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Chapter 1
The White House
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Washington, D.C., January 2033. Colin Anderson woke before the presidential alarm had a chance to remind him that, as of that morning, even his sleep belonged partly to the United States of America. He lay still for a few seconds in the large bed of the White House private residence, his eyes open in the blue darkness before dawn, listening to a silence that was not really silence at all. Beyond the doors, in the hallways and on the staircases, men and women were already at work. Secret Service agents were checking entrances and communications; aides were preparing briefing folders; somewhere a floor away, someone was probably deciding which international crises deserved to reach his desk before his first cup of coffee. Colin drew a slow breath and ran a hand over his face. He had been President of the United States for twelve days. Twelve days, and he still sometimes opened his eyes expecting to see the anonymous ceiling of a hotel room, an Olympic Village apartment, or, going further back, the plain white ceiling of the place where he had lived during his years of training. Instead, above him was history.

He pushed back the covers and placed his feet on the floor. At thirty-five, he still had the body the public remembered from the Brisbane Olympics: lean and balanced, built more for precision than raw power. Gymnastics had left him with defined shoulders, a flat stomach, powerful legs, and a natural lightness in the way he moved. He was not imposing. Beside the men assigned to his security detail, he could almost appear slight, and photographs often exaggerated the difference. Yet the body commentators had once called too light to dominate an Olympic final was the same body that, only months earlier, had completed the final tumbling pass of his floor routine without a single mistake and won gold. That medal had changed everything. Americans had seen something in him that went beyond sports: discipline, courage, youth, the promise of renewal. Politics had done the rest with a speed that still seemed unreal.

He walked into the bathroom, turned on the light, and studied his reflection for a moment. His brown hair was still tousled, his features regular, his light eyes heavy from too little sleep. The face appearing on newspaper front pages increasingly seemed less familiar than the one in the mirror. He turned on the shower and waited for the water to warm. For years, his mornings had begun with a weigh-in, stretching, aching muscles, and a coach's voice. Now they began with national security briefings and calls with foreign leaders. Some habits, however, had survived. Even in the White House, Colin insisted on at least forty minutes of training every morning. His physician approved. His staff did not. Forty minutes was an eternity on a president's schedule.

When he stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around his waist, the secure phone on the counter vibrated. Colin checked the time and smiled without amusement. 6:18 a.m. The message was from his chief of staff: the morning press review was ready, and before the seven o'clock briefing there was an issue she would prefer to discuss with him personally. Colin already knew what kind of “issue” it would be. Since moving into the White House, half his problems seemed to concern the country and the other half the fact that he did not have a wife. He had hoped the inauguration would put the subject to rest, at least temporarily. Instead, it had done exactly the opposite.

At 6:45, Colin walked through the private residence in dark pants and a white shirt, his jacket still draped over one arm. Two agents shifted almost imperceptibly when they saw him approaching. He had not yet grown accustomed to the choreography. Every door opened before he could touch it; every hallway seemed to empty and refill according to his movements. “Good morning, Mr. President.” Colin returned the greeting with a nod. He would have liked to learn everyone's name, but he had already been told that personnel would rotate constantly. Protection. Shifts. Protocols. Everything was designed so that he would never have to think about it. Naturally, that was precisely why he noticed it so much.

Helen Brooks was waiting for him in the Oval Office with a tablet in one hand and an expression Colin had already learned to recognize. “Tell me China hasn't invaded anyone.”

Helen sat down without smiling. “Worse.”

“Russia?”

“Your love life.”

Colin draped his jacket over the back of a chair and stared at her. “This building has a strange sense of priorities.”

Helen handed him the tablet. Six digital front pages filled the screen. Three showed Colin at the inaugural ball; two recycled photographs from the Olympics; another had chosen an image of the new president waving from the steps of the Capitol. The headlines varied. The question did not: who would become America's First Lady?

“There isn't going to be a First Lady just because the newspapers need one.”

“I know.”

“Then why are we talking about this at six fifty in the morning?”

Helen crossed one leg over the other. “Because the country is curious. And when curiosity doesn't get answers, people invent them.”

Colin scrolled through the stories. Actresses, businesswomen, a divorced senator, even a journalist with whom he had exchanged three sentences at a charity dinner. Each had been identified as a possible secret girlfriend.

“I don't even know this one.”

“You don't have to. You were photographed in the same room.”

Colin handed the tablet back. “Fantastic.”

Helen studied him more carefully. “I'm not asking you to start dating someone. I'm telling you we need to decide how we're going to handle this.”

“By telling the truth.”

“Which is?”

The question lingered for a fraction longer than necessary. Colin looked at her.

“That I'm single.”

Helen nodded. “For now, that's enough.”

For now. Those two words followed Colin even after Helen moved on to another subject. He had never lied about his private life, but he had learned early that there was a fine line between refusing to lie and allowing other people inside. During his years in gymnastics, no one had seriously cared whom he dated. Then came the medal, followed by the candidacy, followed by a campaign in which every photograph had been analyzed. Colin had always given the same answer: his private life would not govern the country. The voters seemed to have accepted that. The media clearly had not.

The briefing began at seven. For nearly an hour, Colin listened to updates on markets, intelligence, diplomatic tensions, and a wave of demonstrations accompanying his reform agenda in several cities. Most of the protests were peaceful. A few groups, however, had adopted a more aggressive tone. One analyst highlighted Dallas on the digital map.

“Friday's rally remains confirmed, Mr. President, but the Secret Service is reassessing the perimeter.”

Colin looked up. “Why?”

“Counterprotests are expected. Nothing currently indicates a specific threat, but attendance may be significantly higher than projected.”

“So?”

“Security would like to modify access to the stage.”

Colin set down his pen. “If you build a fortress around me, the political message will be worse than the protest.”

Helen cut in. “The political message matters less than having a living president.”

“I'm glad my chief of staff has established a hierarchy of priorities.”

This time, someone smiled.

When the meeting ended, the head of the Presidential Protective Division remained behind. He was in his fifties, with closely cropped gray hair and a manner that left little room for interpretation. “Mr. President, I'd like to introduce the agent who will be coordinating your close protection detail over the next several weeks.”

Colin resisted the urge to sigh. He had already met so many agents that their faces were beginning to blur together. “Is there a problem with the current team?”

“No problem. We're adjusting the detail to accommodate your travel schedule and upcoming public events.” The director turned toward the door. “Agent Oliveira.”

The man who entered forced Colin to tilt his head slightly upward. That was the first thing he noticed. The second was the shoulders.

Santiago Oliveira stood close to six foot seven, and the dark Secret Service suit did little to conceal an extraordinary physical build. His chest filled the jacket without making it appear tight; a thick neck rose from the white collar; his hands, relaxed at his sides, were large. He had warm olive skin, very short black hair, and sharply defined features. He did not look like a man trying to appear intimidating. He didn't need to. Colin had spent most of his life around athletes and knew enough about the human body to distinguish muscle built to be displayed from strength built to be used. Santiago belonged unmistakably to the second category.

“Mr. President.” His voice was deep and controlled. “Santiago Oliveira.”

Colin held out his hand. “Good to meet you.”

When their hands met, the difference between them became even more obvious. Santiago's hand nearly swallowed his, but the pressure was carefully measured, professional, without the slightest attempt at showing off his strength.

“I've been told your job is to stop me from doing stupid things.”

For the first time, something shifted in the agent's eyes. Not quite a smile. “My job is to protect you, Mr. President.”

“Even from myself?”

“When necessary.”

Colin looked at the director. “Finally, someone around here brave enough to say it.”

Santiago did not laugh. He remained perfectly composed, and Colin found that composure immediately irritating and, for reasons he could not explain, interesting. “Oliveira has spent eight years on high-risk protection details,” the director explained. “Before that, he served in the military. He speaks English, Spanish, and Portuguese. He knows Texas well and has coordinated operations at events involving large crowds.”

“Dallas,” Colin said.

“Exactly.”

Colin looked back at Santiago. “So you're here because of the rally.”

“I'm here because this is my assignment, Mr. President.”

The answer was formally perfect. Colin had the distinct impression that the man would give exactly the same response with a gun pointed at him.

“How close are you going to have to stay?”

The director opened his mouth, but Santiago answered first. “Close enough.”

Colin tilted his head. “Is that a technical measurement?”

“Depends on the environment.”

“Here?”

“Here, I can allow some distance.”

“And in Dallas?”

Santiago looked directly at him. His eyes were dark, almost black. “In Dallas, if the situation requires it, there won't be any distance.”

He said it without emphasis, as though stating an operational fact. Yet Colin felt the weight of the words. For an instant he imagined that enormous body moving between him and a threat, and the image produced a sensation he found difficult to classify. Safety, certainly. But not only that. Colin was the first to look away.

The rest of the day continued with the organized brutality of a presidential schedule. Colin signed documents, received a delegation, joined a video conference with two governors, and ate half a salad while an economic adviser explained employment figures. Santiago appeared at the edge of nearly every scene. Never intrusive, never truly absent. Colin began to recognize his presence without needing to search for him. A dark silhouette beside a doorway. A reflection in glass. A low voice speaking into an earpiece. Whenever Colin moved, Santiago seemed to know where he was going half a second before he did.

Early that afternoon, Colin crossed the colonnade on his way back toward the residence. Outside, Washington was cold beneath a uniformly gray sky.

“Agent Oliveira.”

Santiago, two steps behind him, moved slightly closer. “Mr. President.”

“Are you always going to call me that?”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

Colin smiled. “Even if we're the only two people in a room?”

“Especially if we're the only two people in a room.”

Colin stopped. Santiago stopped instantly. For a moment, they looked at each other.

“Is that

































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
FT'M SORRY
MR PRESIDENT

* kK

[
z_, STEVEN O’CONNOR .
—





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





