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      President Jamison Hyden was sequestered in the Oval Office watching videos of his past successes, all of which had culminated in his inauguration three years previously.

      From the comfort of John F. Kennedy’s rocking chair — an item of furniture, he had commandeered from the Smithsonian Museum’s Presidential Exhibition, the day he assumed residency of the White House — he basked in the boisterous revelry of Americans celebrating his landslide victory.

      While his opponents chalked up his win as little more than riding the skirts of his predecessor, Hyden deluded himself into believing, it was in appreciation of a lifetime dedicated to the people of the United States, which had encouraged them to conclude he was owed the position.

      In truth, he was only now coming to grips with the fact, he had been in the right place at the right time. The three-term senator from Florida had filled a need for the Democrats as the VP on a ticket which featured the first openly lesbian woman as the party’s flag bearer.

      President Gwyneth Rollins had won her nomination easily, in part because she was willing to carry the elderly, white Southerner. The party leadership felt her staunch liberal views might deter the older population, and begged her to accept Hyden as the counterbalanced view. He was packaged to the electorate as a Conservative-leaning Centrist.

      It led to interesting discussions, not only on the campaign trail, but also during televised talk shows. Representing both sides of the same coin, the duo debated the issues openly, effectively locking out the opposition party before coming to a unified front.

      That was the dog and pony show the Democratic National Committee expected Hyden to abide by. He had no actual say in any decisions… either domestic or foreign.

      In reality, the de facto Vice President was Rollins’s wife Abigail, who flew around the world with her spouse. Outwardly, the image of the demure First Lady.

      When international events required arm twisting with a velvet glove, it was Abigail who made a personal appearance in whichever country needed persuading. Fluent in several languages, including French, Farsi and Russian, her diction was elegant and captivating.

      She had founded her own NGO to provide international medical and food relief, serving as its chairperson to ensure the supplies arrived to those in need, and remaining in that position until she stepped aside when her politically motivated mate decided to run for the Presidency.

      A choice which enhanced Abigail's image as the devoted consort.

      The foreign press loved her…almost as much as her wife… making it difficult for foreign leaders to refuse Abigail’s audience or her requests in the name of the President.

      The couple made an unstoppable and inseparable team, relegating Hyden to superfluous chores, particularly those requiring the presence of a male.

      When the Rollinses hot-footed it to some war-torn country to negotiate a ceasefire between opposing warlords, Hyden was sent to Iowa to dangle subsidies, far below the market value, in front of hog farmers. The aim… to encourage them to halt their breeding program because the same essential ally needed to dump their livestock into the domestic market in order to bolster their emerging economy.

      Similarly, while Rollins signed trade agreements lifting decades’ long tariffs on Chinese steel, her Vice President was forced to face Pennsylvania steelworkers, promising a brighter future through the President’s revitalization and re-education program. Keenly aware, their industry would collapse under the weight of cheaper imported steel, leaving their employees destitute.

      None of this affected President Rollins’s popularity because even though a small segment of America felt the impact of her policies, the majority benefited.

      Construction companies were able to produce commercial and residential buildings at a more affordable rate, creating a boom in their industry, which resulted in an unprecedented gain in the real estate market.

      The domestic hog breeders, who had opted to turn down the government man’s offer, suffered because of the flood of foreign pork into the US, and countless stockyards went bankrupt.

      The media were not interested in the misfortunes of a bunch of hicks in the Midwest. They lived in the flyover states which did not make the news… unless some picture-worthy natural disaster struck.

      Besides, didn’t pork come from grocery stores anyway?

      Hyden’s fingers did not directly affect Rollins’s success, but the illusion of teamwork was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      With Rollins’s popularity at a record-high toward the end of her final term; bolstered by a strong economy and a successful foreign policy, the party heads felt certain Hyden would be a shoo-in to serve as her proxy for a third and possibly fourth term.

      All he needed to do was continue with her programs, and the party was sure they would, at least, control the White House until Hyden decided to retire and write his memoirs. They had even hand-selected his running mate, a brash Latina, well versed in the concerns of America’s failing immigration policies. At the time of her nomination, she was the youngest person to be elected as the Speaker of the House.

      Hyden froze the image of the two standing on their party’s platform at the convention in Philadelphia, their fingers interlocked and thrust into the shower of balloons and confetti.

      A closer examination of the image confirmed what he had suspected all along, she was repulsed to be on the stage with him. There was a definite grimace on her face, almost certainly at being required to touch him.

      He smirked, clearly she was a practitioner of the same mantra as he… go along to get along.
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        * * *

      

      Vice President Estefanía Hernández preferred to work out of her office in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, than her designated suite of rooms in the White House’s West Wing, so as to avoid being tarnished by Hyden’s policies.

      She had spent her incumbency building her future at the expense of the head of the party’s ticket.

      Through carefully cultivated contacts, developed while in Congress, she had managed to introduce legislation which eased the restrictions for citizenship for undocumented residents, effectively halting the practice of separating families, and accompanying accusations, by the most vocal of her own party, of kids in cages.

      The fact, her party lost the House during the Presidential Election, did not stop her from working her magic.

      Behind the scenes, she brought in the necessary votes, not only for the man who had assumed her position as Speaker — a member of the opposition party — but also to pass bills which increased the number of Border Patrol agents, and stiffened the penalties against the coyotes trafficking the desperate across the border.

      It did not matter to Hernández that the credit for the passage of both bills went to others; she had won a more lucrative prize. The Speaker of the House and the House Minority Whip were now in her debt.

      Which would prove very useful when she announced her run for the Presidency. To have the two men standing next to her on live television, definitely would not hurt her chances.
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        * * *

      

      Hyden tossed the remote at the television, causing a number of LEDs to distort in the middle of the screen. He turned his back on the damaged unit, muttering, “Work a replacement into the next budget... maybe something larger in an 8K HD display. Nothing but the best for me, the current and future President.”

      Resuming his seat behind the Resolute Desk, he rubbed the bridge of his nose before picking up the Post. Above the fold, a photograph of the Republican candidates during their third round of debates.

      While the paper’s op-ed page agreed they offered nothing in the way of viable alternatives to the current administration’s policy, what it did highlight was their unified and intense hatred of the current president.

      

      Shaking his head in disgust, at this point he actually welcomed the weekly briefing provided by the FBI director Connor Sullivan.

      The first file contained the comings and goings of his Vice President and, most assuredly, primary opponent, Estefania Hernández.

      Hyden had kept close taps on Hernández, since the day she was sworn in, going as far as to have the FBI bug her office and screen her mail.

      Scanning the phone records and abundance of emails, Hyden noted various names, he had used as donors during his run for the Oval Office, being contacted by his running mate… repeatedly… and more so after losing the Senate in the midterms.

      While this was no surprise to Hyden, it annoyed him all the same because, it appeared, she was no longer attempting to mask her agenda.

      Hyden was impressed with the quality of information, Sullivan had provided; proof he was a loyal toady. Sullivan had no problem bending, if not breaking the law for Hyden whenever a situation demanded.

      “If that ungrateful bitch wants off the ticket, I’m sure Connor would jump at the chance to occupy the West Wing.”

      His perusal of the reports was interrupted by the buzz of his intercom.

      Pressing the button, he answered without disguising the annoyance in his voice, “What is it, Margaret?”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, Mr. President…”

      Margaret’s decorum brought a smile to the old man’s face; it was such a rarity these days. The press referred to him as Mr. Hyden, while the Republicans — and the majority of his own party — referred to him as the Crazy Old Man in the Oval Office.

      “...Mr. Hutchinson is here and insists he sees you.”

      “Tell him I’m⁠—”

      “Jay, if you don’t want to go back to selling shitty cars with questionable titles and histories, you’ll see me now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Minsk

      

      

      Corporal John Wayne Davis woke from a restless sleep. His eyes shot to the door to make sure it was still secure, and then to the woman next to him.

      He listened to the soft snoring of the prostitute, Gunny had foisted on him earlier when they were in the hotel bar.

      Why is she still here? Davis had no idea.

      The sex was pedestrian at best, exacerbating his irritation, given he did not want her company in the first place, but knew better than to refuse his Sergeant, and Gunny had insisted.

      Something about a job well done.

      The unsatisfactory copulation did nothing to alleviate the Iowan's consternation about what he had participated in during the last couple of days. Something he could not wrap his head around.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, he fumbled through the pocket trash on the nightstand, searching for his cigarettes.

      His bedmate snorted and muttered something in Russian or Belarusian, he had no idea which. It all sounded the same to him, and, anyway, whatever she was saying in her sleep sounded like a complaint about being disturbed.

      Shaking his head, he could not believe she had fallen asleep before him.

      “Just my luck.”

      Tiptoeing across the room, he opened the door to the narrow balcony and leaned against the railing. Lighting his cigarette, he looked out over the city of Minsk.

      The urban sprawl made him long for the flowing farmland surrounding his home in Aplington, hunting deer or Canadian geese, instead of here.

      Davis wondered, after what they had done, whether he would ever be allowed to return home.

      His thoughts drifted back to the day at Camp Lejeune when he was summoned to his CO’s office.
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        Three days previously

        Camp Lejeune

      

      

      Colonel Baxter looked up from the paperwork on his desk as the corporal entered and snapped to attention, giving him a sharp salute.

      “At ease, Marine,” Baxter said.

      Davis noticed his Gunnery Sergeant was also in the office. A wave of unease swept through him, as he contemplated whether he was about to be reprimanded for some infraction he was unaware he had committed.

      As usual, he could not read anything from Gunny’s expression. The man always looked as though he was suffering from terminal constipation, pissed at the world because of it.

      Baxter got straight to the point. “Marine, do you love your country?”

      Davis barked the required response, “Sir, yes, sir.”

      “Can you follow orders without question?”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      In retrospect, Davis wished he had questioned what the Colonial was asking of him but, being a good Marine overrode wisdom.

      “Word’s come down that Gunny is being assigned to a mission out of country and will need a spotter. That’s where you come in, Marine. Your scores in the field have been impressive. In fact, Gunny requested you specifically. You should consider it an honor.”

      “Sir, yes sir. Thank you, sir,” Davis responded.

      “You have fifteen to change into civvies and pack your belongings. Then report to the motor pool. The two of you will be flying out from OAJ on the government’s dime.

      “Now, get out of my office.”

      Saluting, Davis, turned to depart.

      “One other thing, Marine.”

      Davis paused, his about face interrupted when Baxter said, “Your service weapon is to remain on base. You will be assigned a new one when you arrive at your duty station.”

      The corporal looked over his shoulder, unsure whether he should ask why, but Baxter preempted his query.

      “Are you questioning an order, corporal?”

      “No, sir.”

      Davis beat a hasty retreat to carry out the CO’s commands.
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        * * *

      

      The Bombardier Global 7500, which sat in the hangar at OAJ, known by the locals as Albert J. Ellis Airport, impressed the young Marine, as he and his Sergeant rolled up in the Hummer.

      “Do ya reckon there's a cute stewardess aboard, Gunny?”

      “Zip it, Davis,” the Gunnery Sergeant ordered. “From here on out, you’ll refer to me as Johnson.”

      Harking back to the conversation in Baxter’s office, Davis assumed this was another of those orders, he was expected to obey without question.

      Doing as his superior officer bade, Davis followed Johnson onto the jet.

      His somewhat inexplicable yet growing resentment of the pending flight was exacerbated by the lack of flight attendants waiting to welcome him aboard, and escort him to his seat. Instead, he was greeted in the fuselage by a grizzled old man with a handheld metal detector.

      While Johnson spoke to an equally surly woman, whom Davis assumed was the pilot, the man with the wand used it in a totally inappropriate manner, if he hoped to guarantee Davis was indeed unarmed.

      Not satisfied with the efficacy of modern electronics, the old man was determined to perform a cavity search on the corporal. At this point, Johnson intervened to put a stop to it.

      “Get your jollies some other time, Gus. Hustle your ass into the cockpit and help Chō get us off the ground.”

      “Are you kidding, Johnson,” the old man grouched. “Last time, I tried to help her with anything, she threatened to toss my ass out of the plane at fifty thousand feet.”

      “Not my problem, Gus. Now git.”

      Straightening his clothes, Davis observed the way Johnson interacted with the older man, figuring they shared a long history.

      Done talking to Gus, Johnson pushed passed Davis and headed to his seat at the rear of the jet.

      Davis took the seat across the aisle.

      Ignoring his junior non-com, Johnson removed a file from the folder, he had carried aboard, and began to read.

      The jet rolled down the runway, gathered speed and took off, climbing quickly. Once they reached altitude, Davis attempted to open one of the blinds, to discover it was secured in place, permanently. He leaned forward to test the next couple, finding them in the same condition.

      “Don’t bother,” Johnson said, without lifting his eyes from the file. “They’re all like that. The CIA uses this craft for extraordinary renditions to their Black Sites. In fact, Osama Bin Laden was chained to the same⁠—”

      “Chained? Bin Laden was killed in his compound by Seal Team Six.”

      Johnson shook his head in disbelief at the Marine's naiveté. “Do you honestly believe, we would just shoot him and dump his body in the North Arabian Sea after administering the equivalent of last rights for Muslims?

      “Hell, as we speak, the bastard’s been shaved bald, head to toe, tied naked to some rafter suspended above a pit filled with pig shit, confessing to everything he’s ever done in his life, and to things there’s no way he was part of… like the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand precipitating World War One… for fear we will cut the rope.”

      Unable to discern whether Johnson was serious or not, Davis elected to change the topic.

      “Can you at least tell me where we are heading?”

      “Need to know, boy, and you don’t need to know yet. So settle back and enjoy the flight.”

      Johnson tossed a nod to a cabinet at the front of the jet, “You might find something to drink up there, unless your new girlfriend, Gus, beat ya to it on the way to the cockpit.

      “Now, shut it and let me do my work.
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        Vilnius, Lithuania

        A private airport outside the city

      

      

      Johnson jostled Davis from a sound sleep. “Wake up, Marine, we’ve landed.”

      Davis’s head was fuzzy from dozing off shortly after drinking the whiskey he had found in the cabinet. He glanced at his watch trying to get his bearings, confused to see it read 20:37.

      He put it to his ear to check whether it was functioning. The ticking of the sweep hand reassured him of that, but the time had him baffled.

      Johnson explained, “I set your watch to local time already. We can’t waste precious minutes while you dick around with that thing.”

      Rising to his feet and stretching, Davis replied, “Thanks,” and followed Johnson out.

      The two exited the jet into another hangar where a few men scurried about performing various tasks. No one paid any attention to the disembarking passengers, except the one who addressed Johnson.

      He appeared to be in charge of operations.

      The young Marine tried to eavesdrop on what the two were discussing, to be directed by Johnson to the black Defender truck with the soft top, its tailgate lowered in readiness.

      “Climb in back,” Johnson ordered Davis.

      As Davis stepped up into the bed of the truck, he noted two boxes pushed against the back of the cab. He could not make out what was written on the wooden crates, but both bore the insignia of the Russian Armed Forces.

      Taking a seat next to the crates, Davis was moved to speculate whether the men in the hangar were actually Russians, but given the distinct lack of uniforms, he could not be certain.

      He listened to them calling out to each other, and they sounded like Americans.

      Oh my God, this must be one of the Black Sites, Gunny referred to, Davis worried he was about to be dropped into some hole, never to be seen again.

      Johnson finished his conversation and joined Davis in the back of the truck, closing and securing the flap behind him.

      “Any chance you can tell me where we are and where we are headed to?”

      “You don’t need to know yet, Marine,” was the unsatisfactory reply.

      With an unexpected lurch, the truck took off for parts unknown.
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        Bug River

        Belarus Side

      

      

      Every twenty minutes or so, Davis checked his watch. Through the slit in the flaps, he could see it was still night and, occasionally, saw the flash of passing taillights. The truck stopped once, and that was for gas.

      Davis had asked whether it was possible to stop so he could relieve himself, but Johnson kicked a bucket at him, saying, “Feel free.”

      After what felt like an eternity in the back of the uncomfortably bouncing truck, it came to a halt. Davis discerned the early morning sun bleeding through the flaps. He heard the doors of the cab open and shut, followed by the roar of another engine, then silence.

      Confident they were alone, Johnson rose from his bench to inspect
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