but
didn’t want you to get upset about it, Jeffrey answered hisfather. “1 don’t think John's quali-fied to make
this decision. He does't understand the details of the military Stuation aswell as| do. Nor the economic
gtuation, for that matter.”

They discussed—or argued, depending on your boil-over threshold—the Situation right through
dessart. Just aquiet little family debate. Like father and son arguing over who'sgoing to use the family
car tonight. Except that the son was the President of the United States, the subject was whether or not
wewill enter the Iran-Kuwait war, and the men he was arguing against were hisidentical clone brothers
who were back in Washington.

My brain wastelling methat | had to accept the redlity of the Stuation. But the rest of me il didn’t
want to dedl withit. Y ou can know some-thing istrue, intellectualy, and accept it and even ded with the
redlity as part of your world-view, on which you base your work. But that doesn’'t mean youbelieve it's
true, down at the deepest level of your existence. Inside me, in that specia subbasement where | keep dl
my old Sunday school lessons and nightmare terrors and fantasy desires, down theretheredl, secret,
deep-estme hadn’t yet accepted what my brain had aready filed away in one of its neet little Sorage
cabinets. | knew the President had been cloned, and there were four identical brothersin the White
House. | knew there had been seven, up to afew months ago. | knew it.

But | didn’t bdieveit.

| flew back to Washington that night in one of the Generd’ s private supersonic jets with the
President. We sat Side by side in the most luxuri-ous reclining chairs I’ d ever flown in, and watched the
televison screen built into the forward bulkhead of the passenger compartment. The President was
delivering aspeech, live, from the White House. He was signing the new Economic Incentives Act, and
taking the opportunity to coax the Congress for even more action on his domestic programs.

At forty-two thousand feet above the prairie wheat basket of the nation, | sat beside the President
and watched the Presdent on TV, live,

“. .. and athough this act will go along way toward turning urban adults into taxpaying, pro-ductive
citizens rather than welfare recipients, we still have along way to go on education and day carefacilities



for the young people of the core cities.. . .” Carrot and stick. That patented Halliday smile and the
constant urging to do more, go further, dare higher.

“They say the poor are alwayswith us,” the President concluded. “ Perhaps that’ s because those who
are not poor have never put their whole hearts and minds to the task of eradicating pov-erty. We have
the wealth, we have the technol-ogy, we have the knowledge to lift the blight of poverty from our cities
and countryside. The question is, do we have the heart, the soul, the will to do it? That isaquestion that
not even the President can answer, my fellow citizens. Only you can answer it. Thank you. Good night
and God blessyou.”

| turned my head asthe image faded on the screen and saw the President grinning to (at?) himsdf.
“He' sgot style, John has,” Jeffrey told me. “I’ ve got to deliver a peech on defense policy next week at
West Point. I'll never be ableto put it across the way he does.” He sounded almost wistful.

“Look at it thisway,” | suggested. “Nobody’ s noticed the difference between you.”

That made him happy. | tried to get him to talk about the deaths of his brothers, whether he felt they
were naturd or not. He evaded my attempits, finally cranking his chair back and closing hiseyesina
convenient nap.

When we landed, | saw how ridiculoudy easy it isfor aman who looks exactly like the President to
get through Nationa Airport and into the White House without being detected. The plane merdly taxied
to asmadl private hangar, and we stepped from the jet’ s hatch to awaiting limou-sine. The only peoplein
the hangar were the plane s two-man crew, the chauffeur, and two armed security guards. All of them
were General Haliday’ s hand-picked employees.

Jeffrey dropped me off a my apartment build-ing before going on to the White House. The limousine
had one-way windows, so no one could seeinto it, and he stayed back in the shadows when | opened
the door and quickly hopped out. Barring an automobile accident, there was no way for anyone to see
him. The chauffeur drove dowly, and he had Secret Service credentids, the limousine was built like a
tank, and itslicense plate bore the speciad White House code. They’ d have to run over Abraham Lincoln
before anyone could pry The Man out of the back seat. And there were unmarked carsgliding aong in
front and behind us aswell. No noise, no sirens. But the limousine was well escorted.

When | findly sumbled into my gpartment, | felt suddenly drained, emotionaly and physicaly
washed out. | let my flight-weight travel kit clunk to the floor of the living room, made my way to the
bathroom for afast leak, and was dready halfway out of my suit when | turned on the bedroom light.

Vickiewasin my bed, rubbing her eyeslike akid who's been awakened by her loutish parents
party.

“You'reback . ..” shemumbled deepily.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I'm noth-ing if not gracious when surprised.

She pulled hersdlf up to asitting position. She was wearing anightgown, but it wasflinty, trangparent.
“| thought thiswould be asafe place. With you out of town, nobody’ d think to ook for me here.”

| sat on the bed beside her.

“Beddes,” shesaid, “1 wanted to be here when you got back.”

Sheleaned dightly toward me, and | kissed her. | didn't fed tired anymore.



“I wasworried about you,” she said.
“| caled the office every day.”

“But you didn't talk with me.”

“| thought it' d be better if | didn’t.”

All thiswhilel was holding her, kissng her, and squirming out of my clothes at the sametime. If |
didn’'t wrench my back then, | never will.

Between making love and making talk, bring-ing her up to date on what had happened a Aspen, it
was damned near dawn before we fell adeep. And Vickie hadn't shut off my radio darm. It started
floating Beethoven at us at 730 sharp.

We showered together, | shaved while shedried her hair, | dressed while she put on makeup, and |
flailed thelast four eggsin the refrigerator into breakfast while she dressed. For kicks | diced the butt end
of an old pepperoni and tossed it in with the eggs. Start the day with abang.

After breakfast we grabbed our respective hand-bags and went to the elevator. Vickie reached for
the Lobby button, but | pushed her hand away and punched R, for roof. She started to ask me why, but

| put afinger tomy lips.

When we got to the roof and stepped out into the fine spring morning, | walked her to the parapet at
the edge, asfar from the door, and any listening devices, aswe could get.

“I want to bring Hank Solomon up to date on what’ s happening, but I'll be damned if | know how to
get in touch with him without tipping off whoever’ swatching us. They most likely know he' sinwith us,
but ill .. .”

Vickie shaded her eyesfrom the sun. “Do you think we' re still being bugged?’

| nodded. “Thisthing isn’'t over yet. Far from it. Pefid s deeth may have been natura, but none of the
otherswas. Maybe it wasn't the General who did it, but it’s somebody closeto him.”

“Wyat?"

“Could be.”

“Why?

“If | knew that, I'd know for sureif it was him or not.”
“So what do we do?’

“That’ swhat | want to ask Hank about. He ought to know more about this kind of thing than we
do.”

“Hetold me he'd find away to contact you. Y ou shouldn’t try to reach him.”
“Y ou saw him? When?’

Vickiegrinned. “Very tricky stuff. | got aletter at the office, addressed to me persondly. All that was
insde was a clipping from the newspaper, with ads for the movies on it. One theater’ s selection was
circled in red, and the time of the showing was underlined. The envelope was from the Treasury



Department, so | assumed it wasfrom Hank . . . Secret Serviceisin Treasury.”
“So he met you at the theater.”

“That’ sright. For about three minutes. He told me he was keeping awatch on me. And that he' d get
in touch with you when you got back.”

| found mysdlf taking a deep breath and half wishing | had stayed in Boston. Not even Beacon Hill
politicswas asdevious as dl this.

We drove to the office together, and by the time the elevator had stopped at our floor, Vickie had
put on her office persondity. Just a sunny smile and a“Have agood day!” Not that | made agrab for
her. | had my office personality on, too. It had been warm and good in bed; it was great to have her there
when | got home, rather than an empty apartment.But don’t start to expect it, | warned mysdlf.Or
depend onit.

| got alot of kidding from the press corps at the morning briefing about being a gentleman of leisure.
But no undercurrent of worry or rumor that my recent abbsences might be a symptom of something
cooking inside the White House. If a Cabinet officer or a Pentagon officid started playing hookey, then
there’ d be rumbles of inter-est from the newshawks. But the press secretary? Nobody cared.

Asthe briefing broke up, His Holiness told me that The Man wanted me in the Ova Office at 5:30. |
made amenta note and went back to the Aztec Temple to plow through the accumulated paperwork on
my desk.

Hank Solomon was one of the security guards down at the inspection post under the West Wing that
afternoon. He winked at me, and | did my best not to makeit look asif | knew him as| stepped through
the sensor arch that screened me for identification and wespons.

The President was behind hisbig, curved desk as| stepped into the Ova Office. Wyatt was Sitting in
my favorite chair, the Scandinavian dingback, so | took hisusua standby, the rocker next to the
fireplace.

The Man watched meas| sat down. He grinned. 1 can see exactly what’ s going through your
mind,” hesad.

“gr7
“Y ou're wondering,Which one is he? Right?’

| grinned back a him. “Yes. . . that’sright.”

“I’m James John, the one whose hand you shook when you agreed to take the job.”
Somehow | felt relieved.

“It' sno use staring a him,” Wyatt groused. “Y ou won't be able to tell the difference between them.|
can't, for God' s sake, and I’ ve known them since childhood.”

“What' re we going to do about this?’ | blurted.
The Presdent’ s smile faded. “The degths, you mean.”

“Themurders,” | said. “Somebody’ s killing you—your brothers, one by one.”



Wystt stirred uncomfortably. “That' snot . . .”

“Don’t give methat ‘natural causes crgp againl” My voice was rising. So was my blood pressure.
“Maybe the Generd believesthat, but | don't. Pefiadidn’t either. | was there when he tried to convince
the Generd ”

“Peflawas an old,old man,” Wyatt said. “1 think maybe he went senile, right there at the end. Too
many shocks. Afteral ...”

“Hewould know better than anyonedse,” | ingsted.

The President shook hishead. “Meric. . . mur-der has got to have amotivation. If somebody’s
killing us whoisit? And why?’

| swear the words were out of my mouth before | realized that my mind had cometo that
conclu-son. “It’ sone of your brothers,” | said. “ The one who wants to be theonly President of the
United States.”

For what seemed like fifteen minutes there was absolute slence in the Ova Office. Wyatt st likea
marble statue, completely unmoving and emotionless. The President looked thoughtful; then hisface
clouded darkly. And my own brain wastelling me, Yes! That’ s the answer! It'sthe only possible
answer. One ofthemis killing the others. One of them wants this office, this power, this nation all
for himself One of themisinsane.

Wyett findly stirred himsdlf. “If youthink . . .”

But the President silenced him with the dightest lift of one finger. “ Robert, it'sthe same conclu-son |
cameto weeksago.”

The old man looked truly shocked. “What?’

“I think it’ stime we brought thisdl out into the open,” the President said. “ Timeto clear theair.”
He pushed his chair back from the desk and got to hisfeet. We automatically got up, too.
“Comewith us, Meric,” said The Man.

Wyatt seemed to understand what he was going to do. “Wait up aminute. . . he'snot family.”

The President smiled sardonicaly. “Heis now. He knows as much about us as anyone. Come on,
Meric.”

We went out the side door of the office, down to the basement, past the inspection station where
Hank till stood on duty, and along the West Wing to the private elevator. Wyatt pushed the button, the
doors did open asif the machine had been waiting al day to be called on, and we followed the President
into the tiny, redwood-paneled elevator cab.

There were no touristsin the White House at this hour of the afternoon, of course, but we rodein the
windowless devator past the ground and first floors and got off in the quiet main corridor of the second
floor, the sacrosanct living quarters for the President and his First Lady.

Wordlessly, The Man paced along therichly carpeted hallway and led usto the Lincoln Sit-ting
Room. | had never seen it before, athough | knew which room it was, right next to the Lin-coln
Bedroom. | had seen both of them in photographs.



But when the President opened the door, it wasn't thefin de siécle furniture or the ornate draperies
that hit me. Three more James J. Hallidays were aready in the room: one by thewindow, sttingina
green velvet-covered chair; another at the scroll desk, tapping out something on acomputer termind’s
keyboard; the third standing by the portrait of Chester Arthur that hung on the far wall.

| gulped.

The President—the one | had come upstairs with—grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me toward
the middle of the room. Pointing, he introduced: “That’ s Jeffrey, scowling dongside President Arthur.
And Jackson, jiggling the na-tiona debt figures. And Joshua, by the window. Y ou’ ve met dl three of
them before”

They nodded or smiled at me. But Joshuasaid nervoudly, “Why bring an outsder into this? There's
been enough trouble aready, hasn't there?’

“Meric’ snot an outsider,” John said. “And if we want to keep our troubles out of the public view,
we re going to need Meric’ s continued whole-hearted cooperation.”

Joshuadidn’t reply, but it was clear that he wasn't happy to see me up therein their private
clubroom.

“What’ sgoing on, John?’" Jeffrey asked. “Why the melodramatics?”’

| was gill goggle-eyed. All of them looked exactly dike. Their voices were the same. Thetrim of
their hair. Theway they gestured with their hands. The only discernible difference wastheir clothing.
Jeffrey, the defense expert, was wearing a simple one-piece tan jumpsuit. Jack-son, the economist, wore
amore conservative dark blue shirtjac and dacks, while Joshua—whose main interest was natural
resources and agricul-tura policy—had ayellow sportshirt over pseu-dosuede jeans. A soldier, a
banker, and afarmer. | tried to fix them in my mind that way. James John—the President, | kept
thinking—wore his usud work clothes: dark dacks, comfortable boots and an open-neck light shirt.

Wyaitt took a chair near the door and | drifted, weak-kneed, toward the windows as James John
answered.

“We vedl been trying to hide from the facts. | think it’ stime we faced up to them. The deaths
haven't been naturd. They were murders.”

Jackson looked up from his computer keyboard. “No way, John. If Pefiacouldn’t find any signs. . .”

“Peflawas convinced it was murder,” John said. “He couldn’t figure out how it was done, but he
knew it was murder.”

“No, | don't believethat,” Jackson said. “ Pefiawas just emotionally unable to accept the fact that his
work . ..wdl .. .it'sfaling.”

Jeffrey said tightly, “Each of us might go just asthe othersdid.”

“No,” John said. “1 don't believethat.” It waslike hearing an echo of Jackson’swordsfrom a
moment eerlier.

“Sure, you can afford to dishdlieveit,” said Joshua. “ Y ou' re the naturd, the firstborn. What-ever it is
probably won't affect you.”

“That’ snot s0,” John answered. The voice was still calm, but there was an edgetoit.



Wyait said, “You'redl geneticaly identica. What happensto one of you, asfar asyour body
chemigtry is concerned, will hgppento you al. Lord, you al got the mumps a the same time when you
werekids, and it lasted exactly the same number of daysfor each of you. Like clock-work. John’s not
immune to anything that the rest of you are susceptibleto.”

“That'sonly theory, Robert,” Jeffrey said. “ Ev-erything about cloning processesistotaly new . . .
nobody’ s doneit before with human beings. We' re thefirst.”

| was garting to see differences among them. Slight differencesin nuance, in character. They were
four identica brothersdl right. But just likeidentical twins, athough they looked dike on the outside, they
saw the world differently, and the insdes of their heads were far fromidentical.

Wyaitt was saying, “We could keep you in agerm-free environment, back at thelab. Then you
wouldn’t havetoworry .. .”

“That' simpossiblel” Jackson snapped. “How in hdll can we function in the Presidency froma
germ-free cdl a North Lake? It' stough enough playing this seven-man shuffle—"

“Four-man shuffle,” Jeffrey corrected. “We re down to four now.”
John was still standing in the middle of the room. He raised his hands for silence.

“Now, listen,” he said. “I’ ve been giving the matter alot of thought. The deaths were not natural.
They were murders.”

Jackson shook his head but kept silent. Joshua seemed to tense forward in his chair. Jeffrey, who
was nearest me, asked quietly: “So what are we going to do about it, John?’

“Fnd out which one of usisthe murderer.”

| think my heart actualy stopped besting. For what seemed like an eternity, nothing stirred in the
room. Not even the dust motesin the danting sunlight from the windows seemed to move. Ev-erything
froze.

Finaly Jeffrey found hisvoice. “What . . . did you say?’

I”d never seen such an expression on the Presi-dent’ sface before. It must have been theway Lincoln
looked when he learned of the carnage at Gettysburg.

“It' soneof us,” John said, hisvoice deceptively level. “No one dse could be doing it. One of usis
systematically killing the others. One of us wantsto be the sole occupant of that office down in the West
Wing.”

They looked back and forth among themselves. No one spoke. Wyatt seemed to be in a state of
shock, ashen-faced, immobile, staring at the floor. | could see the whedlsworking inside those four
identica heads. They recognized the truth of it. Maybe each of them had suspected it from thefirst, but
pushed it away. Now it was out in the open. They could no longer ignoreit.

“One of uswantsto be the only President of the United States,” John repested.
“I can’'t...” Joshua started, then lapsed back into silence.
“It does make some sense,” Jackson admitted.

Jeffrey said, “But . . . killing hisown brothers. It' shorrible. . . he'd haveto beinsane”



John nodded. “I suppose so. But power can corrupt, we al know that. There ve been enough
murderous familiesin history to drive the point home. And we' ve done afew kinky acts here and there. .
. We re not immuneto the disease.”

“It can't be!” Joshuasaid firmly. “I just won't believe it. Not unless you can show me how the
murders were done. Hell, we don’t even know that theywere murders.”

“Wrong, Josh,” said John softly. “I know.”

Wyatt looked up a him. “Tdl me. Tdl me how it was done and makeit convincing, because | don't
think I could ever believe that one of you boysiskilling the others.”

“It' svery smple” John said. “I merely asked mysalf how I’ d go about killing the rest of us. Oncel
became convinced that they were mur-ders, | tried to work out in my head what| would have doneif I'd
wanted to murder my brothers. It didn’t take long to figure it out. Just the past few days. . . that’sdl the
timel needed.”

“And?
“The key was Jese.”

“Hedied nearly forty yearsago.”
“Yes, but how did he die?

Wyaett answered, “From a breakdown of hisbody’ simmunologica defenses. Helost hisim-munities
to disease germs. The only way he could have been saved would have been to put him in agerm-free
chamber, but we didn’t recognize that untilit wastoo late.”

John nodded agreement. “ And Joe, Jerry, and Jason dl died the sameway. All body immunities
suddenly gone. Common cold germs becamefata to them.”

No one moved. No one answered. We dl focused on John so intently that an ICBM attack could
have hit Washington and we d never have knowniit.

“I checked with North Lake aweek ago,” John said. “Put in ascrambled cdll to their contracts
department. They gave me alist of the research contracts they’ re now working on for the Defense
Department. One of them isfor the devel opment of amutated virus that breaks down the human body’ s
immunologica systems, like AIDS, only fagter. It' stop-secret work. Accessto information about it is
limited to only a handful of peoplein the Pentagon.” He dmost smiled, sadly. “1 had to remind the man |
spoke with that I’ m the Commander-in-Chief.”

“A virusthat breaks down the body’ simmune systems?’

“Non-traceable,” John said. “ Apparently the De-fense Intelligence Agency wantsto develop the
virus asastandby for perfect assassinations. No visible cause of death. The victim just stopsliving. Any
germsin hisbody can multiply out of control and kill himin lessthan aday.”

“Jesus Chrigt.”
“And you’ ve known about thisfor aweek?’ | asked.

John gave ahdpless shrug. “I’ve worried over it for aweek. | guess| didn’'t want to face redlity.
Y ou forced meto bring it out into the light of day, Meric.”



“Thisvirusis being developed for the Defense Department?” Joshua asked.
“I didn’t know anything about it,” Jeffrey snapped.

“Nobody’ s saying you did,” John answered.

“Thisvirus,” Wyaitt asked, “it’ s been tested? It works?’

“It’ s been used on primate gpes and other lab animals. Totally successful. One hundred percent fatd.
The North Lake people haven't tried it on human beings, for obviousreasons. . .”

“But you're saying,” Wyaitt’ s voice trembled badly “that one of you boys—one of you in this
room—got his hands on samples of thisvirusand usediit . . .useditto...” Hisvoice cracked
a-together. He buried hisfacein his hands.

John stepped over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “We have to face the facts, Robert. It's
what | would do, if | wanted to be the only resident of this house. And wedl think pretty much dike,
don't we?’

“That' sfor sure,” Jackson said.
“So—what do we do?’ Joshua asked, his voice pitched higher than the others.

Jeffrey gave asharp, bitter laugh that was dmost acough. “It'ssmple. Wewait until there sonly one
of usleft, and he sthe guilty one”

“Or,” John countered, “we et the guilty one know that we' re aware of what he' s doing, and how
he' sdoing it, and we ask him to come forward and admit it.”

They looked uneasily at one ancther.

“I think we al know that whoever’ sdoing it is mentally unbalanced,” John said. “Wewon't pun-ish
him. We want to take care of him, cure him. Whichever one of usit is, he’ s our brother. Wewant to help
him, not punish him.”

No one moved, except to search one another’ s eyes for an admission of guilt.

Findly Joshuasaid, “We d better bring the Genera out here. Maybe he can get to the bottom of
this”

Wyatt shook hishead. “No.. . . he'san old man. He' s not astough as he pretends to be. If he ever
found out about this. . .”

Jackson said, “If he ever finds out that we went through thiswithout bringing himin onit, it might kill
him”

Jeffrey grinned ruefully. “ Or he might kill therest of us”

John said to Wyatt, “Robert, you' d better go out to Aspen and tell him about this. In person. No
phone cdls. See what he wantsto do.”

“He Il come boiling back here at Mach Five,” Wyatt said.

“All right. If that’ swhat he wantsto do, wewon’t stand in hisway.” He turned to his broth-ers.
13 Rigm’



“No way we could stop him,” Jackson admitted.

“Someone should check out North Lake Labs,” Joshuasaid. “It might be possible to find out who
took the virus samples.”

“Ridiculoud” Jeffrey snapped. “Even if one of uswasfoolish enough to acquire the virus cul-turesin
person—which | doubt—he wouldn't have given his correct name. None of the lab people can tdll us
apart. Not even Pefia could.”

“I suppose s0,” Joshua admitted. “We used to play al sorts of trickson him,” he said to me wistfully.

But John said, “We should check out the lab, though. I'll get Pournelle at the FBI to take charge of
that end of things persondly.”

“You're not going to tell him about us?’ Jack-son asked sharply.
“Of coursenot,” John said. “But | want to find out who made off with that virus sample.”

“If anybody did”

“Somebody must have. And Pournell€' s people can find out who and when. Then we find the man
and talk to him ourselves.”

“If itwasaman,” Jackson said, with adight smirk. “Y ou're lgpsing into male chauvinism, Johnny.
Don’t do that in front of the voters.”

They dl laughed. Somehow, it annoyed me.
“Hold it!” | heard mysdlf shout a them.

They stopped and turned toward me, four iden-tical looks of polite amusement, four faces saying,
What' s the hired man doing, yelling at us?

“It'snot good enough,” | said.

“What's not?’

| had to face them down. All of them. “Y ou're il tregting thisasif it’safamily squabble.”
“lan'tit?’

“Hdll, no! It s<till aplot to kill the President, asfar asI’ m concerned.”

“Meric, we' re taking the strongest action we can,” John said. “Y ou don’t want usto do any-thing
that will tip off the pressto our . . . broth-erhood, do you? That would ruin everything. I'd haveto. . .
we' d haveto resign the Presidency.”

“That would put Lazar in the White House.”
“Thisnation’ s not reedy for a Jewish President.”
“Not with the Middle East at war again.”

| stood my ground. They were making me sore, tinkering with the Presidency, the nation, thewhole
goddamned world asif it were aprivate family affair.



“| don't carewhat you say,” | told them. “Thisisn’t enough. Checking North Lake Labs and Sitting
around here chatting with each other. For Chrissakes, one of you haskilled three of your brothers!”

“That’ sour business,” Jeffrey said, glaring at me.
“Thehdl itid It smine, and every other citizen's, too.”
“What are you trying to say, Meric?’

| redlly didn’t know, but as usua my mouth worked faster than my brain. “It justisn’'t going to be
enough. The stepsyou’'retaking . . . they won't tell you agoddamned thing. Not until it’' stoo late. The
murderer can wipe out al three of you overnight, if he wantsto, while you' re still futzing around checking
records a North Lake or consulting with the Generd .”

Jackson started to say something, but John hushed him.
“What do you suggest?’ John asked.

“No suggestion. Action. I’'m going to cal a press conference in forty-eight hours. Two daysfrom
now. And I'm going to spill my gutsto whoever’ Il listen. Unless you' ve got the murderer before then.”

“You can't do that!” Jackson snapped.
“Try and stop me.”

“The murderer will try,” John said amost sadlly. “I think, Meric, for your own safety’ s sake, you' d
better reconsider.”

| could see differencesin their faces now. Joshualooked scared. Jackson was blazingly angry.
Jef-frey was angry, too, but the smoldering kind that builds dowly and waits its chance for revenge. John
looked sad, and something more—rdlieved? Glad that the end wasin sght?

| shook my head. “No. There sno other way. Either you flush him out or | bresk the story.
Otherwise he/'ll have the rest of you dead and St down in that Ova Office dl by himself. Andthat’ s whet
I’'mredly afraid of.”

“He Il havetokill me, too” Wyatt said.

“What makes you think he wouldn’'t?” Jackson answered. The old man sagged back in his chair. But
| had adifferent thought. | could see Wyait serving the last remaining James J. Halliday, right therein the
Ova Office, burying the fact that the President was a multi-murderer under aton of justifications about
family duty and the nation’ s needs.

John took a couple of stepstoward me. Quietly, he said, “Meric, if we can't talk you out of this, the
least | can do isgive you a Secret Service security guard. If you' re going to set yourself up asatarget,
wemight aswelltry to protect you.”

“All right,” | said. “How about Hank Solomon? He and | get along pretty well.”

Helooked at me quizzically. If I'd been redly sharp, instead of just dazzled by dl the high drama
going on, | would have redlized that men-tioning Hank’ s name removed any doubt from the murderer’s
mind about who the third member of my pitiful little gang was.

But right at that moment | wasn't thinking about that at dl. Asl mentioned Hank’ s name, somehow it
popped into my mind that there was one person involved in this affair that not even one of Halliday’s



brothers had mentioned. Nei-ther Wyatt nor the General had ever brought up her name.
Laura TheFirst Lady. What did she know about all this? And whose wife was she?

FIFTEEN

| deliberately avoided caling Vickie when | got out of the White House. My mind wasin turmoail.
Too much had happened too quickly. If | was going to be amurderer’ starget, okay, there wasn't much |
could do about it. But no need to set her up asthe next clay pigeon.

Besides, it would be too easy to get damned romantic about the danger of it al, and start acting like
some asnine shiny-armored knight and make ared idiot of mysdf. Vickie was an adult; shedidn’t need
mein her life. I'd bring her nothing but grief.

Okay, shewas good to be with; she brightened up aroom and brought warmth to my life. She was
finein bed.And keep thinking with your gonads instead of your brains, | warned mysdlf,and you'll
both end up on the next cold-storage shipment to Minnesota.

As| thought about it, in the cab on my way back to my apartment, | doubted that the mur-derer
would use the same technique on me that he had on his brothers. But he didn’t have to, of course. Hell,
he was the President! He could get rid of me in athousand ways, from afata accident to anuclear strike.
Evenif | wanted to bow out gracefully and exile mysdf in Afghanistan, he' d never bdieveit. He d send
someone looking for me—aclean-cut, reliable, terribly loyal assassin.

So it was anasty shock when | opened the door to my apartment and found Hank Solomon sit-ting
there, reading amagazine.

“Jesus Suffering Christ!” | swung the door shut behind me. As| camed down from the shock of fear
at seeing apotential assassin waiting for me, | griped, “Does everybody in crestion have the combination
to my front door?’

“Only usfriendly helpers and bodyguards,” Hank said easlly.
“You got here pretty damned fast,” | said, not yet ready to forgive him for scaring me.

“When the President his own sdf calsyew, yew move your butt, buddy. Y ew got friendsin high
places.”

“And enemies”
“Yep. Guessthat’s so. What' s been happenin’ 7’

| hesitated and he told me the room was clear of bugs. How he knew was beyond me; he couldn’t
have had more than afew minutes alone in the room before | camein. But my faith in modern electronics
was strong enough to take him a hisword. So | told him what had happened in the Lincoln Sitting



Room.

Hank listened without emitting so much asagrunt until | wasfinished. Then he said, “Well, o’ buddy,
yew kinda put me right there on the spot dongside yew, dintcha?’

| admitted that | had. He grinned and said, “ Okay, least yew can do istake me out t' dinner. And we
can stop in apost officeaong th’ way.”

“Pogt office?’

He had aready unfolded himself out of the seat and gone to the door. Y ep. Make atape record-ing
of everything yew just tole me and mail itto afew trustable friendswith orders nott’ open it 'til Christmas
... or your untimely demise, which-ever comesfirgt.”

“You've got ahdluvaway of cheering up aguy.”

But the idea made sense. | thought about Len Ryan, then decided that Johnny Harrison, back in
Boston, would be less tempted to ignore my ingtructions and listen to the tape prematurely. And | knew a
couple of good men overseasin London and Kyoto.

* * % %

It wasn't difficult to get to see Laura. The next morning, as soon as| got into the office, | went over
the assgnmentsinvolving her. She was ad-dressing a specid meeting of delegates from Work-ing Office
Women who were joining in the big Neo-Luddite raly at the Capitol Building to pro-test the loss of jobs
to automation.

| called the kid who was assigned to handle the meseting’ s press relations and told her that | was
coming aong. She got theimpression that | had my eye on her, and there was apromotion inthe air. |
didn't dislluson her.

Thenext thing | did wascal Vickiein to set up my press conference for the following afternoon.
“You? sheasked, surprised. “A persona press conference?’

“That’ sright. Make certain that all the wire services and the internationa reps get the word.”
“We I haveto tell them the subject.”

“No.” | shook my head. “Just tell them it’ s the most important story of their lives, and it’ stoo hot to
even name the subject beforehand.”

She leaned back in her chair. “ Y ou're going to tell them about the President.”
“Either that or get thrown out of town for canceling the conference at the last minute.”
“Or get killed,” Vickie said, very matter-of-factly. No histrionics.

“If that happens,” | said, trying to stay equally controlled, “the story will bresk right away. Last night |
sent tapes of the whole thing to afew trusted newsmen, with ingtructionsto do nothing unless| dieor

disappear.”
“And tomorrow’ s press conference. . .”

“Either they nail the murderer by tomorrow afternoon, or | blow thewhistle”



“They'll kill you,” Vickiesaid. “They’ll kill &l of us”

“No,” | said again. “ They won't touch you because | haven't told you what | know. I’'m keeping you
intheclear. You'll be safe”

“You' rekeegping meinthedark,” shesad, her voicerising dightly
“For your own protection.”

She dammed her hands down on the arms of the chair. “ So you' re going to take the whole burden
on yoursdlf. You're going to let them kill you, in the hopesthat afew news people you once worked with
will have the guts to publish the story and expose the President.”

“They will,” | said. “It wouldn’t be the first time that only a couple of newsmen have stood between
the people and anationd catastrophe.”

“Wonderful!” she said. “And in the meantime you' re dead in some back aley in Georgetown.”
“What do you want meto do?’ | shouted back at her.

“Nothing.” Shegot to her feet. “It' stoo late. Y ou've doneit dl. They’ll giveyou abig funerd, | bet.”
“You just set up the press conference,” | told her. “Let me do theworrying.”

“Sure. Thanksfor the advice. It was swell know-ing you. Y ou' re acredit to your professon.” And
she stamped out of the room, furious.

But safe. Whoever was bugging my office now knew that Vickie was small potatoes, and didn't
know enough to be dangerous. | hoped so she was sore at me. Probably a good thing. We' d been
getting too close. Not good for either of us. And | was going to see Laurain another couple of hours.

* * % %

WOW had set up its mesting at the Van Trayer. Laura spoke to the delegatesin the main ball-room.
The ornate crystal and chrome room was only haf filled with WOW deegates—secretaries, file clerks,
office managers who were inexorably being replaced by eectronic memory systems, voice-operated
typewriters, picture-phones, and computers.

| stood in the back of the room, alone. The news people, mostly women, were off to one side of the
podium up &t the front of the ballroom, taping sound and pictures. | frankly didn’t recog-nize which of the
women up there was the one who worked for me. They al looked pretty much dike.

But Laurawas something else. Shewore her hair tightly pulled back, in ano-nonsense way, straight
and efficient, asif she had only acouple of minutesto take care ofit each day. Her suit wasaso an
efficiency-image, neet and smple, bright enough to be attractive but absolutdly without frills.

| camein toward the end of her speech. She was saying: “I’ m aworking woman, too, and have been
al my adult life. Asyou al probably know, | was adancer before | was married . . . and not such avery
good onethat | could afford the pampering of agtar. | wasjust one of the‘girls —" She put aspecia
emphasis on the word, and afew sympathetic hisses rose from the audi-ence. “—who had to pay her
rent and buy her grocerieswith a pretty tiny paycheck.”

She paused and smiled at them, asmilethat said,But | made it, and so can you! “And if you think
that being the First Lady isn’t afull-time job, then guess again. I’ m gtill aworking woman, and proud of



it”
They gpplauded enthusadtically.

“And | can assureyou,” she said, asthe ap-plause died down, “that you have afriend in the White
House. More than one, in fact, because the President is vitdly interested in the effect of automation on
your jobs.” Then she added, in adifferent tone, so that it seemed likean ad lib, “And if heweren’t, he'd
hear about it from me!”

More gpplause. Cheers. Laughter. She had them in her proverbid pam.

“Asyou know, the President has proposed legis-lation that will ease the economic burdens of job
didocations caused by automation. Hismotto is, ‘ Don't try to stop automation; try to useit.” | think that
each of us here, if wereally worked at it and took advantage of the new programs that the President was
proposed, could become man-agers of one-person offices. We should beusing these new machinesto
make our careers better, not resisting automation and clinging to our old dull jobs. It’ stime we stopped
thinking of our-selves as some man's employee and started seeing oursalves as the managersand
decison-makers of four-fifths of the nation’s businesses. Thank you.”

They rose and cheered. Maybe when they sifted through dl that rhetoric and redlized that only one
woman out of five could possibly attain the managerid positionsthat Laura dangled before them, they
would stop cheering. But for the moment they were solidly with her, and the President.

| made my way through the exiting crowd, getting some dirty stares from afew of the WOW
delegates, and stood on the fringes of the im-promptu press conference that had gathered around the
First Lady. The news people ignored me; probably thought | was one of her Secret Service guards.
These were mostly “ Female Fea-tures’ type of newspersons, not the usual White House corps, and my
face meant nothing to them. The only one who seemed to recognize me was the kid from my office,
whom | finally spotted after she smiled and nodded to me.

Laurafielded the newspersons questions ex-pertly and stood through three “ specia” network
interviews of five minutes each, in which each of the network interviewers asked exactly the same
questions. But each of the chicks could go back to her gation claming an “exclusve’ interview with the
Firg Lady. That word “exclusve’ had changed its meaning alot in the television industry.

| spotted Hank Solomon among the fringe of security men and grinned a him. He gave no indication
of even noticing me. Professond eth-ics, | guess, in front of his peers. They were dl stony-faced types
and trying to melt into the background.

Findly the news people snapped shut their cameras and tape recorders and filed out of the room. |
made afew nice words to the woman from my office, told her she handled things very well. She went off
beaming.

When | looked around, Laurawas watching me, a curious smile on her face.
“I didn't expect to seeyou here,” she said. “When you camein, | nearly lost my placein the speech.”
“| want to talk with you. In private.”

She was sitting on the edge of the balroom’ sdais, long legs held out straight in front of her. She
gestured with abob of her head to one of the women among her security guard. The woman looked
more like a college undergrad than a Secret Service agent. Where she could have been carrying agun
under the summery little dress she had on was an intriguing mystery to me.



“Jennie,” Lauraasked, “can you move the team to the outside of the doors? Mr. Albano and | want
to speak privately.”

She nodded, just astight-lipped and hard-eyed as the men. Insde of thirty seconds, the room was
empty, but we both knew that nobody could get in with anything less than an armored squad of
commandaos.

Lauratill had alook of casua amusement about her. “What wasit you wanted to talk about,
Meric?’

She had moved from the daisto one of the folding chairsin thefirst row of the audience. | was till on
my feet, sanding before her.

“I know about the cloning.” | said.
“Sol'veheard.”

“I was wondering how much you know. What ideas you have about which of them might bethe
murderer.”

She arched an eyebrow, but said nothing.
“Y ou agree that one of the brothersis. . . killing the rest of them?’

“| supposethat’ swhat it is,” she said. Then, looking up at me, “But it might be someonedse. . .
someone who wantsto see just one of the brothersin power, and al the others out of the way.”

“Y ou mean Wyatt?’

She made asmdl shrug. “Or Lazar.”

“| can't believethat.”

“Or Mandella, the Secretary of Defense.. . . Or anybody.”
She wasteasing, toying with me, not taking it serioudy.
“Oryou,” | said suddenly.

Her smile got wider, but her eyeswent cold. “Yes,” she said dowly, “it might even be me. Maybe |
want to be President.”

“Or intotd control of the Presdent.”
“It' sathought,” Laurasaid.

It waslike trying to interview a piece of sculp-tured crysta. Laura sat there, beautiful, smiling,
knowing—>but not giving meanything.

“I'm calling a press conference tomorrow,” | said. “If there’ sno answer by then, I’ll throw it open to
the public.”

“Yes Hetold me”

“Who told you? Which one?’



An annoyed shake of her head. “1 don’'t know. | make it apolicy not to ask.”
“You just ded withthem. . .”

“Asif therewere only one,” Laurafinished for me. “It' seasier that way. They're careful not to let
anybody see more than one a atime. They do the samefor me. . . mogt of thetime.”

| could fed my knees getting fluttery. “But . . . but youare married to James John | mean, he'sthe
one..."

Her eyes never fatered. She kept looking straight at me, kept her smile going, athough now it was
gtarting to look mocking. “1 told you, Meric, | never ask. Wasit Franklin who said, ‘In the dark, all cats
aegray’?’

| felt mysdf st with athump on the edge of the dais.

“Oh, don’t look so shocked,” Laurasaid, her voice getting sharp. “ Y ou’ d do exactly the samething .
.. men have been doing it for ages. It'scalled aharem.”

“No...it'snot..." | wasshaking my head.

“Poor Meric. Still aYankee frontiersman in your heed, aren’t you? All the old mordity. All thelovey
old chauvinig attitudes”

Therewasn't much | could say.

“Come here, Meric. Sit besdeme.” Laura pat-ted the seat next to her.

| went over and sat, like an obedient puppy.

“Youredizethat if you makethis story public it will ruin the Presdent. HE |l be forced to resgn.”
“Atleast.”

Lauraput afinger on my lips. “Do you redize that you' re doing thisto hurt me? To punish me for
choosing him over you?’

“Y ou mean choosngthem, don’'t you?’

“Don’'t be mean.”

“I’'m not trying to hurt you, Laura. God knows that’ sthe last thing in theworld I’ d want to do.”
“Then drop this press announcement. Cancel the conference.”

“And let one of those brothers finish murdering the rest of them?’

“Let them settletheir family matters by them-selves. It doesn’t concern you.”

“I can't!” It sounded more like pleading than amighty affirmation of mordlity, justice, and the rule of
law.

“Not even for me?’

“Not evenfor you,” | said. Miserably.



Her hand came back to my face. | could smell afragrance that she used, ascent | hadn’t known
since we were in college together. She brushed at the hair over my ear.

“You don't understand what | just said, Meric,” she said, very softly. “You can haveme. . . if you
gill fed theway we used to.”

“Theway we used to?” My voice was a stran-gled squesk.
“Yes. When you loved me and | loved you. We can have that again. The two of us. Just like before.”
| pulled myself away from her. “How inthe hell . . . you must be out of your mind, Laural”

Very paiently shesaid, “Listen to me. Jm has alittle more than three yearsto histerm. Hewon't try
for redection . . . too much has hap-pened for him to expect that. After he’ sout of office, therewill bea
quiet, amicabledivorce. Thenyouand| . . . together . . . anywherein the world, Meric.”

There must be an ingtant in a heart transplant operation when the surgeons have removed your
origina heart but haven't yet put in the donor organ. That' show | felt right then. Therewasaholein my
chest, an aching cavity, livid with flame-hot pain.

“Threeyears...” | heard mysdf mumble.

Laurasaid “I never loved him, Meric. | redizethat now. It wasal ambition . . . the power trip. And
we could get together from time to time even before the three yearsis up. | travel alot, and so does. . .”

A sudden vison of mewaiting at the end of aline, with everybody ahead of melooking like the
President snapped me back to redlity.

“Sure, we could get together,” | said. “With three of the brothers dead, your dance card must have a
lot of holesinit.”

“Don’'t bevicious.”

“Then don't treet me like some high school kid with ahard-on. Jesus Chrigt, Laura, you' re noth-ing
but a high-classed whore.”

“Andwhat areyou?’ she snagpped back, taunt-ing. “ A sniveing little boy who works a the White
House and gtill believes everything they taught him in grammar school about patriotism and loyalty.”

“Damned right | do!”

“Grow up, Meric! Beaman! It' spower that makesthe world go 'round. Power! And no matter
which one of them ends up with the power in hishands done, he' Il be mine. Il share his power.”

“Yeah. .. hepumpsit into you, doesn’'t he? How the hell do you arrangeit? Do they each have a
certain night, or do you take them al on the same night? Do you have gang bangsin the Queens
Bedroom?’

Her smilereturned, but now it was etched with acid. “ Sometimes.”

“Ahh, shit!” | bolted out of the chair, turned and kicked it, sending it clattering into the row of chairs
behindit.

“Thereare differences among them, you know,” Laurasaid, gloating, getting even, rising to her feet
s0 she could pour the poison into my ears. “Even in the dark. Meric, they' re each alittle different.”



“| don't giveadamn!”

“But it' ssofascinating. One of them likes to be sucked, one of them likes my ass. One of them—I
think it’s Joshua—just lets me do whatever | want to him. And then there are the parties. . . thegrand
bals wecdl them...”

| should have socked her. | wanted to. Instead, | just headed up the aide toward the exits at the
back of the ballroom. Fast as| could. Nearly running.

“Meric!” shecaled tome.

| got to the last row of seats before | turned. | could hardly see her, my vison wasblurry. | was
gasping for bregth. | felt like | wasgoing to die. | wanted to.

“Cancel the press conference,” Laura com-manded. “WEe I find the newsmen you sent those tapes to
and shut them up—and you—and your two friends—one way or another.”

| shook my head and staggered out of the ballroom, blubbering like akid who'sjust had hislast hope
of joy taken away from him.

SIXTEEN

Hank drove me back to my apartment. My hands were shaking too badly even to hail ataxicab.

“What th' hell went on between yew two?’ he asked, frank astonishment on hisface. “Y’dl look like
somebody put yew through amest grinder.”

“Somebody did.”

“Th’ President’slady?’

“She' sno lady”

He shrugged and weaved hisway through the mounting afternoon traffic.

“Look at 'em,” Hank said, more to take my mind off my troubles than anything else.

The streets werefilling up with demonstrators for the big Neo-Luddite raly that was going to meet a
the Capitol at sundown. The local author-ities had forbidden araly during the daylight hours, while the
Capitol building was open to vistors. So the Neo-L uddite leaders found aloop-holein the officid
decision and organized their people to congregate on the Capitol’ s main steps at sundown. They were
expecting a hundred thou-sand people.

“Yew think al these peoplelost their jobst’ computers?” Hank asked as we threaded through cars
and buses festooned with signs reading STOP AUTOMATION and PEOPLE NOT MACHINES.



“It’ sthe second Industrid Revolution,” | said. “It’ s hgppening al over again. People have been
bombing computer facilities here and there.”

Hank nodded. “They tell me there' s even anew kindarobot that’ sworking foot patrol with the New
Y ork Police Department. Guess my job' |l be next.”

| said nothing, just watched the crowds. They seemed to be morein aholiday mood than anything
else, laughing and hollering at each other. Drinking beer, insde the buses we passed.

“Maybe| oughtajoin’em,” Hank muttered.

“No,” | sad. “There s something more impor-tant for you to do. Find Vickie and get the two of you
out of town. Tonight. As soon asyou let me off at my place.”

“Now that’sadamn good way t' get mefired,” Hank said. “My ordersaret’ stick withyew .. .”
“I'll bedl right,” | said. “They’ re after you and Vickie, too.”

“How d'yew know?’

“What the hdll do you think shook me up back there?’

Hisjaw dropped open. “Th' First Lady? She'sinonit?’

“Deep enough to know that you two arein asdeep as| am. Get Vickie and disappear. Go up to
Boston and live with Johnny Harrison for the next day or two. Wait "til after my press confer-ence before
you come back.”

“Butyew ...

“Jesus Christ Almighty! Will you do what | tell you, or do you want to get yoursdlf killed? And
Vickietoo?’

“I'll get one of my buddiestofill inwithyew ...

“No, that would tip them off. Just grab Vickie and get the hell out of town. I'll lock mysdf in my
gpartment and phone the copsif | even hear amouse squeak.”

With ashake of hishead, “I dunno .. . .”

“But | do. And if Vickiegetshurt I'll blameyoufor it.”

Hisfacetightened. “ Goddamn! Lifejes gets more complicated ever’ goddamned day.”
“Dowhat | tdl you,” | said.

He hated the idea of leaving his assigned re-sponsihility, but he was enough of an old-style Westerner
to worry more about Vickie than about me. And | was ol d-fashioned enough to know that if they
grabbed Vickie, I’ d do whatever they told meto.

| sprinted from Hank’ s unmarked car to the lobby of my apartment building, waved to him through
the glass doors, and went up to my rooms. Thefirst thing | did was snoop around the place, poking into
closets and even the shower gtdl, to make certain | was done. Thefirgt thing after triple-locking the front
door, thatis. Than | put afrozen dinner in the cooker and called the door guards and told them | didn’t
want any visitors alowed up, under any circumstances. They could talk to me on the phone if they



needed me.

| settled down with the auminum dinner tray in my favorite living room chair and flicked onthe TV.
The evening news was mostly about the gathering horde of Neo-L uddites congregating at the Capitol.
Congress had courageoudy adjourned early, so that the Congresspersons and Senators could be safely
home and far from their demand-ing congtituents. The Capitol building itsalf was now closed to dll
vigtors, and there were thousands of DC and Capital police ringing the vener-able old marble pile.

“Unofficid reportsfrom generdly reliable sources” the TV commentator added, “claim that the
Army has severd regiments of troops stand-ing by in nearby locations, ready to ded with any
emergenciestha might arise”

“Generdly reliable sources’ was me. We had argued in the office agood part of the day about
tipping off the pressthat the Army was standing by for riot duty. Finaly | decided it was better that the
people hear about it from us, beforehand, than to have the troops show up as a surprise or, worse till,
have some enterprising snoop like Ryan find out about them in spite of us. The President had agreed with
my views and let the balloon float out into the public airways.

“Thereisasoarumor,” the TV commentator went on, “completely unconfirmed, that the Presi-dent
himself will addressthe demondtrators later thisevening. As| say, thisrumor is completely unconfirmed .

That was newsto me. Watching the gathering crowd onthe TV screen, | didn’t think they looked
particularly dangerous. But | knew that in athrong asbig asthat, ariot could erupt as easily as spitting on
somebody’ s sandal. And acrowd that size would need tanks and water cannon before they were calmed
down.Or maybe worse.

So | picked listlesdy at my dinner, drank damned near awhole bottle of white wine, and watched the
specia coverage of the demonstra-tion that came on after the regular news show. The speakers were
dull, inane, making absurd demandsthat, if met, would turn the economic clock back ageneration and
throweverybody out of work.

But the people cheered every asinine punchline and waved their sgns COMPUTERS MUST GO!
HUMAN DIGNITY REQUIRES HUMAN JOBS. | couldn't see anything dignified about being a
secretary or acopyboy or even atypesetter, for that matter. On the other hand, | had ajob that
exercised my brain, not my hands and legs, so who the hell was| to complain?

It was acombination of the wine and the moronic speeches droning from the TV that put meto
deep. It was the phone’ singstent buzzing that woke me up.

| blinked. The TV was gtill on, and both in the panoramic view of the Capitol showing on the screen
and through my own living room win-dows, | could see that it was dark outside. Night, asthey say, had
fdlen.

The TV audio was saying, “ And now, the Pres-dent of the United States.” The view zoomed down
to a makeshift podium that had been set up on the Capitol steps. And there he was, James J. Halliday,
smiling confidently &t the assembled multitudes.

“I don’'t have a prepared speech,” he said dis-armingly. “I thought I’d come out here and listen to
whatyou haveto say.”

They roared their approva.Must be John, | thought.He' s the charmer .



The phone was still buzzing, louder and more insistent. | reached over from my chair and tapped the
ON button.

On the phone' s picture screen, the features of James J. Halliday took form.
“Good evening, Meric,” said the President.

| glanced from the phoneto the TV, where the President was saying, “I understand that automa-tion
has taken many jobs, but that’ s just a short-term Situation . . .”

“Good evening,” | said to the phoneimage. “Y our brother’ s out there walking on water.”
“That's Johnny for you,” said the President. “Helovesit.”

“Youdon't?

“I’'m not much for crowds. I’ ve aways preferred Hamilton to Jefferson.”

| squinted hard at the phone screen. The wine was making my head thunder.

“It won't do you any good to try to figure out which onel am. You can't tell by looking, and I’ m not
going to spell it out for you”

“Why'dyou call?’ | asked.

The President said, “I wanted to make one fina gppedl to you to cdl off thisridiculous press
conference tomorrow afternoon.”

“Noded,” | said.
Hisface hardened. “You'll never get toit. Y ou understand that?’
“Doesn’'t matter. The story will pop.”

With just ahint of exasperation, “Y ou still don’t seem to understand, Meric, the power in my hands.
By tomorrow afternoon those tapes you mailed out will be destroyed. The people who' ve been working
with you will be silenced. It won’t work, Meric. It's doomed.”

“Thenwhy cadl me?’

“Because I’m not awillful daughterer. | don't want to kill anyone. . .”

“Tdl that to your deceased brethren. Tell it to the Generd, I'm sure he' Il understand.”
“Meric! Don't force meto act.”

“Mr. President . . . this nation has survived an awful lot of stupidity in the White House. We ve had
ignoramuses for Presidents, we' ve had inno-cent do-gooders and out-and-out crooks. But I’ m not going
towillingly dlow amadman to tekethe job.”

“You'reafool, Albano.”

“I' know it. And I'm scared shitless. | don’t want to die. But | can’t step away and let you take over.
| literaly cannot do it! Understand that? Even if | wanted to, | couldn’t. What the hell good would it beto
live, if | couldn’t livewith mysdf?’



“We vedready got Ms. Clark,” hesaid flatly. “And Solomon’s. . .”

| didn’t hear therest. | felt asif I’d been quick-frozen into solid ice. From somewhere far away, |
heard my own voice, grim and tight, whisper, “No dedl. It doesn’'t matter. No dedl.” And | hated myself

for saying it.

I’ve never seen James J. Halliday’ sface look so ugly. “All right, Albano. Y ou won't make it through
thenight.”

The phone screen went blank. | clicked it off. Onthe TV, James J. Halliday was saying: “ That' s what
the Presidency isfor—to listen to the prob-lems of the whole nation, not just one section or one State,
and then to take actions that will solve those problems.”

They had Vickie. And | wouldn't,couldn’t, make atrade for her. | don’t know how long | sat there,
trying to rationdize it. But the smple truth wasthat Vickie wasn't asimportant to me as nailing the
Halliday murderer. And my own skin.

| redlized that my apartment was no longer safe. Especidly with Hank gone. But where the hell was
there safety? My eyesfixed onthe TV screen again. That vast crowd. Out there, they’ d never be ableto
get tome. | could blend in and disappesr.

And besides,| thought,that’ s James John out there. If | can get to him and stick with him for the
next eighteen hours, we might both make it out of this alive.

SEVENTEEN

But first | had to get out of my apartment dive.

| peeked through the window shutters and saw people walking aong the street outside, and the usua
solid line of parked cars. Could be an army of hired assassins out there. And | didn’t have acar; I'd have
to get the door guardsto call ataxi for me.

| paced the living room fretfully for afew minutes, certain that | couldn’t stay in the gpart-ment,
scared at the thought of stepping out into the open, trying not to think about Vickie and what might be

happening to her.

Findly | couldn’t stand it any longer. | went out into the corridor, after acareful peek from my door,
took the emergency dairstwo flightsup, walked al the way across the building to the elevators on that
sde, and rode down to the laundry room. The garage was one more level down, and if anybody was
waiting for me, he' d at least have a scout down there. And out in the lobby.

Tiptoeing back to the ddlivery ramp behind the laundry room, | looked out into the night-shadowed
driveway where the trucks pulled up. There was agray minibus parked out there, with two men sitting in
the cab.



Good Christ, | thought,they really are out there waiting for me!

| hurried down to the laundry room. Alex, one of the night security guards, was whistling down the
hall toward the guards locker room.

“Hi, Mr. Albano,” he said cheerfully. “Washin somebody’ sdirty laundry?’ He laughed uproari-oudy
at hisown joke; he knew my job, and knew that | could take akidding.

“What're you doing down here?’ | asked.

“Gottatake aleak. Hey, you been watchin' those protesterson TV? That’ s a helluva crowd they got
out there. Your bossistakin’ to’em.”

“I know.” Then the sudden inspiration came. “Alex . . . do you have aspare uniform in the locker
room | could borrow?’

“Huh?’

Thank God he had a sense of humor. | told him it was ajoke, and paid him fifty bucksfor hisextra
cap and jacket, and theloan of hiscar. | promised to leave it at the cab stand three blocks down the
avenue.

“Will you take care of theticket | get when the Pee Dees spot it at the cab stand?’
1] SJre.”

Hetrusted me. And my fifty dollars. So, with my heart hammering, | drove dowly out of the garage,
wearing the guard' s cap and jacket.

Sure enough, there was a blocky-looking char-acter at the exit gate.

Thelightsweren't dl that brilliant down in the garage athough the areaaround the exit gate was it
better than | would have wished for. The man, whoever he was, kept the gate’' s bar down so that |
couldn’t pass thoroughly. He stared hard at me.

“Whereyou going?’

| tried to imitate Alex’ saccent asbest | could. “ Gottaget Mr. Kent’ s pree-scription.” And | made a
booze-swilling motion that helped to hide my face.

He grinned and reached into the gate booth. The bar swung up and | drove out onto the avenue, very
careful not to squedl thetires. | parked at the cab stand, | eft the cap and jacket on the front seat of the
car, and took one of the cabs.

“You an’'t supposed to park there,” the cabbie said as | opened the rear door.
| ducked indde. “It'sajokel’m playing on afriend,” | sad.
Hisblack face, staring back at mein the mir-ror, wasn't at al amused. “Somejoke,” he grunted.

The crowd around the Capitol was so huge that the traffic cops wouldn't let us get within five blocks
of the Hill. Or stop. They kept waving us on, until we were detoured down VirginiaAve-nue, hafway to
the goddamned Navy Y ard. The driver fumed and grumbled up front while | fumed and fretted in the
darkness of the back sest.



He wormed through endless lines of parked buses up aong Sixth Street Southeast and got as close
asthe Library of Congress Annex. The po-lice had sawhorses and fire trucks blocking off the streets
beyond there.

“Closeas| canget,” thedriver said.

| gave himatwenty. “It'll do.” | felt alittle annoyed that he didn’t even go through the pre-tense of
trying to make change.

| walked through the soft night air past an empty fire truck, toward the library’ smain build-ing a
couple of blocks away. There wasn't much of acrowd down here, but there were lots of people milling
around, clustered in little groups on the corners, Sitting on the curbs. Y oung people mostly, kids, black
and white mixed. Normally, in this particular neighborhood, the streets are abandoned after dark. Too
dangerous. But not tonight. These out-of-towners were strong enough in numbersto provide their own

sty

Their older peerswere out in front of the Capitol, peaceably assembled—as the First Amend-ment
puts it—to seek redress of grievances. These kids had just come along for the ride. And to be thrownin
thefront linesby their edersif it looked like a clash with the police or Army was coming up.

But the President was taking the venom out of the throng. There’ d be no bloody confrontation; he' d
turned it into a question-and-answer session, air your gripes, cometo meal yewho labor and are hard
pressed. He was good at it. James John, that is. Back at the White House was that other one, the one
who' d phoned me, the one who had Vickie and was going to try to kill Johnny. And me.

| got acouple of odd looksfrom thekidsas| purposefully walked toward the library’ s main building.
| obvioudy was't one of them. Wrong uniform: business dacks and shirtjac instead of glitterpantsand
vest. Wrong age. Wrong atti-tude. But they didn’t bother me.

The guard at the library’ s side entrance did. He was inhis uniform: plastic armor, riot hdmet with
visor pulled down to shield hisface, bando-leer of gas grenades, dartgun, electric prod, heavy boots.

“Thebuildingisclosed, sr,” hesaid, very politely and sted hard.

| pulled rank. Dug out my 1D and said, “1’ ve got to get to the President, and the crowd’ stoo thick up
front of the Capitol. Thought I’ d go through the dideway tunndl.”

He bucked me upstairs. Called his sergeant on his helmet radio. The police sergeant came up and
offered to provide me with an escort to get me through the crowd in front of the President. | declined.
“Don’t want to make that much of adisturbancein front of TheMan,” | said. Actudly, | didn’'t want to
cdl that much attention to mysdlf. I might be a.clay pigeon, but there was no sense painting mysdlf dayglo
orange.

The sergeant called a captain who findly re-lented and personally escorted meinto the li-brary, down
to the connecting tunnel and along the rubbery moving belt that did us both to the Capitol building. Secret
Service men were prowl-ing around the dideway’ stermind area, and | had to show my ID again and go
through a security arch to prove who—and how unarmed—I was.

The guy in charge of the security detail looked so much like McMurtrie that | wondered if they had
cloned Secret Service men, too. He took me in tow and waved the police captain back to his post.

“The Capitol building is sedled shut againgt visitors,” he said aswe rode the devator up to themain
rotunda.



“Good,” | sad, wondering if thisguy knew that there was a brigade of men just like him who were
looking for me.

“The Presdent didn’t inform us that he ex-pected his press secretary to meet him here,” he said
suspicioudy.
“It' sahectic evening. None of us has planned much of thisin advance.”

He accepted that, dthough it was clear he didn’t like it. Unplanned events such as sudden decisions
to address large crowds informaly, and having visitors like the press secretary drop into acleared area,
made him unhappy. Good. That meant he was't in on the plan to get me. | hoped.

We stepped out of the eevator into the vast, empty, echoing rotunda, our footsteps clicking hollowly
onthefloor. It was only partidly lit; you could see your way acrossthefloor dl right, and up in the dome,
Brumidi’ s blagphemous painting—turning Washington into asma|l-time rococo Italian saint—was all too
visible. But the gdleries that ringed the dome, severd tiers up, were darkened.

“I'll haveto ask you to stay in the rotundaarea,” the security man told me. “We ve sealed off the rest
of the building. The President will come back here when he' sfinished speaking to the crowd.”

| nodded, just asthe crowd gave a cheering roar. It sounded amost like booming surf insde the
rotunda.

Although the main expanse of the rotunda s floor was empty, there were knots of well-tailored men
and women at every corridor leading out. It felt alittle eerie, having the whole damned place to mysdif,
with no tourists clicking their cameras, no troops of Scouts goggle-eyeing their way around, nobody
bumping into you, no tour guides talking about marble or historic events or the problems of painting the
ingde of the dome so that the picture showed proper perspective from the floor.

| glanced up at Old George. He looked kind of uncomfortable up therein rococo heaven. | felt
damned uncomfortable down here on the modern earth. And exposed. Thiswasn’t what | had planned
onaal.

And then | noticed that | wasn't alone. Sitting on a bench near the bronze of crusty old Andy
Jackson was Generd Halliday. Alone.

| went to him.

“What' re you doing here?’ he asked, without preliminaries.
“Hiding.” | sat down beside him.

He gave me asour look.

“One of your boysisout to get me.”

“You' vegot ahdl of animagination.”

“He phoned me this evening. Said they’ ve taken my assistant prisoner. There was agoon squad
waiting for me at my apartment building.”

The Genera shook his head disbelievingly.

“If you'relucky,” | said, the heat risng in me, “you could get to see ared Western-style shootout
right herein the rotunda. His goon squad against John's security force. Maybe we ought to buy score



cards. ..
“Don’t beanidiot, Albano,” the Generd said. “If he wantsto nail you, hewon't do it that way.”
“Whose side areyou on?’ | asked him.
Hejust looked a me.

“Y ou know which of them iskilling the others. Do you want to let him succeed or stop him? Or are
you content to let ‘surviva of thefittest’ betherule, and go aong with whoever' sleft?

Hisexpresson didn't change or soften in the dightest. But his voice sank to awhisper. “1 wish to hell
| knew what to do.”

“If I make it through the night, I’m going to give the whole story to the press,” | said. “Tomorrow.”
“Then my guessistha you won't makeit through the night.”

“That’' swhy | want to stick close to John.”

“Why him?’

“He was talking with the crowd when his brother called me. Soit can’'t be him.”

Generd Haliday said nothing.

“And | don't think it could be Joshua,” 1 went on. “He didn’t strike me as having the ballsfor this
kind of thing. So it must be either Jeffrey or Jackson.”

“Brilliant deduction. But which one?’

“The one who phoned me earlier thisevening.”
“How much earlier?’

| shrugged. “Let’'ssee...”

The Generd hunched forward on the wooden bench. * Jackson’ s been here for the past two hours.
Heand | cametogether, right behind Johnny.”

“How the hell did you get past everybody?’

He grinned, and hisfacefolded into arelief map of wrinkles. “A phony mustache and beard, pair of
tinted glasses. We came in with my own security men. Those Secret Service kids never tumbled.”

“Whereishe now?’

“Up inthe gdleries somewhere, watching his brother, | expect.”

My mind wasracing. “ And he' s been here two hours? All that time? Here? With you?’
The Genera nodded.

“Then if he’' sbeen here with you, and John’ s been outside talking with the crowd . . . and we agree
that Joshua snot the one. . . then it’s got to be Jeffrey. He' sthe only one who could have phoned me
from the White House”



The Generd stared down at the floor, silent.

Jeffrey, | thought. The expert in defense policy. The one | flew back from Aspen with. He' sthe
murderer.

“You'resureit’ s Jackson you came here with?’

“I know my own boys,” the Generd said flatly.

| got up from the bench. “1 want to see him. Now.”

The Generd pointed skyward. “He sup therein one of the galleries”

| strained my eyes, searching the darkened gdleries that ringed the dome' sinterior. Nothing . . . wait.
A shadowy figure. A motion past one of the tall windows. | headed for the nearest Saircase.

The gtairs had been closed to the public for years. Too steep and narrow for large crowds of tourists.
A century ago, visitors had become shitty enough to tosstheir garbage over therailingsjust to seewho
got splatted down on the floor. So the galleries were closed to vigitors.

| was intercepted by the inevitable Secret Ser-vice agent, of course. A hard-faced woman thistime.
When | showed her who | was and told her | was going upstairs, and explained that it wasimpossible to
leave the dome from those gdleries, she relented. After aradio check with her boss.

The marble Sairs are steep and strange in the dark. Half aflight, then aleve gtretch, then six more
steps, then another flat, and then along flight of narrow stairs, with your feet clacking and making weird,
shifting echoes asyou go dong. The light from the dome wasfiltered by flimsy-looking metd railingsin
places, blocked out entirely by solid wals € sawhere, so the going was dow and groping.

| was puffing by thetime | reached thefirst gdlery. | thought that was where I’ d seen Jack-son, but
he wasn't anywhere in Sght. Footsteps echoed somewhere; it wasimpossible to get afix on the direction
of sounds up here. The echoesfloated ghostlike in the still air. | went to the marble bal ustrade and |ooked
down. Couldn’t see the General from here. Thefloor of the rotunda looked empty and damned far away.
A long way tofdll.

| hustled al around the gallery, stopping every now and then to cal out, “ Jackson!” and get nothing in
return except the goddamnedest syn-copation of echoes you ever heard.Why the hell’ s he playing hide
and seek?

So up to the next level | went, ssumbling, tripping over the even narrower, steeper steps, cursing the
darkness without aflashlight. Once | grabbed at one of the metd railings. It shook in my hand. Not much
protection there. Up | went.

Hafway to the topmost galery | paused to caich my breath. And heard somebody else’ s footsteps
again. Slow, measured, patient, steady.Clack ...clack ...clack ...clack. The echoes surrounded me.
They could have been coming from above me, behind me, right beside me, and I’ d never know it. But
deep ingde my scary guts, | got the firm fedling that they were coming up the stairsfrom behind me. |
was being followed.

| pushed mysdlf up the final sets of stairsto the top gallery.

Puffing, leaning on the balustrade, and staring down at the hard, hard floor ahundred feet below, |
realized that the echoing footsteps had also stopped. But before | could try to figure out what that meant,
| heard something else. Sofaint | couldn’t really tell what it was. Breathing. Or maybe the softest kind of



alow chuckling laugh.

| looked around the shadowed gallery. Across the dome' s open space, on the other side, the
half-hidden figure of aman in alight-colored suit stepped out of the darkness and up to the marble
balustrade. | couldn’t see hisface; it wasin shadows. But | knew that figure. It was one of the brothers.
He beckoned to me, waving with one hand.

Like the hdplessingénue in aGothic night-mare, | sarted around the gallery toward him. Something
in my head was screaming awarning of danger & me, but my body obediently fol-lowed TheMan's
ummMons.

Assoon as| started moving, theclack. . .clack of the other person’ s footsteps started again.

| paused briefly at one of the narrow, round-topped windows and |ooked out toward the West
Front. The crowd was still there, quiet now, amass of solidly packed people that covered the western
sde of the Hill and spilled out across Union Square and around the New Reflecting Pool. Faintly, faintly,
| heard the voice of James J. Hdliday, dectronicaly amplified, fill talking to them. John had been out
there for more than two hours now, and was still going strong. Greeat copy for tonight’s news shows and
tomorrow’ s papers. The stuff of legends: President meets peo-ple, face to face, heart to heart.

| prayed to God and anybody else who' d listen that John would be adive tomorrow to see those
headlines. And Vickie. And me.

The echoes of those following footsteps stirred me out of reverie. | looked across the dome again,
and hewas till standing there, alittle degper back in the shadows now, so that he couldn’t be seen from
thefloor. But | could see him. | hurried acrossthe gdlery to him.

“Jackson?’” My whisper bounced crazily and shattered into a million echoes.
“Yes,” hewhispered back, and the sound seemed to come from everywhere.

| got up close enough to see that he was till wearing the phony mustache and beard. They helped to
make his face disappear into the shad-ows. As| stepped toward him, he dowly pulled them off and
Suffed them into the pocket of his mandarin-style tunic. Histeeth flashed whitein abig grin.

“Someone sfollowingme,” | said.
“I know.”

| looked down that deep, dizzying well of emp-tiness and saw that the bench near Old Hickory’s
statue was unoccupied. There was nobody down on the rotundafloor at al. Even the Secret Service
guards seemed to have melted away.

“Why would . . .7’

Jackson gave me the famous Halliday smile. “ Thisinvolves more than you and me, Meric.”
“But those stairs are awfully tough for aman hisage. . . | damned near collapsed on them.”
“Y ou mean the Generd ”’

Clack...clack ...clack ...clack. The stepswere dow but doggedly steady.

“Yes, the Generd . . . who 27’



Jackson said nothing. | tried to fathom the expression on hisface, but it was too dark to see him that
well. Hewas grinning, that much | could tell.

For some reason my mouth kept making con-versation while those clacking steps drew nearer.

“Thiswholeideaof cloning,” | said. “It seemsawfully . . .planned. Y ou guyswere practicaly
programmed to become President, weren't you?’

“Wedidn't lead the carefree lives of your aver-age American boy.” Jackson said it evenly. No
humor init. No bitterness.

“It'sdl terribly cold-blooded. | mean, you and your brothers being ddiberately trained like that from
infancy.”

“Cold-blooded,” Jackson said emationlesdy. “Y ou don’'t know the half of it.”
“No, | guess| don't.”

“Therée s nothing wrong with planning,” he said. “Nothing wrong with setting your sights on agoa and
then doing everything you can to attain it. That’ s how this continent got discovered, you know. That's
how we gained our independence. Move heaven and earth to reach your goal. Pike' s Peak or bust. |
shdl return. That'sone smal step for aman, one giant legp for mankind.”

“You'reahigtorian?’ | tried to make it sound light, but those footsteps echoing behind me gave my
voiceahallow ring.

“Every President becomes ahistorian, Meric. Y ou soak in history once you'rein the White House.
And what' sthe basic lesson of history? The god judtifiesthe means. If you win.”

If youwin. . .if you win. . .echoed eerily around the gdlery.

“Higtory’ swritten by thewinners,” Jackson said. “Fix your Sghts on your goa and stop at nothing to
reach it. That’ swhat makes history. Columbus. Old Sam Adams and his Minutemen. The Forty-Niners.
MacArthur. Armstrong. Truman. The Kennedys. They al did it that way. And me. That' stheway I'm
doingit. It'sthe only way it can be done.”

My heart turned toice,

“Youare Jackson?’ | asked.

Hissmilereturned. “Yes. I'm Jackson. Don't be afraid. | am the President.”
Somehow that didn’t reessureme et al.

Jackson turned his head ever so dightly, looked past my shoulder. | turned. Instead of the
ramrod-stiff figure of the General that | expected, it was Laura. Dressed in white. Likeabride. Or a
mourner from some ancient tribe.

“Those gtairs,” she said breathlesdy as she approached us. “ They'rekillers.” Her eyeswere bright,
gleaming.

Jackson nodded. “ Tourists used to collgpse on the stairs. That' swhy these gallerieswere closed to
the public.”

Lauralooked straight at me but didn’t say aword. It was asif she were looking through me, asif |



no longer existed for her. She stepped over to the stone niche where the window was set and sat on its
gll.

“Youdidn't haveto come,” Jackson said. “1 told you | could handle this by myself.”

Laurasmiled at him. “1 just wanted to be sure, darling. | wanted to seeit for mysdlf.” Her eyes
glittered asif shewereon adrug trip. And | knew which drug it was: power.

“Thisismorethan afamily matter,” 1 said. “Unlessyou' re thinking of the whole population of the
United States as your family.”

“Don’'t bedlly, Meric.” It was her first ac-knowledgment of my presence.

“WEe' ve got to stop these murders,” | said. “ And Jeffrey’ s snatched Vickie Clark, and . . .”
“You'resureit' s Jeffrey?” Jackson asked.

“| explained it to the Generd, downgtairs. John’ s outside with the crowd, right?”

Jackson nodded.

“Y ou're both certain it’ s John out there?”

Laurasaid, “Of courseit’ s John. None of the others could handle a crowd like that. John’ s the face,
the public figure, the candidate and hand-shaker. He enjoys crowds.”

The man whose hand | shook, | remembered.

“And we're agreed it can't be Joshua.”

“Josh couldn’t. . .”

Laurafidgeted with the little purse she was holding on her lap. “ Do get on with it.”
“Y ou're absolutely certain Jeffrey’ stheright one?’ Jackson asked me.

“yes”

“Why?

“Because he cdled me this evening and threat-ened to kill Vickie and me bothif | don’t cdl off my
press conference tomorrow.”

Jackson looked at me curioudy. “How do you know it was Jeffrey?’

“It had to be. John was already speaking here. We agreeit can’'t be Joshua. Y ou were here with the
Generd .. "

“They have phones here,” Jackson said.

| stopped with my mouth still open. “But . . . your father said . . . the Genera told me he waswith
youdl night.”

“That'sright, hewas,” Jackson said. “Just asheisnow,” Lauraadded. “Down there.”

| suddenly understood how amouse feelswhen it is cornered by apair of cats very smal, very



adone, and scared mindless.
“Y ...You'retheonewho cdled me?’

“That sright, Meric. Tonight | finish thetask | started eighteen months ago. Tomorrow morning | will
be the sole occupant of the Ova Office. | will bethe Presdent, lone and entirely.”

| turned to Laura. “ And you' regoing to let him?
“Of course”
“For God' s seke, Laura—stop him!”

“Why? So John can go on making pretty facesto the public and compromising with every beggar
who comesin off the street? Or Josh can stay in hiding dl the time? Or Jeff can keep on playing soldier?
Jackson' s been the only real man in thiswhole family. I’ ve known that for years. Jackson’ sthe strong
one. It ssurviva of thefittest.”

“But he' skilling his brothers” My voice was amousy squesk. | could barely hear it mysdif.
‘The President’ sgot to bestrong.” Laurd svoice practicaly purred. Her eyes were &fire now.
“But he samurderer!”

Jackson snapped, “Name one President who wasn't. Truman? Lincoln? Either Roosevelt? Nixon?
Brown? They al had blood on their hands.”

“Sweet Jesus, the two of you areinsane.”

“Meric,” Jackson said, in thattone, thatin-flection, that I’ d heard a thousand timesin the White
House

| sared a him.

“WE ve been very patient with you, Meric. I’ ve given you every opportunity to stop opposing me.
Even Laurahastriedto makeyou see...”

“Tried to buy me off, you mean.”

“You had your chance,” Laurasaid.

| started to shake my head.

Jackson said, “There s no other way, Meric. WE Il have to do away with you. And Ms. Clark, too.”
“Likeyou killed the others?’

“No...” Hefumbledin histunic pocket and pulled out asmall plagtic syringe. “No, you' re not going
to die of immunologica breakdown. That would raise too many questions. And, inciden-taly, | got the
virusfrom the University of Pennsylvanid s biochemisry labs. They have very lax security systemsat
universities, you know. A Government man can go anywhere and see anything he wantsto. The
professorsdl trail him with their tongues hanging out, hoping to |ap up some droppings of Federd grant

“How’d you know?’



“Don’t benaive. | didn’'t do it persondly. I’m an economist, not a biochemist.”
| turned back toward Laura. “ Y ou' regoing to let him do it?’

She pulled asmdl handgun from her purse. “I’'m going to help him.”

“It’l be hard to explain agunshot wound.”

“Thisdoesn't shoot bullets,” shereplied. “ Tran-quilizer darts. They make the same punctureasa
doctor’sneedle.”

“You'regoingto dieof afata heart attack,” Jackson said, holding the syringe up beside hisface.
“The stairs were too much for you. Y ou' re redly not in good physica shape. All the excite-ment of the
President’ simpromptu meeting with the Neo-L uddites outside the Capital . . . too much for the press
secretary’ s heart.”

“Theday | die” | said asevenly as| could, “my whole story gets published. Not only here, but
overseasaswell.”

“Wrong,” Jackson said. “We ve dready inter-cepted the two tapes you sent overseas. They’ ve been
destroyed.”

“I don't bedieveyou!” But | redly did. Why elsewould they fed freeto knock me off?

“And we have agood idea of where thethird tape went,” he added. “The publisher of theGlobe likes
to think he' safriend of Presidents. I'll get the tape before any of your old cronieslisentoit.

| started to reply, but clamped my mouth shut instead. “ That leaves only your erstwhile bodyguard,”
Jackson said, “who seemsto have run off to parts unknown.”

“Nope. I'mright here.”
Hank Solomon’svoice!
“Y’dl jes better lineup dongth’ railin’ there and put yer assorted instruments down on th’ top of it.”

Jackson spun around fiercely and tried to find the source of the disembodied voice. Hank’ stwang
echoed through the shadows. He might have been anywhere. Laurajumped to her feet and aso peered
into the darkness.

“Now lissen,” Hank said. “1 got aregulation 7.6-millimeter pistol in mah hand. Nothin' fancy. It
makesalottanoise, and it putsabig o’ holein yew. It’'Il make a mess outta yer pretty white dress,
ma am. So put them instrumentsdown. Y’ hear?’

But Laura, instead of giving up, grabbed me by the collar and jammed her gun to my head. “1I' [l kill
him!” she shouted, and her voice shrilled off every corner and curve of the stonework around us.

| reacted without thinking. Instead of being scared, | was damned sore. | shoved Lauraaway from
me and turned toward Jackson. Something wentpop and | felt asting in the back of my neck.

Jackson pushed past me and ran clattering dong the gdlery, heading for the sairs. | saw Laura
glaring pure hatred at me. | took a step toward her, but my feet wouldn't work right. | stumbled. She
cracked me in the face with her goddamned popgun and down | went.

The marble was cold.



Somebody turned me over on my back. Hank grinned down a me. “Y’ dl got abuzzful of trank in
yew, boy.”

“Get them,” | mumbled, feding like my head was numb with Novocain. “Why dintcha shoot him?’
“Eighty Secret Service agents down there and yew want met’ take a shot at the Presdent?’
“You'vegotto...” | tried to get my legsworking, tried to get to my feet.

“Stay there,” Hank commanded. “I’ll get him.” He disappeared while | was till doing an imitation of
abeached flounder. The echoes! | heard feet running on marble asif they wereracing in circlesingde my
head. Hard breathing. Whispers. Coughs.

| finally struggled to my feet and grabbed the balustrade. Leaning over it like aseasick tourist, | tried
to peer into the gloomy shadows to find out what was happening. Couldn’t see adamned thing. And it
was dl wavering in front of my eyes, lurching up and down and Sdeways. Damned if | wasn't seasick.

| looked down to the floor of the rotunda. Along way down. Tiny little people were dowly gethering
down there, their heads craned up-ward. They had heard the sounds of a struggle coming from
somewhere.

A shout. A pair of voices curang. Then abody crashed through one of those flimsy railings,
screaming al theway down to the floor. It hit with asolidthunk that ended its screaming for-ever. The
body was wearing alight-colored man-darin suit. | threw up.

| must have passed out. The next thing | knew, Hank was bending over me, hisface very solemn. “|
got him,” he said smply. Then he helped me to my feet and we staggered downward, on those dark
narrow stairways, toward the floor of the rotunda.

| heard the pounding of an army rushing up the stairstoward us. It turned out to be only adozen or
S0 Secret Service men. They looked grim, angry, puzzled, dl at the same time. We passed the broken
railling, and | glanced out toward the floor. A crowd of agents was surrounding the body. From thishigh |
could see that Jackson’ s fake mustache and beard had floated out of his pocket and landed amost on
top of hisgrotes-quely twisted body.

The agentswith usdidn’t ask any questions. They didn’t say aword. It was damned eerie. Slently
they escorted us down to thefloor.

Across the way, beside the huge Columbus Portal, stood the Generd, flanked by two agents. He
looked old and bent. But when he saw us, he straightened.

“Hekilled my son!” he shouted, and suddenly grabbed the gun from the shoulder holster of the agent
on hisleft.

Hank pushed meto the floor asthe Generd fired. A long ugly gouge ripped up the floor inches from
my face. | heard Hank’ s gun go off, deafening, right in my ears. The Genera crumpled.

| looked up a Hank. He was smiling.

“That’' sthe one | was after. He' sthe sumbitch that killed McMurtrie.”



EIGHTEEN

| woke up in ahospita room.

It was spinning around in circles, dowly, and refused to stop. | squeezed my eyes shut and then
cautioudy opened them again. Still circles. | didn’t remember being brought here. Didn’'t remember a
damned thing, in fact, snce Hank had killed the Generd. Just hisgrim, deeth’ shead smile ashelet his
gun drop to the floor and dl the Secret Service agentsin the world rushed him.

Gradually the room settled down. | expected to fed amonumenta headache, but | didn’t. | felt
foggy, but without pain. Kind of iff, heavy-limbed. It wasared effort to lift my head and squint at the
brightness outside the room’ s one window.

Looked like midday out there. Maybe after-noon. | could see the double-tiered roadway of the
Route 495 Beltway, and aforest of radio-TV antennas off among the checkerboard of nest little
suburban houses that covered the once-green and ralling hills Walter Reed, | redized. They’ ve stashed
me at Walter Reed Hospital .

Evenif I'd felt strong enough to get up, | knew the door would be locked, and an armed soldier or
two would be on the other side of it. Maybe Marines, in their flashy dress uniforms and theirthey shall
not pass faces, with those nest little automatic pistols on their hips, the kind that can clean out aroomin
twelve secondsflat.

| wondered for along while what had hap-pened to Hank. And Vickie. And those tapes |’ d sent
overseas. And Johnny Harrison. | began to try to figure out how | could get word to Len Ryan about
everything that had happened. It was quite asurprise when | looked out the window again and it was
dark outsde. | must havefdlen adeegp in the middle of my intense thinking.

A swest-faced black nurse camein, dl sarious businessin stiff white uniform and no chitchat with the
patient. She raised my bed without asking meif | wanted it that way, looking asif shewere afraid to
exchange words with me.

“Will 1 live?" | asked.
She dmost smiled, then caught hersdlf. “The monitorsaredl in the green.”

The bed was loaded with sensors, she meant, and my temperature, heart rate, breathing, and
everything e se—including conversation—was being monitored autometicaly & thenurses station
somewhere outside the room.

WIll | live?l asked mysdlf. A subtler question than that nurse knew.

She left the room momentarily and came back with atray of food. To my surprise, | wasredly
hungry. | went through the chicken dinner in record time. Even demolished the pasty-looking bread
dices. Nowine. Just milk and coffee. | drank them both.

The nurse took the tray and left. | remained sitting up in the bed, with no way to crank the damned
thing down again. Not that | wanted to. | was fedling okay now. For thefirst time, | studied theroom |
wasin. Not much to see. One chair, abureau made of walnut veneer, pastel green walls, amirror—I



looked seedy, needed a shave, but otherwise unhaggard—one window, adoorless closet in which hung
the clothes I’d come in with, and the door to the corridor outside.

Which opened, just about then, to admit the President.
Somehow | wasn't surprised. He looked drawn, strained. Must’ ve been one helluva day for him.

He reached for the room’ sonly chair as the door clicked firmly shut behind him. | had achanceto
glimpse the corridor. Therewere sol-diers out there. Armed.

The President sat down like an old man, dowly, painfully. Helooked asif he hadn’t dept for along
time.

“My father’ sdead,” he said wesrily.
“lt was slf-defense,” | answered. “| saw it. Heshot at Hank and . . .”

“He shot atyou, Meric. He wastrying to shut you up once and for al. Solomon killed him to get even
for McMurtrie. Half the agents there were McMurtri€ s friends. They damned near pinned amedal on
Solomon.”

| thought about it for amoment. “Guess | missed today’ s press briefing.”
“I guessyou did. Hunter handled it.”
“How'd heexplain...?

“Hedidn’'t. He said you' d collapsed at your desk and had been taken to Walter Reed Hospi-tdl.
Most of the press corps seemed surprised but not suspicious. One of them . . . anew man, from Boston .

“Len Ryan?

The President nodded. “He wanted to interview you herein the hospitd. Welet him seeyou this
afternoon, while you were adeep. That seemed to satisfy him.”

“Hewanted to make sure | wasdive.”
“Apparently.”
“Sir,” | asked, “you are John, aren’t you?’

“Yes. Thereare only three of usleft. It'sgetting easier to guess, isn't it?” He smiled, but it wasthe
kind of smile asoldier makes after abattle, when he' s come through it dive but most of hisbuddies
haven't.

“Hunter didn’t tell them anything about last night?’

“Two nights ago. It wastwo nights ago that it al happened.”
“I’ve been conked out that long?”

“Y ou took a powerful dose of tranquilizer.”

“But nothing was said to the press?’



“No. Not athing. My father’ sgoing to officialy die of aheart attack in Aspen in afew days. Robert
isout there now, getting thingsarranged. Laura. . .” He stopped, and for an ingtant | thought his control
wasfinally going to break. But he went on, “Laurais going on around-the-world trip. Under heavy

guard. We agreed to keep her out of it, to keep the marriage going for the rest of my term. It won’t be
the first White House marriage between enemies.”

“You'regoing to try to cover up the whole story?’
Hiseyesflashed. “Try to?’
“You can't keepit quiet forever.”

“For God' s sake, Meric, haven't you had enough?” Hisvoicerose. It didn’t get louder, but it got an
edge of sted toit. An edgethat could cut.

“Whatdoyou...

“Four of uskilled. My father. He may not have been the closest father aman ever had, but he's
dead. My wife. Because of you.”

“Ididn't...”

“Youdidn't pull thetrigger, but if you' d kept your damned mouth shut none of thiswould have
happened.”

“Andyou’d be dead.”

“Maybe”

“And Jackson would be on the throne.”

“It'snot athrone.”

“It would be, once he got his hands on it. He was insane, sir. Crazy. Power-mad.”
“Hewasmy brother!”

“Hewould vekilled you in ahot second! He killed three of your brothers. Y ou were going to get
yoursright there in the Capitol. He told me s0.”

Heglared a me, teeth bared, hating the whole ugly business and hating me because of it.

“It'strue, Sir. Hewould ve killed you and taken over the Presidency and turned this nation into his
own private dictatorship.”

“He couldn’t have gotten away with that.”

“Hewould vetried. He would' ve demolished everything you' ve been trying to accomplish. And you

know damned well there are plenty of people around this town who would' ve gladly helped him doit.
Including your father.”

The President looked away from me. He pushed himsdf up from the chair and went to the window.

After saverd minutes of slence, he said, very low, “You'reright. | know you'reright. But it still
doesn’'t go down very essily.”



“| don't see how it could.”

He turned back toward me. “All right. It'sal over with. Finished. The ship of state has weeth-ered
another storm. The problem is, what do we do next? There are still some odds and endsto clean up.”

“Where are Vickie and Hank?’

“Solomon isin protective custody over at the FBI Center. They've pumped him full of truth drugs
and wrung him dry, but otherwise he’ sunhurt.”

“And Vickie?’

“She' sbeing held in one of the Federal housing developmentsin Anacogtia. She hasavery nice
gpartment and two friendly women security guardsto seeto it that she's comfortable. Apparently she's
quite anxiousto find out what happened to you.”

| let out asigh of relief that | hadn’t known wasin me.
“That bringsit dl downto you, Meric,” the President said.
“What do you mean?’

He spread his hands in agesture somewhere between disgust and helplessness. “I can put Hank
Solomon in abottle and make certain he never bothers me. | can seeto it that Ms. Clark is bought off, or
moved out of theway .. ."

“You'd better not. . ."

“Listento me,” he said, and it was a com-mand. He pulled the chair around backwards and sat on it
again. “My red problem isyou and your damned Boston conscience. Are you going to keep quiet about
thisbusinessor aren’t you? | can handle the others, but only if you stay shut.”

Hefolded his arms on the back of the chair and rested his chin on them. He was smiling! He was
enjoying this. . . thisgame, this deadly round of give-and-take. It was the kind of thing he'd been
born—no, raised—to do. The battle of wills. The old palitica infighting: I'll giveyou thisif you'll give me
thet.

| looked at him for along, long time. Seemed like years. Must have been afew minutes, &t least.

“Wdl?" heasked. “I want your promise of slence. Everything is settled now, except for you. It al
depends on you, Meric.”

“No, Mr. President,” | findly said. “It dl de-pends onyou.”
Hischinlifted. “What do you mean?’

“You'vegot to tell them.”

“Them? The press?’

“The people. You ve got to tel them thewhole thing.”
“Never!”

“You've got to tell them there’ smore than one of you, a least,” | said. “Useyour father’ s death as



an excusg, if you want to. But you can't go on with acommittee in the White House. Not unlessthe
people know about it and approve.”

“That’ simpossble. Noway.”

| felt my own voice getting stronger. “The people didn’t elect agang of brothers. They elected one
man. Y ou. You'rethe only onethey saw; you' re the one who made the speeches and did the

campagning.”

“But | was using the expertise of my brothers,” the Presdent said. “They put the ideasinto the
speeches. They worked out the problems and the solutions.”

“Tell the people,” | urged. “You'll never be able to keep this thing covered up now, anyway. Too
many people know about it. It's going to leak sooner or later. For God' s sake. . . go to the people and
tell them!”

“They’ll want metoresign,” hesad.

“Maybe.” “Can you picture this country with Lazar as Presdent?’ he demanded. “It'd bea
catastrophe.”

| answered, “ Can you picture what Lazar will do when he finds out what’ s been going on?1 won't
tell him, but you know damned well some-body will. Y ou can't keep thisquiet forever.”

“Youthink not?” And | saw some of Jack-son’ s power lust glint in his eyes.

“I think not,” | said. “The story will leak out. It stoo big to keep covered. If it doesn't come out
now, it certainly will in the next eection cam-paign.”

He nodded grimly. “During the primaries”

“Sir,” | said, “even Lazar as President would be better than a man the people couldn’t trust. Maybe
you could call for anationa referendum . . . avote of confidence. Then if it goes againgt you, both you
and Lazar resgn and cal for aspecid dection.”

“That’ s crazy. Nobody would go for that.”

“The peoplewould.”

“I mean nobody herein Washington.”

“But thepeople would. It' stheir Government, you know.”
“Stop mouthing sermons. Thisispalitics. Thisisred.”

| took adeep breath. “Sir, | honestly think that the only way you can survivein the Presidency isto
tell the entire story. Freely. Now. Don’t wait for somebody to dig it up and lay the skeletons on your
doorstep.”

“You'refull of shit, Meric. You're so transpar-ent, it'salmost funny. Y ou couldn’t care | ess about
my surviving in the Presdency—"

“That’ snot truel”

“Thehdl itisn't. What' sredlly bugging you isthe idea of keeping the Presidency intact. Y ou’ re not



working for me, you' re working for the god-damned Condtitution.”

Meric Albano, the patriot?“No, I’'m not that noble,” | countered. “But it wouldn’t be abad ideaiif
you and the Congtitution were on the same side.”

Hethrew his head back and pleaded with the celling. “He doesn’t want a President, he wants asaint.
A Catholic saint, &t that!”

“Only dead men can be madeinto saints,” | said. “I’ ve worked damned hard to keep you dive.”

He snapped those deep brown eyes on me. It waslike facing apair of gun muzzles. “1 owe you that
much, don't 1?7’

“You don't owemeathing.”

“Not much,” he muttered. He got up from the chair again and started pacing the room. Not much
floor space for him to work with; three long strides and he was at the window, four in the other direction
and he reached the door.

Turning back toward me, he said, “1 could put a pretty good face onit. Tell the people that my
brotherswere my advisers. . . the closest kind of aides a President could have. Hell, Kennedy made his
brother the Attorney Generd, didn’t he? And there' sno hint of scandd; | mean, asfar asmoney or
political dedsareinvolved.”

“I could help you write a speech likethat,” | said.

He grinned. “ A referendum. It might work out. It could work.” The grin broadened. “I can seethe
Congress wrestling with that one. They’ d be on the spot to decide on caling the specia eection or not.”
He laughed outright.

| shifted on the bed. “1t’'ll be damned hard to keep that shootout in the Capitol rotunda hushed up.

“It can be done,” hesaid. “If | can count on you to keep your mouth shut, | can cover the rest of
them with the Nationa Security Act. They’ll keep quiet.”

“You'll haveto tell the people about the clon-ing,” | said.
“Yes. They won't likethat. They'll be afraid of it.”

“But you're not the onewho did it,” | pointed out. “It was your father’ sdecision. Y ou wereonly a
hdplessinfant.”

He stared a me for amoment “There s ill hopefor you, Meric.”

“And you'll haveto bring your brothers out to the public,” | quickly added.

“H’mm. I’'m not sure Josh could take that. He' s pretty close to anervous breakdown asit is”
“It could work,” | said.

“Youdon't redly careif it worksor not,” he accused. But hewas dtill grinning dightly. “All you're
interested in isthe nationd welfare”

| shrugged an admission of guilt.



“But I'll bet | could swingit,” hesaid. “1 could get them to swallow it. Especidly if | Sart right after
my father’ sfunerd. Get their full sympathy.”

| sank back in the propped-up bed, watching him plan hiscampaign in hishead. | didn’t think he'd
have aprayer of keeping his office. It would be too much for the public to accept. But then | hadn’t
thought the public would elect Brandon, his predecessor. And if he'd tell the public that much of his
gtory, I'd work like hell to help him. He deserved that much from me.

NINETEEN

They let me out of the hospital the next day. Thefirat thing | did was cdl Vickie. She had just been
turned loose, too, so | hopped ataxi to her apartment, intending to take her out to lunch. We had alot to
talk about.

| leaned on her bell and she opened the door immediately.

“You'reredly okay?’ we both asked smulta-neoudly. And then we laughed and we werein each
other’ sarms and there wasn't adamned thing to discuss.

It was getting toward dusk aswe lay Side by side on her waterbed and Vickie said, “Isit redly al
over?’

“Y eah. WEe're setting up a press conference next Monday to . . .”

“I don't mean that,” she said. Turning on her side, sending waves through the waterbed and through
me, she asked, “Isit over between you and LauraHalliday? The torch is extinguished?

“How'd you know . ..7

“I knew,” shesaid amply. “And | get thefeding that you'refindly free of her.”
“It wasover alongtimeago,” | said, “only | didn’'t understand it.”

“Y ou’ re much too good for her,” Vickie said.

“For aresearcher,” | joked, “you’ re damned perceptive.”

“For areporter,” she cracked back, “you’ re awarm and sensitive human being.”
“A credit to your race,” | said.

“An ornament to your professon.”

“A bird in the hand isworth two in the bush.”

“Fifty-four forty or fight.”



All of asudden | was making aconfession. “ There were a couple of hours back there . . . when
Jackson told me he' d picked you up and offered to trade you for my silence. . .”

Vickie closed her eyes. “I know. | did the same thing. They told methey’d let you goiif | prom-ised
to keep quiet. | didn't promise.”

We were both quiet for awhile. Therewasn't al that much to say. The phonerang.

Vickie sa up, sending asmdltsunami across the bed, and touched the VOICE ONLY button.
“Hiya.” Hank Solomon’svoice sounded cheerful. “Y’dl busy or arey’dl jesrestin’?’

How' d he know. ..?| started to wonder.

But Vickietook it camly. “Do you want to tak to Meric?’

“Both of y'al. Thought yew might like to come out fer some dinner and hear * bout mah new
promotion.”

So we showered and dressed and met Hank at the old Black Angus, where he treated usto real
Texas beef steaks and the news that he' d been promoted to head the security detail for Vice -President
Lazar.

“Kicked upgtairs, t' keep me quiet.”

Knowing what the President thought of Lazar, | had to laugh. But till, it was more than fair treatment
for the man who' d shot the Generdl. All the other Secret Service agents who' d been present at the
Capitol shootout had been transferred out of Washington: the farther the better, appar-ently. A few had
goneto American Samoa. At least one of them was on her way to the lunar station, athough why they
needed a Secret Service security woman on the moon was a question | never got a satisfactory answer
to.

It was abusy week. Not that setting up amajor press conference for the President was al that
difficult. Hell, if | couldn’t do that blindfolded, with the staff and experience a my fingertips, | should look
for another line of work.

| put in alot of time helping the President to write his speech. All three of them contributed ideas and
phrasings. Even Joshua seemed to have pulled out of hisfunk and added some key insghtsto humanize
the prose.

Thething that was redlly banging away ingde my head was Vickie. | kept thinking about her, day and
night. | spent al thetime | could with her, and wanted to be with her when we were apart. | was scared
brainless about big wordslike love, and even more so of the idea of marriage. But somehow she seemed
anintegra part of my life now, in away that Lauraor any other woman I’ d known had never been.

The morning of the press conference, | couldn’t stand it anymore. We were fidgeting around in the
State Dining Room, on the firgt floor of the White House, where the press conference was going to take
place in another half-hour. The dining tables and chairs had been removed, a podium for the President
had been set up right in front of Hedly’ s portrait of Lincoln, and the big room was crammed with folding
chairsfor the news people. TV crewswererolling their camerasin and talking into their headsetsto the
remote transmitting station in the van outside.

| pulled Vickie from the umpteenth shuffling through the piles of copies of the President’ s speech and
dragged her out into the halway.



“What' sthe matter?’ she asked, looking troubled. Thistime | was glad that my mouth worked
independently of my brains. Otherwise | could never have uttered a sound.

“Will you marry me?” | blurted.
She looked sort of surprised for an instant, then smiled. “I thought you' d never ask.”
| blinked. *'Y ou mean you will?’

She had to reach up on tiptoes to peck me swiftly on thelips. “No. Not yet. But I'll movein with
you.”

| must have looked pretty stupid. | know | felt it.

“That'sabeginning,” Vickiesad. “Marriageisawfully permanent . . . or at least it should be. Let’'s
takeit dow.”

With anod, | agreed.
“Begdes,” she added, with her dfin grin, “my leaseis up at the end of the month.”
| didn’t let her get away with that. | grabbed her and redlly kissed her.

* k k %

| was gtill grinning ahaf-hour later when | stood in front of the cameras and lightsand all those
newshawks who were quivering like apack of hounds about to be turned loose after afox. They never
forgave methat grin, even though I’ ve tried time and again to explain why they were wrong abot it.

| said my piece: “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.”

The news people gaped in unaccustomed s-lence as John, Jeffrey and Joshua strode into the room in
perfect step.
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