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The only thing necessary for evil to triumph in the world is that good men do nothing

-Edmund Burke

Chapter 1






	
The Los Angeles Times – Nation Reels Under Superpox Sixth Week; Brash Defies Courts Amid Economic Hardship: As the devastating ‘Superpox’ pandemic enters its sixth week with death tolls soaring, President Brash continues his push against constitutional norms.  With the election imminent and the economy sagging, Brash has doubled down on controversial executive orders targeting immigrants and environmental regulations, boldly defying recent Supreme Court rulings that struck down similar measures. The President again defended his ‘Carte Blanche’ approach to Mideast diplomacy, even as Israeli Forces armed with American hardware pressed their invasion of the West Bank. His Democratic opponent in the presidential election, Senator Julia Benson, pointed to the cozy relationship between Brash and Israeli Strongman Yonatan Meyer, warning of an accelerating slide towards authoritarianism as the nation grapples with overlapping crises at home and abroad. Benson served as the first African-American ambassador to Israel under the previous administration.




The wind muscled its way down Wisconsin Avenue, carrying winter’s promises and threats. Eddie Folk felt it slice through his tailored suit, past the Kevlar vest underneath. September in Milwaukee. Six weeks into what the media called Superpox, a mutated strain of Variola Major ripping through the country. They claimed it started at the border, but VSP-7 didn’t respect boundaries. It moved on breath and skin, a ghost shaking the nation’s foundation. Eddie’s boss was here to fix it.

The motorcade had passed through near-empty streets, concrete canyons watched by masked faces behind fogged windows of coffee shops and apartments. Two Americas, one hidden behind masks and lockdowns, another out en masse to see its hero..

Not here in Pere Marquette Park. Thousands of rallygoers pressed against steel barriers, a sea of bare faces flushed pink by wind and fervor. Their collective breath rose in white clouds, pushing back against the gray sky. These people weren’t hiding. They stood exposed, basking in the power radiating from the man on stage.

President James Brash, nearly four years into a term that felt like forty, stood under harsh portable lights, gesturing at the crowd. His voice, amplified to distortion, boomed across the trampled grass.

Eddie scanned the buildings across from them. Left to right, pause, right to left. Rooftops, windows, architectural details perfect for hiding. He cataloged threats on autopilot, muscle memory fighting the anxiety humming beneath his professional calm. Four years protecting Treasury Secretaries at fiscal meetings hadn’t prepared him for this. Those officials barely registered with the public. They didn’t attract the raw hatred Brash seemed to cultivate like fertilizer.

His earpiece crackled. ‘Ottawa Four to Panama Actual. Target One, male, white, approx fifty, green Packers beanie, brown canvas jacket, eastern perimeter, section Charlie. Pacing, keeps reaching inside jacket.’

‘Copy Ottawa Four. Panama Actual has visual,’ Andrew Williams replied, his voice gravel wrapped in authority. ‘Greenland Two, confirm intent?’

A pause. ‘Greenland Two confirms. Subject appears agitated, possibly on phone. Hands visible now, holding cell. Maintain observation.’

Eddie shifted, feeling the Glock-19’s familiar weight in its shoulder holster. His zone covered the western edge, near the press corps. Cameras on shoulders, microphones thrust forward, faces etched with cynicism and exhaustion. Brash alternately courted and attacked them, a toxic relationship Eddie found baffling. But his job was protection, not politics.

He scanned the second-floor windows again. Law firm, closed. Investment group, blinds drawn. Routine. The advance teams had swept every room, checked every access point. But routine was baseline. Complacency never slept.

On stage, Brash was incandescent with outrage, feeding off the crowd’s energy.

‘The fake news, the enemies of the people, they want you to think this thing, this horrible virus, just appeared from nowhere. Just bad luck! Can you believe it? Bad luck!’ He forced a smug chuckle without humor. ‘Let me tell you about luck! It’s bad luck when you let millions pour across your border! Illegal aliens, coming from dirty places, bringing their problems, bringing their crime, and now they bring this!’

An angry roar erupted from the crowd. Eddie saw faces twisted with fury, pointing fingers, raising fists, finding an outlet for their fears and prejudices; elated to finally be granted permission to be mad at someone. 

‘Heard that before,’ a voice muttered on comms. Panama Three, sounded like Harris. ‘My buddy sent me a link said it started in one of them caravans.’

‘Sounds about right,’ Murphy’s voice cut in, personal agreement slipping through before the professional clampdown from Williams.

‘Let’s knock off the commentary. Eyes on your sectors. Watch those hands.’

Eddie said nothing, keeping his gaze moving. He’d heard variations of this riff countless times, but the crowd devoured it with the same enthusiasm as always. Brash thrived on blame like he thrived on attention. 

‘They talk about masks!’ Brash scoffed, pulling at his lapel. ‘They want us hiding our faces! They want us muzzled! They talk about staying home, shutting down! Killing your jobs! Who’s gonna pay for it? Not us, not you. Let them pay.’ 

The president thumbed in the general direction of southwest. And the crowd roared some more. He waited, a patient orator, at ease with his enthralled audience, until the noise died down again.

‘But let me tell you, this thing, whatever it is, it’s gonna disappear. Like magic! One day, poof! Gone. Like a hoax. We don’t need lockdowns, we need freedom! We need American strength!’

Another wave of cheers. Eddie watched people defiantly pull down the few visible masks in the crowd.

‘And who let them in?’ Brash bellowed, stabbing a finger toward the horizon. ‘Who weakened our borders? Not me! It was the guy before me! Those Democrat commies, weak!  And incompetent; Probably too distracted making shady deals!’ 

He leaned into the microphone, voice dropping conspiratorially. ‘I hear things, you know? About deals, big deals, maybe in Dubai or Abu Dhabi. Lots of money changing hands while our country went to hell. Nobody reports it. Why? Ask the fake news!’

The Dubai line was new for Eddie. He’d heard plenty of criticisms about the previous administration, but nothing about this in the news. Probably something from the internet. Could be the usual Brash chaff, thrown out to distract and confuse, likely sourced from some obscure online corner. He filed it away. It felt increasingly like part of the job to sift through the President’s conspiracy-laced pronouncements for any grain of actionable intelligence, however unlikely.

His eyes continued their sweep. Third floor, fourth window from the left. Office building across the avenue. Darkened glass, reflecting clouds that stained the sky like bruises. He’d scanned it moments ago and seen nothing. This time, for the briefest moment, he caught a mirror flash.

Not lightning. Not a camera from the press pen below. This was different. Sharper. A pinpoint of reflected light off curved glass, high up. There, then gone. Lens flare.

The thought hit like an ice pick. Adrenaline flooded his system, washing away the cold, the background noise, the political commentary. Instinct, honed from desert to this windy square, took over.

‘Panama One to Panama Actual! Potential scope! Third floor, fourth window, building west! Repeat, possible sniper, lens flare observed!’ His voice was tight, urgent, but clipped with trained control. He was already moving, pushing off the barrier, ignoring the startled yelp of a woman he jostled.

The comms exploded into focused chaos.

‘Panama Actual copies! All units, eyes west, third floor, fourth window! Greenland One, confirm! Now!’ Williams’s voice was iron.

‘Negative confirm, Actual! Glare’s shifted! Can’t penetrate the glass!’

‘Ottawa team, move to intercept building west! Counter-sniper, target acquisition protocols!’ Williams barked. ‘Montreal, stick by the principal; Panama One, maintain position unless imminent threat!’

Maintain position? Seventy-five yards. Maybe less. With a decent rifle, any competent shooter could handle that. Brash was a brightly lit target on stage, a large man ranting obliviously. Waiting felt like suicide by committee.

He saw it then. A flicker of movement behind the darkened glass. A silhouette detaching itself from the window frame, melting back into the shadows.

‘Panama One moving!’ he transmitted, already vaulting the barrier, his hand sliding toward the pistol beneath his coat. He weaved through the crowd’s edge, ignoring angry shouts, focusing only on the building across the street. The glass entrance doors shimmered like a mirage.

He hit the sidewalk at a gallop, rubber soles echoing in the pocket of relative quiet between the crowd’s roar and the building’s facade. A car horn blared uselessly. His world narrowed to the entrance.

He shoulder-checked the heavy glass door, momentum carrying him into the small, cold lobby. Marble floors gleamed under fluorescent lights. A withered fern drooped in a dusty pot. Elevator doors slid shut across the tiles. Too slow. He spotted the stairwell door with its EXIT sign glowing faintly. He slammed the push bar and plunged into the echoing concrete shaft.

Taking stairs two, sometimes three at a time, Glock drawn, held low and ready, the rough polymer grip familiar and warm, his only friend until backup arrived. His breath rasped, the only sound besides the thunder of his feet. Third floor. He hit the door bar, pivoting into the hallway, weapon up, slicing the pie.

The corridor was dimly lit. Cheap carpet smelled of mildew and stale coffee. Closed office doors kept watch, muffling the rally sounds drifting from the street. The close detail would be hustling the president to his car by now, aware of the threat.

Fourth door down on the left. He moved quickly, smoothly, checking corners, using the reflection in a framed corporate print to scan behind him. The comms squawked back, Eddie barely registering that they were in the building. Soon, comforting footfalls joined the radio chatter and his teammate’s silhouette entered the hallway. They stacked up by the door.

He reached for the handle. Locked. Standard commercial knobset.

Murphy, Panama Three had his back to the wall and nodded.

No time for subtlety. He planted his left foot, brought his right heel up in a hard stomp just beside the knob. The flimsy doorjamb splintered inward with a crack. The door flew open.

Eddie swung in low, weapon tracking, clearing the immediate space. Small office, sparsely furnished. Desk, chair askew, dented filing cabinet. Murphy slid past him, covering a different arc. More boots behind. The window facing the park stood open a few inches, chill air streaming in. On the floor lay an empty, foam-lined rifle case. Faint indentations in the dust suggested a tripod had been there for some time.

A frantic scrabbling sound from the far corner.

Someone was trying to wriggle out the far window, the one overlooking the narrow, shadowed alley beside the building. A figure in a dark hoodie and jeans, halfway onto the rusted metal slats of a fire escape. One foot slipped.

‘Secret Service! Freeze! Hands where I can see them! Now!’ Eddie’s voice was a whipcrack in the confined space.

The figure froze for a millisecond, head snapping around, eyes wide behind the shadowed hood. Then, abandoning the fire escape, they scrambled back inside, making a desperate dash for the door Eddie had kicked open.

Eddie moved laterally, blocking the exit path. The figure ran right into him. It was like hitting a sack of loose sticks. Eddie wrapped an arm around the assailant’s chest, pinning them against the wall. A brief, flailing struggle, surprisingly weak, then limp compliance.

He spun the figure around, bracing for a hardened professional. Instead, he found himself looking into the terrified face of a kid. Nineteen, maybe twenty. Skinny, pale, with a constellation of acne across his forehead. Eyes darting wildly, pure panic radiating off him. No weapon visible.

‘The rifle! Where is it?’ Eddie kept his voice low, hard.

The kid shook his head violently, trembling. ‘I dropped it. Outside. On the thing.’ He gestured jerkily with his chin toward the fire escape window. ‘Jesus, don’t shoot me, bro!’

Eddie risked a glance. There, on the grimy metal platform one story below, lay a bolt-action rifle. Looked like a Remington with a scope. Ordinary for deer hunting. Extraordinarily dangerous in this context.

Heavy footsteps pounded down the hall. Williams appeared in the doorway, flanked by two other agents, weapons up, scanning the room with practiced efficiency. Williams’s gaze swept the scene: Eddie, the trembling kid, the empty case, the open windows.

‘Panama One, Status!’ Williams snapped, his bearded face grim.

‘Suspect apprehended, sir,’ Eddie reported, catching his breath. ‘Observed lens flare, made entry based on movement. Suspect attempted egress via fire escape, dropped weapon onto landing below.’ He nodded toward the window. ‘Subject is unarmed. Room is clear. No shots fired.’

Williams stared hard at the kid in Panama Three’s grip. The youth visibly wilted. ‘Just him?’

‘Affirmative, sir.’

Williams nodded curtly. Panama Five moved to cuff the suspect while Panama Six cautiously approached the window, peering down at the rifle.

‘Easy now, son,’ Panama Five said, cinching the plastic zip-tie cuffs tight behind the kid’s back. ‘Should’ve stuck to Call of Duty.’

The boy started blubbering, words tumbling out in panic. ‘I wasn’t gonna, I swear! I just wanted to see him! I wasn’t gonna do anything!’

Williams cut him off with an impatient wave, turning back to Eddie. The professional mask was firmly in place, but Eddie detected something else underneath. Annoyance? Something colder? ‘You broke protocol, Folk. Left your post. Could have been a diversion.’

Eddie held his team leader’s gaze. ‘Saw movement post-flare, sir. The subject appeared to be vacating the position. Made a judgment call.’

Williams studied him for a beat, the distant roar of the crowd a faint counterpoint. Then, a minute, almost grudging nod. ‘Gut call,’ he conceded, voice low. ‘Paid off this time. Don’t make it a habit.’ He reached out and gave Eddie’s shoulder a brief, firm squeeze. ‘Good catch, Panama One. Solid instincts.’

The praise felt correct. By the book, almost. Yet the disquiet lingered, stronger now. The image of the terrified kid, barely old enough to grow facial hair. 

‘Get him downstairs,’ Williams ordered the other agents, jerking his head toward the cuffed suspect. ‘Package him for Milwaukee PD. We debrief back at the JOC. Wheels up for POTUS in sixty.’

As the agents marched the still-babbling kid out, Williams lingered, casting one more look around the office, his eyes settling on the empty rifle case. He turned back to Eddie, that faint, humorless smile reappearing.

‘Welcome to the A-Team, Folk,’ he said. ‘Strap in. The ride’s just getting started.’

Eddie nodded, holstering his weapon, the scuff echoing in the sudden emptiness. Outside, the wind seemed to pick up, carrying Brash’s amplified promises and grievances across a city shivering on the edge of something unknown. He’d done his job. Stopped a threat, potential or actual. But the chill seeping into the dusty office felt profound, settling deep in his bones, colder than any Wisconsin winter.

Chapter 2

	
The Wall Street Journal: Brash Battles Pandemic, Court Obstruction: President James Brash reaffirmed his commitment to securing America’s borders and reviving the economy today, even as the nation battles the mysterious Superpox outbreak. Facing relentless pushback from activist judges and a Congress gridlocked by the Democrats’ slim majority, the President issued new executive orders to implement the reforms he promised on the campaign. Sources say Brash is determined to promote his “America Strong” platform in this critical election year. On the diplomatic front, President Brash has been criticized by the EU and Great Britain for his hands-off approach to Mideast diplomacy. Israeli forces continued their advance into the West Bank, occupying Jericho and severing the Palestinian territory in two. An army spokesman said the operation will continue until the militant Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade has been “crushed.”




The heavy oak door clicked shut behind Eddie, unnaturally loud in the sudden quiet of the house. The transition from the high-frequency thrum of presidential protection back into normal life felt like stepping through an airlock. Milwaukee to Andrews, Andrews to the White House: the drive home through DC traffic hadn’t calmed his nerves. He needed normal. Normal, except for the low-grade fever of anxiety that had settled over everything, a permanent haze like wildfire smoke.

He shrugged off the suit coat, his movement stiff, shoulder muscles bunched tight from hours of hyper-vigilance. The Kevlar vest came next, Velcro peeling off with a tactical protest, leaving him feeling strangely lighter, vulnerable.

He padded into the living room, drawn by the familiar glow of the LG flatscreen. Michelle was curled on the sofa, wrapped in the thick cable-knit throw she loved, a steaming mug cradled in her hands. Her chestnut hair was pulled back loosely, which made the tiredness around her eyes more obvious. She looked up as he entered, offering a small, weary smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

‘Hey,’ she said, her voice slightly hoarse. ‘Long day?’

‘Aren’t they all?’ Eddie managed a tired grin, dropping his keys and wallet onto the entryway table. He crossed the room and bent to kiss the top of her head, inhaling the faint scent of chamomile tea and the lavender shampoo she used. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Okay,’ she said, but a dry, rattling cough punctuated the word. She took a quick sip from her mug. ‘Just tired. This cough won’t quit.’

He crossed to the kitchen, grabbed a Heineken from the fridge and padded back to the lounge. On screen, a male news anchor with impossibly perfect hair and a somber expression was recapping the day’s events. Footage rolled: Pere Marquette Park, the dense crowd, the police cruisers with flashing lights outside the office building Eddie had stormed just hours before.

‘Details remain scarce,’ the anchor intoned, ‘but sources confirm Secret Service agents apprehended a young man armed with a hunting rifle in a building overlooking the rally site. The White House has yet to issue a formal statement, but President Brash is expected to address the incident later this evening.’

Michelle shuddered slightly, pulling the blanket tighter. ‘Was that you?’

Eddie sank onto the armchair opposite the sofa, the worn leather groaning softly. ‘Part of the response team,’ he said, deliberately vague. ‘Nobody hurt. Kid never got a shot off.’ He left out the part about the lens flare, the charge across the street, kicking in the door. No need to add to her worry.

‘Thank God,’ she murmured, her gaze fixed on the screen. ‘Just some stupid kid?’

‘Looks like it. He was scared stiff.’ He remembered the kid’s pale, pimpled face, the sheer panic in his eyes. Not the cold resolve of a trained killer. Still, the rifle had been real enough. His motive? The FBI would dig that up soon enough.

The news segment shifted, the anchor’s tone becoming graver. ‘The incident in Milwaukee comes amid escalating political tensions and ongoing legal challenges facing the Brash administration. Just today, the Ninth Circuit Court once again placed a temporary restraining order on the President’s latest executive order attempting to strip third-generation children of migrants of their American citizenship. The Administration has vowed to appeal to the Supreme Court.’ The screen split, showing file footage of protesters clashing with police, then cutting to the stony-faced Chief Justice Marlowe.

Michelle sighed, a long, drawn-out sound of exasperation. ‘Here we go again. More lawsuits, more fights with Congress, more bullying the courts. Doesn’t he ever get tired of it?’

‘He thinks he’s fighting for what people elected him to do,’ Eddie said, the automatic defense sounding thin even as he spoke it.

‘Fighting the Constitution, you mean?’ Michelle shot back, though without real heat. It was a familiar rhythm, this conversational dance around the man who dominated the headlines and Eddie’s working life. ‘He promised deregulation, Eddie, not dismantling the judiciary because they don’t rubber-stamp his every whim. Threatening judges with impeachment? Calling them traitors? Since when is that normal?’

‘It’s rhetoric, ‘Chelle. He plays to his base. It’s just an act.’

‘It’s dangerous,’ she insisted, leaning forward slightly. ‘He fires anyone who tells him no, stuffs his cabinet with bloggers and talk show hosts, and how many Treasury Secretaries have quit now? That Lance White character gives me the creeps. Did you see his interview? Smirking like he knows something nobody else does. And don’t get me started on Tanner Brash. Honestly, protecting that family?’ She shook her head.

Eddie didn’t disagree. The president’s son and his shenanigans were well-known in the Secret Service. He hadn’t drawn that responsibility himself, but some of the guys called it the Dogshit Detail: late-night calls for discreet extractions from clubs, rumors of drug use, sneaking hookers into hotel rooms and then trashing the place. 

As for White, Eddie had only minimal interaction with the National Security Advisor, but Michelle was right to say he was a smooth bastard, a calculating intelligence behind the right-wing talking points. He felt like a man moving pieces on a board that Eddie couldn’t fully see. But he wasn’t going to like every one of the President’s picks. It wasn’t his job to.

‘Meanwhile,’ the news anchor continued, the screen now showing graphics of rising infection rates and hospital capacity warnings, ‘the VSP-7 pandemic continues its relentless spread across the nation. The CDC today reported another record number of hospitalizations, particularly straining resources in the Midwest and South. Independent health monitors have assessed the outbreak likely began at one of two immigration detention facilities, citing overcrowding and poor sanitary conditions. Public health officials are pleading with citizens to adhere to mask mandates and social distancing guidelines where they exist, but compliance remains mixed.’

Michelle’s hand tightened around her mug. ‘Mixed,’ she repeated, bitterness coloring her tone. ‘Gee, I wonder why? Maybe because the President spent weeks telling everyone it was a hoax? That it would magically disappear? That masks are for weaklings?’ Another cough, sharper this time, shook her frame. ‘He put a televangelist in charge of public health and suddenly everyone stops getting their shots.’

Eddie felt a familiar pang of guilt mixed with defensiveness. ‘He’s trying to project confidence, avoid panic. If the cabinet picks don’t work out, he can always reshuffle. That’s what a smart businessman would do.’

‘He hasn’t been that for decades,’ Michelle retorted, her voice rising slightly, frustration cracking the surface. ‘Now he’s just an old man who’s starting to sound like he’s losing it. He’s lying, Eddie. And people are dying because of it.’

‘I’m not defending it, ‘Chelle,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m just saying that’s his approach. Right or wrong.’ He remembered Brash at the rally earlier, dismissing hygiene measures, feeding the crowd’s defiance. He’d seen the dangerous results firsthand: the lack of masks, the packed conditions ripe for transmission. He wondered if they should be wearing masks like the staff and pupils at Michelle’s school. The president had banned such measures in his cabinet and protection detail, the whole West Wing.

‘They made cuts to CDC research, severed ties with the WHO, fired half the NIH. It’s criminally negligent,’ she said, then took another sip of tea, her shoulders slumping slightly. ‘I went to the pharmacy today. The line was out the door. People coughing, looking scared. They were almost out of cough syrup, Tylenol, even basic stuff. It feels like things are fraying, Eddie. Like the government isn’t just incompetent, it’s actively making things worse.’

‘If you’re feeling unwell, you should stay away from crowds,’ was all he could muster, ‘take a week off.’

He hated seeing her this afraid. Michelle was usually the pragmatist, the steady one. But the pandemic, coupled with the political chaos, seemed to be grinding her down. And her cough: every time she hacked, a cold knot formed in his stomach. He’d seen what Superpox did. He’d read the internal briefings, seen the projections. It wasn’t just the flu.

‘We’ll be okay,’ he said, trying to inject confidence he didn’t fully feel. ‘We’re careful. You’re resting.’

‘We’re lucky,’ she corrected him. ‘So far. But what about people who can’t work from home? People who have to ride crowded buses? The states with governors following Brash’s lead and pretending everything’s fine while the hospitals fill up?’

The TV screen flashed back to the White House briefing room, where the latest in a quick succession of peroxide blonde Press Secretaries picked straight from cable news was fielding questions.

‘I absolutely reject the premise of that question,’ she was saying sharply. ‘The President has taken decisive action from day one. And let’s not forget, the previous administration left our Strategic National Stockpile depleted and our borders wide open, which is how this foreign virus likely gained a foothold in the first place.’

Eddie sighed inwardly. The blame game. Always shifting, always pointing fingers. He remembered Brash’s rant at the rally, scapegoating migrants, hinting at China, now the official line pivoting back to blaming his predecessor. It was exhausting just keeping track. Maybe Michelle had a point.

‘See?’ Michelle gestured at the screen. ‘Always someone else’s fault. Never takes responsibility. Just like he blamed those poor migrants today in Milwaukee. It’s disgusting.’

‘It’s politics,’ Eddie said, rubbing his temples. The tension headache that had started mid-afternoon was back with a vengeance. Maybe he’d open that bottle of Jim Beam after all.

‘It’s scapegoating! It’s whipping up hatred because he has no actual solutions!’ She coughed again, longer this time, pressing a hand to her chest. When she finished, her breathing was shallow. ‘Are you even listening to him anymore, Eddie? Really listening? Or are you just filtering it out because it’s your job?’

The question landed raw. He had been filtering it, compartmentalizing. Focusing on the mechanics of protection: the angles, the sightlines, the crowd dynamics, the potential threats, tuning out the substance of the words being spoken by the man at the center of it all. It was a survival mechanism, but what if Michelle wasn’t just being dramatic?  If he truly absorbed the implications of every lie, every contradiction, every nugget of bigotry or incompetence, how could he do the job? How could he stand beside James Brash, ready to take a bullet for him, if the man was actively harming the country he was sworn to protect?

‘I listen,’ Eddie said, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were searching his, looking for something: reassurance, maybe? Agreement? He wasn’t sure he could offer either anymore. ‘I hear it all, ‘Chelle. The good, the bad, the lot.’

‘And?’ she prompted softly. ‘What do you think? Not Agent Folk. Not the guy who voted for him four years ago, hoping for something different. What does Eddie Folk, my husband, think right now?’

He hesitated. The internal conflict surged: the oath he’d taken, the ingrained loyalty of a former Marine, the belief in the continuity of the office itself, warring with the evidence of his own eyes and ears. The way Brash seemed to court disaster, both domestic and international. It wasn’t what he’d imagined. He’d envisioned a no-nonsense CEO president running the country like a successful business. The word he might use now was flailing.

‘I think,’ he began slowly, choosing his words carefully, ‘I think the country’s in a rough spot. I think the pandemic is serious. And I think protecting the President is my job. Regardless of who holds the office.’ It was the shield he always raised, the wall around his own growing doubts.

Michelle held his gaze for a long moment, then looked away with a weak sigh. She didn’t call him out on the evasion. She knew the boundaries, the lines he wouldn’t cross, even with her. The silence stretched, filled only by the drone of the television and the sound of Michelle’s ragged breathing.

‘Just be careful, okay?’ she said finally, her voice small. ‘Not just with the crazies like today. Be careful in there.’ She gestured vaguely, encompassing the White House, the political maneuvering, the whole toxic ecosystem he orbited.

‘Always am,’ he said, forcing a reassuring smile. He stood up, stretching his aching back. ‘Want me to make some more tea?’

‘Please,’ she whispered, pulling the blanket up to her chin.

As he went into the kitchen, the sounds of the news faded slightly, replaced by the hum of the refrigerator and the clink of ceramic as he filled the kettle. He leaned against the counter, waiting for the water to heat, the image of Michelle curled on the sofa superimposed over the memory of the frenzied crowd in Milwaukee, the terrified kid in the dusty office, the slick confidence of Lance White, the rambling, blame-casting monologue of the President himself. He poured the boiling water over a fresh chamomile tea bag, the steam rising to fog the windowpane. Duty versus doubt. It wasn’t a theoretical debate anymore. Outside, the night was dark and quiet, but with a pandemic, a firebrand president and an election just around the corner, it felt like a storm was brewing. And by putting in for this transfer, Eddie Folk had planted himself right in the thick of it.
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Chapter 3
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Fox News Special Report: A disturbing story developing today in Maryland, as a top CDC scientist, a man honored at the White House for his work on vaccines, has been found dead from an apparent overdose of sleeping pills. Dr. Alistair Finch. Forty-nine years old, was once a recipient of the prestigious National Medal of Science in the field of virology. He was a man the government trusted with the nation’s health. But sources tell us this celebrated “researcher” was hiding a dark and sickening secret: Fox News has confirmed with local authorities that the decorated scientist had recently come under investigation for sharing deeply objectionable online material involving children. Police in Montgomery County confirm Finch was found in his home this morning, and they are not treating the death as suspicious.




The manicured perfection of Brash National Golf Club stretched across the Virginia countryside like something from another world compared to the gritty tension of Milwaukee. Here, under a sharp blue sky, the only visible flaw was the occasional divot on the grass, quickly repaired by groundskeepers who appeared and vanished like efficient ghosts. Green fairways rolled toward stands of mature oak and maple, their browning leaves clinging in shades of rust and gold. It was aggressively peaceful, a carefully maintained sanctuary designed to insulate the man currently lining up a putt on the 14th green.

Eddie Folk stood twenty yards away, positioned near a sand trap that supposedly resembled the state of Texas. Close, but not too close. Close enough to react instantly, far enough to avoid crowding the Presidential bubble unless absolutely necessary. Usually, on a golf outing like this, he’d be further out with the roving perimeter team, the ‘string,’ moving parallel through the trees or stationed at static observation points. But today was different.

‘POTUS requested you specifically for the inner detail today, Folk.’ Andrew Williams had cornered him near the clubhouse locker room earlier, his voice low but urgent. ‘Said he appreciated your initiative in Milwaukee. Wants you close.’

Eddie had simply nodded. Initiative was one way to describe breaking protocol and charging a potential sniper’s nest. Lucky was another way to put it.

‘It’s a big responsibility,’ Williams continued, his gaze sharp and measuring. ‘Walking the heartbeat. Eyes open at all times. No distractions.’ He clapped Eddie on the shoulder, the same gesture as yesterday, firm and almost possessive. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be quarterbacking the perimeter. We’ve got you covered. Just do your job.’

Do your job. The words echoed in Eddie’s mind as he watched President Brash miss the putt by a good two feet.

‘Damn it!’ Brash roared, slamming the head of his custom ‘Commander-in-Chief’ putter onto the immaculate green. A collective wince passed through the nearby agents, communicated through subtle shifts in posture rather than sound. Another groundskeeper would be dispatched later to repair the damage. ‘Rigged! These greens are rigged! Too slow!’

Lance White, the National Security Advisor, stepped forward smoothly, retrieving the President’s ball from the edge of the cup where it had finally settled after a sympathetic roll from the caddy. White wore expensive, understated golf attire that made Brash’s slightly-too-loud checkered pants and bright baseball hat seem even more garish. The slender man’s movements were fluid and economical, his face arranged in placid attentiveness.

‘Tough break, Mr President,’ White said, his voice calm and modulated. He handed the ball back with a small, deferential nod. ‘The grain on these greens can be deceptive. Almost seems like it’s working against you sometimes.’

Brash snatched the ball. ‘Working against me? Everything’s working against me! This whole damn country is trying to screw me over! What are our latest numbers looking like?’ He glared back down the fairway as if expecting enemies to emerge from behind the perfectly sculpted bunkers. 

‘A couple of points down, but we have until November.’

Eddie kept his gaze moving, scanning the treeline beyond the green, the distant flicker of movement that was probably just a deer, the windows of the absurdly large clubhouse visible through a gap in the oaks. His ears, however, were tuned to the conversation drifting across the manicured grass.

‘The fake news keeps blaming me for this smallpox thing,’ Brash grumbled, stuffing the ball into his pocket instead of finishing the hole. He started walking toward the waiting golf cart, White falling into step beside him in unobtrusive companionship. Eddie and another agent, Special Agent Hinton with callsign Panama Two, moved with them, maintaining their protective diamond formation. ‘My fault! Like I invited it in! It’s these illegals pouring over the border, millions of them! Coming from God knows where, probably countries full of disease, bringing it here!’

This was the familiar refrain, the one from Milwaukee, repeated endlessly on certain news channels and websites. Eddie felt the automatic tightening in his jaw. The president seemed to genuinely believe it.

White nodded sympathetically. ‘The border situation is certainly a major vulnerability, Mr President. You were right to highlight it from day one. Letting control slip like the previous administration did creates pathways for all sorts of threats to enter the country. Drugs, criminals.’ He let the implication hang in the air.

‘Damn right!’ Brash jabbed a finger for emphasis. ‘They probably did it on purpose! Sent it here to weaken us!’

‘It’s certainly convenient how this emerged right when you were making such strides on border security and trade deals,’ White murmured, his tone thoughtful. He paused, as if considering a new angle. ‘And the sophistication of this virus, sir. VSP-7 is unusually aggressive, unusually resilient. Makes you wonder.’

Brash stopped beside the golf cart, turning to face White fully. ‘Wonder what, Lance?’

White met his gaze, his expression serious and concerned. ‘Well, sir, while the porous border is undoubtedly a factor, allowing for easy initial spread, some analysts are beginning to question if a virus this advanced could truly originate naturally from destitute populations. Or if perhaps it wasn’t given a helping hand.’

Eddie, standing a few feet away, ostensibly scanning the perimeter, felt a cold prickle. He saw the subtle shift. White wasn’t contradicting the President’s xenophobic rant. He was validating it, then building on it, gently nudging the narrative toward something more deliberate, more external, more politically useful. Just do the job, he reminded himself.

‘A helping hand?’ Brash repeated, his eyes narrowing. ‘You mean like China? Or those lunatics in North Korea? You think they made this thing?’ The idea seemed to bloom behind his eyes, a conspiracy taking root in fertile ground.

White shrugged slightly, a demonstration of deniable suggestion. ‘It’s too early to say definitively, Mr President. Intelligence is still being gathered. But the capabilities required and the timing? It raises questions that certain state actors might find uncomfortable.’

‘How uncomfortable?’

‘China has sophisticated biolabs, as does North Korea, albeit cruder ones. And both regimes certainly don’t wish you well. They resent your strength, your determination.’

‘They hate me because I’m winning!’ Brash declared, puffing out his chest. ‘They’d do anything to stop me! Bio-weapons make sense! More sense than blaming poor Pedro down at the border, right?’ 

To Eddie, the President seemed pleased with this new, grander conspiracy. It still fit his messaging, but involved more powerful conspirators than desperate migrants.

‘Focusing solely on immigration might let the bigger fish off the hook, sir,’ White drove the wedge home smoothly. ‘We need to look at all possibilities. Investigate every angle. Especially those involving hostile foreign powers who benefit from American weakness.’

‘Panama Actual to all posts. Maintain vigilance. POTUS is stationary at the fourteen green cart path.’ Williams’s voice crackled in Eddie’s earpiece, a reminder of the layered reality: political machinations playing out against the backdrop of constant, humming security readiness.

Brash climbed into the driver’s seat of the golf cart, White sliding into the passenger side. ‘We need to hit back!’ Brash declared, gripping the steering wheel. ‘If they attack us with a plague, we hit back! Hard! Show them who’s boss!’

‘Panama One, Panama Two, mount up,’ the discreet instruction came over the comms. Eddie and Hinton jogged to the back of the extended golf cart, taking their positions on the rear-facing seats, their eyes constantly scanning the receding landscape as Brash gunned the electric motor, sending the cart lurching down the path toward the 15th tee.

The rest of the hole passed in a similar vein. Brash shanked his drive into the woods, cursed the club, the ball, the wind, then launched into another tirade about fake pandemic numbers being used by Democratic governors to justify lockdowns. White listened patiently, occasionally murmuring agreement or subtly redirecting the President’s anger toward nebulous external enemies or domestic political opponents. Eddie watched and listened with growing unease. White wasn’t just advising the President; he was curating his reality, feeding his paranoia, seemingly steering him toward a more confrontational, blame-focused narrative regarding the pandemic’s origins. The casual way White shifted focus from migrants to state actors felt chillingly deliberate.

They were walking toward the 16th green, a par three over water, when the call came.

‘Greenland Four to Panama Actual. Possible tango spotted treeline west of sixteen. Low down, flashes of color.’ The voice was tense.

Instantly, the atmosphere shifted. The lazy afternoon vibe evaporated, replaced by crackling energy.

‘Panama Actual copies. All posts, eyes west, sixteen fairway treeline. Panama string, converge west. Panama One, Panama Two, prepare for cover and evac!’ Williams’s commands were rapid-fire.

Eddie’s hand instinctively went to the grip of his Glock beneath his jacket. He subtly shifted his position, putting himself between Brash and the indicated treeline, his eyes straining to penetrate the shadows beneath the oaks about sixty yards away. Hinton mirrored his movement on the other side.

Brash looked around, momentarily confused by the sudden tension radiating from his protectors. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Just a precaution, Mr President,’ White said calmly, though Eddie noticed his eyes were also fixed on the treeline.

‘Greenland Four, describe movement!’ Williams demanded.

‘Unclear, Actual! Looks like fabric. Blue and red. Partially obscured by undergrowth. Not spotted on previous sweep.’

Fabric. Could be anything. A discarded picnic blanket. A hiker’s backpack. Or someone concealed, waiting. In this job, you assumed the worst until proven otherwise.

‘Panama Three, Panama Four, approaching target area now,’ came a voice from the perimeter team moving through the woods. ‘Moving cautiously.’

Eddie could see them now, two dark-suited figures moving low and fast through the trees, weapons drawn.

‘Hold position, Panama Three, Four! Potential IED trigger?’ Williams questioned.

‘Negative, Actual. Looks like, hold on.’ A pause that stretched for an eternity. Eddie could feel the coiled tension in the agents around him, the silent readiness to execute the emergency action plan: they would collapse the perimeter, shield the President. Move him to the designated armored SUV waiting near the 18th hole. He realized he was waiting for the inevitable blast to vaporize the two agents approaching the target.

‘Panama Three to Actual. False alarm.’ Relief flooded the agent’s voice. ‘Target is a discarded flannel shirt. Looks like it fell out of someone’s golf bag or got left behind by a worker. Been here for days.’

A collective, almost imperceptible exhale seemed to ripple through the detail.

‘Copy Panama Three. Secure the item. All posts, stand down from alert. Maintain vigilance.’ Williams’s voice returned to its normal cadence.

Eddie let his hand relax, moving it away from his weapon. His heart rate, which had spiked into triple digits, began to slow. He glanced at Brash, who looked vaguely annoyed at the interruption. White, however, was watching Eddie and Hinton.

‘Excellent response time, gentlemen,’ White said, his voice smooth as silk. ‘Impressive readiness.’ He offered a small, approving nod.

Brash, seemingly catching on, decided to play his part. ‘Good job, boys! Lots of bad people out there, jealous losers. Probably the Supreme Court hiding in the bushes,’ He chuckled at his own joke, then his eyes fixed on Eddie.

‘Brennan, isn’t it?’

‘Folk, sir,’ Eddie responded.

‘You caught that kid the other day in where was it, Tucson?’

‘Milwaukee, sir.’

The President leaned over, his lined face serious, and clapped both of Eddie’s shoulders. ‘Good job, son. Stay close.’

The President of the United States had just spoken directly to him for the first time. Eddie appreciated the acknowledgment. But the man had remembered nothing but his face. Brash began to wander back the way he’d come before White steered him toward the caddy.

Williams’s voice came over the comms, directed specifically to Eddie and Hinton. ‘Good reaction, Panama One, Two. Textbook cover alignment.’

Eddie simply nodded, his gaze returning to the serene landscape that now felt slightly less serene. It had been nothing. A shirt. But the speed and intensity of the response hammered home the constant, underlying threat level. And White’s quiet observation, his quick praise felt different from Williams’s professional assessment. It felt like he was cataloging reactions, evaluating assets. As for the President, he had just forgotten where someone had tried to kill him less than a week ago.

They finished the round without further incident. Brash birdied the 18th with a long, improbable putt and declared himself the greatest golfer in presidential history. White congratulated him effusively. As they walked back toward the clubhouse, surrounded by the moving shield of agents, Eddie replayed the conversation by the 14th green. White’s subtle manipulation, the deft pivot from blaming migrants to suggesting state-sponsored bio-warfare. White wasn’t just managing the President’s moods. It felt like something more calculated, like laying groundwork. For what, Eddie wasn’t sure. But the unease he’d felt leaving Milwaukee was knotting his stomach again.

He caught Williams’s eye as they neared the motorcade. The team leader gave him another curt nod, a look that seemed to say: See? You’re part of the machine now. You reacted correctly.

Eddie nodded back, his face impassive. He had reacted correctly. He had done his job. But as he climbed into the follow car, the sanitized air of the SUV felt suffocating. He thought of Michelle, her cough, her fear. He thought of the pandemic numbers ticking relentlessly upward. And he thought of the President of the United States being skillfully guided toward blaming foreign enemies based on whispers and insinuations from his National Security Advisor on a crisp but sunny autumn day at golf. Eddie Folk is determined to keep his hand steady, his duty clear. But his doubts were growing.
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Fox News – The Final Word with Chuck Bradstone: ‘Folks, I am fuming tonight, and so should you be. The Supreme Court, so-called guardians of our Constitution, just stabbed the President in the back. The black-robed oligarchs struck down President Brash’s recent executive order allowing for the deportation of certain individuals — American citizens, yes, but individuals whose loyalty, frankly, is questionable. We’re talking about people with known ties to foreign criminal enterprises, people waving foreign flags in our streets, and chanting slogans against this country. This comes on the heels of another attack on Executive power just last month, where the Supreme Court struck down the president’s push to restrict mail-in voting, saying it “unfairly” targeted opposition districts. And people are shocked that President Brash is calling for Chief Justice Marlowe to be impeached? The man has been legislating from the bench since day one and frankly, it’s high time someone had the courage to do something about it!’




The Cabinet Room stank of stale coffee and desperation masquerading as authority. The air hung thick with the cloying sweetness of expensive cologne and the sharp metallic tang of barely concealed panic trying to pass as serious deliberation. Vice President Sarah Miles maintained the smooth, impassive expression she’d spent three and a half years perfecting. Her hands rested loosely in her lap beneath the gleaming, unforgiving surface of the mahogany table, a study in attentive calm. Inside, however, her stomach churned with pure frustration laced with the kind of dread that sent ice up her spine.

Across the vast expanse of polished wood, President James Brash couldn’t sit still. His thick fingers drummed an impatient, irregular rhythm on the table’s edge. His face, already prone to redness, was flushed a dangerous, mottled purple that Sarah recognized as a storm warning. He’d been circling the same drain for ten minutes straight, interrupting anyone who dared utter a syllable, his complaints bouncing around the room like a broken record. The topic was the Superpox crisis, VSP-7, spiraling rapidly out of control, and the administration’s response, which felt less like strategy and more like throwing darts blindfolded.

‘And at the NIH, this guy, this Dr. Venaccio,’ Brash spat the title like it was poison, ‘who appointed him? Nobody elected him, that’s for sure! He’s out there, on our airwaves, trying to sabotage us with this bullshit about masks.’

Sarah knew who had appointed Venaccio. Brash himself had chosen him. The Republican had previously been the top state health official in Florida.

‘Masks!’ He repeated, practically shouting. ‘Shots, lockdowns, it’s fear, pure fearmongering. Weakness! This country needs strength, damn it!’ He slammed a meaty fist onto the mahogany, making the crystal water glasses jump and rattle. A ripple spread through the assembled officials. ‘Jesus, Bill, tell them! You know what I’m talking about!’

Secretary of Health and Human Services, William ‘Doc Bill’ Parks, leaned forward, his expression radiating eager agreement. His smoothly tanned and weathered face, the kind that had sold a hundred million dollars' worth of salvation trinkets and miracle cures on late-night television, couldn’t quite conceal the calculating, predatory gleam in his eyes. He sported a shoulder-length grey mane, wore a huge cross on his chest over a purple tie and pink shirt, and his fingers were studded with rings. Everyone around the table knew, with collective, weary resignation, that his doctorate was in Divinity, not epidemiology, earned from a small seminary college in Arkansas, famed for its adherence to scripture, not scientific rigor.

‘Absolutely, Mr President,’ Parks crooned, his voice rich and resonant. ‘You’ve hit the nail right on the head. The fear itself, that’s the real contagion here. Panic is the enemy. What America needs now is faith. We need resilience, the kind that built this great nation. Now, this virus, VCR-7 or whatever,’ he waved a dismissive, well-manicured hand studded with gaudy rings, ‘it might be unpleasant for a vulnerable few, yeah, but the threat is being wildly, maliciously exaggerated by the liberal media complex precisely to undermine your leadership, Mr President. We need folks back in their jobs, contributing to the economy, trusting in their own God-given immune systems, not cowering under their beds listening to so-called experts.’

Sarah watched him, horrified fascination warring with her nausea. Hundreds were dying every week. Hospitals weren’t just full, they were overflowing into hallways, converting cafeterias into makeshift wards. Yet here sat the Secretary of Health and Human Services, the man ostensibly in charge of the nation’s well-being, prescribing faith healing and rugged individualism as a national pandemic response. His appointment, rushed through after his far more qualified predecessor had committed the unforgivable sin of contradicting the President publicly, had been a nadir even by the standards of this administration.

‘And these so-called experts,’ Parks continued, warming to his theme, his voice taking on the cadence of a sermon, ‘what are they pushing? Experimental vaccines! Rushed, untested, probably full of microchips from Beijing, tracking your every move, for all we know.’ He paused for effect, letting the conspiracy hang in the air. ‘We need to focus our resources on therapeutics, Mr President. Real treatments that work. Things the Deep State, the medical establishment, they don’t want you to know about.’

He never specified what these miracle therapeutics were, but Sarah had a grim suspicion they involved fervent prayer, perhaps supplemented by some of the dubious herbal concoctions he used to hawk on his television program alongside appeals for donations to his ministry.

Beside him, his wife, Dr. Jane Parks, the freshly minted head of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, nodded with fervent, almost violent agreement, highlighting the layers of beads around her neck. At least she was an actual doctor, a former obstetrician whose national profile stemmed entirely from her strident anti-abortion activism. Unfortunately, the real Dr. Parks approached virology with the same rigid ideological certainty she applied to reproductive rights.

‘The Secretary’s right, Mr President,’ she chimed in, her voice more careful, her words more measured, belying the gaudy makeup and her oversized hoop earrings. ‘This obsessive focus on unproven preventative measures, like these masks and mandatory injections, well it ignores the sanctity of individual health freedom. It potentially interferes with the course of nature, not to mention the constitutional liberties of our citizens. Our resources at the CDC would be far better utilized promoting healthy lifestyles, good diet, exercise, positive thinking and perhaps exploring the spiritual dimensions of recovery.’

Sarah had to make a conscious effort to unclench her jaw, feeling the ache spread up to her temples. She was a churchgoer too, but spiritual dimensions from the head of the CDC? While patients were gasping for breath, suffering organ failure in ICUs from coast to coast? The sheer absurdity would have been darkly hilarious if the consequences weren’t measured in human lives.

‘See?’ Brash beamed, radiating satisfaction, looking around the table as if expecting applause. ‘That’s what I’m talking about! Real Americans! They get it! Faith! Strength! Guts! Not hiding like cowards!’ He seemed utterly oblivious, or perhaps willfully ignorant, of the fact that the appointments of both ‘Doc’ and Dr. Parks were widely viewed, even within the increasingly fractured Republican party, as disastrous sops to the evangelical base. A political calculation for which the nation’s health was now paying a terrible price.

Sarah risked a fleeting glance across the table toward Jason Tyler, the Secretary of State. Tyler, a career diplomat with a studious face and wire-rimmed glasses framing decades of experience, was one of the few remaining cabinet members who possessed actual, relevant qualifications for his post. He looked pale, his expression meticulously neutral, but his eyes, when they flickered up, held a profound, soul-deep weariness. He’d clashed repeatedly and bruisingly with Brash’s from-the-hip foreign policy pronouncements and, perhaps more significantly, with the shadowy machinations of National Security Advisor Lance White. Tyler seemed perpetually caught in a diplomatic purgatory, trying to smooth over Brash’s impulsive threats while navigating White’s opaque agendas. Rumors swirled that Tyler was seeking an exit ramp, but if their sagging polls were right, he only needed to wait for November. He represented a potential ally, Sarah thought, albeit a deeply cautious one, if things truly reached a breaking point. If he was still around when it happened. If anyone was.

‘Mr President,’ Tyler began, his voice careful, a man used to navigating the minefields he had encountered decades ago in Iraq as a youthful soldier, ‘while I certainly appreciate the focus on domestic resilience, we must consider the international perception of our handling of the VSP-7 crisis. It’s impacting our standing significantly. Allies are closing their borders to American travelers. Questions are being raised in global forums about our stability, our capacity to manage this effectively. The narrative that we are fumbling the response is gaining traction, Mr President, and that carries tangible
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