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The Identity Coup


She was kidnapped. Replaced. And no one in the world knows the truth—not even the man who trusts her most.

White House Press Secretary Olennia Fraser finds her life gone. A perfect copy of her—polished, confident, eerily perfect and precise—now stands at the President’s side, shaping public opinion and pushing the country toward a dangerous confrontation with the rising power of Vareshka. Branded unstable and hidden away, Olennia must fight to reclaim her freedom and her identity before her clone ushers the nation into war.

But Olennia isn’t the only target. Parson Brunweiger, the President’s Chief of Staff—and the man Olennia secretly loves—is being quietly cut out of his own administration. 
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OLENNIA FRASER STRETCHED her legs, her glass of pinot noir balancing on the armrest of the couch as she flicked through a policy brief on her tablet. The soft glow of her reading lamp carved a warm pool of light in her otherwise dim apartment. After fourteen hours at the White House, these quiet evening moments at home felt stolen...precious minutes between the public demands of being the administration’s voice and the inevitable early alarm that would drag her back into the spotlight tomorrow.

She adjusted her reading glasses and suppressed a yawn. Another fascinating report on agricultural subsidies. Just what she needed to lull her to sleep.

She swiped to the next page, scanning numbers that blurred together. Her eyelids grew heavy. The wine wasn’t helping her concentration, but after deflecting forty-seven questions about the president’s controversial comments on Vareshka today, she deserved this glass. Maybe even a second.

She was about to take a sip when a sharp knock on her door made her jolt upright. Wine sloshed dangerously close to the rim of her glass. Olennia froze, blinking at the door. It was nearly eleven. Her neighbors knew better than to drop by unannounced, especially this late. The press didn’t have her home address. She’d made damn sure of that.

The knock came again. Firmer. More insistent.

Olennia set down her wine and tablet, pushed her glasses up her nose, and padded across her hardwood floor. The cool air raised goosebumps on her bare arms as she left her cocoon of warmth.

She leaned toward the peephole, one hand automatically smoothing her rumpled blouse. Two men filled her narrow view. Dark suits, neutral expressions, short-cropped hair. They stood with spines straight as rulers, their hands clasped in front of them. The hallway’s fluorescent light gleamed off one man’s balding scalp. The other wore a tie that could only be described as aggressively patriotic.

Government men. The species was unmistakable.

Olennia unlatched the chain but kept the door only partially open. “Yes?”

“Ms. Fraser?” The taller one spoke, his voice as flat as his expression. “We need you to come with us. Security matter.”

“I’m sorry, who are you?” Olennia didn’t move. After three years of working in the White House, she knew better than to accept vague explanations from men in suits, especially ones who appeared at her door without calling first.

“Agent Phillips and Walton, Ms. Fraser.” He flashed a badge too quickly for her to examine it properly. “A matter of national security requires your immediate presence.”

Olennia’s fingers tightened around the edge of the door. “Does the Chief of Staff know about this?”

“Yes, ma’am. Direct authorization.” Agent Walton’s voice matched his colleague’s, professionally detached with a hint of impatience.

Olennia studied their faces. Their expressions gave away nothing, like two mannequins dressed by Men’s Warehouse. But their posture spoke of military or law enforcement training. They weren’t reporters trying a clever angle. And if there was a genuine security issue requiring the Press Secretary’s attention...

“Give me a moment.” She closed the door, her mind working through scenarios. A national security crisis would explain the late-night summons, though not why they’d sent escorts instead of a simple phone call. The President might need her to prepare for an emergency briefing if something had happened with Vareshka.

Olennia pulled on a pair of pants, then slipped on her shoes, a pair of practical flats that wouldn’t slow her down. She grabbed her blazer from the coat hook, shrugging it over her wrinkled blouse. Her reflection in the entryway mirror looked tired with dark circles under her eyes, and her blonde hair escaping from what had been a neat French roll twelve hours ago. She tucked a strand behind her ear. Whatever crisis awaited, she needed to look at least somewhat composed, even at this hour.

Her purse sat on the kitchen counter. She snatched it up, confirming her White House credentials and ID were inside. Her fingers brushed against her personal phone and her government-issued one. Both present. Whatever this was about, she’d be prepared.

When she opened the door again, the men stood in exactly the same positions, as though they hadn’t moved a muscle.

“Ready, Ms. Fraser?” Phillips asked, though it didn’t sound like a question.

Olennia followed them down the hallway, her flats making soft padding sounds against the tiles. The men’s shoes clicked with unnervingly sharp uniformity.

“What’s going on exactly?” she asked as they entered the elevator.

Phillips pressed the lobby button. “All your questions will be addressed, ma’am.”

The elevator descended in silence. Olennia observed their reflections in the polished metal door. Both men stared straight ahead, their expressions unchanged. She searched for any hint of the situation’s severity, a tightness around the eyes, a clenched jaw, but found nothing. Their blank faces made her stomach tighten into a small, hard knot.

The lobby was deserted except for the night doorman, who raised his eyebrows at the unusual company. Olennia gave him a small nod that she hoped communicated everything was fine. She wasn’t entirely convinced herself.

Outside, a black SUV with tinted windows idled at the curb, its engine a low rumble in the quiet street. The vehicle bore no markings, no government plates. Another detail that didn’t align with standard protocol.

Olennia’s fingers curled tighter around her purse strap. A chill that had nothing to do with the night air slid down her spine.

“This way, Ms. Fraser.” Phillips opened the rear door with a practiced motion.

She hesitated at the curb, her professional instincts warring with a growing sense that something wasn’t right. In three years of handling White House crises, she’d never been collected like this, without explanation, without context.

“Is this about the Vareshka situation?” she asked, buying seconds to think.

Walton’s face remained impressively blank. “Please get in the vehicle, Ms. Fraser. Time is a factor.”

Olennia took a deep breath and stepped forward. What choice did she have? If there was a legitimate crisis, refusing to go would be a dereliction of duty. If something else was happening...well, the doorman had seen her leave with these men.

She ducked into the SUV’s interior, the leather seat cool against her legs. Phillips closed the door behind her with a solid click that sounded too final for comfort.

As the men entered the front seats, Olennia stared out the window at her apartment building, suddenly wishing she’d left a note. Or called someone. Or asked more questions.

The SUV pulled away from the curb, carrying her into the night toward an unexplained purpose. She pulled her blazer tighter around herself.

The SUV’s interior smelled of leather conditioner and faint aftershave. Climate control maintained a perfect 72 degrees, and the ride was smooth enough that Olennia barely felt the bumps in the road. Such comfort seemed designed for transporting diplomats or foreign dignitaries, not for whisking away press secretaries in the dead of night. She watched the familiar buildings of her neighborhood recede through tinted windows that made the streetlights blur into hazy orbs of yellow and white. The men in the front seat hadn’t spoken since they’d started driving. The radio remained off. The only sound was the hushed purr of the engine and the occasional click of the turn signal.

They passed the illuminated dome of the Capitol, its white marble glowing against the night sky. Normally, the sight filled her with a sense of purpose. Tonight, it looked like it was saying goodbye.

Olennia tapped her fingers against her purse, a nervous habit she thought she’d broken years ago. Her mind ran through the geography of secure government facilities in the D.C. area. If they were heading to the White House, they were going in entirely the wrong direction. The Pentagon was across the river. Langley was out in Virginia.

“We’re heading east,” she observed, careful to keep her voice neutral. A statement, not a question.

Agent Phillips adjusted the rearview mirror. “Yes, ma’am.”

Such helpful conversationalists, these two. She might get more information from her houseplants.

They turned onto Pennsylvania Avenue, but instead of heading toward any of the buildings where late-night security briefings might reasonably take place, they continued east, past the point where the nice part of D.C. began its gradual transformation into the not-so-nice part.

Her internal alarm bells, which had been chiming quietly since the knock on her door, now rang with increasing urgency. The digital clock on the dashboard read 11:32 PM. No legitimate White House business required her presence in this part of town at this hour, not unless it was the start of WWIII.

Olennia felt her heartbeat quicken. The wine she’d consumed earlier turned sour in her stomach. She placed her palm flat against the cool leather seat, anchoring herself against the rising tide of unease.

“I’m going to need more information,” she said, infusing her voice with the same authority she used when shutting down particularly aggressive reporters. “What kind of security matter requires my presence in this part of town at this hour?”

Walton turned his head slightly, not enough to meet her eyes but just enough to acknowledge she’d spoken. “Briefing will be provided at the facility.”

The facility. Not the White House, not any of the dozen buildings where she regularly attended meetings. Just the facility, spoken with the blandness of someone discussing the weather.

They crossed the Anacostia River, leaving behind the last neighborhoods Olennia recognized. The urban landscape transformed into warehouses and industrial buildings, their windows dark, parking lots empty. Chain-link fences topped with barbed wire surrounded storage yards filled with shipping containers and construction equipment.

A cold sensation spread through her chest like ice water. She inhaled deeply through her nose, employing the same breathing technique she used before facing particularly hostile press rooms.

“Where exactly are you taking me?” Her direct question hung in the air between them.

After a pause long enough to be deliberate, Phillips responded, “A verification site.”

No elaboration. No explanation. No reassurance.

“A verification site,” Olennia repeated. “I’m not familiar with that designation.” Her words came out more clipped than intended, her press secretary tone slipping.

Neither man responded. The silence stretched between them, filled only by the sound of tires on pavement.

She tried a different approach. “Has the Chief of Staff shared any details about what I’m needed for?”

“All information will be provided upon arrival,” Walton said, his voice a perfect monotone.

Olennia fought the urge to demand they turn around. Whatever was happening, creating a scene wouldn’t help. Better to maintain composure, gather information, and handle the situation with the same strategic thinking that had carried her through countless White House crises.

But this didn’t feel like any crisis she’d encountered before. This felt wrong on a fundamental level.

The buildings grew more sparse as they continued driving. Streetlights appeared at longer intervals. The occasional passing car dwindled to none. Her phone showed they were now in an area of Maryland she’d never visited, industrial zones interspersed with patches of undeveloped land.

Her pulse throbbed in her throat. She pressed her fingertips against the cool window glass, leaving small ovals of condensation that quickly faded. The night outside seemed darker now, the stars obscured by clouds that hung low over the unfamiliar landscape.

After twenty more minutes of silent driving, the SUV slowed, turning onto a road that had no street sign. A tall fence materialized in the headlights, chain-link topped with coils of razor wire that gleamed dully in the darkness. A guard booth stood at the entrance, illuminated by harsh floodlights that created pools of white light against the asphalt.

The SUV stopped. Phillips lowered his window and presented an ID card to the guard, who examined it briefly before nodding. The gate slid open with a mechanical hum.

“Security protocols?” Olennia asked as they drove through.

“Standard,” Phillips replied, which told her exactly nothing.

Beyond the gate lay a compound of low concrete buildings arranged in a pattern around a central structure. No signs identified the facility. No flags flew. No insignias or logos marked any of the visible surfaces. The place existed in a state of deliberate anonymity, a blank spot on the map designed to draw no attention.

Olennia scanned for any identifying features as the SUV followed a paved drive toward the central building. Security cameras perched on poles at regular intervals, their lenses tracking the vehicle’s movement. Concrete barriers formed a perimeter around the main structure, positioned to prevent any vehicle from approaching at speed. More floodlights bathed the entire compound in harsh white light, eliminating shadows and creating the illusion of perpetual day.

This wasn’t a government facility she recognized, and as Press Secretary, she’d been to most of them. This place had the feel of something classified, something that existed off the books. The kind of site that housed projects the public wasn’t meant to know about.

The SUV stopped in front of the main building’s entrance, a set of metal doors flanked by more cameras and a keypad access panel. The engine went quiet. Phillips turned in his seat.

“We’re here, Ms. Fraser.”

Olennia’s mouth felt dry. Her fingers curled tighter around her purse strap as she looked through the windshield at the unmarked building. Nothing about this looked like a place where the White House Press Secretary would be needed for a legitimate briefing.

“And where exactly is here?” she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

“The verification site,” Walton repeated, already opening his door. “Please exit the vehicle.”

As the cool night air rushed in through the now-open doors, Olennia took one last glance at the world outside, the distant fence, the empty road beyond. Then, with practiced poise that masked the trembling in her legs, she stepped out of the SUV and into whatever awaited her.

The metal doors parted with a pneumatic hiss. Stale, recycled air washed over Olennia’s face as she stepped into a corridor lit by fluorescent tubes that hummed overhead. The walls were painted institutional white, unmarked except for occasional numbered doorways and small red lights above card readers. No artwork. No plants. No concession to aesthetics of any kind. The building seemed designed to be forgettable, a place that rejected memory and identity by its very nature.

Phillips and Walton flanked her immediately, their shoulders almost brushing against hers in the narrow hallway. “This way,” Phillips said, gesturing to the right with a small movement of his hand.

Their shoes created a percussive rhythm against the polished concrete floor. Click-click-click. The sound bounced off the bare walls, magnified by the corridor’s design. Olennia’s softer-soled flats made whisper sounds between their sharper steps, like hesitant punctuation in their confident syntax.

They passed several closed doors, each bearing only a numerical designation. 103. 105. 107. No names. No indications of purpose. Walton stopped at a keycard reader beside door 112, swiping his badge with practiced efficiency. The red light turned green with a soft beep. He pushed the door open, standing aside to allow her entry.

Olennia paused at the threshold, taking in the room before her. Small and windowless, it contained only a metal table bolted to the floor and two chairs facing each other across its scratched surface. The furniture appeared deliberately austere, functional objects stripped of comfort or personality. A single overhead light cast harsh illumination directly onto the table, leaving the corners in shadow. The walls were bare concrete, unpainted, and unadorned.

An interrogation room. She’d seen enough in movies to recognize one, though she’d never expected to find herself inside one.

“Please have a seat, Ms. Fraser,” Phillips said, his tone making it clear this wasn’t a request.

Olennia stepped into the room. The temperature was noticeably cooler than in the corridor. Goosebumps rose on her arms beneath her blazer. She wondered if this, too, was deliberate, a slight discomfort to add to the psychological impact of the space.

Walton remained by the door, his back straight, his hands clasped in front of him. Phillips gestured toward the chair facing away from the entrance. The positioning would force her to turn her head to see the door, another subtle power play that Olennia recognized from her media training.

She sat, placing her purse on her lap. The chair’s metal surface chilled her through her thin slacks. She folded her hands atop her purse, a position she’d perfected during countless briefings, poised, collected, neither defensive nor aggressive. Five years of standing before the White House press corps had taught her how to project calm regardless of inner turmoil.

“I’m still waiting for an explanation,” she said, injecting just enough authority into her voice to establish that while she was cooperating, she wasn’t intimidated. A lie, but a necessary one.

Phillips didn’t respond to her statement. Instead, he extended his hand. “Your purse, please.”

Olennia’s fingers tightened around the leather strap. “Excuse me?”

“Standard security protocol,” he said, his hand remaining outstretched. “All personal belongings must be screened.”

In five years of high-level security clearances and classified briefings, Olennia had never once been separated from her personal belongings without prior notice and proper documentation. Not at the White House, not at the Pentagon, not at any legitimate government facility.

“I don’t think so,” she said, her press secretary smile firmly in place, the one she used when deflecting particularly aggressive questions. “Not without explanation of what this is about and proper authorization.”

Phillips and Walton exchanged a glance so brief it would have been imperceptible to someone less trained in reading nonverbal cues. Walton stepped forward from his position by the door.

“Ms. Fraser,” Phillips said, his tone unchanged, “it’s not optional.”

Before she could formulate a response, Walton was beside her. His movement was smooth and practiced as he placed one hand on her shoulder, applying just enough pressure to communicate that resistance would be unwise. With his other hand, he took hold of her purse.

“This is completely unacceptable,” Olennia said, her voice sharp with genuine anger now. “I am the White House Press Secretary, and you can’t—”

“We’re aware of who you are,” Phillips interrupted as Walton successfully removed the purse from her grip. The statement carried an undercurrent that sent a chill through her body.

Walton placed the purse on the table and opened it. The methodical way he sorted through her belongings reminded Olennia of a surgeon preparing instruments, clinical, detached, purposeful.

“This is a violation of protocol,” she said, watching him remove her wallet, her makeup compact, her mints, her tissues. Each item was placed in a precise row on the metal surface. “I demand to speak with the Chief of Staff immediately.”

Neither man acknowledged her words. Walton extracted her personal phone and placed it to one side. Then her government-issued phone joined it.

“Those are government property,” Olennia said, rising slightly from her chair. “You have no authority to—”

“Please remain seated, Ms. Fraser.” Phillips’ hand moved toward the inside of his jacket, a subtle gesture that might have indicated reaching for a weapon.

Olennia lowered herself back to the chair, her heart hammering against her ribs. This wasn’t a security briefing. This wasn’t standard protocol. This wasn’t anything she recognized from her years in government service.

Walton collected her phones, driver’s license, SSN card, and White House IDs, and nodded to Phillips. Without another word, both men moved toward the door, taking her things with them.

“Wait,” Olennia said, fighting to keep the tremor from her voice. “When will those be returned?”

“Someone will be with you shortly,” Phillips said, the same generic response she herself had given to stall reporters countless times.

The door closed behind them with a definitive click, followed by the electronic beep of a lock engaging.

Olennia stared at the table before her. The overhead light buzzed faintly, a persistent hum that seemed designed to grate on the nerves over time. The room’s bare walls offered no clues about where she was or why she’d been brought here.

She cataloged the facts with the detachment of someone assessing a crisis for the press.

The location was unmarked and unidentified.

The men had taken all her IDs and phones, cutting off communication.

No one had presented proper credentials or paperwork.

The room resembled an interrogation chamber.

No legitimate security protocol involved isolating a senior White House official without explanation.

This was not standard White House procedure. This was not Pentagon protocol. This was not CIA or FBI or any other acronym she could think of that operated within the bounds of American law.

Olennia ran her fingertips along the edge of the metal table, feeling its cold solidity. The surface reflected the harsh overhead light, creating a small pool of brightness that didn’t reach the room’s corners.

She straightened her back and adjusted her blazer, an automatic gesture that helped her regain a sense of control. Whatever was happening, panic wouldn’t help. She needed to think clearly, to observe carefully, to gather whatever information she could from her surroundings.

The room didn’t tell her anything except that it was designed to intimidate. The men had revealed nothing except that they operated outside normal channels and the facility existed in deliberate anonymity.

Chapter Two
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MINUTES STRETCHED LIKE taffy in the featureless room. Olennia counted the tiny pockmarks in the concrete ceiling, thirty-seven visible from her chair, then moved on to cataloging the scratches on the metal table. The fluorescent light buzzed above her head, its sound growing more intrusive with each passing moment. Her watch read 12:17 AM. Seventeen minutes since Phillips and Walton had locked her in this glorified concrete box. Seventeen minutes since they’d confiscated her phones, her connection to the outside world. Seventeen minutes of absolutely nothing happening except the steady drip of anxiety pooling in her stomach.

She crossed her legs, then uncrossed them. Her right foot tapped an irregular rhythm against the concrete floor. The sound echoed off the bare walls, providing unwelcome company. She stopped, annoyed at betraying her nervousness even to herself.

“Well, this is certainly a step down from the White House briefing room,” she muttered, her voice sounding too loud in the empty space. “Though the press corps might appreciate the upgrade in seating.”

Humor as armor. A habit she’d developed through years of navigating Washington’s piranha-infested waters. Make a joke, defuse tension, control the narrative. Except there was no audience here to appreciate her wit. No cameras to capture her composure. Just Olennia Fraser, alone with the growing suspicion that something was catastrophically wrong.

She straightened her spine and adjusted her blazer’s lapels again. The White House Press Secretary didn’t crack under pressure. The White House Press Secretary maintained poise regardless of the circumstance. She’d stood before hostile reporters during international crises, navigated scandals that would have buried lesser communicators, and delivered bad news with unflappable grace. This was just another test of her professional mettle.

A test that involved being transported to an unmarked facility against her will and separated from her belongings without explanation.

Right.

Olennia drew a deep breath and employed the same mental exercise she used before particularly difficult press briefings...assess facts, identify unknowns, and prepare contingencies.

Facts...she was in an interrogation room in an unidentified facility.

Unknowns...who authorized this, why she was here, and what did they want?

Contingencies...limited, given her current circumstances.

The door opened with a metallic click that jolted her from her thoughts.

A man entered carrying nothing but a tablet. He was of average height, average build, with average features arranged in an expression of such perfect neutrality that it seemed practiced. His charcoal suit hung with a look of expensive taste on his frame, the fabric moving with liquid smoothness as he approached the table. No badge. No identification. No hint of organizational affiliation.

He pulled out the chair opposite her and sat without introduction or preamble. His fingers tapped the tablet screen, waking it from sleep mode. The blue glow illuminated his face from below, casting strange shadows that made his features appear mask-like.

“State your full legal name,” he said. His voice matched his appearance, neither deep nor high, neither warm nor cold. A voice designed to be unremarkable.

Olennia blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Your full legal name.” He repeated the phrase with identical intonation, as if replaying a recording.

“Olennia Margaret Fraser,” she answered, her press secretary instincts kicking in automatically. “And you are?”

The man made no acknowledgment of her question. His fingers moved across the tablet. “Date of birth?”

“It’s on my license.” Olennia leaned forward slightly. “I’d like to know who you are and why I’m being questioned.”

His eyes flicked up to meet hers for the first time, pale eyes that observed without revealing. “Current occupation?”

The methodical disregard of her questions raised the hairs on the back of her neck. Olennia swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry.

“White House Press Secretary,” she said, injecting authority into her voice. “A position that comes with certain protocols regarding security matters, none of which are being followed here.”

The man nodded once, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, simply acknowledging that sound had emerged from her mouth. His fingers tapped against the tablet.

“Previous employment?”

“Communications Director for Senator Hammond, Deputy Press Secretary for the transition team, Senior Media Strategist for the Landry campaign.” Olennia recited her resume automatically while studying his face for any reaction. None came. “Look, I’ve answered your questions. Now I’d appreciate some answers of my own.”

The man continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Educational background?”

“Northwestern, Master’s in Political Communication. Bachelor’s in Journalism from UCLA.” Her fingers tightened around the edge of the chair seat. “Are you going to tell me what this is about, or should I continue reciting my LinkedIn profile?”

A ghost of a smile flickered across his lips, so brief she might have imagined it. He swiped to a new screen on his tablet.

“Where were you on the night of March 17th, between the hours of 10 PM and 2 AM?”

The abrupt shift made Olennia blink. “March 17th? That’s...months ago. I was at home, sleeping. I had an early morning briefing the next day on the President’s infrastructure bill.”

He made a note. “And April 3rd, between noon and 3 PM?”

Olennia frowned, mentally consulting her calendar. “I was at the White House, preparing for the afternoon briefing on the Vareshka diplomatic situation.”

“You’re certain?”

“Yes. There were fifty reporters and fifteen television cameras watching me speak from the podium at 1:30.” Her throat constricted slightly. “There’s a video if you’d like to verify.”

He tapped something into the tablet. “And last Tuesday, between 7 PM and 10 PM?”

“I was having dinner with the communications team at Carlyle’s. We were planning messaging for the trade announcement.” Olennia’s pulse quickened. “Why are you asking about these specific times? What exactly am I being accused of?”

His eyes remained fixed on the tablet. “No accusations have been made, Ms. Fraser.”

The lack of inflection in his voice sent a chill through her body. Her skin prickled with goosebumps beneath her blazer.

“Then why am I here?” Her voice emerged sharper than intended. “Why was I brought to this facility in the middle of the night? Why are you questioning my whereabouts?”

For a moment, she thought he might actually answer. His eyes lifted from the tablet, studying her face with clinical interest. But the moment passed, and he returned to his screen.

“May 1st, between 3 AM and 6 AM.”

Olennia’s fingers curled into her palms, nails digging small crescents into her skin. “Sleeping. In my bed. Alone. Like most people at that hour.”

The questions continued, specific dates, specific times, each one met with Olennia’s increasingly terse responses. Her mouth grew drier with each answer. The room’s cool air seemed to drop another few degrees. The fluorescent light buzzed louder, a persistent drone that matched the anxiety humming through her veins.

“Have you had any nightmares recently?”

What troubled her most wasn’t just the ridiculous, random questions but the way he received her answers, with neither skepticism nor belief, simply recording them as data points to be processed later. His gaze passed over her face occasionally, studying her like an entomologist might examine a pinned butterfly, with detached, scientific interest rather than human connection.

After what seemed like dozens of questions, he set the tablet down and folded his hands on the table. For the first time, he looked directly at her, his eyes meeting hers with unnerving steadiness.

“Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Fraser.”

Olennia leaned forward, her knuckles white against the edge of the table. “I’ve answered all your questions. Now I want some answers of my own. Who are you? What agency do you represent? Why am I being questioned about my whereabouts and my sleeping patterns?”

His expression remained as smooth and impenetrable as polished marble. “Your questions will be addressed in due course.”

“That’s not good enough.” Olennia’s professional mask slipped, frustration bleeding through. “I have rights. I have responsibilities to the President and the American people. You can’t just—”

“Actually,” he interrupted, his voice still eerily calm, “we can. And we have.”

The simple statement, delivered without emotion or emphasis, silenced her more effectively than any shouted command could have. In those seven words lay an authority that transcended normal channels, normal protocols, normal laws.

Olennia stared at him, the full weight of her situation settling onto her shoulders like a physical burden. Something fundamental had shifted in her world, and she was only beginning to grasp how deep the change might go.

“I demand to know what agency you’re with.” Olennia’s voice steadied as she channeled five years of podium experience. The same tone that could silence a roomful of shouting reporters now focused entirely on the impassive man across from her. “This entire situation is irregular and potentially unlawful. I have a right to know who’s detaining me and on what grounds.”

The man regarded her with the mild interest someone might show a moderately entertaining television program. He picked up his tablet again, swiping through screens as if searching for something specific.

“Your concerns have been noted,” he said, the words falling between them like stones dropped in still water. “Do you require water or bathroom facilities before we proceed?”

Olennia stared at him, incredulous at the pivot. “What I require is an explanation. I’m the White House Press Secretary. I speak directly with the President multiple times daily. People know where I am.”

“Do they?” His gaze lifted from the tablet, his eyes meeting hers with such penetrating scrutiny that she felt a flutter of unease beneath her breastbone. “Who specifically knows you’re here, Ms. Fraser?”

The question sliced through her indignation with surgical precision. Who did know? The doorman at her building had seen her leave with two men in suits, a common enough sight in Washington to be unremarkable. “The Chief of Staff,” she said, latching onto Phillips’ earlier claim. “You said he authorized this.”

A thin smile appeared on the man’s face. Not amusement, something closer to clinical satisfaction, as if she’d responded exactly as predicted in some behavioral experiment.

“I made no such statement.”

“Your colleagues did. The men who brought me here.”

“Did they provide verification of this claim? Documentation? A direct communication from the Chief of Staff?”

Olennia’s mouth opened, then closed. They hadn’t. She’d taken their word, assumed their authority. A rookie mistake for someone who’d spent her career in the upper echelons of power.

“Look,” she said, changing tactics, “there are protocols for security matters involving senior White House staff. Whatever this is about, there are proper channels.”

“We are the proper channel for this particular matter.” He set the tablet down with deliberate care. “Ms. Fraser, you’ve built an impressive career on your ability to shape narratives. To present information in ways that advance specific objectives while minimizing complications. A valuable skill set.”

The compliment, delivered in that same flat affect, felt more ominous than flattering.

“Thank you,” she said cautiously.

“But there are situations where even the most skilled communicator becomes...surplus to requirements.”

A cold weight settled in Olennia’s stomach. “What does that mean?”

The man folded his hands on the table, his posture impeccable. “It means you won’t be returning to the White House.”

Ten words. Simple, declarative. No explanation, no context, no accusation of wrongdoing. Just administrative finality delivered with the emotional investment one might use to announce a change in the weather.

Olennia’s body went cold, as if her blood had suddenly been replaced with ice water.

“That’s...” She swallowed against the dryness in her throat. “That’s not your decision to make. I serve at the pleasure of the President.”

“The President’s pleasure has changed.” No inflection, no emphasis. Just a statement of apparent fact.

“I don’t believe you.” Olennia leaned forward, her hands flat on the table. “I spoke with the President yesterday afternoon. If there were issues with my performance or with my messaging, I would have been informed through proper channels. Not...” She gestured at the bare room around them. “Not like this.”

“Your belief or disbelief is irrelevant to the situation.” He stood, smoothing his suit jacket with a practiced gesture. “This meeting was merely a verification step. The process will continue regardless.”

“What process?” Olennia rose from her chair, her heart hammering. “What are you talking about? If I’m being terminated, there are procedures, paperwork, exit interviews with HR. This isn’t—”

“Your employment isn’t being terminated, Ms. Fraser.” He picked up his tablet. “Your position is being...reallocated.”

The peculiar choice of words sent a ripple of unease down Olennia’s spine. “Reallocated?”

But the man was already moving toward the door, his back to her, conversation apparently concluded by his unilateral decision.

“Wait!” Olennia jumped up and circled the table, closing the distance between them. “You can’t just drop a bombshell like that and walk out. I need answers. I demand answers!”

He paused at the threshold, turning just enough to regard her with that same clinical interest. “Demands require leverage, Ms. Fraser. You currently have none.”

With that, he stepped into the hallway, pulling the door nearly closed behind him but not engaging the lock. It remained slightly ajar, perhaps three inches of space between the door and the frame. An oversight? Or deliberate?

Olennia moved closer, her breathing shallow and quick. Through the gap, she could see the man speaking with Phillips, their profiles illuminated by the corridor’s harsh lighting. Their voices carried with perfect clarity in the empty hallway.

“We’re clear on our end. Proceed.” The man’s tone held the same neutral affect he’d used throughout their interview.

Phillips nodded, his military posture unchanged. “Confirmed.”

No elaboration. No explanation. Just a few words exchanged with the gravity of a judicial sentence.

Olennia’s knees weakened. She gripped the edge of the door to steady herself, careful not to move it. They were still there, still speaking in low tones just beyond her line of sight. If they realized she could overhear...

The cold that had started in her extremities now spread through her core, radiating outward from her chest. This wasn’t about security protocols or administrative procedures. This wasn’t even about her job performance.

This was something else entirely. Something that operated outside the structures and safeguards she’d navigated her entire career.

Her pulse throbbed in her throat, each beat a thunderclap in her ears. Her fingers pressed against the cool metal of the door until they turned white. Her breathing became shallow, insufficient, as if the room’s air had thinned to nothing.

Proceed. A single word that contained multitudes of threats. Proceed with what? The process he’d mentioned? The reallocation of her position?

The realization crashed through her like a physical blow. This facility, these men, this situation, none of it existed within the boundaries of normal government operations. These weren’t people she could appeal to with references to protocol or legal rights. These were people who operated beyond those constraints, with authority derived from sources she couldn’t begin to guess.

And they’d decided something about her fate. Something final enough to warrant verification. Something that would prevent her return to the White House, to her life, to everything she knew.

Olennia backed away from the door, moving silently across the concrete floor until her legs touched the metal chair. She lowered herself onto it, her muscles trembling with the effort of controlled movement.

Her mind raced through scenarios, each more disturbing than the last. Detention. Interrogation. Worse. She’d read enough classified reports to know that America’s intelligence apparatus sometimes employed methods that never appeared in official testimony.

But she wasn’t a terrorist or foreign agent. She was the White House Press Secretary. A public figure. Someone whose absence would be noticed, questioned.

Unless...

A new thought crystallized, terrible in its implications. What if her absence wouldn’t be noticed at all?

The man’s peculiar word choice echoed in her mind. “Your position is being reallocated.”

Not the job. The position. Her position.

Olennia’s hand rose to her mouth, pressing against it to suppress the sound that threatened to escape. Her skin felt clammy, her vision tunneling at the edges. The clinical detachment, the verification of her whereabouts on specific dates, the finality of the pronouncement, it all pointed to something she could barely comprehend, something that defied rational explanation.

Chapter Three

––––––––
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“OH GOD,” SHE WHISPERED, the words escaping before she could catch them. Her fingernails dug crescents into her palms as she fought to control her breathing. Three years of facing hostile press rooms hadn’t prepared her for this moment, the sudden, sickening realization that she sat in a facility that officially didn’t exist, facing people who officially weren’t authorized, undergoing a process that officially couldn’t happen.

In America.

To the White House Press Secretary.

Olennia’s skin prickled with cold sweat. What exactly did reallocate mean? Imprisonment? Something worse? The man’s emotionless eyes flashed in her memory. He’d regarded her the way one might examine a broken appliance, assessing whether repair was worth the effort.

The door swung open. Phillips stood in the opening, his face still an expressionless mask. “This way, Ms. Fraser.”

“Where are we going?” She hated the slight tremor in her voice.

“Another room.” His tone suggested further questions would be pointless.

Olennia stood, her legs trembling with adrenaline. Her mind calculated odds and options with the rapid-fire efficiency that made her exceptional at her job. Comply and hope for an explanation? Refuse and risk force? Demand legal representation that would never arrive?

None of the options looked promising.

“I need my phones and IDs,” she said as she picked up her purse.

“Your belongings will be returned when appropriate.” Phillips gestured toward the door. “Please.”

The word please sounded bizarre coming from him, a social nicety disconnected from any actual courtesy. Like a robot programmed to approximate human interaction without understanding it.

Olennia moved forward on unsteady legs. The corridor stretched before her, impossibly long and featureless. Phillips walked half a step behind her, close enough to grab her if she tried anything. Not that there was anywhere to go. Numbered doors lined the hallway, each one identical to the one she’d just left. Each one potentially contained another person being processed. Another person whose position needed reallocation.

Her mouth went dry. The overhead lights buzzed and flickered, their industrial harshness highlighting the complete absence of windows.

“Left here,” Phillips directed as they reached an intersection.

This new corridor looked marginally different, wider, with pipes running along the ceiling and what appeared to be service doors interspersed among the numbered rooms. The concrete floor showed scuff marks from heavy equipment. They passed a janitorial cart parked against one wall, cleaning supplies neatly arranged.

Phillips’ radio crackled at his hip. “Sierra Team, status check.”

He reached for it, turning slightly away from her to respond. “Sierra One, corridor B, transferring subject—”

The moment his attention shifted, something primitive and survival-driven took control of Olennia’s body. Before her conscious mind fully registered the decision, her legs were moving, propelling her toward a service door that stood slightly ajar about fifteen feet ahead.

Years of morning runs through Rock Creek Park, ever since she’d rented her apartment seven years ago, gave her a burst of speed that surprised even her. Her flats slapped against the concrete, the sound impossibly loud in the quiet corridor. Behind her, Phillips shouted something, but the words dissolved into white noise as blood rushed through her ears.

Three strides. Two. One.

She hit the service door with her shoulder, sending it flying open. Metal shelving units laden with supplies filled a storage room twice the size of the interrogation cell. Fluorescent tubes flickered overhead, illuminating industrial cleaning products, paper supplies, and maintenance equipment.

No time to hesitate. No time to plan.

Olennia darted between the metal racks, her elbow catching a shelf of bottled chemicals. The entire unit teetered, then crashed to the floor with a sound like cymbals in an orchestra of panic. Glass shattered. Liquid splashed. The sharp smell of bleach filled the air.

“Stop!” Phillips’ voice came from the doorway, hard-edged and furious.

Olennia ducked behind a tall cabinet, her breath coming in quick gasps. The room extended deeper than she’d first realized, the back wall obscured by more shelving and what looked like large mechanical equipment. She scrambled past carts of folded linens, knocking them aside to create obstacles behind her.

Her lungs burned. Her heart hammered against her ribs with such force she feared it might crack them. But underneath the panic flowed something else, a cold, clear current of determination. They would not process her. They would not reallocate her. Whatever they’d planned, it would not happen tonight.

A shout from near the door suggested Phillips had encountered the spilled chemicals. He was calling for backup.

Olennia reached the back wall, her fingers scrabbling frantically along painted concrete. There must be another door. Service rooms connected to delivery areas. Delivery areas connected to the outside. The outside connected to freedom.

Her nails scraped against metal. A door handle.

She yanked it open, revealing a narrow passage cluttered with wooden crates and cardboard boxes. Emergency lighting cast everything in a sickly green glow. At the far end, perhaps thirty feet away, a heavy metal door stood partially ajar, a sliver of darkness visible beyond it.

The outside. Freedom. Hope.

Olennia shoved her way into the passageway, squeezing sideways between stacked crates. The space grew tighter as she progressed, the boxes arranged with no consideration for human passage. Behind her, voices echoed through the storage room. Multiple voices now. They were coming.

A wooden splinter pierced her blouse, scratching her side as she forced herself between two towering stacks of supplies. Her blazer caught on a protruding nail. She yanked it free. Ten feet to go. Eight. Six.

Her breath came in short, painful gasps. Sweat dripped into her eyes, blurring her vision. The metal door grew closer, its narrow opening a promise of escape.

Four feet. Three.

The final obstacle was a metal cart piled high with folded tarps. Olennia shoved against it with all her strength. It moved perhaps six inches, enough for her to turn sideways and squeeze through the gap, her ribs protesting at the compression.

Then her fingers touched the cool metal of the door. She pushed, and it swung outward with surprising ease. Cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of damp earth and distant trees.

Olennia burst through the door and into a night so dark it seemed to swallow her whole. Cold air slapped her face, shocking her lungs after the stale recycled atmosphere of the facility. A nearly empty parking lot stretched before her, illuminated by sparse security lights mounted on tall poles. Beyond the lot loomed the perimeter fence, a barrier between captivity and whatever chance at freedom lay beyond.

No time for hesitation. No time to catch her breath. No time to wonder why alarms weren’t blaring, why searchlights weren’t scanning the grounds. Whatever luck or oversight had granted her, this moment wouldn’t last.

Her flats slapped against the asphalt as she sprinted across the open space, each footfall sending jolts up her legs. The cold air burned in her lungs, visible in quick puffs of condensation that dissipated in her wake. She threw a glance over her shoulder. Behind her, the facility rose like a concrete tumor against the night sky, a collection of boxy structures with few windows and no identifying markings. It existed in deliberate anonymity, the architectural equivalent of a redacted document.

Olennia reached the chain-link fence, her fingers curling into the cold metal mesh. At least eight feet tall, topped with coiled razor wire that gleamed dully in the security lights. A formidable barrier designed to keep intruders out, escapees in. Her gaze swept along its length, searching for a gate, a gap, any weakness.

Nothing.

Distant voices drifted from the building she’d fled. Flashlight beams cut through the darkness near the service entrance. They’d discovered her escape route. Moments were all she had now.

“I haven’t climbed a fence since junior high,” she muttered, sizing up the barrier with grim determination. “Gym class finally proves useful. Mr. Peterson would be so proud.”

She kicked off her flats and stuffed them into her waistband. Her feet found precarious purchase in the chain links as she began to climb, metal pressing painfully into her soles. The fence swayed slightly under her weight, rattling with soft metallic clicks that sounded thunderous to her panicked ears.

Halfway up, her blazer snagged on a protruding wire. Olennia yanked at it, heard fabric tear, and kept climbing. Fashion casualties were the least of her concerns right now. The White House Press Secretary climbing a security fence with a ripped blazer and no shoes...what a photo op that would make. The absurd mental image almost made her laugh, hysteria bubbling just beneath her fragile composure.

She reached the top, where razor wire coiled like a metal serpent guarding forbidden fruit. No way over without shredding herself. Olennia clung to the fence, scanning for an alternative, the ground seeming impossibly far below.

There...a section where the coils appeared less dense. Perhaps damaged or poorly installed. Her only chance.

Olennia maneuvered sideways along the top of the fence, fingers and toes cramping from the strain of holding on. The cold metal leached warmth from her body. When she reached the gap, she paused, took one deep breath, and swung her leg over the top bar, just below the wire.

Pain lanced through her palm as a jagged edge caught her skin. She bit back a cry, tasting blood where her teeth cut into her lower lip. No time for pain. No time for anything but movement.

She swung her other leg over and began descending the outer side, moving faster now, driven by the shouts that grew louder behind her. Six feet from the ground, her foot slipped. She fell, landing hard on her side, air exploding from her lungs in a painful woosh.

For three heartbeats, Olennia lay stunned on the frozen ground. Then her survival instinct kicked in again. She scrambled to her feet, retrieving one shoe that had fallen from her waistband. The other was gone, lost somewhere in her descent.

Headlights appeared on the road beyond the fence, a frontage road running parallel to what might be a highway. A truck rumbled into view, its high beams cutting through the night.

Olennia stumbled toward it, waving her arms frantically. “Hey! Stop! Please!”

The truck thundered past without slowing, its headlights illuminating her for one brief, desperate moment before darkness reclaimed her. The driver probably thought she was a drunk or a hitchhiker, not the White House Press Secretary fleeing for her life from a black-site facility.

“So much for human kindness,” she gasped, scanning her surroundings with growing desperation.

The frontage road ran alongside a shallow ditch choked with weeds and debris. Beyond that stretched darkness, fields or woods, impossible to tell in the gloom. No streetlights. No buildings visible. Just open space offering neither direction nor shelter.

Flashlight beams swept the parking lot behind the fence. Voices called to each other, organizing a search pattern. They’d find the compromised section of wire soon. They’d come through or around the fence. They’d bring vehicles.

Olennia limped along the ditch, one shoe on, one foot protected only by a rapidly shredding sock. Cold mud squelched between her toes. Every step sent pain shooting up her leg from her twisted ankle.

Something dark loomed ahead, a concrete culvert passing beneath the frontage road. An oversized drainage pipe, perhaps four feet in diameter, its opening partially obscured by tall weeds and accumulated debris.

Not exactly five-star accommodations, but beggars fleeing shadowy government facilities couldn’t be choosers.

Olennia slid down the muddy embankment, losing her remaining shoe in the process. The culvert’s opening gaped before her like a toothless mouth, exhaling the scent of stagnant water and rotting leaves. She ducked inside, crouching low to avoid scraping her head on the curved ceiling.

Darkness enveloped her, absolute and disorienting. She inched forward until she was completely hidden from the road, then sank to her knees in the muck. Cold mud soaked through her slacks. Something skittered away in the darkness, a rat or perhaps just leaves blown by her entrance.

“The White House Press Secretary, ladies and gentlemen,” she whispered, her voice a thread of sound in the darkness. “From the West Wing to a drainage pipe in...” She paused, realizing she had no idea where she was. How far had they driven?

Her body began to tremble, subtle tremors at first that quickly escalated to violent shaking. The adrenaline that had carried her this far ebbed away, leaving behind bone-deep exhaustion and pain that throbbed in time with her pulse. Cold seeped through her clothing, penetrating muscles and settling around her bones like an icy shroud.

Olennia hugged herself, pressing her lacerated palms against her sides despite the sting. Blood trickled warm and sticky between her fingers. Her breath came in shuddering gasps that echoed softly in the concrete tunnel.

She strained her ears, listening for voices, for footsteps, for any indication that they were closing in. Only distant traffic sounds reached her, the occasional vehicle passing on what must be a larger road beyond the frontage road. No voices. No flashlights. No dogs barking on her trail.

Minutes stretched into what felt like hours, though her watch, when she could make out its luminous hands by holding it directly before her eyes, showed only forty-five minutes since she’d ducked into this muddy refuge. The trembling gradually subsided, leaving behind a bone-deep weariness that made her eyelids droop despite the danger.

No. She couldn’t sleep. Not here. Not yet.

Olennia pinched her arm hard, using pain to force alertness. Her mind churned through implications and options. They would search for her. They would check her apartment, her office, and her friends’ homes. Whatever reallocation meant, they clearly weren’t willing to let her walk away from it.

After what seemed like an eternity of cold, cramped misery, she cautiously crawled to the culvert’s entrance. The night remained dark and still. No flashlight beams swept the area. No vehicles idled on the frontage road.

Taking a deep breath, Olennia emerged from her hiding place, mud-covered and shivering but alive. Freedom, for the moment at least, tasted sweet despite the mud on her lips. She climbed the embankment, her socks in shreds, her feet numb with cold.

A quieter road stretched before her, leading away from the frontage road toward distant lights that might be civilization. Olennia Fraser, almost barefoot and bedraggled, took her first step toward the unknown.

Each step sent jagged pain shooting up Olennia’s legs as she limped along the deserted street. Her socks, now shredded and caked with mud, offered little protection against the rough asphalt. The distant lights she’d spotted from the culvert grew gradually larger, a small cluster of gas stations, convenience stores, and fast-food restaurants that marked civilization of a sort. Not Washington D.C., certainly, but somewhere with people and phones and possibilities.

“Three years crafting the President’s messages,” she muttered through chattering teeth, “and not once did I prepare talking points for, Help, I’ve been abducted by shadowy government agents and am currently impersonating a mud monster.”

Her attempt at humor fell flat even to her own ears, the words swallowed by the empty road and the enormity of her situation. Olennia Fraser, Harvard-educated, impeccably connected, professionally unflappable, stumbled forward like a refugee, shoeless and trembling in the cold spring night.

A car approached from behind, its headlights painting her elongated shadow across the pavement.

Olennia tensed, preparing to dive into the drainage ditch if necessary. But the vehicle, an ancient sedan with a muffler problem, merely slowed as it passed. The driver, an elderly man with a baseball cap, gave her a curious glance before accelerating away.

Not a government agent. Just a civilian wondering why a woman in business attire was walking shoeless along a deserted road at, she checked her watch, 1:47 in the morning.

The commercial strip ahead looked like a thousand others scattered across America’s highways, franchised sameness illuminated by the harsh glow of sodium lights. A gas station with an attached convenience store. A fast-food restaurant closed for the night. A strip mall containing a discount store, a nail salon, and a tax preparation office. And on the corner, the boxy silhouette of a bank branch with an ATM lobby visible through glass doors.

Shelter. Warmth. A moment to think.

Olennia quickened her pace despite the pain in her feet. The cut on her palm oozed blood, leaving faint crimson smudges on her mud-stained slacks when she wiped her hand against them. Her white blouse hung in tatters where it had caught on the fence, exposing patches of skin to the night air. Her blazer, a tailored Armani piece that cost more than most Americans spent on a month’s groceries, was torn beyond repair.

The White House Press Secretary looked like she’d wrestled a bear and lost. Spectacularly.

The gas station’s fluorescent lighting spilled across its empty forecourt. A lone attendant sat inside the convenience store portion, scrolling through his phone with the glazed expression of someone four hours into the graveyard shift.

Olennia considered going inside to ask for help, but hesitated. Whoever, whatever, she’d escaped from wouldn’t take her disappearance lightly. They’d be searching. They’d have resources. They’d monitor emergency calls, police reports, and hospitals.

Better to remain invisible for now.

The ATM lobby beckoned from across the street, a glass-enclosed space offering temporary shelter without human interaction.

Olennia checked both directions before crossing, hyperaware of each car that passed on the nearby highway. Every set of headlights might belong to Phillips or Walton or the nameless man who’d pronounced her position reallocated.

The bank’s logo, one of the national chains, glowed blue and red above the entrance. Olennia pushed through the glass door into blessed warmth. The lobby contained two ATMs, a small writing counter with deposit slips, and a vinyl bench bolted to the wall. Security cameras gazed down from each corner, their red lights blinking steadily.

More surveillance. But better the bank’s cameras than standing exposed on the street.

Olennia sank onto the bench, her legs suddenly too weak to support her. Now that she’d stopped moving, every injury made itself known with renewed intensity. Her feet throbbed. Her palm stung. Her side ached where she’d fallen from the fence. Mud caked her clothing and skin, drying in flaking patches that shed onto the clean tile floor.

She caught her reflection in the glass door and barely recognized herself. Her blonde hair, normally styled in an updo or smooth waves that framed her face during press briefings, stood out in wild tangles crusted with mud and leaves. A scratch marked her right cheek where a branch had caught her during her frantic fence climb. Her eyes looked too large in her pale face, her pupils dilated with lingering fear and adrenaline.

“You look like hell, Fraser,” she whispered to her reflection, summoning a ghost of her usual dry humor.

Olennia opened her purse, which she’d somehow managed to keep clutched against her body throughout her escape. Her wallet was still inside, along with her brush, lipstick, breath mints, tissues, and the small emergency kit she’d carried since her days as a field reporter.

Her fingers trembled as she extracted her wallet. Credit cards. About seventy dollars in cash. Still there, which meant she had resources, and also meant that if she used those cards, she could be traced.

The ATM’s screen glowed invitingly. Olennia approached it, considering her options. Using any of her credit cards would create an electronic breadcrumb, a precise timestamp and location that would lead them straight to her. But she needed more cash, and a place to rest, regroup, and plan her next move.

She needed a place with a door that locked. A shower. Maybe even a phone.

She inserted her card, typed in her PIN, and withdrew the maximum daily amount...five hundred dollars. The machine hummed and whirred, dispensing crisp bills that she quickly stuffed into her wallet.

Next, she used the ATM’s touchscreen to access the internet banking option. From there, she navigated to the travel portal her bank offered as a customer perk. It wasn’t her first choice for booking accommodations, but it would work.

Olennia searched for nearby motels, finding three within walking distance. She selected the cheapest, a roadside establishment that advertised weekly rates, the kind of place that might not look too closely at a mud-covered woman checking in at two in the morning. She completed the booking under a name close enough to her real name that she’d remember to respond to it, different enough to buy her some time.

The confirmation appeared on the screen. Room 112. Available immediately. Paid in full.

Traceable? Yes. Eventually. But right now, she needed a locked door between herself and the world, more than she needed perfect anonymity.

Olennia withdrew her card and stepped back from the ATM, her mind already calculating next steps.

She’d need clean clothes, a burner phone, and maybe hair dye. She’d need to contact someone trustworthy for help, though, who qualified as trustworthy when faceless government agents could abduct the White House Press Secretary without consequences, was an open question.

She pushed through the glass door back into the night air, which felt even colder after the lobby’s warmth. The motel sign glowed in the distance, perhaps half a mile down the road.

Chapter Four

––––––––
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THE SHOWER IN THE MOTEL Rialto was exactly as Olennia expected...a square foot more generous than a coffin and tiled in beige so generic it made her teeth ache. There was barely any pressure, but she cranked the dial until the pipes clanged with protest and the water spat out just north of scalding. She stepped under it, her arms braced against the plastic walls, and waited for the burn to melt her skin off.

The blood and mud ran off in streaks, swirling down the drain in faint pink eddies. She squeezed the complimentary soap packet, which smelled faintly of institutional citrus and dissolved into a runny film after two passes over her arm. She used it anyway, rubbing until her skin went raw and red, the friction almost a relief after the numbness of the last six hours.

She shampooed twice, her nails digging into her scalp until she was sure she’d scoured away every trace of that other place, the stink of ammonia, the dried blood at her hairline. She lost track of how long she stood there, hunched under the spray, her forehead pressed to the wall. At some point, the water began to cool, but she stayed, letting the tremors in her arms work themselves out in the privacy of the steam.

When the heat finally cut off, she blinked herself back to the present and wrenched the knob hard right. The abrupt cold air knifed her skin, raising gooseflesh from the base of her neck to her ankles. She stepped out, fighting the urge to collapse on the bathroom’s sticky linoleum, and reached for the towel.

The towel was thinner than the blanket of plausible deniability she’d built her entire career on. She wrapped it around herself anyway, shivering, and stared at the mirror. The face that looked back was pale, the jaw set in a line that wasn’t hers, not really...her jaw had always been soft, quick to smile. This one was carved, grim, and older. The gash on her temple had mostly clotted, leaving a bruise that ran up under her hairline. Her eyes, never her favorite feature, looked feral green, the whites marbled with red. She stared for a long minute, just to see if she could outlast her own reflection.

She lost.

She dried off, wincing at the burn in her scraped palms, and pulled on her clothes. They were still dirty, stinking of sweat and chain-link fence and whatever had died in that drainage ditch, but she wore them anyway. Something in her recoiled at the thought of being naked for even a second longer than necessary.

She left the bathroom light on and shuffled to the bed. The covers were already half-off, creased from her earlier collapse. She sat on the edge, the towel wrapped around her hair, and tried to inventory her injuries...knees...scraped, left hand cut, right foot likely sprained, and her pride beyond salvage. The rest of her was pure adrenaline and raw spite.

The room felt bigger now, or maybe she’d just shrunk. She eyed the phone on the nightstand, cheap plastic, a red light blinking with a message, but she left it alone. Nothing she wanted to hear would come through that line.

She reached for the remote instead, its plastic shell sticky with old cola or worse, and stabbed at the power button. The television buzzed to life with the familiar, soul-sucking whine of cable news. She didn’t care which network, so long as the voices were loud and certain and not talking directly to her. She cycled through three infomercials, a local weather panic, and finally landed on C-SPAN, because the drone of appropriations debate was the closest thing she knew to a lullaby.

She let the TV play, her eyes unfocused, while she peeled open a packet of crackers from the vending machine haul and chewed them to dust. She focused on the rhythm of her jaw, the salt and cardboard on her tongue, the effort it took to swallow anything at all.

On screen, a scroll of names and numbers ticked past, senators posturing in committee. The voices faded in and out, punctuated by the coughs and gavel-bangs of government in session. It was almost comforting, this reminder that the world outside kept spinning, indifferent to her personal apocalypse. She fell back onto the bed. The droning voice in the background faded as exhaustion claimed her.
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OLENNIA WOKE WITH A start. For moments, she was disoriented, clueless, until memory assaulted her. The TV was still on. She looked at her watch. It was just after 11:00 AM. She was about to switch channels, just to prove she still had choice, when the screen flickered and reformed around a new image. The White House seal, centered over a blue velvet backdrop. She sat upright, her breath caught mid-swallow, as the camera panned out to reveal the East Room podium, surrounded by the usual press scrum.

For a moment, she felt nothing but the old Pavlovian dread, the tightening of her chest, the way her mind automatically prepped for crises. Then she remembered...she no longer had a job to lose. She was a ghost, haunting a motel on the city’s edge.

But the dread stayed. She couldn’t not watch.

The press introduction was the same bland male voice they’d used for years, reading from a script older than most of the reporters in the room. Then, as if summoned by incantation, the woman appeared, striding confidently to the podium.

Olennia dropped the remote. Her hands went limp. 

It was her. Or...no, it was worse. It was someone who wore her face, her hair, her posture, but with a poise she’d never mastered. The suit was her favorite navy, the one she’d left in the dry cleaner’s bag behind her office door. The earrings matched, subtle gold studs she’d bought on impulse after her first televised briefing. The way this woman gripped the sides of the podium, just so, was identical to the muscle memory of a thousand practice runs in front of her bathroom mirror.

But the woman smiled wider. She spoke with a voice that never cracked. When the first question came, about troop deployments, something they’d been warned to dodge, she answered directly, her words crisp and perfect, no hesitation, no stall. She even cracked a joke about breakfast in the mess, and the room laughed, not politely but genuinely. Olennia watched the reporters lean in, scribble notes, and glance at each other as if to say, finally, someone who isn’t made of Teflon.

Olennia tasted bile.

On the screen, the press secretary, her, but not her, fielded a barrage of follow-ups. She parried every one. She referenced policy details Olennia had written in the margins of her own briefing notes, even used a line she’d invented to soothe the hawks on the Hill. The camera angle shifted, and Olennia spotted the Chief of Staff, Parson, behind her double, stone-faced as ever, watching the woman with an expression somewhere between pride and calculation.

She wanted to throw something at the screen. Instead, she dug her nails into her thigh and tried to breathe.

Olennia stared at the screen, numb.

She was out. Not sidelined. Replaced.

And the world, her world, hadn’t missed a beat.

She couldn’t move. Not even to blink. The remote in her hand felt like it might fuse to her palm, and the only thing anchoring her to the world was the blue glow of the motel television as it washed over the walls, the bed, her own knees. On the screen, the other Olennia Fraser, wearing her face, her voice, her tailored blazer, stood at the White House podium and delivered a press briefing with the ease of someone who had always belonged there.

Olennia tried to remember her own breathing. The woman in the navy suit gripped the podium with exactly the same pressure, shoulders square, her jaw set at the same angle. It was all there, the deliberate turn of the head, the little downward glance before each major answer, the left eyebrow’s faint arch whenever a dumb question came from the back row.

But the more she watched, the more she noticed the error rate. Not actual mistakes, God no, this creature obviously didn’t make mistakes, but little upticks in performance. Answers that came too quickly. Jokes she’d never risked, delivered with a timing that played the room like a violin. When a reporter lobbed a question about the new Vareshkan ambassador, a landmine if there ever was one, the double smiled, actual crow’s feet wrinkling the corners of her eyes, and quipped, “At least the ambassador brings his own vodka. The last one just drank ours.” The room erupted. Even the usually catatonically-cynical guy from AP laughed.

She’d never made that joke because she didn’t think it was that funny. But she’d thought of it, once, then deleted it from the draft. Now it was out there, perfectly calibrated for viral consumption, and nobody batted an eye.

Parson was in the shot now, standing just off center behind her doppelgänger. He looked exactly like himself, every hair in place, his lips pursed in that neutral expression that only Olennia could decode as barely suppressed amusement. He reviewed notes on his tablet, nodded once at a point she made about international trade agreements, and gave the camera a look of such measured support that for a second, Olennia felt a twinge of pride.

Except it wasn’t her standing up there.

Her hands shook, just barely. She gripped the edge of the bedspread and watched the way her double shifted from question to question, never missing a beat. When the session pivoted to the crisis in Vareshka, the fake-Olennia leaned in, all gravity and steel, and issued a line so direct it gave Olennia actual chills.

“The administration stands unequivocally behind our allies. Any attempt to destabilize the border will be met with a swift, coordinated response.”

It was her voice. Her words. But she would have hedged. The real Olennia always hedged. She’d have qualified the statement and left room for a diplomatic walk-back. But the double stared down the cameras, daring them to doubt.

Olennia pressed the volume up, hunting for even a syllable out of place. The double had her laugh, her unintentional eyeroll at a particular columnist’s question, even the little dimple in her cheek that only surfaced when she smiled for real. She scanned the gestures, the pacing, the pauses. If this was a deepfake, it was flawless. If it was an impersonator, she had no weaknesses. If it was a hallucination...well, she’d never been that creative.

Her hand kept drifting to her own face, as if she could feel for the difference through bone and skin. She pinched the bridge of her nose and traced the line of her jaw. All hers. But then what was that on the screen?

“Thank you,” the doppelgänger said. Then she ended the session with a brisk nod and her trademark, “Have a productive day, everyone.” It was her line, but delivered with a crispness she never quite pulled off.

The room began to empty, reporters shuffling their notes, a few stragglers shouting follow-ups that went ignored. The camera lingered as Parson moved to the doppelgänger’s side, whispering something that made her...no, it
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