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​Chapter 1: The Brief
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The conference room had the kind of silence that only came when everyone was pretending they weren’t scared.

Nadia Reyes stood near the door with her laptop hugged to her chest like a shield, watching people file in like they were arriving late to a funeral. Nobody made eye contact for long. Even the ones who joked—especially the ones who joked—did it with a tightness around the mouth, like their bodies were refusing to believe their own humor.

At the front of the room, the whiteboard looked like a crime scene.

DES MOINES — CANCELLED
MILWAUKEE — CANCELLED
PHOENIX — CANCELLED
DETROIT — CANCELLED
CHARLOTTE — CANCELLED
MIAMI — CANCELLED
The word CANCELLED had been written in thick marker, all caps, again and again, like whoever wrote it had needed the force. Underneath each city, the date was crossed out twice—first the original, then the rescheduled version that didn’t survive the week.

There were arrows. Question marks. A small circle around “TBD” that had been pressed so hard the marker bled.

Nadia’s eyes kept landing on that circle.

TBD was what you wrote when you still believed time was cooperating.

The campaign manager—Paul, a man who always looked like he’d been cut from the same cloth as airport carpeting—cleared his throat and snapped a dry erase marker in half without meaning to. The crack was too loud. Three heads turned. No one commented on it. He set the broken marker down as if it were evidence.

“Alright,” he said. “We’re going to start with the public health situation.”

Public health. Like the words could hold the chaos still.

A staffer wheeled in a small TV and fiddled with the HDMI. The screen flickered, then settled on a local news clip of a governor at a podium. Red banner at the bottom: STATE OF EMERGENCY. Numbers crawled along the lower third like stock prices.

Nadia watched those numbers instead of the governor’s face.

This was the enemy and the weather at the same time—an invisible thing that wasn’t persuaded by messaging, that didn’t care about charisma, that couldn’t be debated or spun. It just moved through lungs and rooms and routine.

Paul clicked a remote. The news froze mid-sentence.

“Okay,” he said, turning back to them. “Here’s what we know: no rallies. No rope lines. No handshakes. No diner stops. The entire playbook—” He swept a hand toward the whiteboard, toward the dead city list. “—is gone.”

A laugh tried to happen somewhere near the back and died halfway out of somebody’s throat.

Nadia glanced at the political director, a woman named Sloane who usually looked like she ate panic for breakfast. Today even Sloane’s posture was careful, like she was handling glass.

“So what are we doing?” someone asked.

It should’ve been a simple question. It landed like a brick.

Paul’s eyes went to Nadia for a beat—barely a second—but it made her stomach drop, because she understood what that glance meant: message. It was always a message. The solution to chaos was language. The campaign’s religion.

Nadia took a breath and felt the air scrape the back of her throat. She had been sleeping with her phone in her hand for two weeks, waking up to graphs and alerts and “do you have a minute?” texts at 3 a.m. Her dreams were just notifications now.

She stepped forward before she could talk herself out of it.

“We can’t out-volume this,” she said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt. “We can’t do the old thing louder. The old thing—crowds, energy, spectacle—that’s the problem now. It’s literally unsafe.”

A few people nodded like they’d already decided to agree. A few didn’t.

Calm doesn’t win elections, she thought. Not in America.

But fear does.

As if to confirm it, the TV unfroze itself—autoplay rolling into another clip. Hospital hallway. Nurses in masks. A man on a gurney disappearing through double doors. The sound wasn’t on, but the images didn’t need it. Panic had its own volume.

Paul shut the TV off.

“When people are scared,” he said, “they don’t want nuance. They want someone to blame or someone to trust.”

Nadia looked around the table. Everyone understood the unspoken truth: their opponent had always been better at blame. Better at turning anxiety into anger. Better at making crowds feel like proof.

And now the crowds were gone.

Which meant the battlefield would move somewhere else—into living rooms, into phones, into the space between a person and their worst assumptions.

Nadia’s gaze drifted back to the whiteboard. The cancelled cities weren’t just logistical changes. They were the collapse of an entire kind of persuasion—the belief that if you could just show up, if you could just touch hands and take pictures, you could brute-force a sense of inevitability into the world.

Now inevitability looked like a curve on a chart.

Paul tapped the board twice with his finger, like a judge calling the room to order.

“This,” he said, “is no longer a turnout election the way we planned it. This is a legitimacy election. A reality election.”

He looked at Nadia again.

“Message is going to matter more than the candidate’s schedule.”

Nadia swallowed. In her head she saw a different whiteboard, a future one, filled with lawsuits and late counts and accusations. She saw people screaming over numbers they didn’t understand. She saw a country trying to vote while terrified of breathing near each other.

Fear, she thought. Not crowds.

And the worst part was that fear didn’t just change what people wanted.

It changed what they were willing to believe.

Paul clicked his pen. “So,” he said, “Nadia—what’s the first line?”

Nadia opened her laptop. Her fingers hovered over the keys like they were about to touch a hot stove.

Because if she wrote the wrong first line, it wouldn’t just be a slogan.

It would be a story where millions of people lived inside.

And once a country moved into a story, it was almost impossible to get it out.
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Nadia didn’t answer right away—not because she didn’t have words, but because she had too many, and she could already hear how they’d be bent.

In the old world, a line was a line. You tried it in a room, watched faces, adjusted. Now a line could leave your mouth at 9:02 a.m. and come back to you at 9:06 as a meme, a hit piece, a supercut, an accusation, a prayer. Everything was faster than intention.

Paul watched her like he was trying to will the sentence out of her. Around the table, staffers leaned forward, not with curiosity but with hunger. They weren’t asking for poetry. They were asking for a handrail.

Nadia clicked open a blank document and stared at the empty white rectangle until her eyes started to ache. It looked less like a page and more like a test.

The political director, Sloane, broke the silence first.

“We need contrast,” she said. “A clean contrast. Competence versus chaos. Adults versus... whatever that is.”

She jerked her chin at the dark TV, as if the screen still held the images of gurneys and masked faces. As if the virus were just footage you could mute.

A comms aide across from Nadia—Jonah, baby-faced but already living on black coffee and adrenaline—shook his head.

“Competence doesn’t trend,” he said. “And it doesn’t light a fire.”

Sloane’s eyes narrowed. “Fear lights a fire.”

Jonah shrugged. “So do riots. So does a scandal. So does a loud lie.”

There it was. The shape of the real argument. Not about messaging, but about the country. About what people did when they were afraid, and what you were allowed to do with that fear.

Paul held up both hands like a referee.

“Listen,” he said. “We’re not going to win a volume war. We can’t do daily spectacle. We don’t have the... appetite for that kind of improvisation. We win by being steady.”

The word steady landed and sat there, stubborn and unglamorous.

Nadia stared at it in her head like a bruise.

Steady meant safe. Steady meant boring. Steady meant you were asking the country to choose vegetables over sugar.

Her phone vibrated once, then again. She flipped it over without looking at the screen. She knew it would be another alert—another case count, another lockdown, another headline written like a siren.

Paul’s gaze swept the table.

“We’re going to start thinking of this as a living-room election,” he said. “People at home. People isolated. People watching too much news. People scrolling until they can’t sleep. We need to give them something simple enough to hold onto.”

“Simple,” Jonah echoed, not kindly. “Like what? ‘Trust us’?”

Sloane leaned in, voice dropping, like secrecy itself was a strategy.

“Like ‘We’ll get you through this,’” she said. “Like ‘We’ll make it normal again.’”

Nadia felt the phrase curl in her stomach. Normal again. It sounded like a promise and an insult at the same time. Normal had been fragile long before the virus made it obvious.

She cleared her throat.

“‘Normal’ is a trap,” she said.

A few heads turned toward her. It wasn’t defiance—just fact. Nadia’s job wasn’t to throw ideals at the wall; it was to predict how words behaved once they left the room.

“Half the country hears ‘normal’ and thinks you mean going back to a world where they were ignored,” she continued. “We can’t sell nostalgia. We sell relief. Stability. A plan.”

Jonah made a face. “Plans don’t go viral.”

Nadia didn’t look at him. She looked at Paul, because he was the one who mattered.

“A plan can go viral if the alternative is dying,” she said quietly.

That shut the room up for a beat. Not because she’d won, but because she’d named the thing nobody wanted to say out loud: people are terrified of dying. Not in some abstract way. In a “don’t touch the doorknob” way. In a “your mother’s cough sounds different tonight” way.

Paul nodded once, slow.

“Okay,” he said. “Relief. Stability. A plan.”

He turned to the board and drew a line down the middle with a fresh marker, hard enough it squeaked.

On the left: CHAOS
On the right: CALM
The words were too clean. Too moral. Like a children’s book.

Paul tapped the CHAOS side.

“They’ve got the advantage here,” he said, as if acknowledging the weather.

Then he tapped CALM.

“But we’re going to make this look like courage.”

Nadia’s mind raced ahead to the problem no one wanted to touch yet. Calm was a virtue until it looked like weakness. Calm was a virtue until the other side called it “hiding.” Calm was a virtue until the country demanded a villain.

And villains were easy to sell.

Her phone buzzed again—longer this time, a call. She glanced at the screen despite herself.

UNKNOWN NUMBER

Nadia’s heart did the small, stupid leap it always did now, like every unknown caller might be a catastrophe.

She declined it and set the phone down. But the interruption cracked something open in her.

Because the room was talking about messaging like it was a game board. And out there, beyond this table, beyond the whiteboard, there were people who were about to become characters in a story they didn’t choose.

Paul started assigning tasks. Sloane got a policy outline request. Jonah got rapid response guardrails. A digital director got marching orders for a new video strategy—shorter, sharper, more intimate.

Nadia got the line.

“Draft three openings,” Paul said. “Something that can be said at 9 a.m. and still stand at 9 p.m. Something that doesn’t age badly within a day. Something that—” He paused, choosing his words like they mattered, which they did. “—makes people feel like there’s an adult in the room.”

Nadia nodded, though her throat felt tight.

Adult in the room.

As if the country hadn’t spent years training itself to distrust adults.

As if being adult wasn’t just another identity you could attack.

As the meeting broke, people moved with rehearsed urgency—chairs scraping, laptops closing, whispered side conversations blooming like mold in corners. Paul stayed behind with Nadia, waiting until the last staffer slipped out.

When the door clicked shut, the room felt suddenly smaller, like the walls had leaned in to listen.

Paul softened his voice.

“I know you hate this part,” he said.

Nadia didn’t pretend. “I don’t hate writing,” she said. “I hate knowing that whatever I write will be used as evidence.”

“Evidence of what?”

“Of who we are,” she said. “Or who people decide we are.”

Paul rubbed his face, a gesture that looked like exhaustion and prayer.

“Welcome to it,” he said.

Nadia looked back at the whiteboard. The list of cancelled cities seemed to stare at her like a dare. No crowds. No noise. No baptism in applause. Just cameras and silence and the hum of fear coming through the vents.

She opened her laptop again. The blank document waited.

And for the first time, Nadia understood the election wasn’t just a contest.

It was a negotiation with reality.

And reality was already fraying.
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Nadia wrote the first line three different ways and hated all of them.

	We’re living through a crisis, and we’re going to get through it together.
Too soft. Sounded like a commercial.

	This is a test of leadership, and leadership matters.
Too abstract. A sentence you could nod at without feeling anything.

	If you’re scared, you’re not alone.
Too honest. Honesty was a liability now.


She deleted them all and sat back, listening to the campaign floor wake up around her—phones ringing, printers spitting paper, voices pitched just a little too high. A building full of adults pretending adrenaline was the same thing as control.

Outside her office window, the city looked normal in a way that felt like a lie. Cars moved. A jogger passed. The sky did what the sky always did. But Nadia could feel the world shifting under the surface, like tectonic plates grinding in slow motion.

Her phone buzzed again.

UNKNOWN NUMBER

She stared at it until the screen dimmed. She didn’t answer. She didn’t decline. She just watched it, frozen, like the act of touching anything might turn it into something permanent.

The call stopped. A second later, a text came through—no name, no context.

YOU CAN’T HIDE IN YOUR BASEMENT FOREVER.

Nadia’s mouth went dry.

She read it twice, then a third time, as if repetition might change the words into something harmless. It didn’t. It sat there with the smug certainty of someone who believed the world belonged to them.

Her first instinct was rational: wrong number, troll, spam. Her second instinct was older and uglier: they know where you work. She could feel her pulse in her throat, quick and shallow.

She screenshot the message.

Then she did something that surprised her—she didn’t forward it to security. She didn’t send it to Paul. She didn’t even tell herself a story about it.

She just placed the phone face-down and tried to breathe.

Because the message wasn’t just an insult. It was a theme. It was a warning shot from the future.

Basement.

Hide.

Forever.

Nadia had been hearing the word all week—on cable segments, in talking points, in sneering jokes posted by accounts with flags in their bios. It wasn’t even about the candidate, not really. It was about masculinity and bravado and contempt. It was about the idea that leadership had to look like dominance, or it wasn’t leadership at all.

She looked back at her laptop and felt the blank document judge her.

She opened a new file and titled it: OPENINGS — CRISIS FRAME

Then she wrote a sentence she didn’t like, but that felt true:

This election won’t be decided by who can fill an arena. It’ll be decided by who can keep you safe.

She stared at it.

Safe was a word that had been politicized into a taunt. People didn’t want to be told they needed safety; they wanted to be told they were brave.

Her eyes drifted to the screenshot on her phone, still face-down, like a sleeping animal.

You can’t hide.

Nadia’s anger rose slowly, not hot but clean. It wasn’t even anger at the sender. It was anger at the premise—that fear was weakness, that caution was cowardice, that leadership required spectacle. That the only acceptable response to danger was to pretend you didn’t feel it.

She edited the line.

This election won’t be decided by who can fill an arena. It’ll be decided by who tells you the truth when the truth is frightening.

Better. Still risky.

She wrote another.

Leadership isn’t the volume of your voice. It’s what you do when people are afraid to breathe near each other.

Too long.

She cut it down.

Leadership is what you do when people are afraid to breathe.

That one landed in her chest.

Nadia saved the document and leaned back, eyes closed for a second, letting the quiet settle. The building hummed with movement, but in her office it felt like she was alone in a bunker, listening for footsteps.

A knock came at her door. She opened her eyes.

Paul stepped in without waiting. He looked like he’d aged ten years in an hour, tie loosened, sleeves rolled up, face drawn tight by responsibility.

“You’ve got something?” he asked.

Nadia turned her screen toward him. Paul read in silence, lips barely moving. When he finished, he didn’t nod the way he usually did when he approved. He sat down in the chair across from her, heavier than he looked.

“This is the whole thing,” he said finally. “This is the election.”

Nadia waited. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

Paul glanced at the whiteboard through the open doorway, at the thick black CANCELLEDs, at the dead calendar.

“We’re not competing with their rallies,” he said. “We’re competing with their story.”

Nadia’s voice came out quieter than she intended. “And their story is that fear is weakness.”

Paul’s eyes flicked to her phone, still face-down.

“They’re going to call us cowards,” he said, like he was stating the weather forecast. “They’re going to call him frail. They’re going to call it hiding. And if we respond wrong—if we get defensive—we make it real.”

Nadia’s jaw tightened.

“So we don’t respond like a campaign,” she said.

Paul looked at her.

“What do we respond like?”

Nadia thought of the text. Thought of the hospital clip. Thought of Eddie’s warehouse and Lena’s courtroom and Nina’s control room, even though she didn’t know their names yet—only that the election was already spilling into places campaigns didn’t control.

“We respond like the country,” she said. “Like people who are scared and still have to get up in the morning. Like leadership isn’t swagger—it's responsibility.”

Paul held her gaze. For a moment, she saw the cost in his eyes: the knowledge that responsibility rarely got applause.

“Okay,” he said. “Write it that way.”

Nadia nodded, fingers returning to the keyboard.

Outside her door, the phones kept ringing. The campaign kept moving. The country kept breathing, cautious and shallow, like it didn’t trust its own lungs.

Nadia flipped her phone back over and stared at the message one last time.

YOU CAN’T HIDE IN YOUR BASEMENT FOREVER.

She deleted it.

Not because it didn’t matter.

Because she refused to let it write the first line.
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​Chapter 2: The West Wing Adjacent
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The room had no windows on purpose.

Cal Mercer used to think it was about security—phones, leaks, the paranoia of power. Now he understood the deeper reason: a window suggested daylight, and daylight suggested time, and time suggested consequence. In here, there was only urgency. Only now.

The carpet was government gray. The walls were painted the color of clean paper. Fluorescent lights flattened everyone’s faces into the same tired mask. A clock hung above the door, but it felt decorative, like a prop. Time didn’t move normally in the West Wing adjacent. Time lunged.

A flat-screen TV mounted on the wall played cable news on mute, lower-thirds scrolling like ticker tape: CASES SURGE. MARKETS DROP. GOVERNOR ISSUES ORDER. WHITE HOUSE RESPONSE?

Another TV showed social media trends—hashtags rising and falling in real time, the nation’s mood rendered as a leaderboard. Cal had hated that screen when they first installed it. Now he glanced at it like it was oxygen.

He sat at a conference table littered with printed drafts. The same paragraph repeated, rearranged, tightened, sharpened. Words with the edges filed to points. A statement wasn’t information anymore. A statement was positioning.

He clicked his pen and tapped the paper as if sound could give him leverage.

Across the table, the deputy communications director—Kerrigan, all crisp suit and bloodshot eyes—ran a finger down a draft and frowned.

“That’s too conceding,” Kerrigan said. “We sound like we’re apologizing.”

Cal didn’t look up from his laptop. “We’re acknowledging reality.”

Kerrigan scoffed. “Reality doesn’t poll.”

It was the kind of line someone said once and then spent the rest of their career repeating.

Cal felt the familiar, sour amusement rise. He didn’t come from politics; he came from the media, the place where language was always a weapon but at least no one pretended otherwise. Here, they still used moral words for tactical decisions. They called it leadership when it was power. They called it clarity when it was control.

A door opened and closed behind them. Someone entered without knocking. Nobody turned, because in this building knocking was a courtesy you couldn’t afford.

A young aide dropped a folder on the table with the seriousness of a surgeon delivering organs.

“New numbers,” she said. “Also... guidance.”

She didn’t say from whom. In these rooms, sources were hierarchies, not names.

Cal opened the folder. Graphs. Projections. A curve like a threat. A bullet-pointed list of recommendations, each one sounding like a surrender to something they couldn’t bully.

He felt, briefly, the urge to be human.

He crushed it.

Kerrigan leaned in. “What’s the angle?”

Cal didn’t answer with a slogan. He answered with a question—one he’d learned to ask because it revealed what mattered.

“Who’s to blame if this goes badly?” he said.

Kerrigan’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Recognition.

“Governors,” Kerrigan said. “China. The media. Anyone not us.”

“Good,” Cal said, because good meant simple, and simple meant fast, and fast meant you could flood the zone before the facts arrived.

He scrolled to the draft statement again. The language was careful—calls for unity, appreciation for frontline workers, assurances that everything was being handled.

Handled. The softest lie in Washington.

He began editing.

He cut the word difficult because it sounded weak. He changed challenge to threat because the threat made people feel like someone was fighting for them. He inserted a line about “decisive action” even though no decisive action existed yet, because the sentence itself was the performance.

The printer whirred and spit out another draft. Cal grabbed it while it was still warm. He liked that part—the heat. Proof that something was moving.

At the far end of the table, a policy person—someone with a medical degree who never looked anyone in the eye—cleared his throat.

“This should include a directive,” the doctor said. “Specific guidance. Stay home. Avoid gatherings.”

Kerrigan didn’t even look at him. “We don’t issue directives,” he said. “We issue confidence.”

The doctor’s face tightened. “People need instructions.”

Kerrigan finally glanced at him with the weary contempt reserved for people who still believed words were meant to describe the world.

“People need reassurance,” he said.

Cal watched the exchange and felt the line blur in his mind the way it had been blurring for weeks. Policy, politics, messaging, governance—everything was being pulled into the same gravitational field: winning the day’s narrative.

Cal turned his laptop slightly so the doctor could see the screen.

“You want specifics?” Cal said. “We’ll put them on the CDC page.”

The doctor frowned. “Then say them.”

Cal’s patience thinned. “We don’t do specifics in the principal’s voice unless we can guarantee the specifics won’t change.”

The doctor stared at him like he’d just admitted to something criminal.

“They will change,” the doctor said. “That’s the nature of an outbreak.”

Cal leaned back. He could feel Kerrigan watching him, gauging whether Cal would hold the line. The deputy liked Cal because Cal could translate brutality into polish.

Cal kept his voice calm.

“And that,” Cal said, “is the nature of politics.”

A beat of silence. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead like a warning.

On the muted TV, a reporter’s mouth moved rapidly, breathless. A chyron flashed: WHITE HOUSE WEIGHS NEXT STEPS.

Cal stared at the words and felt something settle: a cold clarity that he recognized as the real job.

The White House didn’t weigh steps.

It weighed optics.

Another aide entered, phone pressed to her ear, eyes wide. She held up a finger—one minute, urgent.

Kerrigan’s posture straightened. The room shifted, every body orienting toward the unseen gravity of the call.

The aide lowered the phone and spoke quickly.

“They want language,” she said. “Now. They want it to sound like... strength. They don’t want it to sound like panic. And they definitely don’t want it to sound like—”

She hesitated, as if the word itself could get her fired.

“—like we’re shutting anything down.”

Cal looked at the draft. Looked at the graphs. Looked at the doctor, whose eyes were too honest for this place.

Then Cal did what he was paid to do.

He opened a new paragraph and began loading the words like ammunition—careful, clean, deadly.

Because in this room, a statement wasn’t just a statement.

It was a decision disguised as a sentence.

And in a windowless building, decisions didn’t need daylight. They needed obedience.
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Cal wrote the paragraph three times, each draft less human than the last.

The first version admitted the numbers. The second version admitted concern. The third version admitted nothing at all, except resolve.

He watched the language harden the way water turned to ice—clear, smooth, and capable of cutting flesh without raising its voice.

Kerrigan hovered over his shoulder, reading as Cal typed, making small sounds of approval and disapproval like a tailor pinning fabric.

“Take out ‘we understand the anxiety,’” Kerrigan said. “Too emotional.”

Cal kept his eyes on the screen. “People are anxious.”

“People are always anxious,” Kerrigan replied. “We’re not validating it. We’re steering it.”

Steering. Like the public was a vehicle and they were the only ones allowed to touch the wheel.

Cal’s fingers paused.

In the corner, the doctor—Dr. Vance, according to the nameplate nobody used—sat with his hands folded, as if praying for adults to arrive. He had been brought in to provide expertise. He was being tolerated for his compliance.

Cal watched him from the edge of his vision.

Vance wasn’t naïve. He just still believed the point of information was to be understood.

Cal envied him in the way you envied someone who could still taste food.

An aide slid a fresh page onto the table: talking points from somewhere higher up, the phrasing already battle-tested.


●  We have it totally under control.

●  We are taking decisive action.

●  We are working closely with...

●  We are leading the world.


Cal felt his jaw tighten. The phrases were safe in the way plastic was safe—smooth, sterile, and impossible to digest.

He glanced up at the trend monitor. A hashtag was climbing fast, fueled by a clip of a governor pleading for supplies. Another hashtag trailed it, accusing the governor of hysteria.

The country was splitting itself into competing realities again.

Cal’s phone vibrated—an encrypted app ping. He ignored it for three seconds, then gave in.

NEED RESPONSE IN 10.
PRINCIPAL WANTS “FIRMER.”
NO “STAY HOME” LANGUAGE.
He stared at the message. Ten minutes. In ten minutes, this room would decide what millions of people were supposed to feel.

Cal typed faster.

He replaced “public health experts” with “our great professionals.” He deleted the reference to “community spread.” He inserted “travel restrictions” even though that was a prop for the cameras more than a strategy. He added the word strong twice, because strength wasn’t a fact—it was an incantation.

Kerrigan nodded as if watching a priest bless water.

Vance finally spoke again, voice controlled but urgent.

“You’re removing the behavioral guidance,” he said. “If you don’t tell people to stop gathering—”

Cal didn’t let him finish. “We’re not telling them to stop living.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what they’ll hear,” Kerrigan snapped, and for the first time he turned fully toward Vance, irritation slipping through his polish. “You can’t order Americans to be afraid of each other.”

Vance’s eyes flashed. “They should be afraid of a virus. That’s not politics. That’s biology.”

Cal felt the room’s temperature drop. Biology. The word sounded like a rebuke.

He could have backed the doctor. He could have insisted on a line about distancing. He could have fought for a sentence that might save lives.

Instead, Cal asked himself the only question that mattered here.

Will I win this argument?

The answer was obvious.

Cal softened his voice, the way he did when he was about to kill something gently.

“Doctor,” he said, “we’ll put the details out through the agencies. We’ll support the experts. But the principal’s voice—” He gestured toward the invisible man above them all, the one whose mood dictated every line. “—has to project confidence. If we project fear, we lose control.”

Vance stared at him for a long moment. His face wasn’t angry anymore. It was disappointed.

“Control isn’t the same as safety,” Vance said quietly.

The sentence sat on the table like a knife.

Kerrigan turned back to Cal’s screen, dismissing it without even naming it.

“Good,” Kerrigan said. “Now give me a kicker.”

Cal knew what he meant: a line that would travel. Something the principal could repeat. Something the supporters could chant. Something that would sound good in a clip and terrible in a transcript, which was fine because nobody read transcripts anymore.

Cal wrote:

We will not let fear run this country.

Kerrigan smiled.

“That,” he said, “is it.”

Vance’s mouth tightened. “That’s not guidance. That’s—”

“A rally line,” Cal finished in his head.

But he didn’t say it.

He printed the draft and slid it into a folder marked STATEMENT — FINAL as if the label could force reality to comply.

A second later, the door opened again. Another aide appeared, breathless, clutching a phone like it was radioactive.

“He’s on,” she said. “He wants to read it in five.”

Kerrigan stood, already moving. Cal gathered the pages, the words he’d sharpened into something you could throw.

As they walked down the corridor, Cal’s badge swung against his belt with each step—plastic tapping plastic, a steady little rhythm like a metronome.

He passed a window at the end of the hall—one narrow pane of glass looking out on a patch of lawn and a sky that didn’t know what was happening inside.

For a split second, the daylight hit his face.

And he felt it—the disorientation of seeing the world still functioning while they rewrote how the world would understand itself.

Then they turned a corner and the window disappeared.

Back into fluorescent certainty.

Back into language that pretended it was policy.

Back into the place where governance and messaging weren’t different jobs anymore—just different costumes worn for the same performance.

Cal tightened his grip on the folder.

Five minutes.

A nation would hear the words.

And whatever those words failed to say would echo longer than anything they did.

​



They staged the moment like it mattered more than the truth.

Cal waited in a side corridor outside the briefing space—close enough to hear the muffled movement, far enough to be invisible. That was his role. The words could be his, but the spotlight never was. He existed in the seams: between policy and politics, between what happened and what was said about what happened.

Kerrigan slipped inside with the folder. A staffer adjusted a microphone. Another wiped down the podium with an antiseptic cloth that smelled like guilt.

Cal caught a glimpse through the crack in the door: camera tripods, tape marks on the floor, masked aides staying just out of frame. The principal’s chair off to the side like a throne waiting for its occupant. Everything arranged for a clean shot and a clean story.

A producer’s voice floated out: “We’re live in two.”

Live. As if reality was a broadcast.

Cal leaned against the wall and pulled his phone out again. The encrypted app was lit with new messages, the kind that never used full sentences.

ADD “CHINA.”
MORE ‘STRONG.’
NO ‘LOCKDOWN’ WORD.
MAKE IT SOUND LIKE A WIN.
A win.

He stared at that word until it started to feel childish. This wasn’t a win-lose situation. This was a disease. But the building had one language, and it was the language of contests.

Kerrigan reappeared, face set, tie straightened, eyes bright with performative calm.

“He wants one tweak,” Kerrigan said.

Cal didn’t ask who he was. Everyone always meant the same person.

“What tweak?”

Kerrigan’s lips pressed together, a flash of annoyance. “He doesn’t like ‘fear.’”

Cal almost laughed. The man was allergic to the word that defined the moment.

“What does he want instead?” Cal asked.

Kerrigan glanced down at his phone, then back up. “He wants it to be about ‘confidence.’ And ‘strength.’ Less... doom.”

Cal felt the familiar tug in his chest—something between disbelief and resignation.

“Fear is the point,” Cal said. “We’re saying we won’t be ruled by it.”

“Yeah,” Kerrigan replied, “but he doesn’t want to say it exists.”

Cal closed his eyes for half a second. He thought of Vance’s sentence—Control isn’t the same as safety—and forced himself not to picture hospitals. Not to picture bodies. Not to picture his own mother, older now, alone in Florida, sending him cheerful texts because she didn’t want to worry him.

He opened his eyes.

“Fine,” Cal said. “We swap the noun.”

He took the folder back, flipped to the page, and made the change with a pen.

We will not let panic run this country.

Panic was easier than fear. Panic suggested irrational people, not rational danger. Panic was something you could shame.

He handed it back.

Kerrigan read it and nodded. “Better.”

Cal watched him disappear through the door again. The corridor felt colder without him. Cal checked the time. Forty-three seconds until live.

He could hear the room shift into readiness: chairs scraping, murmurs flattening into silence, the soft click of a camera going to record.

Then the principal began speaking, his voice carried out through the hallway like a force field. Confident. Certain. The cadence of someone who believed saying something made it true.

Cal listened for the line—his line—like a man listening for his name in a crowd.

It came, polished and loud:

“We will not let panic run this country.”

Cal felt nothing at first. No pride. No relief. Just a faint, sour sensation of watching a match strike in a dry room.

Because now the line belonged to the public.

Now it would travel.

Within seconds, it would be chopped into clips. Within minutes, it would be praised, mocked, remixed. Within hours, it would be used as proof that the administration was strong—or proof that it was delusional.

Cal’s phone lit up as if on cue.

GOOD LINE.
BASE LOVES IT.
GET IT TO SURROGATES NOW.
He stared at the messages and felt the line between governance and messaging vanish completely—not in theory, but in his body. This wasn’t a public health briefing. This was a campaign rally wearing a suit.

The hallway TV showed the live feed now, audio on. The principal at the podium, flags behind him, a practiced set to the shoulders. The room looked clean. The lighting was flattering. The graphics were crisp.

A perfect image to contain a messy reality.

Behind the podium, the seal of the office gleamed like a promise.

Cal watched the mouth move, watched the hands slice the air, watched certainty pour out like water.

And he understood something he didn’t want to understand:

The job wasn’t to guide the country through the crisis.

The job was to guide the country’s perception of the crisis.

A staffer rushed past him, whispering into a phone, already distributing the line, already turning it into a weapon and shield. Cal stepped aside to let her through, feeling like part of the machinery.

His phone buzzed again. This time it wasn’t encrypted. It was a normal call—an unknown number.

Cal hesitated, then answered, because in this place you answered unknown numbers.

“Mercer,” he said.

A woman’s voice on the other end, controlled, professional. “This is—” she gave a name Cal recognized from a federal agency briefing he’d skimmed and never fully read. “We need to speak with someone about the language being used publicly. It’s undermining compliance.”

Cal stared at the TV, at the principal’s face, at the word panic that was already being clipped for social media.

“Undermining compliance,” Cal repeated, tasting the phrase. It sounded like the truth trying to break into the building.

“Yes,” the woman said. “People are hearing that they shouldn’t change their behavior. They’re hearing—”

Cal looked down at the folder in his hand, his edits bleeding through the paper in dark ink.

He could say, We didn’t mean that.
He could say, We’ll correct it.
He could say, You’re right.
Instead, Cal did what the place trained him to do.

“We’re aligned,” he said calmly. “We’re just calibrating tone.”

There was a pause on the line, the kind that meant the woman had heard the lie and chosen not to fight it.

“Tone,” she repeated, as if she were trying to understand how tone could matter more than lives.

Cal’s grip tightened. “Send me what you want included,” he said. “We’ll route it.”

Route it. Another word that meant delay.

He ended the call and stood there, watching the podium on the screen, watching a nation receive its instructions through performance.

On the TV, the principal finished his remarks. Cameras clicked. Reporters shouted questions like thrown stones.

Cal’s phone lit up again with another message from Kerrigan:

NEXT: HIT GOVERNORS.
MAKE THEM THE FACE OF “PANIC.”
Cal read it, then looked down the hall toward the door he wasn’t allowed to enter, where decisions were being made in real time.

He thought of Vance. Thought of the graphs. Thought of the woman from the agency saying compliance like it was a life raft.

Then Cal did what he always did.

He opened a new document on his phone.

He started drafting the next statement.

In a windowless building, daylight was a rumor.

And the truth was just another thing you could edit.
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​Chapter 3: The Basement

[image: ]


They didn’t call it a basement in the building.

In the building it was the broadcast studio, or the secure suite, or the downstairs bullpen—anything that made it sound intentional, modern, respectable. But outside the building, on television and radio and the internet, “basement” had already won. It had the sneer baked in. It fit on a chyron. It felt like proof.

Nadia heard it in the hallway before she even reached the room.

“You see what they’re doing?” Jonah said, voice bouncing off cinderblock walls. “They’re making the absence the story.”

Sloane walked fast beside him, phone pressed to her ear, nodding at someone Nadia couldn’t hear. She ended the call without saying goodbye, then looked at Nadia like Nadia had been running late for a fire.

“They’re calling him ‘hidden,’” Sloane said. “They’re saying we’re scared.”

Nadia pushed open the studio door and stepped into the glow.

A camera sat on a tripod like a patient animal. A ring light hummed softly. Two flags were arranged at a precise angle behind an empty stool. The room smelled faintly of disinfectant and hot electronics, a sterile mix that made her think of hospitals and TV sets at the same time.

On a monitor, a clip looped: a pundit laughing, saying “basement” like it was a punchline, the word stretched out for maximum humiliation. Another panelist nodded along like they were in on a private joke.

Nadia dropped her bag onto a chair and forced herself to watch without flinching. This was the job: stare at the narrative until you could see its seams.

Jonah was already pacing. He had the restless energy of someone who believed volume could solve anything.

“We’re letting them define us,” he said. “We’ve got to hit back.”

“With what?” Nadia asked.

“With presence,” Jonah replied, as if it were obvious. “We’ve got to show up. We’ve got to go live. We’ve got to do something big. A rally, a drive-in, some kind of—” he waved a hand, searching for the word he wanted, “—dominance.”

Nadia almost smiled. Not because it was funny, but because it was predictable. The country had trained itself to equate leadership with spectacle. Jonah was just saying it out loud.

Sloane leaned on the table, eyes sharp.

“We can’t compete with their chaos,” she said. “If we chase them, we lose the entire point. We’re selling steadiness.”

Jonah snapped his fingers. “Steadiness is a euphemism for boring.”

Nadia looked at the empty stool under the lights. She could already picture the clip: the candidate speaking calmly, measured, answering questions. And then she could picture the counter-clip: someone calling it sleepy, weak, frail. A thousand accounts repeating it until it became a fact.

In the corner, a digital director named Priya was flipping through analytics on her laptop, expression pinched.

“Our livestreams do fine,” Priya said without looking up. “But when we go too big, we lose control. Comments get ugly. The algorithm rewards conflict. If we invite the fight into our room, we don’t get to decide how it ends.”

Jonah scoffed. “So we just sit here? While they call us cowards?”

Nadia took a breath. She felt the weight of the word cowards like something physical, like a hand on her shoulder. She thought of the unknown text from yesterday. Thought of the way the insult traveled faster than any correction.

“It’s not cowardice,” she said. “It’s containment.”

Jonah stared at her. “Containment is what you do with a virus. Not a campaign.”

Nadia met his eyes. “Exactly.”

Silence hit for a beat. Even Jonah didn’t have a snappy response to that, not immediately.

Sloane’s phone buzzed again. She glanced at it, then looked up with a hard edge.

“We’re getting pressure,” she said. “Not just from pundits. From inside. People are nervous. They think we’re letting him disappear.”

Nadia’s stomach tightened.

“Who?” she asked.

Sloane hesitated—just a flicker—then answered carefully. “All the usual suspects. Donors. Consultants. A couple of electors. The phrase they keep using is—” She mimicked a voice, too polished to be sincere. “—‘optics.’”

Nadia almost laughed this time, a bitter sound that didn’t make it out.

Optics. The word that meant: make reality look like what we can sell.

Jonah leaned forward, eager. “See? Even they think this is a problem. We need a moment. Something that makes the ‘basement’ joke die.”

Priya finally looked up. “The joke doesn’t die,” she said flatly. “It mutates.”

Nadia felt a strange calm settle over her, the kind that came when you realized there were only bad options and your job was to pick which bad you could live with.

She walked to the whiteboard in the studio—smaller than the campaign one, cleaner, with fewer scars. Someone had already written two columns:

GO BIG
STAY SMALL
Under GO BIG: drive-in rally, town hall, surprise appearance, bus tour.
Under STAY SMALL: controlled interviews, livestreams, “quiet leadership,” targeted local media.
Nadia picked up a marker and wrote one more line under STAY SMALL:

WEAPONIZE NORMAL

Jonah frowned. “What does that even mean?”

Nadia turned to face them.

“It means we stop chasing their definition of strength,” she said. “We make normal look brave. We make responsibility look like flex.”

Sloane’s eyes narrowed. “And how do you do that without looking like you’re hiding?”

Nadia felt the question in her chest like a drumbeat.

Because that was the real problem, wasn’t it?

Restraint could be wisdom.

Or it could look like fear.

And in a country addicted to noise, quiet could be mistaken for weakness until it became weakness.

She looked at the empty stool again and imagined the candidate sitting there, calm, measured, trying to sound like an adult.

Then she imagined their opponent on television, loud, absolute, turning every question into a fight, every criticism into proof of persecution.

Two different styles of power.

Two different kinds of reality.

Nadia capped the marker.

“We don’t win by being louder,” she said. “We win by being believable.”

Jonah’s laugh was sharp. “Believable? In 2020?”

Priya closed her laptop slowly, like she was ending a sermon.

“That’s the question,” she said. “Is staying small a strategy... or is it admitting the country can’t handle more noise?”

The room went quiet again.

And Nadia realized something that made her throat go tight:

They weren’t debating scheduling.

They were debating the country’s capacity for truth.

And the answer to that debate was going to decide everything.



The studio lights made everyone look healthier than they were.

It was the kind of flattering glow that suggested control—smooth skin, bright eyes, a calm set to the jaw. Nadia hated it, because it lied the way politics lied: by making exhaustion look like discipline.

Sloane moved to the whiteboard and circled GO BIG with a marker, hard enough to leave a dent.

“Here’s what I’m hearing,” she said. “They’re not just mocking us. They’re setting up a frame: He can’t handle it. They want people to associate caution with weakness. And the longer we stay in here, the more that frame sticks.”

Jonah pointed at the monitor where the basement clip looped again. The pundit laughed, the panel laughed with him. It played like a sitcom.

“He’s turning our safety protocol into an insult,” Jonah said. “That’s not a messaging problem. That’s an insult we’re letting stand.”

Priya, who had been quiet, angled her laptop so Nadia could see the screen. Analytics. Engagement maps. A line chart that spiked whenever anything angry happened.

“Every time we do something controlled, it performs,” Priya said. “Not viral, but stable. When we do something big, we get a spike—then backlash, then the cycle. And the comments... it’s not just politics. It’s hate. It’s misinformation. It’s death threats.”

Jonah rolled his eyes like threats were part of the aesthetic.

Nadia didn’t.

She remembered the text from yesterday. The casual cruelty. The certainty. The way a stranger could reach into her pocket and drop poison into her day with ten words.

Sloane tapped the board again. “Okay,” she said. “So we keep it controlled. But controlled doesn’t mean invisible.”

Nadia watched her, careful. “What’s your definition of visible?” she asked.

Sloane took a breath. “A moment,” she said. “One big thing. Not a month of it. A signal. We show the country he can stand up and take questions. We show energy. Then we go back to our plan.”

The way she said energy made it sound like a medical necessity.

Jonah nodded hard. “Yes. Exactly. We stop letting them clown us.”

Priya’s expression didn’t change. “And what if the moment becomes the whole story?” she asked. “What if one cough becomes a week of headlines? What if one awkward clip becomes proof of decline? You can’t unring that bell.”

Nadia felt the tension tighten like a wire. The conversation wasn’t about rally size. It was about risk tolerance. About what kind of gamble the campaign could afford when the opponent’s entire identity was a gamble.

She moved to the table and picked up a stack of printed briefs. Polling memos, demographic shifts, issue salience, the kind of data everyone pretended guided decisions while decisions were still made by fear and ego.

Nadia flipped to a page that had been highlighted aggressively: a note about “perception of strength” among certain voters. A consultant’s favorite phrase.

She put the paper down like it offended her.

“‘Strength’ is a costume,” Nadia said. “They’re selling a costume. We’re selling competence.”

Jonah scoffed. “Competence doesn’t excite people.”

“Competence keeps them alive,” Nadia snapped, sharper than she intended.

The room went still. Jonah blinked, surprised. Sloane’s eyes softened a fraction, but she didn’t back off.

“I’m not disagreeing,” Sloane said. “But elections aren’t morality contests. They’re persuasion contests. And persuasion runs on emotion.”

Nadia stared at the empty stool under the lights again. She could see it like a stage in a courtroom—one seat, one witness, one chance to look credible to people who didn’t want to believe.

Priya’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and exhaled.

“Another reporter wants to know if we’re ‘hiding,’” Priya said. “Those were the exact quotation marks.”

Jonah leaned forward. “Let’s answer them,” he said. “Let’s give them something they can’t twist.”

Priya laughed once, dry. “Everything twists.”

Nadia felt her own phone vibrate. A calendar alert: CALL WITH SURROGATES — 15 MIN. She could already hear the talking points: calm leadership, follow the science, keep your distance. The kind of language that sounded noble until it got translated into: scared. weak. basement.

Sloane’s voice dropped, more intimate now—less debate, more confession.

“I’m worried,” she said. “Not about our plan. About the country.”

Nadia looked at her. Sloane didn’t say things like that. Sloane ran on caffeine and contempt, not vulnerability.

Sloane gestured toward the monitor where the pundit kept laughing.

“They’re training people to treat safety like cowardice,” Sloane said. “They’re making risk look like patriotism. And if that becomes the culture... if that becomes the mood... then every responsible sentence we say gets translated as surrender.”

Jonah opened his mouth, but for once he didn’t have a quick comeback.

Nadia felt something cold move through her: a recognition that they weren’t just running against an opponent. They were running against an atmosphere. An addiction. A hunger for noise so strong people would rather be lied to loudly than told the truth softly.

Priya closed her laptop again.

“You’re asking the country to endure quiet,” Priya said. “To accept that the leader isn’t going to entertain them. That’s not just strategy. That’s a bet about who we are.”

Nadia stepped closer to the whiteboard, uncapped the marker, and drew a third column between GO BIG and STAY SMALL.

She labeled it:

CONTROLLED PROOF

Sloane’s eyebrows lifted. “Explain.”

“One event,” Nadia said. “Something built for cameras, but not for crowds. A town hall with real questions. Distance. Masks. No cheering sections. No theatrics. Just... proof.”

Jonah frowned. “Proof of what?”

“Proof that we’re not hiding,” Nadia said. “And proof that we’re not going to become them to prove it.”

Sloane stared at the words CONTROLLED PROOF like they were a bridge over a canyon.

“And if it flops?” Jonah asked.

Nadia met his eyes.

“Then we learn,” she said. “And we don’t pretend we didn’t.”

Jonah’s face hardened. “That’s not how this works.”

Nadia felt her anger rise again, quiet but steady.

“That’s how it has to work,” she said. “Because if we let this become a war of noise, we lose either way. We lose the election—or we win it by training the country to demand spectacle instead of truth.”

Sloane’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and nodded once, like she’d reached a decision.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll float it. Controlled proof. We’ll pitch it as risk-managed. Limited exposure.”

Nadia heard the subtext: We’ll sell responsibility like a product.

Priya stood, gathering her things. “And we should prepare for the basement label to get worse,” she said. “Because when you don’t give them chaos, they manufacture it.”

Jonah looked at the looping clip again, jaw set.

“Let them,” he said. “I’m tired of being the adult.”

Nadia watched him and understood the temptation. The relief in letting go of restraint. The thrill in fighting fire with fire.

But she also understood the cost.

She glanced at the ring light, the empty stool, the flags staged like props.

This room was supposed to be a shelter.

But it was becoming a symbol.

And symbols didn’t care whether you were right.

They only cared whether they were memorable.

​



By the time the surrogate call started, the studio felt less like a production space and more like a bunker with makeup.

Nadia sat at the small table with her laptop open, headphones on, watching the grid of faces populate the screen—state party chairs, elected officials, a couple of “friendly voices” from cable, all framed by home offices and kitchen counters and the soft glow of ring lights. Everyone looked like they’d been living inside their screens for months.

Paul joined from another location, his face tight, eyes scanning the gallery view like he was counting liabilities.

“Okay,” he said. “We’re going to keep this tight. We’re going to stay on message.”

Stay on message—like the message was a rope you could hold while the ground moved under your feet.

Nadia listened as Paul ran through the day’s talking points: steady leadership, empathy, science, competence. Every phrase was clean and correct and somehow already lost.

Then came the questions.

A mayor from the Midwest leaned toward their camera, eyebrows raised. “I’m getting killed out here,” she said. “They keep calling it the basement. Voters ask me, ‘Why isn’t he out there?’ What do I say that doesn’t sound defensive?”

A congressman—older, practiced—cut in before anyone else could answer.

“You say it’s responsible,” he said. “You say it’s science. You say the other side is reckless.”

Nadia could hear the weakness in that approach immediately: it required the public to value responsibility more than bravado. It required people to accept that not performing strength could still be strength.

A cable surrogate—hair perfect, smile calibrated—tilted her head.

“Respectfully,” she said, “responsible doesn’t play on TV. I need a line that flips it. That makes ‘basement’ sound ridiculous.”

Nadia felt her throat tighten. This was exactly the trap: the campaign wanted restraint; the ecosystem demanded spectacle.

Paul looked at Nadia on the screen. He didn’t say her name, but the glance did.

Nadia unmuted herself.

“You don’t argue the word,” she said. “You argue the premise. ‘Basement’ is a joke about safety. So you make the joke about them.”

A few faces leaned in.

Nadia continued, careful, building the sentence like a bridge.

“You say: We’re not running a reality show. We’re running to govern. You say: If you’re asking why he isn’t surrounded by crowds, the answer is simple—he’s not willing to make you pay for a photo-op.”

The grid went quiet for a beat—processing.

The cable surrogate smiled slowly. “That’s... good,” she said, like she was tasting it for broadcast.

A state chair nodded. “That’s something I can say.”

Jonah, sitting off to Nadia’s right in the studio, mouthed: Finally.

Paul interjected before anyone could run wild with it.

“And we’re exploring opportunities for safe visibility,” he said. “We want voters to see him answering questions directly.”

Controlled proof, Nadia thought. They were selling it now without naming it.

The Midwest mayor raised her hand again. “Okay,” she said. “But what if people don’t care? What if they just want the show?”

Nobody answered quickly because nobody wanted to be the one to tell the truth: some people do.

Nadia felt it rise in her chest and pushed it into language that could survive daylight.

“Then we give them a different kind of show,” she said. “Not chaos. Competence. Calm under pressure. The thing they haven’t seen in a long time.”

The congressman frowned. “Calm reads like weak.”

Nadia’s patience thinned. “Only if you’ve been trained to think yelling is strength,” she said.

That got a couple of uncomfortable chuckles. Not because it was funny—because it was accurate and they didn’t want to admit it.

Paul moved the call along. But the question had already landed, heavy, and it sat in Nadia’s mind even as the grid of faces kept talking.

What if the country wanted the show?

What if the country preferred spectacle to stability?

What if restraint wasn't a strategy—what if restraint was asking people to be someone they were no longer willing to be?

After the call ended, Jonah ripped his headphones off and tossed them on the table.

“That was good,” he said, a little grudging. “But it’s not enough.”

Nadia kept her eyes on her screen, though it had gone blank. “It has to be enough,” she said.

Jonah laughed, sharp. “You keep saying that like reality cares.”

Priya entered the studio holding her phone out like an offering. Her face had that look—tight, focused, the expression of someone about to deliver bad news that didn’t shock anymore, only accumulates.

“Trending,” she said.

She turned her phone so Nadia could see.

A clip had been cut and posted already—minutes after the call, somehow. Someone had leaked a tiny segment of it, Nadia’s voice chopped down to one sentence:

“We’re not running a reality show.”

The clip was framed with mocking captions, emojis, edits. A commentator’s voice over it: “Oh, really? Then why are you hiding?”

Comments poured in beneath it like sewage.

Basement. Coward. Frail. Sleepy.
And worse—threats wrapped in jokes, jokes wrapped in threats.
Nadia stared at the screen and felt a cold hollowness spread through her chest.

“Who leaked this?” Jonah asked, voice rising.

Priya shrugged once. “Could be anyone,” she said. “Surrogates record calls. Staff record calls. Reporters have... ways.”

Nadia’s mind flashed to her unknown text again. You can’t hide. The sense that her private life had already been absorbed into the public arena, like nothing was truly inside anymore.

Sloane walked in, phone pressed to her ear. She ended the call and looked at them.

“Good news,” she said, with the deadness of someone who no longer believed in good news. “They like the ‘controlled proof’ idea. They want it fast.”

Jonah exhaled, triumphant. “Finally.”

Sloane looked at Nadia. “But,” she added, “they want to do it in a way that looks... energetic. They want to prove he can take it.”

Nadia felt her stomach drop.

Energetic. Take it.

Those were the other side’s metrics. Their vocabulary. Their trap.

“We can’t let them design it,” Nadia said.

Sloane’s eyes held hers. “They already are,” she said quietly. “Because donors are nervous and the press is bored and people are scared and everyone wants a moment that makes them feel like the ground isn’t moving.”

Priya’s phone buzzed again—another notification, another spike.

Nadia looked at the ring light, humming softly, indifferent. It would flatter whoever sat in its circle. It would make anything look clean. It would make any lie look like leadership.

Nadia swallowed hard.

“Okay,” she said. “Then we design it ourselves.”

Jonah crossed his arms. “And if it goes wrong?”

Nadia met his gaze.

“Then it goes wrong in a way we can live with,” she said.

Sloane nodded once, as if she’d been waiting for that exact answer.

“We’ve got forty-eight hours,” she said. “Write me the premise. Not the speech. The premise. The frame.”

Nadia turned back to her laptop, fingers hovering.

Outside, the world was emptying into fear.

Inside, they were trying to sell calm like it was courage.

And somewhere in the middle, between what was true and what was believable, Nadia felt the election tightening around them like a vise.
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​Chapter 4: The Donor Call
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Ruth Darden scheduled the call for 8:17 p.m. because 8:00 looked eager and 8:30 looked negotiable.

Her townhouse in Georgetown was quiet in the way money could afford—thick walls, soft lighting, a silence that didn’t feel lonely so much as curated. The city outside was half-shut down, streets thinner than they should’ve been, but inside her home there was the steady hum of control: climate regulated, wine breathing, Wi-Fi flawless.

Ruth set her laptop on the dining table and angled it so the camera caught the right slice of room—tasteful art, no family photos, nothing that made her look sentimental. A stack of papers sat just outside the frame, because she liked the symbolism of paper even when the meeting was digital. It suggested seriousness. It suggested she was still the kind of person who read.

She checked the guest list again, even though she’d memorized it:

Seven names. Seven fortunes. Seven egos, each wrapped in its own ideology like designer fabric.

They weren’t donors in the romantic sense—patriots underwriting democracy. They were investors. They wanted  a return. They wanted predictability. They wanted to know where to place their weight so history leaned their way.

Ruth clicked Start Meeting and watched her own face appear, composed, lit softly from the side. She looked calm. She felt like a switchboard.

One by one, the boxes filled.

A hedge fund founder in Connecticut, wearing a quarter-zip and the expression of someone who’d never waited for anything.
A tech philanthropist in Palo Alto, framed by minimalist shelves and a smug little orchid.
A real estate man in Florida, sunburned even indoors, smiling too much.
A retired media executive in Manhattan, eyes sharp, camera angled like she’d done this for a living.
A healthcare billionaire in Chicago, half in shadow, voice always measured like he was testifying.
A venture capitalist in Austin, pretending casual, unable to hide competitiveness.
And one wildcard—an energy magnate whose politics shifted with crude prices, his background a hunting lodge that screamed I can leave the world if I want.
Ruth waited until the seventh box stabilized. Then she smiled—not warmly, not coldly. Professionally.

“Thank you for making time,” she said. “I know everyone’s calendars are... surreal right now.”

Nobody laughed. They weren’t here for social media.

The hedge fund founder got straight to it, as expected. “Let’s skip the throat-clearing,” he said. “What’s the path?”

There it was. The question. The only one that mattered.

Ruth held the pause just long enough to remind them she controlled the room. Silence was a form of wealth too—owning the space between demand and answer.

“The path,” she said, “is not a line anymore. It’s a braid.”

The media exec narrowed her eyes. “That’s poetic,” she said. “Is it true?”

Ruth didn’t flinch. “It’s accurate,” she replied. “We’re in a crisis environment. The electorate is anxious. The mechanics of voting are changing in
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