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In desperate circumstances, you must use the most powerful tools at your disposal�but that can be a scary thing.
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The VTOL Guard transport filled Stan Martell with dread. This stub-winged stark killing machine had invaded his airport, his arcology�and at his request. War and ruin, desolation and destruction: the images had driven him, but they had been distant, abstract� until now.
There Siemens was, at the aircraft�s door. He shaded his eyes against the Sun�s glare, then strode down the steps with the arrogance of a conquistador claiming a new land.
How could the bastard look so young? Jet-black hair�what was left of Martell�s own had been gray for years, and his carefully trimmed beard was completely white.
�General Siemens, good to see you again.�
�It�s Rick, Stan. We�ve known each other long enough for that.� Siemens grasped his outstretched arm. �What the hell�s with this dipshit airport?�
Martell laughed. �Maybe you can do something about that if we get you elected senator. I thought you�d retired? The Guard still seems to look out after you.�
�The Osprey?� He waved at the attack transport behind him. �There�re a few perks of being an elder statesman. You�ve done right well, too, building yourself this city in a bottle.�
�Martco�s building this place. I have my own company, Synergetics.�
�Old son, you were talking about arcologies in college. It is Martco, and you are Martell.�
�There are a few perks of being the founder�s son.� Trust Siemens to find a raw nerve. Martell had dreamed of arcologies back in the seventies because they were beautiful and efficient. Now at the turn of the century he had the chance to build one, but only because the nation�s cities were drowning in sewage and blood.
Martell led the way to the terminal. Within, the air was blessedly cooler: the dry 80 degrees that Travis Towers kept on a summer day. He was blind to the familiar scene, his mind on the tasks ahead, his eyes on the general.
Siemens had been a cocky bastard even back at UT, his self-confidence unshaken by the Vietnamese POW camp. In his late fifties, he glowed with power, a choreographed balance of energies. The media coverage of his reforged National Guard�the brutal suppression of LA gangs, pitched battles with Philadelphia drug dealers, fanatic celebrations at the Pittsburgh rally�all had mentioned the Guard�s fierce loyalty to Siemens, but hadn�t conveyed the sheer force of his personality.
Dare he vault this man to even higher power? Hundreds of millions of lives at stake: but those were projections. Yes, the threats were developing with terrible accuracy. The Islamic Federation now had as much megatonnage as Russia, and dozens of countries had the bomb. But how could any man, any group, make such decisions for the country�for the whole human race?
Not to decide, is to decide by default; muddling through is for morons. Hell He had sixteen hours, to settle his own doubts and to convince Siemens. The plan was to take the general up on the mountain tonight and show him the world; he wanted to be damn sure where they both stood before it got that far.

To Martell, the War Room was the heart of Synergetics. Recessed lights turned on as they entered; a dark mahogany conference table ran the length of the room. Martell gestured Siemens toward a seat, then opened a liquor cabinet. �Scotch?�
Receiving a nod, Martell poured for them both, then returned to the table. �That whole wall is a video screen, for data displays or virtual conference. The other side, behind us, overlooks Ops. Medea, pull back the drapes from the Ops window.�
With a faint whir, the heavy curtains drew to the sides. Siemens froze, glass halfway to his lips. �Is the computer always listening when you�re in here?�
Martell smiled. Interesting, what gave Siemens pause and what he took in stride. �You get used to it.� Below, four rows of consoles filled a large room. Operators wearing headsets and control gloves occupied half the seats. A large display on the far wall showed a map of Houston and an abstract, weaving pattern of colors. �Medea, how�s the poll going?�
�We have 213 calls in progress. Over 3,000 have been completed so far today.� Did Siemens recognize that warm contralto? He probably hadn�t heard Helen�s voice in vears, but she would be at the reception tonight. �Completions are nominal, at 86 percent of connections.�
�You keep saying Medea,� Siemens said. �I thought it was the Argos project.�
Martell shrugged. �We needed a more personal name for the AI itself.�
Siemens turned back to the balcony window and frowned. �A dozen operators and two hundred calls? Are they making the calls�or Medea?�
Martell looked up at a video camera mounted above the screen on the opposite wall; he thought of Medea as �being� there. �Can you handle that question?�
�I think so, Dr. Martell. Is this General Siemens?�
�Yes, Medea, General Richard Siemens.� She knew that�she kept his schedule, and had pictures of Siemens on file. Medea was getting feisty about manners as she learned more about them.
�General, it takes a large part of my capacity to handle a conversation such as this one. A telephone poll is simpler. I dial the call and start a standard script. If the party answers with a clear voice, and stays within the range of replies I�m expecting, I can handle a whole call with a limited agent, a small subset of my capacity.�
�And if they don�t?�
�That triggers a delaying routine and plays the response back for an operator. The operator classifies the response, and suggests how to continue the call, or abort it.�
�But you could figure that out yourself?� Siemens was leaning forward, staring at the camera as Martell had earlier.
�Yes, but not for that many calls at once,� said Medea. �Neither could so few operators actually talk to so many callers at once. It�s all a matter of making the best use of resources.�
Siemens relaxed and looked back at Martell. �Isn�t everything? Impressive. You set up all this for polling?�
�Polls, market research, telephone sales, election day get-out-the-vote.� Trends and patterns spotted from this room, and mathematical modeling of them, had germinated into sociodynamics. Here they had analyzed the deadly instability of the post-Cold War world, and formulated the plans leading to this meeting. �It can be a testbed, a simulator for any man-machine network. Synergetics is contracting a disaster plan for California, everything from engineering and logistics to panic control.�
�That must be a circus. You could run a war from up here.�
Martell grasped his arm, stared into his steely eyes. �This is a war.� Nor am I out oft, he thought to himself. �Just because there are no guns and bullets yet, don�t think it�s any less important.� Martell released Siemens�s arm and turned to look out over the consoles below. �The fate of the country, of the world, depends more on the politics of the next few years, than on any war we ever fought.�

The reception glittered with champagne fountains and petit fours, politicians and businessmen. A jazz quartet played at one end of the hall. This kind of set-piece of politics gave old pols and newcomers a chance to sniff each other over.
�General Siemens, have you met Secretary of State Samuel Pauli?�
�I don�t believe I have.� Siemens looked bemused. �Please excuse me, Secretary Pauli. I didn�t know Texas had a secretary of state�how many embassies have you got?�
Pauli laughed deeply, his silver mane of hair shaking. �None at the moment, General. My job is licenses and registrations, corporate charters and boring stuff like that.�
�Secretary Pauli is too modest,� Martell said. �His office also oversees all elections in the state. A good man to know.�
�General, you served in the Gulf War,� said Pauli. �What do you think of the Saudis kicking out our troops last week?�
�Fools,� said Siemens, spitting the word. �They say our planes and soldiers were a provocation to the Islamic Federation, and that they�ll get along fine once we�re out of the way. Wait a year, and the Caliph will roll right over them.�
Martell kept quiet. His own projections put the even money on six months.
A few congressmen and oil barons later, Helen Matsuto strolled up. Her long red hair, tied with a silver filigree, fell across one shoulder of her deep blue gown. Martell kissed her cheek, then turned to Siemens. �Rick, you remember Helen, don�t you?�
�I did introduce you two, fool that I was. You�re as beautiful as I remember, Helen.� Siemens took her hand and nodded, almost a bow, then gave a start as he noticed her wedding ring. �Stan, you�ve been rude, to your wife and to me! Why didn�t we get together earlier?�
Martell, suddenly aware of his arm around Helen�s waist, stepped back awkwardly. �I�ll plead guilty to rudeness, Rick, but Helen is married to Tony Matsuto, my top mathematician.�
�I beg your pardon,� said Siemens. He raised an eyebrow, more inquisitive than apologetic.
Helen laughed. �Let�s sit down and talk about might-have-beens, Rick. And I�ll fill you in on twenty years of gossip.� She leaned back into Martell�s arm. �Stan�s a dear, but he�s impossible to live with. The word intensity scarcely begins to describe him.�
�He seemed comfortable enough on the ski slopes earlier.�
�In virtual? Maybe so. You should see him on the racquetball court. He plays racquetball like the Germans played World Warn.�
Martell felt a touch at his elbow. It was the drummer from the jazz group. �Get your clarinet, Stan. You were damn good that night in Dallas.�
�I�m three years out of practice, Jimbo.� Martell laughed as he steered the musician back toward the bandstand, but the pique must have shown on his face. Helen looked away pointedly, and Siemens�s gaze bored in. �I was good enough to play in public, Rick. Picked it up quickly, but topped out quickly, too. No spark, no hint of musical genius.�
�You can enjoy playing without genius,� said Helen.
�Damned if I�ll bust my butt to be mediocre.� This argument was a ritual. �There�s Speaker Harris. You should definitely meet him, the second most powerful official in Texas.�
�Second most powerful?� asked Siemens. �I thought the lieutenant governor had more power than the speaker.�
�Yes, of course.� Martell waved at Harris. �Oh, you were thinking of the governor? Lord, no, he�s a distant third.�

Siemens strolled along the glass that formed one wall of Martell�s dimly lit study. In the day, it would reveal a panorama of the Texas hill country, San Marcos a few miles south and San Antonio in the distance. Even with the lights low, the wall was a mirror at night. The general reached the far wall and stopped in front of a large painting. �Is this a Dali? The style looks like him, but I don�t recognize the piece.�
Martell joined him. �The work of an amateur, imitating the master.� He reached up to touch the canvas, brushing the tips of his fingers against the waterfall in the upper left, the washerwomen by the stones in the foreground, the distant town at the river�s mouth. �Riverrun: the Washers at the Ford. Can you make out the invisible giant in the landscape?�
Siemens cocked his head to the side. �I�m impressed. I didn�t know you painted.�
�I don�t,� Martell said, suppressing an old irritation. �This piece took three years and far too much of my time.� And derivative as hell, for all that work.
Siemens waved at the photographs and drawings on the other walls. �Did you do the rest of these?�
�Mostly. I swiped that drawing of the LBJ library as the Parthenon; remind me to tell you the story some day.�
Martell had thought he kept the sourness out of his voice, but Siemens gazed at him with narrowed eyes.
�You�re too hard on yourself, Stan. You see this room as a reminder of your shortcomings, don�t you? You don�t have to be the best in the world at everything you do.�
�Sure.� Siemens�s insight was unnerving. Most visitors read the room backwards, as a boast of his talents. �Like you were satisfied to be a mediocre pilot.�
�I trained for thousands of hours before I could claim even mediocrity. You�re a world-class researcher, Stan. I know what a Citation Index is, and I know you wrote that stuff without slave-labor graduate students.�
�Ancient history.� Martell scowled. �I don�t write papers these days, I shuffle them.�
�Not the way I hear it. �The leadership of Oppenheimer, and the intuition of Niels Bohr.� You didn�t develop Medea by shuffling paper. If you want a hobby, too, pick something and stick to it. Life isn�t all competition.� Siemens turned to the fireplace. �What about that stone carving?�
�That�s a Hindu agni, three centuries old.�
�That�s right, you were reading Eastern stuff back in college. You found something that matters to you?�
�I found beauty, and peace.� Martell shrugged. �And contradictions. Parts of it speak to me, though, in a way that nothing else ever has.�
Siemens dropped into a black leather chair. �Speak to me about the Senate. You proved you know the movers and shakers in Texas politics. What else have you got to say?�
The classic Siemens, switching tracks at full speed. �It�s not a question of knowing them, Rick. You could get in those doors without help.� Siemens nodded; that had been his point. �We can give you a network of favors and inside dirt going back decades. Dad was greasing palms and providing �volunteer� campaign battalions before I was born. More lately, Synergetics� hi-tech edge has made the difference in a lot of elections.�
Siemens leaned back in the chair, bushy eyebrows drawn low over narrowed eyes. �So� why me? And what�s in it for you?�
The payoff. Martell stood, gathering his thoughts, his eyes wandering again across Riverrun. The projections this week had been bloodier than ever. Japan practically admitted they were building nuclear weapons, and the Middle East marched relentlessly towards the chasm.
The only other prospect Martell�s Planners had found, the Urban Liberation Front leader, would be much harder to get into power. With Siemens, getting him out after the crisis might be the real challenge. Of course, they could sit back and do nothing, let the horrors unfold. Keep their own hands unbloodied, their own consciences clear.
How could inaction be the moral high ground? With hundreds of millions of lives at stake? Not to decide is to decide. OK, Siemens, you�re the one.
�General� Rick, why do you think we started the Argos project?�
Siemens raised one brow �To create an artificial intelligence, right?�
�No, that�s a side goal, almost a cover.� Martell leaned forward, reached out with both hands. �We wanted to leap-frog computing technology, to bring immense processing power to bear against problems too intractable to be attempted before.�
�Which are?� Siemens leaned his head to the side, waved a hand in invitation.
�Chaos. Catastrophe. The world going to hell in a handbasket.�
Martell sketched his techniques, and the concepts of chaos and Thom�s catastrophe theory. In fields from physics to geology, catastrophe meant a sudden shift in otherwise smooth behavior. A chaotic system was extremely sensitive to tiny differences in initial conditions. In a now-classic metaphor, the beat of a butterfly�s wing in Brazil could determine the weather a year later in Paris.
Siemens sipped his Scotch as he listened. �So what have you got�psychohistory, like that sci-fi writer?� he asked. �You can figure out which butterfly to watch�maybe clip its wings?�
�No, that was von Neuman�s mistake. He thought computers would make weather control possible. Any system so sensitive, would be that much easier to control. Asimov�s psychohistory was like that, sculpting the course of thousands of years with elegant adjustments.� Martell was pacing along the windows. He stopped, shook his head. �It won�t work. The lesson of chaos theory is that you cannot get a total, perfect description of such a system, that you couldn�t make calculations accurate enough to project changes, anyway.�
�Stan, you�re going round in circles.� Siemens frowned darkly. �You say you�ve predicted disasters, then you tell me predictions are impossible.�
Martell stood facing the glass, staring at his reflection. �I want you to know the limits of our technique. It�s not some crystal ball. We can�t tell you where there are going to be riots five years from today, or what day war is going to break out between Zambia and Mozambique, any more than we can tell you where tornadoes are going to strike.�
�So what can you say�and who is �we�?�
�Chaos and catastrophe, damnation and ruin.� Martell spun around, propped his foot on an Italian leather chair. �We�the core group within Synergetics; you might call us the Planners�we can see the large, like climatic shift, and the short-term, like tomorrow�s high and low. We can see structures lurking in the haze of uncertainty, catastrophic transitions that suck in world-lines. Patterns: the fractal mathematics underlying chaos is full of shapes that recur at different scales. Even when we can�t predict them, we can recognize them as they start, and know we�re in for a hell of a ride.�
�And these disasters you see?�
Martell sat down facing Siemens. �Rick, you�ve been in the military since Vietnam. Why even think about politics, now?�
Siemens stared at him for a moment before answering. �Frustration, anger. Politicians are frittering away everything I was fighting for. Crime and poverty, riots, a moribund economy; people don�t give a damn about education or work. We�re not a superpower anymore, we�re not competitive�we�re hardly even a nation, just a collection of squabbling tribes.�
�That�s why we�re interested in you. You understand the problems. Your New Cities work with the Guard is one of the few positive steps in the last decade. But it�s not enough. We�re headed for either total collapse�starvation, plague, and riots�or a police state.� And Siemens�s Guard looked to be the new Gestapo; he didn�t understand the tiger he was riding.
�Your math paints it grimmer than my intuition, but we�re singing from the same hymnbook.�
�That�s just for starters,� Martell said, shaking his head. �On top of that, war. Too many old grudges, too few resources. Russians, Chinese, Germans, Japanese, the Islamic Federation�and us on the sidelines, wishing the world would go away. I can�t say who�ll start it, or who�ll be on which side, but everybody will get sucked in. And nukes will be used.�
�Balderdash, Stan. The cold war is over, Armageddon has been canceled.�
�Rick, too many countries have the bomb, too many crazies have fingers on the button. The stability is gone, the threat still here. You know how much of the old Soviet arsenal is unaccounted for.�
Siemens nodded grudgingly. �Still, what do you want from me? A figurehead, a mouthpiece for your analytical solutions?�
�Hell, no,� Martell said. �If you were weak enough for us to dominate, you wouldn�t do any good. To have any chance at all, we�ve got to have stronger leadership than we�ve had in decades.� A small part of the plan, but true enough, and it played to Siemens�s ego. �We want someone in power who will listen to us. The decisions would be youfs.�
�If history is the kind of clockwork that you can predict, how can any one man, any leader make a difference?�
�No, no!� Martell leaned forward. �History is not clockwork. Most human affairs are chaotic, and the actions of an individual can make an enormous, unpredictable difference. One man, Gorbachev, brought down a huge imperial power, and destroyed its ideology. But individuals work within institutions, subject to social forces. Those structures and forces have coalesced to form iron bars. All the outcomes are disasters.�
Martell paused, looked down to see that he was holding his fists clinched in front of him. He opened his palms, beseeching, and went on. �The pork-barrel politics of congress, the bureaucracy, the entrenched interests mesh together to strangle initiative. There�s no room for leadership, and a true leader couldn�t get elected anyway. But� understanding those forces and interactions, we can navigate the shoals, get you into office where you can make a difference.�
�A senator doesn�t have that much power.�
Martell laughed. �Rick, if we can�t get you to the White House inside of six years, we might as well pack up and go home.�

God, she was beautiful.
Siemens thrashed in the bed, sweating like a pig. A drink? Hell, that was halt the problem.
And she was the rest. Amazing, she bowled him over. Even after hearing her voice from Martell�s damn computer, he�d still been blown away.
Totally unprepared�like the first time. The stack of letters when he got back from Nam made him think of her as a kid sister. She�d been in junior high when she first wrote. Reading four years of letters at once, it was hard to keep things straight, to see the woman she�d grown into.
He should never have written back.
Then there she stood, on the porch of that old house back of the co-op. Grinning, holding up her arm with the POW bracelet, his name on it.
Walking next to her, an arm around her. More intimate than sex with some women.
How did she do it? She still had the knack, he�d seen that tonight. Close, sensual pressure, but effortless. Like she was following his lead in a dance, like she could read his mind, their bodies were one.
And in bed�
One night only, and he�d never found the like again.
Did Matsuto know his wife was sleeping with his boss? Sure. If it was that obvious to Siemens after a few minutes seeing them together, her husband had to know.
Siemens rolled over again, chilled now.
Senator Siemens. It had a ring to it, yes. Maybe President Siemens some day. Martell could pull it off if anyone could. He saw the demons at the gate, when most of the country was frothing at the mouth about the wrong tilings.

�Come to work, come to work, it is better to work than to sleep.�
Martell woke painfully, reality grinding in on him with the whining chant of his alarm. Damn Siemens, for suggesting such an early breakfast. Damn him twice, for suckering him into putting away so much liquor.
The smell of coffee greeted him in the guest apartment Siemens had accepted, and led him back to the kitchen. Siemens wasn�t there, but a tuneless whistling floated down the hall. The scene on the counter cheered Martell. A towel held the shattered remains of an aspirin bottle, with a hammer next to it. The neck of the bottle was intact, with the childproof cap firmly attached.
�Morning, Stan,� Siemens said, coming down the hall. He wore a knee-length English smoking jacket out of Sherlock Holmes: �Grab a cup of joe, have a seat. What�s the agenda?�
�Last night was the big picture,� Martell said. �I�m open today to follow up with any details you want.�
Siemens�s steely eyes narrowed slightly. �Plenty of questions, but the decision s made. Count me in. I�ve been getting ready tor this all my life.�
Martell lifted his coffee in a silent toast. He should feel exhilarated at this hurdle passed, but the challenges ahead weighed too heavily. Put thh megalomaniac in control of the country? Dismantle the checks and balances of due process, to give him even more power?
The Planners would have to keep control. Siemens was a weapon of last resort, a pawn to be advanced to the proper rank, for use if the dire projections proved correct. If not, they could pull the plug; they could defuse his power up to the last instant, divert his momentum into a churning, harmless frenzy.
Right.
Vishnu and Krishna. Martell set down the mug of coffee and looked at his open palm, half expecting to see the dragon�s teeth that he felt weighing so heavily there, but all he saw were beads of sweat.

�Ann Johnson, General. Pleased to meet you, have a seat.�
�Pleasure�s mine, Ann.� Siemens looked Johnson over: tall for a woman, and heavy boned; short gray hair, corporate-looking suit. No diploma in sight, but Martell had mentioned she had an odd degree. Divinity, was it? Photos lined the walls, signed portraits of governors and presidents, Johnson shaking hands with the great and near-great of several continents. �Martell recommends you highly, Ann, but I thought he was going to manage the campaign himself.�
�He�s a specialist, General: polling and voter ID, and his team has a dynamite E-day get-out-the-vote drill. I�ll handle the big picture.�
�Call me Rick, Ann.�
�Gladly.� She turned to a cabinet behind her desk and pulled out a decanter and one glass. �Yours is Scotch, right?�
�Yes, but�� Siemens frowned. �I don�t care for anything, if you�re not drinking.�
�Then you�ll have a dry time around me.� Her voiced dropped an octave, to a passable Lugosi imitation: �I never drink� wine.� She laughed, and poured him two fingers. �Dad was an alcoholic, and I can�t get any interest in the stuff. Take your Scotch, and I�ll indulge my own vice.�
She pulled open a drawer and drew out a long, thick cigar. She sniffed it, nodded, then cut off the end with a small, oddly shaped knife.
Johnson glanced up, saw him looking at the knife. �It�s a mountain oyster knife,� she said. �The state Women�s Caucus has an oyster bake every year, both kinds of oysters.�
She dropped the blade back into the drawer and looked back at him. �Would you prefer a cigar, Rick?�
�I�ll stick with the Scotch.� Siemens made a mental note to watch his manners�she looked like she knew how to use that knife. �Why don�t you go over the mechanics of the campaign.�
�Fine. Let�s start with what you military folks call a threat assessment. The challenge is the Republican incumbent, Joseph Pryor. Do you have any idea how hard it is to beat a sitting senator?
�Compared to that, the primary should be a cakewalk. Pryor�s strength and the rumors of your interest have kept the Democratic field light. There are two candidates already in the race. Peter Andrews is mayor of San Antonio, a liberal. The fix is in with him. He doesn�t expect to win the nomination and knows he couldn�t beat Senator Pryor anyway. He�s in the race for name recognition, to run for governor in a few years��

And the void was without form, and darkness covered the face of the deep�
�Launch another one,� Martell said. �Slow the display down, a day per second. That last trajectory was a blur.�
A silver point appeared in the blackness. Leaving a pale trace of its path, it danced a drunken tango, skittered to the left, then leaped upwards.
The vertical axis was the key indicator: percentage of voters favoring Siemens. Left to right was economic security, and respect for governmental authority displayed fore and aft. So many variables, no way to show them all. Which variables mattered most? How did they interact?
The Planners� efforts had been directed to projection, to mapping out possible outcomes and probabilities. To actually shape events, to pick an outcome, they needed different tools. They needed to identify opportunities, cusps where they could divert the trajectories to a more desirable path.
�You�re wasting your time.� Tony Matsuto�s voice came from the emptiness. �No one world-line is significant.�
�I�m looking for ideas, not answers.� Still, Matsuto was right, this was getting nowhere. Damn. There had to be some way to organize the morass of information, to visualize and shape this maelstrom. Otherwise this new science was a curse, a prophesy of nuclear hell with no hope or help.
They should be looking at the entire manifold of possible futures, not one arbitrary worldline. �Medea, start with a cluster of points around the current estimate, and follow each world-line. Drop it if it crosses any path. Every five days, generate another cluster around each trajectory that�s left.�
The snarled silver web vanished, and a ball of bright points appeared. �What�s the vertical spread of that cluster?�
�Half a percentage point. The other dimensions are comparable fractions of the respective scales.�
�That�s good,� he said. �Make a second shell of points, twice as wide. Use half that spacing as the test for killing a path.� Another ball of stars appeared around the first. �OK, execute.�
The points traced ghost-trails in the void. Spreading, shifting, like fireworks in the breeze, or specks drifting in surging water. A few points shot away; others collided, merging.
Five seconds passed, and starbursts of secondary fireworks exploded. Drug-crazed spiders, weaving and knitting. More outliers sped away, more points merged. Another generation of child-trajectories, and another.
The tracery of tangled lines assumed a form�a shape with surfaces and contours. Some true boundaries reflected all paths that approached. Other contours leaked trajectories that never returned to the main mass.
�Escape time contours,� murmured Matsuto.
�Hmm, yes.� Many images of fractal art, like the classic crenellated teardrop of the Mandelbrot Set, were escape time plots. Pump the coordinates of each point through an iterative formula. For some starting points, the cycles stayed within the chaotic region; for others, they �diverged,� shooting irrevocably away. The two classes of locations defined the �Mandelbrot sea� and the land around it.
�Yes,� Martell continued, �we can map the chaotic region of this �decision space.� Flesh out the zone that feeds back into itself, and mark the surfaces where trajectories diverge.�
�Take the final success axis out,� said Matsuto. �Color the surface to show a firm boundary, and use other colors for victory or defeat where trajectories leak out. That lets you use all three visual axes for input variables.�
�Right!� said Martell. Siemens�s rating for a given point hardly mattered. Much more useful would be to show the boundaries where chaos resolved, where possibilities crystallized into inevitability. If you could push events into a chute where the only exit lines were victories, you were done.
Each point within the displayed shapes represented a set of circumstances�values for the social and economic variables�that could be reached from current conditions. With those �regions� defined, the Planners could find zones to avoid, where trajectories diverged towards defeat for Siemens, as well as regions that coalesced to victory. Find such a region, have Medea back-calculate a valid path from here to there, and then maneuver along that path. Sure, chaotic effects would divert events. But with such a path defined, you could apply constant adjustments and correct for those divergences.
Yes, this was the lever he had been looking for. Tools, weapons to battle chaos. Hinduism saw the Universe as a battleground, not so much between good and evil as between order and chaos. With this analytical method and the hyper-commercial he had in mind for the ad campaign, they might succeed.

�Of course we have confidence in your judgment,� said Martell. Damn, Luke Wilson looked about ready to stomp out of the room. This tailored commercial could be the biggest weapon in the campaign, and they needed Wilson to make it work. Siemens had the luck of it, grasping the reins of destiny rather than shepherding worldlines and pampering egos.
�Then what are we doing here?� Luke Wilson looked around the War Room impatiently, nodding at Johnson and Siemens, but glaring at Pete Hoffman, whom Martell had just introduced. �Ann and I can coordinate the ads without� taking your time. And I don�t see a need for another media consultant.�
�Hell, I�m no media consultant,� said Hoffman. He slouched back in his chair, his hand wandering restlessly across the table as if searching for a beer. �I�m strictly a tech-weenie.�
�I�m sorry if I confused things, Luke.� Martell offered his best conciliatory smile. Damn all prima donnas, and double damn conferences and meetings. Martell stole a glance at his watch: ten minutes till noon. It felt like ten till midnight, ten till doomsday. �I worked with Pete on a Cable TV backbone in Dallas; Synergetics did the network design. I have a few questions for him, but let s start with you. You mentioned a �roadblock� the night before the general election. What�s that imply?�
�Standard media term.� The chance to patronize calmed Wilson down. �We buy the exact same time-slot on every major network. With all the channels at the same time, we even get the ad-zappers who switch channels when the commercial starts.�
Martell leaned forward. Wilson was receptive now; time to plant the idea�delicately. �Tell me, Luke, would you use the same ad on every channel?�
�I expect so. Demographic delineation is possible, by the audience typical of each show, but hardly worth cutting separate versions of the ad.�
�But we�ll have much more data than that,� Martell said. �We�ll have individual surveys from millions of households. What if you could pick a version of the ad for each house?�
�If pigs could fly, I wouldn�t go out without an umbrella. You�re not serious, are you?�
�I�m just asking questions. �Possible� is for Mr. Hoffman to say. What do you think, Pete?�
�Switching feeds, real-time? Don�t see how you could do that. Not for millions of units at once.�
�No, I guess you couldn�t do that much switching from the central node,� said Martell. Come on, Pete; grab the ball. He hadn�t dared coach Hoffman in detail, the man wasn�t a good enough actor. �You�ve got to have some trick for the pay-per-view shows, though. How many people signed up for that heavyweight championship last month?�
�That doesn�t happen all at once. People call in for days, and we download the decoding key to their controller.� Hoffman squinted and rubbed his nose. �Say, that might work. Give me a list of who you want to hit with a particular ad, and we could download a program ahead of time to switch their feed. Whatever they tune to, we show them what you pick. Yeah, the chip in the controller is bright enough for that.�
�Wait a minute,� Siemens said. �Telling different things to different folks boils down to lying about my platform.�
�Calm down, Rick,� said Johnson, an amused lilt in her voice. �It�s a matter of emphasis, talking about the part of your platform those voters want to know about. You don�t give the same speech everywhere, you pick it for the audience.�
�Yes,� said Wilson. �This is the same, but much more effective. You�ll be saying to those voters what you would in person�but they�ll think that you�re saying the same thing to the whole state. Powerful.� His eyes gleaming now, he turned to Hoffman. �Pete, could these programs be set to switch back and forth several times, combine segments as they broadcast? To personalize the ad even more?�
Martell allowed himself a satisfied smile. Hook, line, and sinker. This tailored ad could swing the race several percentage points all by itself. Now that Wilson thought of it as his own idea, he�d do a hell of a job.

The conference room was barely more than a closet, but at least it was quiet. �God, that�s a relief,� Siemens said. �How can you think with that racket?�
Ann Johnson laughed, a rich contralto, but her eyes showed worry. �Martell has his polls and fancy screens, I keep an ear on the boiler-room chatter. Here�s your schedule for tomorrow.�
�Speech to the Communication Workers, radio talk show� What�s this house-to-house stuff in the afternoon?�
�Canvassing the precincts, a campaign tradition. Knock on doors, smile real big, ask folks for their vote.�
�Christ, Ann.� Didn�t these folks know the importance of time? �There are millions of households in this state; what�s the point of my stopping by to talk to half a dozen of them?�
�PR, Rick; everything in a campaign is PR.� She tossed her head impatiently. �You visit a few houses, the TV crews get footage. Clip in a sound bite, and it adds balance, makes you more personable. Hundreds of thousands see it on the news. Plus it inspires the volunteers out pounding the streets, like when you spend a few minutes in the boiler room.�
�Encouraging the troops is something I understand.� He should trust her expertise. Staffs won wars, more than generals or grunts. �OK, what�s wrong? Are the polls that bad?�
�The primary looks fine, and it�s too early for me to get worked up over November.� Johnson shrugged, but with a grimace of anger. �Yeah, there is something stuck in my craw. It�s a rare affliction in politics, an attack of principles. There are hired guns in this business who�d work for the devil himself, but I�ve got to believe in what I do.�
�And you can�t believe in me?� Siemens kept a friendly tone, and a self-mocking grin, inviting her to go on. If he couldn�t convince her, how could he hope to win the voters?
�It�s getting damn hard.� She met his gaze steadily. �The Guard always set my teeth on edge. Now that black shopkeeper in Houston claims your thugs beat him up, in a protection racket.�
�Ann, that goes against everything I believe.� He clinched a fist. �I stopped by Houston last week and liked to rip Colonel Ramirez a new asshole.�
Siemens leaned back, then went on. �Problem is, Ramirez is good. He�s worked miracles with the gangs, and with the literacy rate in the barrio. We�re harnessing deep, primal forces to break the cycle of poverty and violence. Sometimes, dredging those depths, we hit a pocket of something foul��
He leaned across again, and grasped her arm. �Stay with me. I need your idealism, and your talents.�
Johnson stared into his eyes a moment more, then drew back with a shudder. �A month. I�ll stay with you through the primary. Don�t make me sorry.� She searched her pockets until she found her cigar case. �Let�s go over speech three again. I�ve got a few �new ideas� to work in��

The chaotic zone sprawled around Martell like some mutant squash with a dozen necks. The yellow showed that there were no exit trajectories. The few patches that weren�t yellow were blue: defeat for Siemens. The primary still seemed safe, but the outlook for November was grim.
Martell had prayed for a tool of change, an instrument transcending descriptive projections. These new programs and displays gave him that power. He could project worldlines to find a path, however convoluted, that went where he wanted. Then media manipulation and news management could nudge reality to keep it close to the plan. These were balky tools in a simplistic push toward an objective�immensely more effective as fine tuning to shadow a projected path.
Martell glanced down at his control panel; the panel, the ghostly image of his gloved hand, and the decision contour were the only objects in this reality. This use of the computer interface was a far cry from simulated skiing, but it gave him a feel for the shape of the problem he could get no other way. A relief, too, from the gristmill of meetings, analysis, planning. If only he could join Siemens and Johnson in the thick of battle, actually doing something�
The coordinates showed he was on the high end of the economic insecurity spectrum, displaying axes of racial polarization, fear of violence, and resistance to change. He twiddled the national pride slidebar: the surface barely quivered. Nationalism had shot its wad. The primary was locked up, and Siemens and Pryor were so firmly tied to America-first jingoism that it wasn�t an issue.
Did the necks mean the zone split up-time? Martell brushed a button, and yellow snakes writhed, some shrinking, some growing. Yes: several pinched off, into independent trajectory sheaths. Interesting. He felt a tug at his beard, from his invisible left hand.
One dancing snake winked out of existence. Another shrank to a ball, skittered across the �violence� axis, and vanished. Martell froze the time, then rotated the viewpoint to swap out fear of change, bringing in time as his vertical axis. Easier to find where those sheaths went if he could see their slope.
The image twisted and turned. All snakes now, the central mass out of sight. The skittering ball stretched into a tube again, bending to horizontal along the �violence� axis, then ending abruptly. Still yellow, though. The trajectories had to go somewhere, they weren�t escaping.
Martell scanned up-time, then swapped axes, one after another. The model had used a lot of variables, but the simulation could only display three at a time, plus the color coding for the election results. Swapping axes showed different 3-D slices of the decision space.
Picking economic insecurity brought several sheaths back into view. Damn, one tube veered even further negative; he�d thought he was already looking at a worst-case region on that axis. That sheath ended in a bright red bulb. A Siemens landslide, but the economy in ruins.
One path headed steeply up the economic axis, toward the main lobe of the projection, the sick squash he�d started with. Martell tweaked his view to follow it. Yes it plunged right through the main lobe! His pulse quickened, his invisible palms tingled�an unexplored chute, so close to the current locus. Where did it go?
He made the old surface translucent, and the sheath was bright gold within it. A catastrophe transition�trajectories of the main lobe couldn�t reach the sheath directly. Even though the regions passed through each other in this projection, they were separated along some other dimension. That�s why he hadn�t seen this tube earlier: there was no natural path into the tube except the long, convolute route he had followed.
Beyond the trunk, the tube twisted up-violence, then swelled to end in a pale pink bulb. A Siemens victory; not a wide margin, but secure. Interesting, very interesting. Martell had explored zones ranging from a Pryor landslide to too close to call. This was a stable chute, assuring victory, and extremely close to current estimated conditions.
The long, complex path Martell had traced to this chute was worthless. He�d followed the contour of the chaotic zone; finding a specific trajectory through all those turns, much less guiding reality along such a path, was out of the question. If they could leap across the boundary�somehow jump directly into that chute, so close in this ghostly display�
Martell twisted the virtual controls, spinning the image until he defined the gap between the tube and the main lobe. Distant in two axes: racial polarization and fear of authority. Bizarre. Changes in those directions ought to make Siemens less popular. The numbers on his control panel showed that it would cut the primary margin, but it would secure the general election.
Risky. But so was this whole project.
With the right resources, you could do more than manipulate the news. With money, influence, iron will, and ruthlessness, you could shape history, forge events directly in the foundry of hell.
What would it take, to ramp up racial hatred and suspicion of authority? A riot, bloodily suppressed by Siemens�s Guard? The kindling was already in place in Houston. Sparking it would be easy. Grease a few palms, start whispering campaigns of resentment in the ghetto, of fear on the base. Organize a protest, put guns and liquor in the hands of the right hotheads. Martco�s security manager had busted heads in union disputes and the like. Loyal as hell, he could be trusted and he�d know what to do.
A twinge of pain knotted Martell�s stomach. Shiva�s blood, he was planning a riot! He�d been envying the others� direct action, feeling guilty and impotent in his ivory tower Now he was going to play the puppet master, fanning the flames of racial violence to shape events.
Arjuna had refused to fight, at the beginning of the Gita. Krishna�s words seemed meant as much for Martell as for that ancient prince. �If, knowing thy duty and task, thou bidd�st / Duty and task go by�that shall be sin!� The words echoed through Martell�s mind, as he tried to find solace in them.

�One at a time, damn it!� Siemens�s voice cut through the clamor in the campaign headquarters. �Ann, what the hell is going on?�
�A riot in Houston, Rick. A mob attacked the Guard, the fighting got bloody. Couple dozen killed, lots more wounded.�
�The Guard overreacted?�
�Overreacted, hell. The media�s calling it a massacre.�
�Hey, there�s Andrews!� An aide pointed at a TV screens.
Johnson reached for the monitor. ��Let Siemens set the terms of this contest, but no longer. The party leadership pressed me not to bring up Siemens�s fascist record, but my conscience must speak. This bloody massacre exposes the racist, tyrannical reality behind the glowing words. His goose-stepping militia is the antithesis��
Siemens slapped the controls, and the sound cut off. �Goddamn Andrews! You can�t trust liberals to stay bought. Get General Sinclair on the line, and then the Philadelphia Guard command. You, get a flight to Houston for Ann and me, and have Ramirez meet us at the airport. And someone call Martell.�
Johnson grabbed his arm. �Make that one ticket. I�m out.�
�You said you�d stay through the primary!�
�That was before your gunslingers mowed down a crowd! I�m not going to help whitewash this atrocity.�
�Don�t judge me by the actions of soldiers I never even met! Judge me by what I do to make sure it never happens again. I�ll deal with the Guard, but I need to talk to the community, too. I need your help for that.�
Johnson glared for a moment, then nodded. �OK, I�ll come with you. But my promises are off. I�ll set up a forum for you, I�ll listen, and I�ll decide.�

Johnson bit the end off a cigar and spit it into the gutter. They were standing next to their rental car, in the parking lot of Redeemer Baptist Church. �I don�t get it, Rick; why set this up and not bring the media in?�
�This is no time for sound-bites and smiles, Ann. We have a bomb to defuse.� He waved with the Guard cap he�d borrowed, incongruous against his gray suit. �If I screw it up, there won�t be any more campaign.�
�You got me there.� Johnson chewed on the cigar, but made no move to light it. �In a campaign, everything is PR, but this is over the edge.� She pointed at the lone cameraman, unloading gear from a beat-up van. �At least there�s the guy from the Reverend�s TV station. You can get footage from him, if it�s any good�and if there�s still a campaign.�
She looked at her watch and scowled. �Where the hell are your Guardsmen? Let�s go on in, they can find us.�
�You plan on smoking that stogie?�
Johnson took the cigar from her mouth, looked at it with vague surprise. �Didn�t know I had it out.� She stuck it in her coat pocket, and they headed in.

�Reverend Davis, it is good to meet you.� Siemens shook hands, pressing his left hand briefly to Davis�s shoulder. The elderly black cleric seemed frail, but his eyes blazed.
�General, I wish I hadn�t supported bringing the Guard here.� Davis shook his head sadly. �A tragic mistake, I fear.�
�There is tragedy enough, here, Reverend, and plenty of mistakes, but I still believe we�re on the same side.�
�But is it the side of righteousness, General? That is the question we must always ask.�
Siemens looked around the meeting hall, a sprawling room filled with moveable pews and folding chairs. He�d been to plenty of campaign dinners in rooms like this. This one was full, and the faces nearly all black. Ann and Reverend Davis had twisted arms and called in favors, and brought representatives from every black organization in the city.
They did not look happy.
The Guardsmen arrived, and found seats near the podium: three locals and three newcomers from Philadelphia. That had been Johnson�s idea. If Siemens was by himself, he�d be seen as a politician, even without the media circus. These six showed that he was talking for the Guard.
Davis stepped to the lectern. �Brothers and sisters,� he said, �this is a sorrowful time, and sorrow leads easily to anger. Anger can bring more pain, though, and greater tragedy. Before we go too far down that perilous road, we should stop and think, listen to the voices our anger opposes. Listen now to General Richard Siemens. I don�t ask you to agree with him or even to believe him; I don�t even know what he�ll say. I do ask you to listen to him, with an open mind and an open heart.�
Angry muttering swept the hall, against a few lonely �Amens.� A young man stood in the back. �Came to talk about these honkies, not to listen to them.�
�Hosea,� answered Davis, �you came because this church pays for your offices and your newsletter. Now sit back down and listen. General, it�s all yours.�
Siemens took Davis�s place, and put the cap before him on the lectern. He looked across the group: angry, tense faces. A long time since he�d been before a room as hostile as this. He picked up the cap, gestured with it.
�I wear no uniform or medals tonight, but I wore a Guard uniform for six years, and Air Force for two decades before then. It meant a lot to me. A symbol, of what I believed in, what I worked for, why I risked my life. I was proud of it. Now� now, for the first time, I�m ashamed.�
He looked around again. Had their attention, this wasn�t what they were expecting.
�Let�s talk about kids, two groups of kids. Damn-fool, reckless punks, about like I was�maybe some of you, too. Kids who wanted to be a part of something important. Who wanted to shape their lives, to stand up on their own. Kids who let their hearts lead them in the way of danger.
�Maybe none of them wanted a fight. I don�t know, maybe some of them were hoping for a scrape, kids are like that. They started out that night with ideals, high purposes, but they were ready for a fight when it came. Both sides, thrashing like sharks at the smell of blood.
�Only my kids had guns. They shot your kids. Killed them.
�That�s murder. And the kids who did it will be charged and prosecuted. Then it�s up to judge and jury, but I pray for a conviction. Because I damned sure don�t want this to happen again.� His voice rose steadily. �I want every goddamn kid in the Guard waking up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, scared to death that he might screw up so bad. And I want him a hell of a lot more scared of me than of any judge and jury.�
Siemens paused a moment, then resumed in a soft voice. They were listening, against their will. He could feel their thoughts, tune his pace and tone to their response. �The hell of it is, it wasn�t their fault. They were scared, they were confused. But they should have been trained for crap like that. They shouldn�t have had live ammo, just tear gas and rubber bullets. Let a battle-hardened sergeant hold ammo in case some asshole on the other side started shooting.
�All that�s the commander�s fault. I wish to God I could keel-haul Ramirez, hanging�s too good for him. Problem is, he didn�t break any laws. I can court-martial him, but I can t do much but toss him out of the Guard. Even the racist crap that provoked this was his fault.�
Siemens shook his head sadly. �His fault, and mine. I appointed him, I backed him, I saw the danger signs and I didn�t act in time.� He picked up the cap, turned it around to look at it like Hamlet staring at Yorick�s skull. �I still believe.� He looked back at the audience. �I believe that young men and women can break out of the ghetto, can find meaning and hope, can learn skills and trades. I believe in the power of the same forces the gangs have used so destructively�the burning desire for belonging and identity, the need to be somebody and do something.
�Harness those drives, and add training and discipline, a sense of duty and patriotism. The military has learned how to do that; let�s put it to use. We can turn things around. God knows we need to. Damn it to hell, a country should judge itself not by how many millionaires it creates, but by how it treats its poorest and most vulnerable�
�Hell, I�m off the point and onto politics. I�ll stop talking and sit down, listen to you. But I accept responsibility for all this. I�m getting into politics to fight the racism and violence that created this tragedy. I can�t go on with blood on my hands. If I can�t convince you that I mean this, that I will work my butt off to heal this country, I�m out. Think it over. If you believe that I�m the problem instead of part of the solution, say so and I�ll pull out of the senate race.�
Siemens nodded at the audience, nodded at Rev. Davis, then walked back to his seat. Johnson was staring at the floor, probably wondering why he�d done all this if he was ready to pull out. It wouldn�t come to that. �If you believe��that was loose enough to drive a tank through.
Johnson looked up, and her expression was not anger. Not her professional good-old-girl smile, either. She looked like the Harvard Divinity graduate she was, eyes troubled, face pinched in concentration on a knotty issue of ethics.
Davis was back at the lectern, but Siemens didn�t listen. He looked over the crowd, measuring their reaction. Frowns showed indecision. There was still hatred, particularly in the youngsters; they didn�t like to be called kids, didn�t want their anger and yearning labeled and filed. The older generation took him seriously. Several women nodded back at him, faces guarded. That was progress, from the attitudes a half hour ago.
The Guardsmen were restless. They wouldn�t like his sermon either. One Chicano local was arguing with the Philly veterans. He shoved away a restraining arm, twisted, pushed to his feet. That bulge at his shoulder, glimpse of dark leather�Damn! Why the hell was he armed?
Siemens felt his blood surge. He slid forward on the seat, weight on the balls of his feet, ready to jump. Caesars, kings�how many leaders had bo,en killed by their own guards?
He caught the eye of a sergeant from Philadelphia, and nodded for him to follow the kid. Gesture with the palm of the hand: slow and easy, don�t rush the boy.
Siemens braced to dive for the floor. Undignified, but it would save his life. The kid wouldn�t have a clear shot, and the sergeant wouldn�t give time for more than one.
There! The Chicano was turning, reaching for his holster.
Half out of the chair, his legs tensed to jump, Siemens realized his mistake.
The kid was looking the wrong way. He wasn�t aiming at Siemens, but at Davis.
Siemens lurched, jumped forward instead of down. He hit Davis like a linebacker blindsiding a quarterback. A sharp crack: the report of a gun. Siemens twisted as he carried Davis to the floor; didn�t want to break Davis�s neck.
A searing agony pierced his shoulder. Damn, had he hit the floor that hard? Only when he saw the hole in his jacket, and the spreading stain, did he realize he�d been hit.
Davis shook free, rolled over and looked up. �What in Heaven�s name�?� He stopped, squinted at Siemens�s shoulder. �You�re hurt! What happened?�
A Guardsman pushed through the crowd around them. �Sergeant Novae got him, sir.� He stopped, shocked. �You�re hit!�
�Oh, hell, it�s nothing,� said Siemens. �Through the muscle, maybe creased a rib�it�s hardly bleeding. What possessed that bastard?�
�He was snarling about the, uh, blacks tearing down the Guard. He was hot as a griddle after you talked, and then when the Reverend spoke about forgiveness and tolerance he snapped, said the blacks had no place talking forgiveness when it was their fault.�
Siemens nodded. �Reverend, this was a crime, not a Guard matter and not politics. I want to go on as if this hadn�t happened.�
�Hardly, General,� said Davis. �You took a bullet meant for me. We can�t forget that.�

Johnson insisted that Siemens stay in the hospital for a week, until the day after the primary. She said the photos of Rev. Davis next to his hospital bed were worth a hundred thousand votes. The victory margin was a lot more than that, but they�d need all the momentum they could get for the general election.
Siemens didn�t have any trouble reading her expression, now. He�d seen it often enough before, on the faces of soldiers who�d given their heart and soul to a Cause. Lee to the rear, Pickett�s men had shouted, more afraid for their leader than themselves; General Lee to the rear.

�The incumbent sneers at our proposals, and says you can�t solve problems by throwing money at them.� Siemens grinned at the crowd�they were hanging on his words. �You know, he�s right. These crises require new ideas, hard work, and strong leadership. But it will take a little money along the way. And let me tell you something. Senator Pryor�you sure as hell can�t solve problems by throwing empty words at them, and that�s all you�ve ever done.�
�General, any comment on the annexation of Saudi Arabia?�
�Not that�s printable.� Siemens scowled. Ann and Martell were always badgering him about sticking to the script, but there were limits. �Screw that; put this as deep background, so deep it chaps my hemorrhoids. I didn�t cry when Saigon fell, I�d wept long before for all the young men and women chewed up by that fiasco. I cried tears of rage at the news this morning.
�I know, the Islamic Federation is more than Iraq, and the Caliph isn�t Saddam Hussein, but we won that war, and then we gave it away. If we�d finished him off, not left so much hardware for the Caliph to inherit�hell, if we�d kept any presence in the area, this wouldn�t have happened��

�Jesus, Stan, are your folks running polls all the time?�
�That�s voter ID.� Martell looked past Siemens�s shoulder, down into the Ops Room, then turned to sit at the conference table. �We want the name of every voter in the state who�s for you so our E-day crew can make sure the bastards vote. For the undecided, they try to get enough info to pick a version of the roll-your-own TV ad.� Krishna knows, we need every edge.
�You do have a new poll, don�t you?� asked Ann Johnson.
�It�s looking damn close.� Martell handed an ash tray to Johnson; she didn�t seem too concerned about her cigar. �We�re swinging the undecided, but not making much dent in Pryor�s support. The Monday night ad and the E-day drill should add a few points, but it may not be enough. Pryor can count on a big graveyard vote from East Texas.�
�So what do we do?� asked Siemens.
�We do the best we can.� Martell shrugged, and a sharp pain pierced his stomach. Ulcers? �We�ve got friends in South Texas who�ll play the same game.�
�What about intelligence?�
�Our polls, and Medea�s analysis, are the best there are.�
�Hell, Stan, I�m not talking about that. Have you got anyone in their camp? Phone taps, that sort of thing?�
Martell scowled. �That went out with Watergate.�
�We�re playing this for keeps,� Siemens said. Ann Johnson looked like she wanted to spit, but she kept quiet. �If the other side is playing dirty, we better keep on top of what�s happening. I�ve got friends in the business, you two won�t have to be involved��

Siemens hesitated in the door of the Dog & Duck, annoyed to find several reporters there. He�d hoped they would have stuck to the hotel, or at least stayed around Sixth Street. He was in dire need of a drink after the latest grim briefing from Johnson. The D & D had a fine selection of single malt whiskey, as well as the best lineup of British ales and stouts in Austin.
The ABC reporter walked up as he ordered a Laguvalin. �I hear you�ve picked your staff advisors, General: Goebbels and Goering.�
Siemens grimaced wearily. �That�s not very funny, Carlson. Not original, either. It�s a rip-off of the old line about Governor Moonbeam picking Jean Dixon and the Amazing Kreskin for his White House advisors.�
�Touchy, aren�t we?� Carlson smirked. �You don�t have any sense of humor about yourself.�
�Maybe I�ve just got higher standards than that.� One slip, one unguarded comment, and look what it got you. Hell, the whole bar was listening. �The problem is that Nazis aren�t funny. It works as an insult, but not as a joke.�
�Oh, and I�m sure you could do much better.�
�Probably.� Can�t back off now, have to ram it down his throat. Siemens swirled the dark whiskey in his glass, savored the sharp smell against the background of pipe smoke. �OK, Richard Siemens has picked his staff advisors: Mussolini and Lyndon LaRouche.� That brought a chuckle from the listeners.
Carlson shook his head. �That�s the same joke.�
�They let you cover the news?� No point in politeness now. If Siemens won this duel, the other jackals of the press would love him, no matter how much blood spattered the elegant paneled walls. �The difference is, my version�s funny. Mussolini couldn�t beat Ethiopia, and nobody takes LaRouche seriously.�
�It�s still the same joke.� Carlson was simmering, his face red. �You talk about new ideas, let�s see you deliver.�
�Hell, have I talked myself into a Cyrano?� Chairs scraped as people turned to listen. Good; enough of the reporters grinned at the reference for the play to work. �Let�s start with the same form, but get away from ancient history. Siemens has chosen his advisers: Gordon Liddy and Dr. Strangelove. Or a military twist: General Insanity and Corporal Punishment.�
Siemens sipped at the rich, peaty Scotch, then went on. �Since you folks make a big deal of my ego, we could play on that. �What? You think I�m not smart enough on my own?� Or a cinematic allusion: �Advisors? We don�t need no stinking advisors!� Political: �I decided to skip the advisors and double-team the spin-doctors.� Modest: �You think I paid somebody for these crazy ideas?���
He looked around the room, stirring his subconscious for ideas. There was always a way to win a crowd. Hell, he was brighter than these goons, and they were head and shoulders above their audiences. �Then there�s the religious: �I won�t say who the advisors are, but their words come on stone tablets.� Turn that around, with the ego slant: �I can�t go to God for advice: He asks me.� And the academic��

The conference is in the War Room, but it isn�t the War Room. The glass wall behind Martell looks out not on Ops, but on the marina and the Texas Hill Country beyond.
Around the conference table, faceless figures go through the motions of a silent argument. Mechanical gestures, mannequin heads turning with the ebb and flow of unheard discussion. Unheard by Martell, that is. All he can hear is the ticking of a clock.
Time is running out. And Martell is stuck in a meeting.
He can�t hear, he can�t speak. He can only nod and turn his head as the other automatons do. He has no idea what they are talking about, or why they think it matters. So what else is new? The featureless heads turn, the clock ticks on.
Silence.
The clock has run out.
The flash is behind him. North? Austin? Martell can�t move, can�t hide, but at least he doesn�t turn towards it. The mannequins turn, heads snapping about. Even facing away, the hellish glare nearly blinds Martell. Still, he can see the smooth plastic faces twist and melt, running in rivulets down the scorched, smoking Brooks Brothers suits. There aren�t even skulls behind the blank masks. The heads are empty shells, and when the fronts are gone, the backs wither and melt in the ever-brighter glare.
Martell finds his voice.
And screamed.
He felt the tender arms around him, comforting him, before he was fully awake. �It�s OK, Stan, it�s OK, only a dream.� He hugged her fiercely, then buried his face in her hair as he ran his fingers across the satiny skin of her back.
�Why do you put up with me, Helen? Why do you keep coming back?�
�Silly!� She nuzzled his cheek, nipped an ear, then pulled back to look at him. �I guess I still love you.� She smiled sadly and rapped him on the forehead. �Some of you, anyway. There�re so many of you in there.�
Martell sighed. �I must seem like a self-centered three-year-old, sometimes.�
�I kind of like him. Brings out the maternal, maybe. He�s more fun than the teenager who takes himself so seriously, or the old man, weary of the world.�
�Sweet Helen, make me immoral with a kiss.� Martell pulled her to him, but his eyes caught the clock by his bed. �Jesus, it�s after 2 A.M.!�
�Don�t worry, Stan, I told Tony I�d probably spend the night with you.�
�You did what?� His heart pounded, the floor seemed to shift.
�I could tell you needed me, even if I didn�t know how badly.� She shook her head. �Don�t tell me you thought he didn�t know?�
Martell stared at her, speechless. He�d thought that he knew her, and Tony. The wave of guilt at betraying Tony fell away, replaced by confusion and fear. Had this been a casual roll in the hay, so unthreatening to their relationship? Worse, perhaps, an act of sympathy?
�Don�t get your hopes up,� she said, misreading his expression. �Tony trusts me, we love each other. It�s just��
Dread built up within Martell. What could upset her so much that their tangled relationship was a side issue?
�I love you, too, Stan,� she went on. �I couldn�t live with you, but I love you, and I hate to see you wearing yourself so thin. But even more, I�m terribly afraid you�ve sold your soul to the devil. Anyone who thinks he can use Rick Siemens�� She buried her head against his shoulder, and began to cry.

Martell floated in the abstract decision space. No matter how he turned the image, there were no answers. None of the shock events he injected jarred the current worldline out of this chute. A few fractal patches leaked off to sudden swings in either direction, but most of the paths ended in a dead heat.
The limits of this Vishnu-cursed technique were frustrating, but at least he didn�t have the temptation of a last-minute kludge like that riot before the primary. Hundreds of hours analyzing effects, thousands of dollars setting the spark. Should have cut Siemens�s margin in the primary, but strengthened him for the general election, avoided this horse race.
Instead, the bastard pulled a heroic stunt, won the primary in a landslide, but diverted the worldline from the chute Martell was aiming for. In sociodynamics as in orbital mechanics, a direct shove toward your goal could be a bad move.
Now they might lose the race, and the big picture was worse than ever. The Islamic Federation was consolidating power in the Middle East, Turkey looked like a powder keg. Martell had hoped for five or six years to set up his plan. He�d be lucky to get three. There wouldn�t be time for a second try.
Siemens had to win; they had to have him ready in the Senate, for the larger plan. Sociodynamics had gotten them this far, turning a long shot campaign into a dead heat. Now it all depended on the tailored ad and the election day drill.
And it was time to call in the under-the-table offers, raise some illegal funds for illegal uses. Siemens�s surveillance ideas could be crucial, too. Compunctions were ludicrous, Martell told himself. He had blood on his hands already�going to jail was the least of his worries.
Siemens groaned as he slipped into the limo. �If I ever see another rubber chicken banquet, I�m going to puke all over it.�
�Brace yourself,� Johnson said from the facing seat. �You�ve got another lunch in thirty minutes.�
�Oh, hell. I thought we were heading to the Lockheed plant?� Christ, this was getting as hectic as a war.
�That�s not till 3 o�clock. Downtown Rotary next, but I can call and say you want a salad.�
�God, yes.� When this campaign was over, he was going to celebrate with a Thai feast. Or Indian, maybe, something with some flavor. �Martell have any new projections?�
�Yeah.� Johnson snorted. �He says it�s going to be a tie.�
�Great.� Siemens twisted in his seat to stretch his sore back. Two more days. �Ann, do you think Pryor will try any last minute mud-slinging?�
�It�s too late for that. Voters discount accusations when you don�t have time to respond. This close to the election, anything short of photos of you screwing a goat would backfire.� Johnson grinned. �So don�t screw any goats for the next couple of days�at least, not with photographers around.�

The ads ran as a roadblock. Luke Wilson booked identical time slots on four networks and six cable channels, statewide. Individually tailored, for two million households; segmented by narrow demographics, for millions more.
The ninety-second slot was divided into five segments. When the time arrived, eight versions of each segment were transmitted at the same time. Every version was sculpted so that transitions were smooth; more than 16,000 seamless combinations.
The new cable controllers, in millions of households across the state, had enough programmable capacity that individual schedules could be downloaded ahead of time. If the residents had their TV on at air-time, the controller would switch between segments to create a combined version individually tailored to their prejudices and interests. Medea had collected enough survey data to pick specific versions for each of two million families; census data provided good guesses for the others. For broadcast viewers, the natural demographics of each channel allowed broad-brush matching.
George Orwell would have rolled over in his grave.

The War Room, election day.
Martell watched the map on the wall-screen fill in with blue as votes-cast tallies came in from poll-watchers around the state. Across the table, Siemens looked bored.
Below, the Ops Room was at full shift. These E-day calls required little human intervention. Over 4,000 calls were in progress, half a million completions an hour.
�Medea, start the weighting.�
Enlarged graphics of the major cities appeared, and more colors washed across the map. Medea was comparing the 11 A.M. tally to historical timelines for each precinct, projecting an end-of-day turnout for the box. Multiplying by the �percent favorable� forecast from surveys gave a total vote, precinct by precinct. Few voters changed their minds on election day; the variable was turnout.
Adding up the projections gave a revised, hour by hour reforecast of the election. More important was to find the precincts with high potential for Siemens that were delivering low turnout, and then get the SOBs to the polls.
�Damn, the Montrose district is still showing under 60 percent of what we counted on. Medea, call the Houston office.� Martell spat out orders to get sound cars and minibuses into the area, then waved at the camera to hang up. �Make sure the calls there ask if people need a ride to the poll.�
�Acknowledged,� answered Medea.
Siemens stood and stretched. �All this fuss, over sound cars and busses? Can they make that much difference?�
�Not hardly. No, this is a sop, to make me feel useful. Medea and those operators below are doing the real work, over five million calls today. I only manage resources she doesn�t control, where soft demographics and instinct matter.� And we could have given her the rules for that, too.
�Hell, what�s five million phone calls? There are 30 million people in this state.�
�But how many vote? Besides, we�re only calling those who�ve already said they�d vote for you. We target in on critical precincts like an artillery barrage. The way the numbers pop up at the next checkpoint, I can see people running out their doors in unison. Some of those poor bastards, we�ll call eight or ten times by the end of the day.� Martell shook his head. �You�d think they�d figure out that we�d quit calling, if they�d lie and say they�d already voted.�
Siemens clapped him on the shoulder. �I wish we�d had you running logistics in the Gulf. I�d better get going-cheering on the troops at the campaign offices in Austin and Dallas. See you at the safe house tonight?�
�Rick, I still don�t like that.�
�It�s done, Stan. If Pryor is stuffing ballot boxes, I want to know the score. My boys have the surveillance set up; you line up your connections in the Valley, in case we have to do some stuffing of our own.�
Martell waved resignedly as Siemens went out the door, then turned back to the display. The colors were stable now, the weighting finished. Statewide polls had Siemens losing by seven percent only yesterday; the ad last night had cut that to three percent. These projections confirmed that the E-day drill would make it damn close. Vote fraud might be the margin, either way.
Anyone who thought he could use Rick Siemens� she�d said. Was what? A hopeless fool? Crazy?
Or just rock-bottom, stone-the-crows desperate?
Hell. �Medea, fire a ten minute phone salvo at Pryor�s HQ. Every time they hang up, call again. Finish with thirty seconds of every line you�ve got�see if you can snarl their exchange.�
Ride the tiger, ride the tiger.

�That�s it, Pryor�s bought his last vote.� Siemens pulled off the headphones and stretched. A long night, like launching an air strike and waiting at HQ for word to trickle back. He waved at the signals officer at the dining table to keep monitoring. �OK, where do we stand?�
�Just a minute.� Martell was hunched over his laptop, with an encrypted link to Medea. �He�s underestimating our margin in West Texas. He bought the �premature� report from the Valley, too, he doesn�t know we�re holding back some boxes.� His hands danced across the keys�how did he keep up that obsolete skill? �By God, I think we�ve done it. His fraud won�t be enough, we�ll win anyway.�
�By how much?�
�I�d say 70 percent confidence of victory, but damn all little margin.� Martell scowled. �I know, that�s not good enough. I hate to say it, but we�d better go with the countermeasures.�
�I figured that all along.� Siemens strolled to the buffet, trailing his hand along the chintz sofa. He opened the briefcase on the buffet, idly thumbed a few stacks of $100 bills. �Illegal campaign donations, perfect for bribes�the money never goes on the books.�
�I hoped we wouldn�t need this. OK, send it south. Tell Parker 15,000 votes net; much more from that little town would be ludicrous.�
�I�ll send a bagman in an Osprey.� The Rio Grande Valley politico wanted cash on the barrel�or, rather, on the ballot box.
�You�re sending a Guard Osprey? That�s discreet?�
�It�s fast. Discreet enough, landing fifteen miles from town. We�ve got Ospreys flying all over tonight, for �training.���
Siemens picked up the briefcase and strode to the kitchen, gave instructions to a lieutenant waiting there. Pacing back, he laced his fingers above his head, cracked his knuckles. �Fifteen thousand votes doesn�t sound like much.�
�It�s peanuts, a fraction of a percent. I�m sure my projections are accurate to smaller numbers than that, though. Asking for more would be dangerous. You�d have nearly an 8,000 vote margin from Parker�s boxes, anyway. He can double that by throwing away a few thousand Republican votes, and having his people spend the night forging ballots. I hope he doesn�t put the names down alphabetically, like that fool in �48.�
�No shit.� The roar of the Osprey reverberated through the farmhouse. It stirred Siemens�s blood; even in combat, the thrill of flight stayed with him. �Look past the election: what do your forecasts say now?�
�Domestic, or international?�
�Any fool can see this county�s headed for hell in a handbasket. What�s the world scene?�
�It�s going to be Turkey.� Martell propped his elbows on the coffee table, rested his head against his hands. �We thought for a while that Southeast Asia was the key, with Japan rearming, but your other war is coming back to haunt you.�
�Sure,� said Siemens. �It griped me to see the Caliph roll over the Saudis, but Turkey?�
�That�s where it all comes together. The Caliph wants Turkey; Iran and Iraq both have old scores to settle there. Russia has a chip on its shoulder from losing the old Soviet empire, and the generals covet the Dard-enelles.� Martell sighed loudly, and shook his head. �They�re going to have a special grudge against the Islamic Federation, soon. We project 85 percent confidence that Kazakhstan will join the IF within three weeks.�
�Kazakhstan!� Siemens blood felt as if it was curdling in his veins. �They�ve still got SS-10s, with megaton MIRVs. Hell, they could hit the US with those buggers.�
�Sir!� The signals officer was waving. �General Siemens, you better listen to this.�
Siemens leaped around the sofa, slapping a headphone to his ear. The gravely voice sounded like Pete deSilva, Pryor s campaign manager. ��All night, damn it. We gave you the numbers; fill in the ballots and count �em up.�
�But, Pete, a lot of boxes are still out. Specially out west, where Siemens is pulling heavy margins.�
�It�s damn late to be improvising, Williams. I�ll talk to the Senator. Give me your number, I�ll call right back.�
Siemens waved urgently at Martell, who nodded, his hands again on the keyboard. It was a stroke of luck, getting the phone number; they could cross-check the location in moments.
DeSilva hung up after that, and Siemens handed the headset to the Guardsman. He could feel the victory slipping away, votes leaking out like blood from a shrapnel wound. He turned to Martell. �We�ve got a problem, Stan.�
�No shit. There�s no margin to spare.� Martell had stopped keying, but his fingernails tapped an impatient tattoo on the table as he stared at the little screen. �Damn! He was calling from a church in Lake Jackson, 150 miles from here. Williams�that d be Dave Williams, a county commissioner.�
�The other Osprey�s still out back; get your butt over there.�
�Huh?� Martell jerked back in his chair. �We need an election judge, somebody with authority. They wouldn�t know me from Adam.�
�The problem is they would know me�wouldn�t let me in the door. Nobody else here could talk politics convincingly, and fetching someone from Austin or Dallas will take an hour we can�t spare. I�ll have a taxi meet you at the county airport.�
�Hell, you�re the hero, I�m just a thinker.�
�You�re too goddamned hard on yourself. Sure, you fight with ideas and numbers, you sit back and pull strings; that doesn�t mean you can�t act on your own. This time, you have to.�
�How? What do I do?�
�Get the hell over there: lie, bluff, threaten, anything to slow them down, buy us some time. Do it; I�ll back you up quick as I can.� And if you can�t get over your stage fright about finally having to do something, thought Siemens, you�re never going to survive the real challenges after the election. �Take the SAR beacon from the Osprey, trigger it when you find the church. If I can dig up an election judge at this hour, I�ll fly him in.�

Martell shoved the old ID card in Dave Williams�s face. �This is identification. You expect an election judge to carry testimonials?� He�d been too cold and miserable to bluster well at first, but he was plenty mad now. �You�ve wasted enough of my time; let me in to do my job.�
�Big deal.� Williams batted his hand aside. �A picture ID, says �State of Texas.� I got a driver�s license more official than that. I thought you were maybe a reporter, but looks like you�re just a pest. Get out of here, or I�ll call the cops.�
�You do that, Mr. Williams.� This arrogant SOB had the local law solidly in his pocket, but Martell was past worrying about jail. �The police will verify my credentials quickly, as you could have thirty minutes ago if you�d let me use your phone.�
Frustration and anger battled fatigue in his veins, and the icy wind clawed at his lightweight jacket. At least Martell could hope that Williams had stopped the forging until the intruder was dealt with. Williams was acting cocky, now. He�d be back stuffing the ballot box before long, even if Martell stayed out here on the church steps freezing his butt. Maybe it would be worthwhile slugging this bastard; the commotion might buy a little more delay. Where the hell was Siemens�s cavalry?
�You want to make a call, there�s a pay phone down the road,� Williams said. �Better yet, keep on driving. That might keep you out of the hoosegow.� A distant rumble followed his words. Thunder? No, the sky was clear, sparkling with stars.
�Mr. Williams, you�re making a serious mistake.� The rumble got louder; Williams glanced around, scowling.
�The only mistake I�m making is wasting my time with you. I�m sure one of the boys has got a deer rifle in his truck�you better move along before we get aggravated.�
�You really should deal with me.� Yes! A cluster of red lights moved against the stars. Siemens must have dug up a real election judge, sent the Osprey after him. �Higher authorities may take offense at your chasing me off.�
�Get moving! Or you�ll be dealing with �higher authorities��What the hell is that?�
The sound swelled, receded for a moment, then rose to a throaty roar. A shrill turbine whine overlay the deep growl of the blades. The shifting constellation of lights confused Martell; it was huge, much too big for an Osprey.
A powerful searchlight snapped on, groped around the parking lot. The beam licked at the cars, danced, followed the sidewalk to pin them in its brilliance. The sound grew to bone rattling intensity. Another beam stabbed down, and the image suddenly made sense. It wasn�t one large aircraft up there, it was four or five Ospreys; hell, maybe eight or ten.
The lead ship descended toward the parking lot. Another Osprey kept close behind, above and to the side in a covering position. Both turned on service lights as well, highlighting their evil, insectoid shape, as well as the miniguns and rockets prominently aimed at the church.
�Jesus H. Christ,� cried Williams, his shrill voice hardly audible above the tumult. Martell wanted to duck under the hedge himself, and these guys were on his side. The Ospreys were troop carriers, not gunships, but their weapons could shred the wood-frame church into kindling. Emotions churned in his stomach, knotting with pain. This was the rescue he�d hoped for� and these were the, ruthless warriors he was setting loose on the world.
The nearest Osprey landed and its props began to slow. The hatch opened and a figure stepped out. Hard to see against the glare of the spotlights still aimed at the church. Someone in a bathrobe? No, that was Siemens�s smoking jacket! But the mane of white hair�
Martell turned to Williams, forcing his expression to glee. �Looks like my boss. Have you met the Secretary of State?�
Williams was still struggling for words when Secretary Pauli reached the steps. �Dave Williams, as I live and breathe! I haven�t seen you in a hound�s age. Hello, Stan. Dave, I sure hate to bother you, I know you�d like nothing better than to get this over with and go home to bed. There�ve been some nasty things said, though. This is a close election, and we can�t let even the hint of impropriety taint the results.� He had his arm on Williams�s shoulder, herding him to the door of the church. �I know there�s nothing to these allegations, and I don�t want your reputation or Pryor�s sullied by such nonsense, so I felt I had to come down here myself, and serve as a witness. I�ll be right there with you, and I can look the world in the eye and damn such lies for the calumnies they are. Let�s get in there and count those ballots, shall we?�
Williams cast a murderous look over his shoulder at Martell, then opened the door.

Thirty-seven votes. Shiva�s blood! The narrow margin still made Martell shudder.
Three weeks had passed, and for the first time since the election�no, the first time since March�Martell had time to relax. He sank into the plush leather chair in his study and sipped at his Scotch.
There had been a recount, of course. Medea helped pick precincts for special attention, and the margin rose to a few hundred. Out of 8 million votes.
Krishna! Williams�s aborted fraud would have tilted it the other way. Hell, he could have forged several hundred more ballots before Pauli got there, if Martell hadn�t kept him tied up on the church steps.
Out of the whole campaign, the image that stayed with Martell was of that little church. Pauli, lounging back in a folding chair, eyes half closed but missing nothing, blue pin-stripe trousers under the smoking jacket; he explained later that Siemens had suggested it for the image of an irate official dragged out of bed. Two Guardsmen standing ramrod stiff by the door, eyes ahead, ostentatiously ignoring everyone, but impossible to ignore. Dave Williams, staring at a ballot, studiously marking a tally, drawing on his cigarette, glaring at Pauli, glaring at Martell, standing up, walking around the table, sitting down and picking up another ballot. All night long.
What was it that he�d said to Williams, while they were arguing about ID? Something about not having testimonials. Well, he didn�t need testimonials, and he didn�t need a Wizard to tell him he had a heart. He could no longer pretend to himself and to the world that he was an icy automaton.
Yes, he�d felt passion: rage at Williams; fear at the whole plan slipping away� and guilt, at the blood he�d caused to be shed �for the greater good.� It wasn�t right to bury that passion. This wild scheme, this grand Plan could too easily slide into inhuman madness if he tried to wall away his feelings.
On the glass table, next to his Scotch, lay his clarinet. He�d played it this evening for the first time in years. It wasn�t lack of genius that had driven him away from painting, sculpture, and music� it was lack of passion. He could never let go, he�d thought that he didn�t have the passion, and he knew that he�d never get beyond mediocre without it.
Martell looked at the agni by the fireplace, but it held no solace. It was a reminder of the Hindu writings that he treasured, but in itself it meant nothing. His gaze rose to the ceiling, and the miniature video lens hidden there.
Medea, cast me a spell, show me the future, send me a True Dream. Have we won a great victory?
Or have I sown the dragon�s teeth?
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In desperate circumstances, you must use
the most powerful tools at your disposal—
but that can be a scary thing.






