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    A l'amour de ma vie. Cela s'est sealement la commencement.

      

    


Preface

This story is fiction. It is a cautionary tale, not prediction, projection, or wishful thinking. It does not advocate any political philosophy, nor does it call for any particular action on the part of the reader. Whatever you take away from the following pages is entirely up to you. As a writer, my only hope is that you do take something. That said, it does contain fact, though I refrain from telling you what those are.

In Inevitable, I cast a thoughtful eye to the conditions currently afflicting human society. I took into account the stage as currently set: the actors—civilian and political; poor and vanishingly wealthy—their roles and the effect they play in affecting the lives of other individuals in American society, and of those in the world at large. I invite you to look around at what truly drives our society, what we hold dear versus that which is dear to those who hold the reins of our destiny. I was especially interested in that fraction of one percent with resources so vast they can be all but invisible, whose wealth allows them to travel in such a way that the common citizen is unaware of their existence, but still their actions affect all our lives in profound ways. 

This was my starting point. Then, I cautiously pushed the fast-forward button.

None of us can claim to know the future. Certainly, I do not. What I can claim is an above average familiarity with human history, and a satisfying knowledge of the forces—internal, external, emotional, and cerebral—which shape the human condition. I have over half a century of experience to draw upon, during which time I have been witness to the best that humanity has to offer and the depths to which the darkness inside our souls can infect both the host and those around it. I have multiple degrees and have lived in cultures to which I was not born: an experience full of epiphany and understanding.

History teaches us that humans effect changes in their lives in response to the imposition of an untenable condition, even if the intent behind the condition imposed is benign, and that people take action when conditions indicate that their survival is at stake. If current conditions in our Homeland shifted, if the status quo did not ensure with confidence that our middleclass way of life would continue, if events unfolded that caused us to suddenly reevaluate what we now take for granted, could it happen here? I propose that this is possible. Human culture has evolved to a degree unmatched in recorded history, but we are still human, given to human failings and human instincts.

The Roman Empire fell. Greece’s Golden Age came to an end. Egypt, Persia, the Aztecs, the Chinese Dynasties, the French and Russian monarchies: all are gone and all due to internal causes. They could not see it coming. When they did, it was too late.

It is possible here. No culture is invulnerable to the unforeseen.

BCA
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If the radiance of a thousand suns

Were to burst at once into the sky,

That would be like the splendor of the Mighty one...

And I am become Death,

The shatterer of Worlds.


— The Bhagavad-Gita circa 400 BCE

— Robert Oppenheimer, July 15, 1945, 5:30AM MST
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POINTED TO THE WIND, she tugged at her mooring, bobbing impatiently in a tenacious northern flow. The USAS Perseus’ First Officer traversed the deck, past the helm, and gazed out the dodger at the northern horizon, where serrated Appalachians slashed the azure morning. Through each pane of the bridge’s panorama in turn, he watched for signs of weather on the horizon.

Moored to the mast of the Empire State, he knew an occasional brow would turn to the shadow in the sky. Fascination with the zeppelin’s dark, semi-transparent skin still turned some heads. Fewer and fewer, though. That novelty, the excitement of zeppelins plying the skies after long absence, silently electric, had succumbed to the public’s brief attention span. Once a sought-after thrill, a well-advertised visit to the Manhattan skyline in honor of the President’s visit still had not garnered any requests for the vertiginous ride between the ship’s bridge and the observation deck, suspended in a basket from a too-thin cable. No souls for the shadow. Or perhaps there were simply no bold souls left. A quarter of a mile below on the streets of Manhattan, life in limitless diversity continued unabated: Streams of particles flowing through checkerboard streets in a mindless rush toward the supernal.

To starboard, the rising sun lit the Atlantic on fire, washing away detail in brilliance. He shielded his eyes, but the brightness pierced through, brighter still. He realized the source was not the sun and turned. Only when the pain in his eyes waned could he lower his arm from his face and see his death.

He knew what it was. He had seen video images. An expanding ball of pockmarked fire spread across the Hudson, enveloping the towers on both sides. Ice claimed his veins and fear clawed his gut, but reflex gave voice to his training. Protect the ship.

“Castoff! Flank speed starboard!”

The lines mooring the ship had fallen away while the second syllable lay on his lips. The whine of the ship’s electric engines rose to a deafening scream, straining at full power, and the bow swung sluggishly eastward.

Reality set in and chilled him. He slumped forward against the helm. The ship would take minutes to reach full speed. Not enough time to outrun nuclear wind. Crushing overpressure from the atomic firestorm would crumple the ship like tissue. 

Before the ship could complete its turn, in the fleeting moment it took for his thought, it did.

#
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ON TARMAC SHIMMERING with thermals in record heat—another record in a decade of records—Tom coaxed his trailers across yellow lines on black, amid capering tumbleweed, threading through narrow spaces and avoiding newer rigs by bare inches. The turbocharger’s plaintive wail sliced the still of morning, drowning the distinctive clatter of the diesel, giving Tom and Marge some measure of relief from embarrassment. Their peers ran ethanol turbines, or hydrocells if the economic gods were kind. Their dinosaur often won nervous glances from those same comrades of the road. Pressure to conform was strong, even if they weren't technically in violation of any law.

Not yet.

Marge walked the asphalt to ensure their rig had room, leading the Peterbilt: a lovesick dragon behind a princess. She felt Tom’s presence behind her, in the belly of a beast scaled with silver and filled with treasure. The dragon’s primal rumble tickled her as always; the proximity of her love fluttered her stomach and colored her cheeks. Holding the reins of the beast, Tom had pulled freight back and forth across the continent since they were kids. Three decades. At twenty, until Tom’s parents died, the prospect of beginning their lives on wages from the mill had kept him silent. Once grief had waned, the inheritance had transformed his life, that being its nature. It gave him voice. After a weekend in Raleigh, he had returned in the cab of a gleaming, green Peterbilt 955. On their first ride down the Interstate, Tom had winked at her, pointing behind him with his thumb, the devil in his grin, and said, “She’s got the 96-inch sleeper.”

They had been giddy in love, then. As now. In those days diesels had still been king, but that had been a yesterday half a lifetime distant. 

#
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ON A NORTH CAROLINA evening deep in August, fireflies vied for attention at the front screen while Marge watched the evening news in her parents' living room, Dad snoring through the weather report. A snarl and the whine of the turbo announced the Peterbilt and roused them all from post-supper torpor. Tom’s prize, their future, slowed to a stop in front of the house, naked sans trailer. She thought it looked like a sailor without a date. She smiled. At the screen door, that familiar flutter began low in her torso. Patient, she waited as Tom walked the length of the front walk, checking his shoes, clearing his throat. He placed one tentative step in front of the other, not quite looking up, but wearing his crooked smile. When he reached the porch, she opened the screen and stepped out into a summer evening alive with birdsong and promise. On the dark porch fireflies swarmed her, while Tom’s work boots clocked up the wooden steps.

Tock, tock, tock.

Peeking through the blinds, like actors in the wings, her parents had watched dumb struck as Tom bent on one knee, prize behemoth behind him shining in moonlight and ticking as it cooled. He flipped open a tiny box. Raleigh had more than just Peterbilts.

#
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SHE COULD STILL HEAR her mother squealing like a mare in labor.

Today, she and Tom knew their rig's days were numbered. It wasn't their fault. It was nobody’s fault. Diesels spewed too much pollution and used too much fossil fuel. Macro climate technology had alleviated greenhouse gases some, and electrics had taken over the auto industry, giving the big diesels a temporary reprieve. But the death rattle for the old technology had really been the alternative power plants. It meant they would have to buy a new model, and those were god-awful dear. They had retirement savings, but then what? They weren’t kids from North Carolina anymore. To complicate matters, long-haulers competed with the airships, thanks to that damn Lincoln fellow. On electric power, with photovoltaic skin, the new zeppelins could fly direct routes non-stop, ignore the highways, didn't need fuel stops, and could sustain 200 miles per hour or more. Lincoln's innovative technology had brought a dinosaur back to life, but it was driving the big rigs into the tar pits.

Tom, smiling his smile, with Marge as his pilot, teased the rig into the chorus line between two sleek hydros and waved to her, as always, as he braked to a halt. The door swung wide and he dismounted with grace, always the same. The same as the first time she had gone cross-country with him. Raleigh to L.A. It had been the honeymoon he could afford at the time, and they had shared the sleeper on their wedding night. 

Marge closed her eyes for a moment and smiled. Magic.

He sauntered over, that angled smile on his face, and drawled, “Hey, beautiful, let's get some breakfast.” Snaking her arm in his, she said softly, “I don't take up with just any trucker, you know,” and leaned her head against his shoulder. They headed for Jenks Café across a tarmac already shimmering with heat devils at mid-morning, their clothes clinging with perspiration. Tom leaned over and kissed the top of Marge's head, squeezing her arm against his side with his own. 

Marge said, “What the hell?”

Surprised, Tom straightened, and then followed her eyes. The commotion inside the café paused their steps, and they stared. Windows wrapped the perimeter, making the diner a living diorama. People moved oddly, running between booths, sobbing, holding one another.

It would have been unusual, but possible, for someone to rob the place with all these people around. Someone with a gun or a bomb could still strong-arm people, even nowadays. They wouldn't be after cash. The new, chipped notes broadcast “Come and get me” just like a credit card. Jewelry and electronics could be traded on the black market, though. These were desperate times, and LEOs couldn't be everywhere.

“It's not a holdup.” Tom pulled at his chin, squinting to see details through the windows. “Look at the people in front of the TV.”

Their feet in danger of being cooked by the pavement, they moved closer, then broke stride again as a few patrons burst out through the glass doors, running to their cars. Inside, some still sat in booths, sobbing or clutching each other, oblivious of their emotions on display in a fishbowl. Tom and Marge neared the entrance. The glass façade framed faces full of fear. Terrified faces. The group in front of the widescreen drew their attention most: a mix of diners, waitresses, and truckers addressed the screen with balled fists, shouts, anger.

Tom gave Marge a weak smile and said, “Oh, we gotta see what this is all about.” Reaching for the door handle, he stepped back as a woman—glassy-eyed and crimson-faced—pushed through, trailed by two flax-headed kids. Though she stopped before she ran into them, only then did slow recognition that they stood right in front of her draw across her face, followed by a meek apology. Something still held her, though. She couldn't meet their eyes. Her actions were furtive, unsure, disordered.

“They did it,” she whispered.

Marge and Tom exchanged looks. Marge took the woman's hand and gently guided her to one side of the door as another patron, upset but in no mood to loiter, exited into the lot as if chased by the devil. 

Desperation carved deep creases on the woman’s face. Her kids clutched her jeans pockets as if their lives depended on it. Marge matched the woman’s tone, concerned for her delicate state. “Who, darlin'? What did who do? Can you tell us? What's goin' on?”

The woman replied, just audible over the sound of cars, coyotes, the ambient noise of a desert morning. Her eyes fixed on something distant. Marge looked and saw nothing but scrub and cactus vanishing into a heat-warped landscape.

The woman’s answer was as much mime as sound. “New York.”

Marge’s and Tom’s faces narrowed over those two words. Their brows furrowed. Silent again, the woman pushed her kids past, hand thrust into her purse, fumbling, as the trio snaked across the blacktop, toward a dusty SUV.

Tom snatched open the door and let Marge slip in against a growing tide of escaping diners. They headed straight for the group in the corner, where a news broadcast played. The familiar announcer's grim face filled the screen. "Relief workers have been delayed due to the lingering danger, but floods of survivors are streaming into outlying areas.

“No reliable information has been received as to motive, or who the perpetrators might be, but at present the military remains on high alert. The Homeland Security threat level has been raised to red and will remain there for the foreseeable future."

Tom looked at the faces around him. What in God's name had the power to scare people like this?

“The images you’ve seen were captured by chance from surveillance cameras. The best, and the most harrowing yet, which we will show you now, is from New York City's Channel-9 traffic helicopter, returning from a report over I-495. The view is over Queens, looking west to Manhattan. The blast is, from what we can determine, centered in the Hudson River.” At the end of a strained breath, he added, “The Statue of Liberty is visible at the extreme left. We warn our viewers that the images you are about to see are disturbing. Parents are again advised to use caution when viewing these images with young children.”

Tom glanced at the wall clock above the screen. It declared the time to be four minutes and five seconds after ten a.m. 

The scene cut to an image of bumper-to-bumper traffic, zooming out until a smiling reporter filled the lower right of the frame. Behind him, seen through the forward canopy, was the skyline of Lower Manhattan gleaming in sunlight, from the Statue of Liberty to Canal Street. 

“This is Mark Porter, Channel-9 traffic hound, saying be caref . . .” 

The scene vanished in brilliance, causing the viewing diners to shield their eyes, and then the screen turned black. Seconds ticked. From the dark screen, Porter's voice began again, confused, the transmission crackling with static. Pixels crept back as if misted by a garden hose. Porter had turned to face Manhattan, which swayed as the pilot tried to maintain a steady hand on the controls. The skyline bobbed in center frame. Porter’s voice, too, was unstable. To the pilot, who had his face buried in the crook of his arm, he whispered, “You okay?” The response was lost in static. Porter returned his focus to Manhattan. 

“Something . . . something, I don't know . . . I . . . I can't see much. There's a bright light radiating from behind the skyline. Oh, god. Are you getting this? Jesus fucking Christ, tell me that isn't what I think it is.”

Knives of white-hot light cut through Manhattan's spired valleys, spreading in an arc from a brilliant bubble behind the skyline. It briefly cast skyscrapers in silhouette, though the light had already begun to fade. The skyline was unsteady, flickering, like a mirage of distant mountains in desert heat. Porter’s head briefly obscured the view. The scene swayed. Random. Chaotic. He leaned toward the pilot, voice low, just audible. “Just tell me what to do, okay?”

With his face turned away, Porter had been spared. Not so the pilot. The overwhelming light of the detonation had burned out his retina. He flew blind, his sight gone forever.

The city's backlight faded while he struggled with the stick, with only his sense of balance to keep the aircraft level. The camera’s eye rushed toward the skyline, toward Manhattan. The focus was a glowing, writhing ball of living fire, expanding in a column behind the glass and concrete forest of the island. In less than a heartbeat it had crested the city's canopy, mushrooming. The spires of New York—the Chrysler Building, the Empire State, the entire Manhattan skyline—teetered like drunks on New Year's Eve, windows sparkling in the morning light while the buildings themselves were simultaneously silhouetted by a sun come to earth. While the fireball grew, while the pilot flew blind, before Mark Porter could gave voice to his terror, in an arc spreading toward the oncoming camera in fast forward, the skyscrapers of New York snapped at their base. Like performance art dominoes, the wave of devastation raced outward. Like wind across a field of wheat, their milk carton structures were crumpled by unseen hands as they fell, balloon art meeting a needle. The arc of decimation reached the Statue of Liberty, knocked her onto her face, engulfed her while bits of debris rushed toward the camera and grew to impossible-sized pieces of concrete and steel until they obscured the crumbling skyline. With the blizzard of approaching wreckage, a sound started as the gentlest of winds, grew to ocean surf, and then to a deafening roar until Tom, Marge, and the others covered their ears.

Witness to the expanding bubble of death, his voice barely audible over the din, Mark Porter, news hound, had time to murmur, to whimper, “Oh, god.”

The camera’s eye tipped abruptly skyward.

Blackness returned.

Something cold pushed back the ever-present heat and crawled across the back of Tom’s neck, slithered down his spine. Breath came in shallow gulps. He checked the clock. Four minutes and thirty seconds past the hour. 

Twenty-five seconds.

Dead air persisted. Tom and Marge stood in the moment, the kind where shock and incomprehension made it impossible to order one's actions. The screen brightened. The anchor returned. Tom noted that his eyes—usually happy, a father's eyes, eyes that had presented the news to them for so many years—were red and looked so tired. He masked the stress of the moment with the same self-control that had allowed him to perform his task during previous tragedies. An anchor of courage during Miami’s destruction by super-hurricane Shiva, now emotion seeped through his resolve. He spoke in quiet, measured tones. “We have confirmed reports that President Martin had been scheduled for a tour of the city after her appearance at the U.N. We have no word yet on her status. The Red Cross has stated that relief shelters will be open through the night in. . . .”

Silent, without discussion, Tom and Marge joined hands and she led him toward the exit. The anchor's voice faded behind anguished conversations peppering the room. They found themselves at the truck.

Sitting on the driver-side step, in unrefreshing southwestern shade, time passed. A light breeze wicked the damp from their clothes and raised gooseflesh even in the withering heat. They held each other's hands.

Tom broke the silence, punctuating the last word by slamming his fist backward against the Peterbilt's door. “Fuckin’ sons o' bitches!”

Tom didn’t normally swear around her, but Marge left the silence empty until a chill shivered up her spine, quivering her jaw. It was one of those times when a seed of understanding floated just out of reach, resisting the attempt to snatch it between psychic thumb and forefinger: a something unknown, which shouldn't be. It expressed itself in a single word, carrying the kind of weight nothing save the truth could.

“Who?”
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“When you live in a world built on lies and subterfuge, it is a difficult proposition, at best, to keep sight of the truth, to gauge the intensity of the danger around you. Even the slightest miscalculation can have repercussions on a national—or a global—scale.”

—Benjamin Vandeburg

54th President of the United States

––––––––
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ON ITS MOUNTAINTOP in the Catoctin Mountains, Camp David in winter was penultimate isolation. Even without snow, on 125 acres in the middle of nowhere one could almost lose himself, that being the Camp's primary raison d'être.

Ben had ditched the Secret Service. Not because he thought he could outsmart them or elude their smothering shelter for long. More attempts than he could recall marked that as foolish. This was more of a protest.

It felt good.

He exited Aspen Lodge, heading west, dressed for the Eastern winter. Another eight inches had fallen overnight, and the temperature would put frost on his mask in seconds. Worms of cold slithered through every chink in his winter armor, inching across his belly. He quickened his pace to ward off the frigid air with body heat. He envied his predecessors who had enjoyed Camp David before the climate shifted, when January rarely dropped below freezing, and impassable snowfalls were rare.

The road led him northeast. At the dogleg, he turned north and followed the road past Laurel Lodge. A path turned east, off the road, and he followed it through the snow along the nature trail, hidden under thick carpets of white. His intimate knowledge of the landscape—and constant vigilance—assured him of an effortless trek, and of avoiding the armed sentries who constantly roamed the grounds. Winter had taken the foliage and dressed the trees’ fractaled limbs with balls of snow in the nadir of the branches. Opaque with winter ghosts of oak, poplar, ash, locust, hickory, and maple, scattered among the Evergreens, the woods were swathed in the stillness of winter. The path led him through a thick grove of trees, and after a few yards he had lost sight of the road.

A sound like a woodpecker, when there should be no woodpeckers, brought his attention to a break in the stand of maple to his right. No footprints marred this snow. Nonetheless, Ben trudged through knee-high drifts into the forest’s false twilight. 

He almost ran into the blind. Masterfully camouflaged, it blended with the winter shades of light and dark, as near to invisible as physically possible. He scanned the woods as far as his eyes would penetrate into the chaos of winter-stripped foliage. He listened. He had been gone about fifteen minutes, but no Secret Service pursued him. No sign of the sentries that constantly roamed the camp.

Through a crack at the bottom, a warm interior invited him. The zipper was like a brass band in the calm. Inside, sitting on a plush folding chair in front of a propane heater, leaning on his cane, Stefan smiled his ancient, whorled smile. His demeanor matched the warmth of the blind's atmosphere. The tent was large enough to stand in and move around, but Stefan was the only occupant.

"Bonjour, Monsieur Président.”

At a gesture from Stefan to an identical chair, Ben sat. He pulled aside his mask, pushed back his hood, pulled off his gloves, and warmed his hands over the heater.

“How have you faired since our last meeting, Ben?"

Regarding Stefan, looking for a tell in his aged eyes, he replied, "Well, I suppose."

"No . . . problems?"

Stefan referenced, Ben knew, what the old man was fond of calling the “status quo.” That state of affairs, which had at one time seemed incomprehensible, impossible, had now so changed the way Ben looked at the world that it had reformed his reality. His world had become one of those geometric drawings containing a hidden picture that—having once seen it—could not be unseen. The reality of Stefan was now the picture he saw everywhere he looked.

"No, Stefan. No problems."

“You are not still upset over your Secret Service?”

Ben paused on this. “I've felt safer. Who do I trust?” Though Stefan’s English was impeccable, his accent and speech patterns still belied him as a non-native. Ben found it strangely comforting. 

“No need for disquiet. You are as safe as you have ever been.” Stefan’s eyes lowered, and for a moment avoided his. “There are times, Ben, when it is clear that my world is not the world of others. If it has caused you any discomfort. . .. I assure you, that it is never my intent to cause anyone pain. Quite the opposite. Harmony and the good of humanity are my only goals.” His eyes drifted to the tent wall, then quickly back, as if he had forgotten something. "And New York? Is the cleanup going well?"

Ben put his hands to the heater again, willing warmth into them. Cleanup. It was a term one would use to refer to the mess left after a frat party. "It's going to take quite some time.”

Stefan nodded, face grim, eyes narrow. "Understandable. So much loss." The anguish in his voice was unmistakable. “Sad.”

The heater's hiss filled the small space like water coming to boil. The inner space smelled of propane and was thick with humidity, allowing Ben to thaw. Looking around, it struck him how absurd it was that Stefan was even here, in the Presidential retreat, comfortable and warm in the dead cold, and to all appearances alone. With each encounter, rather than becoming less mysterious, everything about the man's existence confounded him. Perhaps that was why he couldn't resist an affection for the old man, affection that grew with each meeting. 

He loved puzzles.

Stefan reached to the inside pocket of his snowsuit and produced a gold flask with a tooled leather boot, an ornate silver crest embossed just below the neck. He unscrewed the cap and offered the flask to Ben.

Ben's hesitation squeezed a chuckle from Stefan, who put the flask to his lips and took a long draught, grimaced, then said, "It is just my favorite brandy, Ben." He again offered the flask to Ben, who took it this time with a slight smile. Stefan said, "Your reforms are not popular, you know."

"It's the price of safety," Ben said. "Though I feel, at times, that we may have over-reacted. I’m still shocked I was re-elected.” He took a swallow, made the face, handed back the flask. “Even so, the grumbling gets louder by the day. We tighten our control in Colorado, and unrest breaks out in Maine. People just don’t understand the nature of the problem. The scope. Things can’t be fixed overnight. Everyone is struggling.” He paused. It was his turn to look askance. “Well, not everyone, I suppose.”

“It is a matter of perspective. Without the benefit of our perspective, our experience, who could understand the realities of statecraft? Even with experienced hands at the helm, it is not an exact science. One must read the waters, so to speak. Even so, you never know what lurks below the swells. In reality, events such as New York can be advantageous when dealing with populations."

It was Ben's turn to chuckle. "How so?"

The age seemed to melt from Stefan's shoulders. He straightened a bit. His voice gained strength and tenor. It lost the familiar quaver. Ben could imagine Stefan in days past: a force; a soldier of harmony. Soldiers were sometimes called upon to do the unthinkable.

“The ranks of your military have swelled, have they not? Your global position is strong?”

“It was either that or the work camps for most. Refugees from New York had to go somewhere, and the problem wasn’t confined there. In the six months post-NYC, we had ten million displaced people spread across as many States. Relocating them to existing facilities was the easy part.

“As it is, it does give us a logistical advantage overseas, yes. Though—public reaction being what it is—it’s a double-edged sword. The cleanup generated an industry of its own. The camps are profitable. The additional camps were completed none too soon. It could have been much worse. Rioting and chaos were kept to a minimum. Thank you, Stefan.”

“You are welcome, Ben. I am glad I could help.”

“I still feel a bit like a jailor.” Stefan’s rumbling chuckle amused him.

“That line between mercenary and saint is thin, Ben. It hinges on whether or not those you suppress can be turned to allies. Take a page from the Romans: Spread yourself too thin and the army you have trained turns against you in the wake of your neglect. Keep your friends close, though that is only possible if sufficient resources are available. Feed the wolf of your choosing, to borrow from your native folklore.

"I digress. My point is that, in domestic affairs, we have many examples from history. An enemy, or a perceived enemy, galvanizes support even for an unpopular ruler. It must be someone or something that the majority of the population reviles or fears . . . or can be persuaded to. Then, all one need do is offer a solution to the problem. Viola! You are a hero. The people love you. The skeletons in your closet can be overlooked. 

“Who was the most reviled man of the 21st century? Who dealt him justice? The man who accomplished that was a hero. Alternatively, the enemy can be an ideology, a nation, an entire people. It all depends on need, opportunity, and the desired solution. 

“Look to history, Ben. Choose your own path, or have it chosen for you."

Ben nodded slowly, purposefully, a slight smile bending his face. "You're an interesting man, Stefan."

Stefan's own smile, hiding in a sea of age, lit his face. "Thank you, Ben.” He passed him the flask. “So are you.”

Ben needed Stefan. The fallout from the NYC Incident—actual and metaphorical—had put the country on the edge of the abyss. Had it not been for Stefan’s aid and advice over the intervening months . . .. Ben had the finest talents in the world at his disposal, but Stefan’s experience was unique. It had been key to surviving the aftermath of NYC. Work camps had solved two issues in a stroke: millions of displaced citizens, and an economy reeling from a deathblow. There was no denying that the camps were profitable. The result rendered the details of their first meeting irrelevant. The greatest alliances in history had begun on shaky ground.

A year could be a lifetime.

#
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ENDLESS, ROLLING EMERALD landscape swept past the limo’s window, behind a cadence of identically pruned red maples silently flanking the wandering, endless driveway. A miasma of deliberately indiscriminate foliage created blinds, enclosures, illusions of a much smaller space. Lawns vanished into insignificance, viewed at the proper distance. Structures peeked from those depths at random, stealthy intervals, though inside this refuge it was obvious that they were only destinations for, not neighbors of, the property’s resident. 

Ben Vandeburg sat in a silence only an armored limo could provide, contemplating where fate had placed him. His precipitous plunge into history’s depths was going well, six months in. Entry into the Oval Office had been abrupt, shocking. His predecessor, the 53rd person to occupy that office, had been in Manhattan when it was sent to Hell. Whether her death was the actual goal of the still unknown architects of the most devastating attack in human history was also a mystery and, as it looked now, possibly would be forever. It had launched him in a direction he had never intended—and never wanted—to take. His new Administration, though young, had used that event to push through legislation plugging perceived holes in the country’s security. His advisors, hungry and ambitious, urged an appropriate response to whatever forces could level such violence on U.S. soil. Ben knew it was only a tourniquet on a battle wound; solace to already weary soldiers who knew that victory was not assured. That army, the American populace, had not been happy with their lot for some time, and the writing on the wall was a frequent topic behind closed doors in Washington. To address the real causes for social unrest would require admissions which few inside the Beltway were prepared to accept, even to themselves: the country had lost its way. It had lost track of the values on which it was founded. The lunatics were in control, and with each administration the asylum simply changed hands. Too long ago to alter course now, some said. Players who championed that path, a path that pampered the few at the expense of the many, were loath to admit it.

Ben acted on the assumption that one man could not be expected to change the world. Le the oligarchs rule for a while. Some nights he could even sleep.

Scenery rolled by. His Chief of Staff, Wade Dietrich, had inserted this last-minute side trip into his calendar. Not unusual, but it niggled him. His intuition, honed in circles where friends would sell you out to maintain their position at the gaming table of politics, where allies could also be enemies, told him something smelled overly ripe. Small nuances won or lost in political roulette. In this case, common logistical obstacles had dissolved without explanation, and an absence of options that would have allowed him discretion in his schedule gave him the distinct feeling this was not an invitation, but a summons. You didn’t summon the President of the United States.

Cordial visits to influential captains of industry—conducted under the strictest of security and usually hidden beneath the guise of meeting local dignitaries or heads of state—were common enough. This felt different. There was a change in the atmosphere, a subtle shift in the level of omnipresent risk. He felt it in his soul. This man was nearly unknown outside The Grove. Even there, resigned to the Idlewild camp, Ben had never quite been an insider. He wondered how this man merited such attention. 

The briefing en route, cryptic at best, advised him that every President since Kennedy had paid their respects. Ben thought the man must be prehistoric. What nailed it was Wade’s insistence. He had known Wade since high school and trusted him implicitly, and his assurance had been the deciding coin. Wade, though, had been hiding something, which bothered Ben more than meeting some mysterious European businessman. Wade's unspoken truth, why Stefan Reinhardt Chevalier garnered the respect of Presidents, remained a question to which no answer had been offered. Ben resolved to find out.

The property incorporated a valley inside the Parc National des Cervennes, north of Montpellier. Aside from the air, there was only one route in, unless your skillset included scaling mountains. His motorcade had passed through a checkpoint where the access road left the highway, just before the road disappeared, squeezed between sheer cliffs. Access was controlled by uniformed guards. No doubt they also lined the peaks on the valley's perimeter.

The road ascended in proportion with their progress, as the valley sloped toward the spine of the Massif Centrale. The house came into view, slowly rising from behind geometrically sculpted hedges. Approaching obliquely, the road wound through a maze of kidney-shaped pools, gardens, and Corinthian-pillared gazebos. It turned to skirt the garden, and he began to realize the scale, the sheer impact of the house on the environment. He was used to wealth; it had been central to his upbringing, where nothing in his life had been left to chance, thanks to his father. None of the milestones which had shaped him could have happened without the power of a wealth that few Americans could dream of, let alone comprehend or control. Fortunes had a life of their own and could enrich or destroy.

This house, if that was the proper term, impressed him, and that was a rare thing. He saw Romanesque and French architectural styles, covering what must have been acres. Its spires and terraces blurred with distance as he scanned the façade. A dome reminiscent of the Pantheon dominated the center, itself dwarfed by scale.

A fountain in white marble graced the hub of the circular drive. On the bottom tier of black granite steps stood a man dressed in a white dinner jacket waiting at parade rest. The steps could have held the Mormon Tabernacle Choir—with room for the Rockettes. The man, attired in white dinner jacket, appeared doll-like until they approached and slowed to a stop.  He moved to open the door for Ben. To Ben’s surprise, it opened. 

His Secret Service detail had been assigned shortly before Air Force One left for France. They had obviously blown the protocol and already tripped the solenoid locks. 

Demerits for them, Ben thought.

He stepped out into a French sunset. The warm country air of the Parc was thick with moisture, and the sun reflected from innumerable white surfaces scattered throughout the property, which was nearly everything. 

Pigeons, a variety specific to France, clustered at the top of the steps, under a marble-columned portico, their coos soothing the irritations of travel. He nodded and smiled at Chevalier’s maître d’hôtel, who returned the gesture, never taking his eyes from Ben’s. It was a look reminiscent of his Secret Service detail when they scanned the crowd as he moved among the public. Except Secret Service rarely smiled.

Black suits poured from identical limos ahead and behind his. Some spread across the steps, others entered the house or met at the margins of the portico with others already on site. Their presence always let Ben breathe easier. The Secret Service was an awesome machine. There were more than usual, but unusual circumstances demanded a like response, and this was, if nothing else, unusual.

He let his people do what they always did and turned his attention to the surroundings. The sun, low over the mountains, reflected from gold-tinted windows rising from the porch floor to the capitals under the portico’s Romanesque roof. An inscription was carved into the lintel: Silence est puissance. He knew some French. Silence is power. He couldn’t place the quote, but it sounded familiar.

“Je suis plait de faire votre connaissance, monsieur.”

The maître d’s French threw him for a moment, but Ben managed a somewhat clumsy “Et moi à vous.” If his French, saying he was pleased to make the man’s acquaintance as well, was incorrect the man didn’t let on.

The man failed to introduce himself. The French were often contrary, so Ben assumed Occam’s Razor.

His detail had reassembled, forming a box around him and the odd majordomo. The detail’s commander conveyed by his look an “All’s well.” Ben relaxed and turned his gaze from the house to browse the grounds. Except in scale, it looked like many estates he had seen: no sign of another residence as far as the eye could see. Only the distant movement of dark figures wandering immaculate lawns.

His host’s aide-de-camp smiled intently.” We should go inside, Mr. Vandeburg.”

Ben nodded. Surrounded by his entourage, he mounted polished steps, past black marble columns—massive one-piece wonders, mirror-smooth, topped with gold-leafed Solomonic capitals and held on matching gold footings. He
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