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      For anyone feeling lost and alone, may you soon find your beacon of hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Above all, while defending our own vital interests, nuclear powers must avert those confrontations which bring an adversary to a choice of either a humiliating retreat or a nuclear war. To adopt that kind of course in the nuclear age would be evidence only of the bankruptcy of our policy—or of a collective death-wish for the world.”

        

        -President John F. Kennedy

        June 10, 1963
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          JANUARY 20, 2045, 2:43 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      The cracks of three shots from the Secret Service agents’ pistols were swift, hitting their target and ending the life of the President of the United States.

      In the dimly lit confines of a historic bedroom, a chilling tableau unfolded under the cold gaze of President Lincoln’s portrait. The sharp, metallic scent of gunpowder hung heavily in the air, punctuated by the sickening sweetness of fresh blood soaking into antique rugs.

      The room’s usual serenity was shattered by the designated First Lady’s piercing scream - a chilling sound that would forever be etched into the memory of Agent Ken Gromley.

      Moments earlier, it was Gromley who discovered the ghastly scene in the Oval Office. He tried to administer CPR, but it was too late. He was the one who radioed for backup before rushing to the residence in search of the President, his heart pounding and adrenaline building with each step toward this impossible confrontation between the protectors and the protected.

      Agent Gromley had heard for days about the President’s increasing violence against Ms. Clay inside the White House. He had seen one of her bruises. He swore to himself if he ever saw the President lay a hand on her, he would not be as afraid as others were to put a stop to it.

      When he kicked open the door, he saw the raging President kneeling over his fiancée on the bed. His mighty hands wrapped around Olivia’s neck, choking the life from her body with a vengeful fire in his eyes. Her legs thrashed against the mattress, fingernails scraping for purchase against his jaw. She was one desperate strike away from freedom or death.

      He fired two shots, both likely fatal. The agent who had responded with him, Rashawn Hernandez, fired one. The White House fell silent except for the ragged gasp of a nation about to unravel.

      Gromley pried a pistol from Olivia’s trembling hands. A once charismatic President Marco Alvarez lay lifeless on the floor, his tyrannical reign ended abruptly with a hailstorm of bullets.

      Olivia’s face, pale and smeared with blood, slowly regained color as she gasped for breath. She may never understand how close she had come to death. An eerie silence followed as the very fixtures in the room seemed to hold their breath in anticipation of what might follow next.

      Olivia screamed in terror. Her entire body began to shake as adrenaline coursed through her veins. Her ears were ringing.

      Hernandez moved the dead president’s body off of Olivia, laying the bleeding mass on the floor. The ghostly visage of the 50th President of the United States now lacked the rage and hysteria it had contained seconds earlier as he threatened Olivia unless she fled with him.

      Olivia coughed hard, still clutching the pistol in her hand. Color began to return to her face, and Agent Gromley gently wiped blood from her cheeks with a handkerchief.

      “Did I…?” Olivia asked, looking at the gun in her hand. Tears streamed down her face. She began to sob.

      “Listen to me closely, Madam First Lady,” Agent Gromley said. “You did not kill the President. Do you hear me? Your gun did not fire.” Gromley pulled the gun from Olivia’s grip and gave it to Agent Hernandez.

      Olivia stared down at the lifeless form of her fiancé, the now-former President. “So he’s dead?”

      Gromley thought the fist-size hole in the back of the President’s skull was an obvious indication of his state of being.

      “Don’t go into shock, ma’am. Stay with us, you hear?” Agent Hernandez said.

      “Ma’am,” Agent Gromley said. “He was trying to kill you. You were acting in self-defense. He killed Mr. Rushan and Agent Gladstone downstairs before coming for you.”

      “I…I…I…hated what he had become in the past two weeks, but I did not want to see him dead,” she said, looking down at the ghastly corpse. She twisted her engagement ring from her finger and threw it at his body like it were about to detonate on her hand. 

      “It’s our job to protect the First Lady, ma’am,” Agent Gromley said, “Even from the President.”

      Olivia blinked hard, trying to get her eyes to focus. She felt faint. “He was trying to kill me. He said we had to leave. Go into exile…”

      “Ms. Clay, you are still the Chief of Staff, right?” Agent Hernandez asked. 

      “Yes…I think so. I never resigned,” she said.

      “I’m asking because we heard something disturbing about the orders the President just issued.”

      Olivia snapped back to attention. 

      “Oh, my God. Where was it?” Olivia jumped from the bed and looked for the papers among the pooling blood on the floor. Hernandez called something into his radio. Within seconds, a dozen more agents were in the bedroom.

      “Agent Gladstone and Jon Rushan are dead in the Oval Office downstairs," an agent said. 

      Hernandez briefed the newly arrived agents. “Gromley and I came upon President Alvarez. He was armed and posing an imminent risk to the First Lady.”

      A more senior agent placed a call on his radio. “President Alvarez has been killed. Put the House into lockdown.” He turned towards the other agents and gave more orders. “We need medical personnel to the Lincoln and more agents to the residence immediately. Keep the goddamn press from catching wind of this. And someone get me in contact with the SAC at NTAC.”

      Olivia emerged from under the bed holding the two Executive Orders Marco had signed an hour before. 

      “Goddamn you, Marco,” she said. “He figured out how to issue an official order, and all he managed to do was possibly kill us all in the process.”

      “So it’s true…” Gromley said. “We have to get word to Jackson Piper. He is to be sworn in as the President at noon today. He has to know about these orders.”

      Olivia frowned. “That’s not how this works. There is an order to this sort of thing. Whether we like it or not, the law, as written, states precisely who I need to wake up.”

      Olivia stared at the blood-stained papers in her hands, ordering the arrest of Jackson Piper and a nuclear strike on the People’s Republic of China.

      “Ms. Clay, can you hear us?”

      Olivia Clay stood frozen, like a blood-stained statue in some horrible nightmare. 

      “Ma’am, you should sit down. Paramedics are on their way now.” Gromley said, standing in front of her and raising his voice. “Can I have an agent retrieve clothes from your apartment?”

      “I need to get a shower, and I need a cell phone. Where is my phone?”

      Agent Hernandez picked up the phone from near one of the antique chests owned by President Lincoln. He handed it to Ms. Clay, then exchanged a concerned look with Gromley. 

      

      Olivia moved past the agents and paramedics into the long, lavish Center Hall outside the bedroom as work began to catalog the scene. She checked the time. It was just before 3:00 a.m. on January 20th.

      She scrolled through her contacts and pressed her shaking finger on a number.

      A groggy southern drawl answered her call.

      “Mr. Speaker?”

      “What in the hell? Do you know what time it is, Ms. Clay? I had only just fallen to sleep!” It was only four hours ago that the House and Senate had finally ended the national nightmare known as the Contingent Election, having selected the Bull Moose candidates Jackson Piper and Valerie Lawrence for President-elect and Vice President-elect.

      “I know that, sir. I am sorry.” A tightness gripped her chest. He fought through it to continue the next vitally important sentence. “Mr. Speaker, it is my duty to inform you that President Marco Alvarez is dead.” All the air in her lungs escaped from her again in an instant.

      The portly Speaker of the House swung his massive body around in the bed and sat up straight on the edge of the mattress.

      “Did I hear you correctly, Ms. Clay? Did you say dead?”

      Billings’ wife, Nadine, opened her eyes wide on the other side of the bed. “Two dead Presidents in a month? What is to become of this country?” she gasped.

      “Yes, sir, the President is dead…”

      “By God, how?” Billings said, his voice still full with disbelief.

      “Shot by agents. It appears Marco killed an agent and Jon Rushan in the Oval and then came for me. He admitted some horrific things to me, Sylvester. He was demanding that I go with him, and when I refused, he was on top of me. Choking me. I was starting to black out, and that’s when the door to the bedroom opened, and the agents shot him.”

      “Lord, have mercy,” Billings said.

      Olivia sat in a chair at the end of the hall near a large picture window overlooking the East Wing. “Jackson Piper will not take the oath of office for another nine hours,” she said, her hands shaking uncontrollably. “But it might not matter. This could all be coming to an end any minute now…”

      “What do you mean end?” Sylvester turned on the light next to his bed in Washington. “Olivia, is there something else you’re not telling me?” he asked.

      The flight reflex was finally calming in her mind. Olivia could focus again and realized what must be done, even if it felt hopeless.

      “Sir, I need you to wake up, get dressed, and be ready to leave in five minutes,” she said.

      “What’s this now?” Sylvester snapped back.

      “There is a national emergency. Marco has done something…unthinkable…and perhaps undoable, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try,” she said.

      “What’s that crooked son of a bitch done now?” Sylvester asked.

      She looked around the corridor filled with agents. “The Secret Service is already on its way to you.”

      “Ms. Clay, can you give me a hint at what we’re facing?” Sylvester said as he burst into his closet, looking for something to put on before the Secret Service let themselves into his home.

      “What we’re facing is the world’s survival by stopping a nuclear exchange that could erase humanity before the run rises on Washington.”

      She heard Billings grow suddenly quite—frozen perhaps—on the other end of the line.

      She cleared her throat. “Sir, you are now the President of the United States.”
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          3:09 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      Dressed in a flash, it was the second time that Speaker Sylvester Billings had been called by his duty to country to wake in the middle of the night and ride to the rescue of the Republic. When the Secret Service opened the door to his residence — they had an unfortunate habit of not knocking — they were likely surprised to see the Speaker in a purple and gold tracksuit of his alma mater and seated in the dining room just off the main entrance.

      An agent, with a neck so thick it appeared to consume his skull, approached, speaking in a deep voice that commanded attention. "Mr. President," he said.

      Billings shuddered at the implication of the formal address. Was this really happening?

      “We have orders to transport you with urgency to the White House,” the agent continued.

      You are needed to receive the oath of office and attend an urgent meeting with the National Security Council in the Situation Room."

      “You know, even though I have been sitting here, waiting patiently for your arrival for three minutes,” Billings said, checking his watch, “I was not prepared to be addressed yet as Mr. President.”

      “It’s surely been one hell of a January, hasn’t it, sir?” the agent said.

      “Can you transport my First Lady safely to the residence? See that she has a good night’s sleep and is ready for the Inaugural platform in the morning?” Billings asked.

      “Already have a team of stewards being called to the White House for such emergency preparations, Mr. President.”

      Nadine entered, still in a robe and carrying an overnight bag in one hand.

      “Mon, cher,” Billings said. “I don’t know how long I will be tied up. Seems rather urgent.”

      She quietly kissed her husband on the cheek, then whispered something tender into his ear that made him blush. He smiled brightly and hugged her once more. Billings then turned to the four agents now standing under the chandelier of his foyer.

      “Well, let’s skedaddle,” Billings said. “We are burning moonlight!”

      In the presidential limousine traveling at incredible speed back to the secure grounds of the White House, Billings watched the trees whisk by, red and blue lights from police escorts flashing across the homes of his neighborhood as they passed. The sounds of sirens echoed off the cavernous streets of Washington’s north side. He was suddenly struck by a powerful memory about a middle-of-the-night phone call from twelve years ago.

      * * *

      August, 2033

      

      The phone on the nightstand chirped to life. The flashes of the screen illuminated most of the modest bedroom.

      The vibrations did not stop, and so Sylvester, no longer asleep, could no longer ignore them.

      Eyes closed, he reached for the phone and placed it to his ear. It continued to vibrate.

      “Blasted thing!” Sylvester tapped the green button on the screen and answered. “By God, do you know what time it is?” Sylvester barked.

      “And I would not be calling, Mr. Billings, if this were not of the utmost importance,” a man on the other end of the line said.

      “Get on with it then,” Billings said.

      “Mr. Billings, it’s Representative Jackson Piper,” Jackson said.

      “Who?”

      “Piper of Pennsylvania,” the voice said.

      “How do you have my number, Mr. Piper?” Sylvester said, annoyed to be awoken at such an ungodly hour. He held the phone out in front of him to see the time.

      “The woman is in danger. Your number was among the most recent that she had dialed, so I called you,” Jackson said.

      Billings waited with bloodshot eyes for the caller to continue.

      “Aurelia Avignon?” the man shouted.

      Sylvester was shocked. He tossed over to the edge of his small bed to click on the lamp on the nightstand. Louis Chattleberry, one of Sylvester’s roommates, an Old Party representative from Mississippi, tossed in his bed on the other side of the bedroom.

      Sylvester tried to whisper. “She’s in Italy with the Speaker, Mr. Piper.”

      “Right, and so am I. I am the ranking minority member on the House Foreign Affairs Committee…”

      “You don’t think I know exactly who you are and what a pain in the ass you are?” Billings snapped.

      The sounds of Italian being spoken with urgency filled the phone on Billings end.

      “What is happening?” Sylvester asked. “Where are you? Is she with you now?”

      Louis Chattleberry, no longer asleep, began to shush Sylvester from beneath his covers. Getting the hint, Billings swung his enormous frame out of bed and made for the stairs leading to the kitchen.

      “Ms. Avignon and I are staying in the same hotel,” Jackson said. “I’m not with the rest of the Members.”

      “I see,” Billings said as he opened the freezer door, mindlessly searching for a midnight snack.

      “I was returning to my room tonight when I received an urgent call from hotel staff. They found Ms. Avignon in a very terrible state, Mr. Billings.”

      “Is this a cover story to protect your reputation, Mr. Piper?” Sylvester cracked open a pint of Rocky Road ice cream and dug in with a mighty scoop with a tablespoon.

      “Cut the shit, Sylvester,” Jackson snapped back. “Aurelia is in distress, and I need your help getting her out of here.”

      “Why does she need to come home early?”

      “This is not a secure line,” Jackson said.

      “You Other Party people are all the same. Sick opportunists!” Sylvester said, shoveling another heaping scoop of ice cream directly from the pint into his mouth.

      Jackson snapped a gruesome photo of the vomit and blood-covered shirt, but was certain to leave out the face of the woman, half-conscious on the floor near him.

      Jackson texted the photo to Sylvester’s number and then returned to pleas for assistance.

      “My next call is to the Minority Leader. I know he won’t fuck around like this to get this woman home.” Jackson said as techs worked urgently to take vitals and start an I-V. “Or maybe I’ll call the press.”

      Sirens began to fill Sylvester’s side of the call. Jackson Piper was clearly telling some version of the truth, but Sylvester was still unconvinced this wasn’t some complex ploy by the pain in the ass Other Party to blackmail him.

      “Settle down now,” Sylvester said. “Do you have the number for the American consulate in Rome?”

      “Not on me,” Jackson said dryly.

      “I’m going to text it to you. You’re going to say that you need to speak to the Office of Horticulture and Grounds.”

      “What now?” Jackson said with confusion.

      “The Company, Mr. Piper. Asking for that department will connect you with the Company. You know what Company I am speaking of?”

      “I think so,” Jackson said.

      “Explain you’re a member of the House and need to speak to the head of station. He will help you unravel this delicate situation and get Ms. Avignon the care she needs.”

      “Helpful. Finally. Thanks, Mr. Billings. One more word of advice before I go,” Jackson said.

      “Advice from a thorn under our saddle?” Sylvester scoffed. “Wait, let me grab a pen and a grain of salt.”

      “Watch your back, Sylvester. She’s gunning for you.”

      Sylvester stared down at the empty ice cream pint.

      The ominous warning echoed in Billing’s head as the call ended. There was only one she that he could be talking about, and she was in Italy.

      

      * * *

      Sylvester Billings’ mind returned to the dark and empty streets of Washington. He looked out at the passing streetlights from inside the presidential armored car. He had not heard from Aurelia Avignon since their rendezvous at the National Archives two weeks earlier. She still had not surfaced, and there was little hope now that she would be found alive. Not a trace of her since January 6th, before the certification of the Electoral College. Her bravery at this bleak hour may go unwritten in history books, but he was well aware of her sacrifices. DC Metro had no leads on her whereabouts, and the FBI was not responding to Billings’ calls.

      They sure as hell would return his calls now.

      “Lord in heaven, please let her be found,” Billings said quietly.

      There would be answers available to him now that he was the President. He picked up the phone from the center console of the presidential limousine.

      “Yes, Mr. President?” a simulated intelligence White House switchboard operator answered.

      “I want you to wake the Director of the FBI and tell him to get his ass to the White House.”

      “Yes, Mr. President,” the S.I. operator said dutifully, already completing the task. “Is there anything else?”

      “Yes, I want a team of Secret Service to go to the home of Genevieve Martin. I believe her apartment is near Chinatown. Get her out of bed and bring her to the White House as well.”

      Billings returned the phone to the receiver as the motorcade turned onto Pennsylvania Avenue, on its final approach to the White House. Tonight, he would not have the luxury of handling one crisis at a time. He was preparing himself for the possibility, based on Olivia’s words, that they were already at war with a nuclear power. Time was by far his most important resource. He feared perhaps too much had already been wasted to stop whatever horror Marco Alvarez had set into motion on the sleeping citizens of the United States.
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          AUGUST, 2033

        

      

    

    
      “Attenzione, signore e signori,” a stunning Italian flight attendant no more than twenty-nine said into the microphone. “Welcome to gorgeous Roma, Italia, where the time is now 12:05 p.m.”

      Jackson Piper fumbled for his bags beneath the seat in front of him. Even the extra legroom seat in hyper business class did not afford him enough room to do anything without standing up.

      “Damn airlines,” Piper muttered under his breath.

      “As the pilot performs the final taxi, our esteemed American Congressional visitors will be permitted to exit the aircraft at a special jetway before we bring the remainder of you safely to gate B 33.”

      The plane shuddered to a stop at the center of a tarmac in front of an ornate hangar at the Rome International Airport. The French woman seated next to Jackson gave him a disapproving scowl at his special treatment. She would have to be delayed by at least an hour by the numerous customs checks and baggage hassles inside the buzzing Roman airport.

      As the plane came to a stop, Jackson stood and retrieved his briefcase.

      “Come on now, I know it is in here,” he growled.

      “Relax, Jackson. They ain’t gonna be checking our passports as we depart.”

      Jackson looked sheepishly at his colleague seated across the aisle. “You sure?”

      “This your first junket, son?” Congressman Whitaker said, his words slathered in a heavy Alabama drawl.

      “I’m afraid to say it is,” Jackson smiled, pulling his suit coat over his broad shoulders and straightening his tie.

      The man extended his hand. “Reginald Whitaker of Alabama.”

      “Jackson Piper, Pittsburgh,” he said in reply.

      Reginald Whitaker joined Jackson in the aisle, revealing his linen shirt, chino pants, and sockless feet in brushed leather loafers. “Then let me give you some sage advice from an Old Party regular on these ‘research missions.’” He made air quotes with his thick brown fingers.

      “Alright, I’m all ears,” Jackson said.

      “Do your part to blend in.”

      Jackson frowned. “I’m sorry?”

      “Don’t be an easy mark for foreign intelligence services. Spend most of your time with other members of the delegation and don’t venture out alone.”

      Congressman Jackson Piper was in his fourth term in the House, not yet a father, and certainly no one’s favorite to be a presidential contender in a dozen years. 

      Jackson pulled his carry-on from the overhead, slung his black and gold backpack over his shoulder, and tucked his passport into his coat pocket next to his phone, just in case Whitaker was taking the piss with him.

      As Jackson dashed up the aisle to the first class section of the cabin, he was stopped rather abruptly by a hand on his shoulder.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” a woman said behind him.

      “To the tarmac?” Jackson looked at his watch. “We’re already an hour late as it is.”

      “No one exits this fucking aircraft before the Speaker of the House,” she said.

      Jackson laughed nervously.

      “What’s so funny?” the woman asked.

      “Oh, you’re serious?” Jackson asked.

      “Look out the window, Mr. Piper. You see that delegation from the Italian government. They have not been standing on that tarmac for the past hour waiting for you. They are here specifically to shake the hand of the Speaker of the House.”

      Jackson swallowed hard. His first official international trip in eight years, and he felt woefully ill-prepared on the subtext and unwritten rules of such an ordeal.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Jackson said. “My mistake. I will gladly await the Speaker. Is she nearby?”

      The first class lavatory door opened and out burst Speaker Stephanie Armstrong with freshly applied lipstick, snapping her fingers for attention from one of her dozen staff who filled all the seats in first class waiting to be summoned.

      Three dutiful young staff leaped to her side in the crowded aisle. As she straightened her pencil skirt and changed her shoes, they preened her flowing black hair and pecked tiny specks of dust and lint from her jacket like she was the chief baboon in the troop.

      “Does this blouse allow the girls to shine enough, or should I change it?” Speaker Armstrong asked an aide.

      “I think they look tastefully at attention, Madam Speaker,” an aide said.

      “Sixteen hours in this underwire, they are feeling a little saggy. I don’t want to disappoint the Prime Minister.” She leaned forward to gaze out a portside window to see the assembled Italians. She caught the eye of Jackson Piper.

      “What do you think, Congressman?” Speaker Armstrong said.

      Piper was startled. He wished he had remained in his seat.

      “I’m sorry, Madam Speaker?” Jackson said.

      “What do you think?” Speaker Armstrong said, still leaning over down the aisle.

      “Of what, ma’am?” Jackson asked. The eyes of a dozen staff snapped at Congressman Piper of Pennsylvania.

      “My tits, Congressman,” Speaker Armstrong said. She straightened slowly and walked down the aisle towards him. “Do they say I mean business, but that’s not all I’m after?”

      The first-class cabin went silent. Jackson wished he could open an emergency exit door to escape. Armstrong was close enough now that Jackson could smell her perfume, wafts of vanilla and juniper. She continued to approach until she was uncomfortably in Jackson’s personal space. He had at least a foot - maybe more - on the Congresswoman from New York. She was close enough now that her voice became a whisper.

      “There, do you have a better view now, Mr. Piper?” she said. She pressed her full chest against his stomach.

      “I think you’ve got the right balance of commanding American leader and dominating sexual prize,” Jackson said with a smile, eyes locked on hers and certain to look nowhere but her eyes. She was waiting for him to even glance an inch lower, but he was not going to give her the satisfaction of making a fool of him in front of her entire traveling staff. But Speaker Armstrong was not ready to give up.

      “What do you hope to see while you’re in Italy with us, Mr. Piper?” she said. “Are you looking forward to any particular sights or experiences?”

      Jackson thought for just a moment. He searched for an answer that would likely wave her off entirely. “Certainly the Vatican. I understand we are to be received by Pope Luke,” he said.

      “Bah!” Speaker Armstrong waved a dismissive hand in his face and turned quickly on her heels. “Let’s not keep them waiting any longer. It’s crazy hot out there.” More snaps of her fingers.

      The buzz returned to first class as aides gathered the Speaker’s luggage and carry-ons as well as their own luggage. It was a juggling act that many had seemed to have perfected.

      “Keep an eye on him,” Speaker Armstrong remarked to her Chief of Staff as she proceeded to the jet’s exit. “I want to know how and with whom he spends his time this week.”

      “I’ll keep my eye on him,” Camryn Dieter said.

      The cabin became silent as the Speaker’s delegation exited the aircraft down the stairs. Jackson leaned over to catch the official greeting unfold. He watched as the Prime Minister of Italy shook hands with the Speaker and then kissed her hand. There were at least two instances where Jackson could see the Prime Minister surveying her generous chest and cleavage.

      “Seems she made the impression she was hoping for,” Jackson said.

      “Don’t worry,” Whitaker said behind Jackson. “You’re not officially a member of a junket delegation until you have been propositioned for a romp in the hay by the Speaker. Male or female, I’d add.”

      “So she propositioned you, too?” Jackson asked, looking at the man who was easily twenty years his senior.

      Whitaker waved him off. “Nah, I’m too old for that kinda shit. Did she invite you on this junket?” Whitaker asked.

      Jackson ignored the question. “So I guess we’re just going to call it that directly?” Piper said, puzzled.

      “That’s what it is, Jackson. A free trip for the most loyal soldiers in her Party to have a free trip to Italy,” Whitaker said.

      “It’s not a research trip?”

      Whitaker burst out in laughter and slapped Jackson’s back hard. “You’re a funny one, Jackson.”

      “I was under the impression this was a mission to restore our ties with the former NATO alliance?” Jackson asked.

      “Oh, you’re that Jackson Piper, eh?” Whitaker said with a smile. “The Crusader.”

      “Then why are we here?” Jackson asked.

      “You’re asking the wrong questions, Jackson,” Whitaker said as the stewardess motioned for Jackson and Reginald to deplane.

      “What question should I be asking then?” Jackson asked.

      “Well, for starters, how did you manage to be the only member here from the Other Party?” Whitaker asked.

      “That part is still a mystery, even
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