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        “What country can preserve its liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms. The remedy is to set them right as to facts, pardon and pacify them. What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

        

        -THOMAS JEFFERSON

        As contained in a letter dated November 13, 1787, to William Stephens Smith, the son-in-law of John Adams (Jefferson’s most ardent rival).
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The once fine linen sheets were so blood-soaked that they glistened as if woven of crimson satin. The woman’s mouth was agape, a frozen cry for help, but no assistance would arrive for hours. Their bodies were finally discovered when a partygoer, who had forgotten her rings on the bathroom sink the night before, arrived at the fine Marsa Matrouh villa after eight in the morning. The putrid smell of death wafted through the sprawling estate as the woman opened the door.

      Had this double murder been committed 200 days earlier, it would have sparked an international crisis and a worldwide manhunt for the killers. Married 51 years, their lives were snuffed out in their sleep after a New Year’s Eve celebration toasting wine, which they had procured at an extremely high price to impress their new friends north of Cairo.

      Most of the $10 million that had bought their silence and her resignation from office was stolen from a blown-open safe.

      Horrified, the Egyptian National Police lieutenant observed the brutal scene. The eyes of the former Vice President of the United States seemed to stare at an eternity invisible to his mortal eyes. She appeared to have died within seconds of the six gunshots from the presumably silenced pistol striking every one of her vital organs; her slit throat was a gratuitous exclamation point on her murder.

      Her husband, Steve, crashed face-first on the floor and had tried to save her or escape, but succumbed before entirely leaving their bed.

      Only a handful of people knew Cairo was their extorted destination of exile, including Egypt’s president, who received significant compensation for his silence. When President Amon Siyam Mousa was handed a tablet containing the photos of the apparent murder scene later that day, he swiped through them hastily. They served as grim confirmation that Jessica Brown paid dearly for her complicit role in whatever the hell had happened to force her into exile — an act that cleared the path for billionaire Secretary of State Marco Alvarez to be named as the replacement running mate for President Russell Warner in the summer last year.

      Mousa found grim satisfaction in knowing President Russell Warner was now also dead, drowned in his limousine on New Year’s Eve. A fitting end for a disgraceful man so despised at home and among the nations of most of the world.

      “Was anything taken?” Mousa asked the head of General Intelligence for Egypt.

      “All of the cash the Browns had in the home. Everything of value, including the two Mercedes parked in the driveway,” said the intelligence officer seated before his president.

      “Was this a robbery then?” Mousa asked.

      “It was carefully made to look like a robbery or a targeted killing of Americans,” the officer explained. He showed the president photos of the words painted black on the bedroom wall. “Death to America,” the glossy black letters declared in the images.

      “Are we operating under this assumption that this murder of the former Vice President and her husband is connected to the death of President Russell Warner last night?” Mousa asked his top military advisor.

      “The intelligence we have received from the People’s Republic of China insists it is a horrendous coincidence. They are urging us to keep her whereabouts and their deaths under wraps so as not to spark cries of an international conspiracy,” the military advisor said.

      The president nodded and then smiled coldly. “I assume they are willing to pay handsomely for our compliance.”

      The officer nodded in affirmation.

      “And how was Marco Alvarez allowed to become the American president?” Mousa asked.

      The General Intelligence officer referred to his briefing materials. “Our understanding of the American Constitutional system is that Speaker Sylvester Billings is the rightful President.”

      “Really now?” Mousa raised his thick eyebrows. He was not familiar with the intricacies of American presidential succession. “Then how can this be? Has there been a coup in America?”

      The military advisor was uneasy with the pleasure Mousa took in American upheaval. There would be hell to pay for any nation that dared interfere with American elections. “Sir,” he began. “They await their Congress to settle the question of the Presidential election. It seems the American system requires the victory in the Electorate College to be unmistakable.”

      “Electoral College,” the General Intelligence officer said, correcting the other man’s English.

      Mousa was not at all surprised to see America fall victim to the same instability and scramble for power. It was far too common in African nations south of Egypt and, unfortunately, in Egypt itself. A power vacuum suddenly occurred with the unexpected death of President Warner, and his Vice President, having resigned the previous July and hiding in Cairo without explanation, was now dead, leaving the question of who was in charge of America a horribly uncertain question.

      Mousa stood and looked out at his remarkable gardens. “Will the C.E.O. of Juniper remain the President?”

      “Not at all likely,” the Intelligence Officer said. “Once Speaker of the House Sylvester Billings awakens and declares himself the President, Alvarez will be swept aside. Sent back to Silicon Valley to play with his A.I. armies.”

      “Chaos,” Mousa scoffed.

      “Serves the American imperialists right. Perhaps their fall has finally arrived,” the military advisor said.

      “We had better hope not,” Mousa said, his voice low and his eyes burning with trepidation. “Europe will be in a panic and their allies on high alert. We may be urging caution among our allies who would be hungry to act while the lion is fighting hyenas within its borders.”

      “What about Jackson Piper?” the military advisor asked. “Why is he not the President?”

      “It does not work that way, fool,” the Intelligence Officer said.

      “Did he not secure the most votes in the American election?”

      “Do you not read, General Muhammad?” asked Mousa, tossing a phone towards the military man. The headline was on the website of an influential news organization in New York, which was translated into Arabic. It read, “In First Official Act, Bull Moose Presidential Ticket of Piper-Lawrence Declared Enemies of the US by Mr. Alvarez.”

      “See,” said Mousa. “Not even the Times of New York will call Alvarez the President.”
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          LIGHTNING THEN THUNDER

        

      

    

    
      January 20, 2045 - 11 hours until the Inaugural Deadline

      Becoming a starting pitcher in the major leagues was the only dream that mattered for most of his childhood, and he certainly never wanted this job until much later in life. Now that he had attained this position of authority, it had unexpectedly become a nightmare.

      Despite the enormity of the day ahead, the historic building was eerily silent, although it felt like apparitions were watching him from every dark corner. It was nearly midnight, but sleep was the last thing on his mind. He sat unsettled in the oversized leather chair behind his desk, contemplating his next move.

      His desk was nearly empty, save for two memos, a phone, and a screen that allowed him to reach anyone anywhere in the building or the world with just a tap.

      He ran over repeatedly things he might have said or done that he’d likely have to answer for now. He had tried seeking solace from Olivia but could not find the words to keep her on the phone.

      There was simply nothing on his desk, nothing in the room, nothing in his soul to soothe the frustration beginning to boil again. How could he be this powerful yet this helpless to a rising tide?

      He flipped his phone in his hand that bore his class ring from Stanford. He spun in the cold leather chair to face the window and stared out into the darkness of the crisp lawn outside, washed in the icy moonlight of January. A white glow was slightly visible in the direction of the Lincoln Memorial. Those damned fools were as much to blame for this dead end as anyone.

      He loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his perfectly white shirt. Still uncomfortable – feeling like he was choking – he ripped the tie madly from his neck and tossed it across the room.

      The muscles in his arms and chest tightened. Was this a panic attack? He was not that weak. He knew how to focus his mind and regain control of his heart rate. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, held it, and then slowly exhaled.

      His phone screen illuminated brightly in the dimly lit office as he received a text from Rushy. It vibrated helplessly on the historic desk. He rubbed his toes through the plush scarlet carpet with gold thread embroidery, trying to regain control of his thoughts.

      Russell Warner would have been horrified to see someone behind that desk barefoot.

      Next to the phone lay the two documents that caused outrage and resignations throughout the day. Both were orders that nearly every advisor insisted were illegal and morally repulsive. Drafting these orders had driven nearly everyone away, including Olivia.

      But what good was she really to him now?

      The lines for his signature on both orders were still empty. What kept him from signing either was a fear - or a knowledge - that neither order would solve his problems.

      The phone vibrated a third time. He continued to stare into the darkness contemptuously as if reading the texts would only confirm the reality of this nightmare. It vibrated a fourth time, then a fifth. Despite his attempts to achieve calm, his heart pounded harder in his chest. He began to sweat. He lifted the phone, unlocked it, and read the hastily typed words in the messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Times has the story live on its site now.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        They are calling for you to leave. Many are.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Billings insists you must step aside. Peacefully

      

      

      

      
        
          
        What is the plan, sir?

      

      

      

      

      

      He lifted the orders, one in each hand. The heavy woven paper proclaimed the permanence of each decision. The title of each order was spelled out in thick font at the top of each page:

      
        
        EXECUTIVE ORDER

        Pertaining to the crimes of treason and insurrection perpetrated by the groups associated and coordinated by Jackson Thomas Piper and providing for the execution of justice pursuant to a military tribunal for his crimes…

        EXECUTIVE ORDER

        As Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces and entrusted as President solely with the protection of our nation from enemies foreign and domestic, I hereby order a preemptive strategic nuclear strike…

      

      

      

      His phone vibrated as if on cue.

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t sign them. This will undo everything

      

      

      

      

      

      It was from Olivia.

      Sadness and rage consumed him, but he blamed others, not himself, for this impossible circumstance he now faced.

      He reached for the nearest object — a bust of President Donald Trump. Just like in his Stanford pitching days, in one smooth sequence, he lifted it, wound up, and then thrust the head of the dead president at the windows in the office. A perfect strike. It slammed into the thick bulletproof glass with a thud and landed heavily on the plush, oval scarlet carpet.

      The usual sentry on duty on the night shift, Rodney Gladstone, stood outside the door. The sound of the unexpected missile hitting the bulletproof glass from the inside scared the shit out of him as he stood guard.

      Agent Gladstone slammed the door open, one hand on the thick brass door handle and the other on his drawn pistol. “Mr. President, are you alright, sir?”

      “I’m fine, Agent,” the self-proclaimed U.S. President Marco Alvarez said, attempting to compose himself. “I’m fucking super.”
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          FIGHT OR FLIGHT

        

      

    

    
      January 1, 2045 - 19 Days to Inauguration Day, Baton Rouge, Louisiana

      The nation was stunned at the sudden news. Just minutes before midnight, it was announced that President Russell Warner, the 49th President of the United States, died when his motorcade plummeted off the Francis Scott Key Bridge between Georgetown and Arlington.

      In a dimly lit home office in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, a ghostly light shone from the screen on Speaker of the House Sylvester Billings’ desk. The call, which included the Bull Moose Party presidential ticket of Jackson Piper and Valerie Lawrence, ended abruptly as they went into hiding. His office went dark. They were secret political allies as Billings remained a member of the Old Party.

      Sylvester knew the first order of business was to sober up. He had imbibed far too much whiskey on New Year’s Eve. He would pay for that in a few hours when he had a crushing headache—no time to worry about that now.

      “Nadine! Nadine!” shouted the Speaker for his wife, stumbling out of his home office.

      Nadine Billings stood from the sofa, staring silently at the appalling image of the presidential limousine lifted by a crane from the chilling black waters of the Potomac River. It was now after midnight—2045 had arrived with a catastrophic crash followed by a horrified silence—and Nadine, like much of the nation, was in a state of shock.

      “Nadine, can’t ya hear me shouting for ya now?” Sylvester said, his Louisiana drawl thickened by the whiskey.

      Nadine was still trying to process the fast-developing story like much of the nation.

      “Sylvester, come see,” she said. “Shouldn’t you…” She searched for the words that seemed like an impossible reality to speak into being. “I mean, there is no Vice President. Shouldn’t you be…the President, Sylvester?”

      “Naw, don’t get all worked up. Of course, I should be, but right now, I can’t be,” he said.

      Nadine blinked hard. Her eyes went from the screen to her husband’s calm face and then back to the screen with all its unthinkable horror. Her mouth opened, but no words came out.

      “Now, don’t get too worked up, cher,” Sylvester said softly. “Slow and steady, right my love?”

      She nodded at him slowly.

      Sylvester walked into the kitchen, tipping over a bottle of aspirin into his hand and then filling a large glass with water.

      “I need to force the devil Johnny Walkah from my blood so that I can get the Congress organized into repelling this fiend from the White House!” he said.

      “But how can he just make himself the President, Sylvester?” she asked, staring at the morbid scenes on the screen in the sitting room.

      “There are the laws, and then there are the shadows of those laws, and Marco Alvarez is operating in the darkest shadows of the law,” he said.

      “I just don’t understand, Sylvester. How can he do this?” she asked.

      “Nadine, he’s slicker than owl shit. We’ve got to pack our things — get to Washington today,” he said, looking at his watch.

      “What are you cooking up now, you ole fox?” she asked. She walked into their bedroom and pulled two suitcases from the closet.

      “I may be the only one who knows how to stop the summa-bitch,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      In the inky darkness, a thousand miles to the northeast in Virginia, two SUVs barreled at high speed away from the Alexandria home where friends and acquaintances of the Bull Moose nominees had been spending New Year’s Eve.

      Now, they were speeding silently down weaving state routes to put distance between them and their federal pursuers under orders by President Alvarez to arrest the enemies of the state, Jackson Piper and Valerie Lawrence.

      On the screen in the dashboard of the vehicle, wall-to-wall news coverage had erupted on the networks formerly required to parrot Warner talking points. Now, in the minutes-old post-Warner era, every broadcast sounded relieved to no longer be under his thumb. Even at the late hour, they had emerged on every station to cover the moment-by-moment developments.

      The voice of an aged anchor filled the truck driven by Agent Esmael Mousavi — the head of their private security detail. They were still being denied Secret Service protection. Esmael drove as carefully as he could while exceeding 90 miles per hour along these desolate and dark country roads.

      Bull Moose Senator Diesel Browning of Ohio watched the road ahead from the front seat between scrolling his phone for news and reading confused texts and emails.

      The Piper family, consisting of Jackson Piper and Dr. Catherine Piper in two captains’ chairs and twin ten-year-olds Ben and Alex on the bench seat in the rear, stared nervously out the windows into the darkness.

      The commanding anchor on the screen solemnly summarized the events of the hour. “Less than an hour ago, Marco Alvarez declared himself to be the rightful successor to President Russell Warner. There is still no statement from Speaker of the House Sylvester Billings about his intention to resign his seat in Congress and take the oath as President, as per the 25th Amendment…”

      Jackson and Diesel exchanged a nervous look. They had urged Billings just moments ago to hold his fire -- not to take the bait in what they believe to be a trap set by Alvarez -- and so far, it had worked.

      “Mr. Alvarez has issued an order naming the Bull Moose Party nominees for President and Vice President — Mr. Jackson Piper and Governor Valerie Lawrence — as enemies of the United States.”

      “What does that mean, Daddy?” asked Ben from the rear seat of the speeding vehicle.

      Catherine gave the twins a desperate look, seeking quiet to allow time for the adults to think carefully.

      “It means Marco Alvarez knows we’ve won, and now he has to cheat to try to beat us,” Jackson said from a seat in the second row.

      The anchor continued. “Mr. Alvarez proclaimed a national curfew and ordered the U.S. Capitol and Supreme Court be closed ‘in the interest of national security.’ We have reports that the first heavily armed U.S. National Guard troops have been seen securing a perimeter around these buildings at this hour. They are laying barbed wire and temporary barriers.”

      “How can he do that?” asked an exasperated Catherine in the seat next to Jackson.

      Jackson’s blood boiled. “Alvarez is framing Warner’s death as an attack — possibly an assassination — and apparently trying to pin it on us.” Jackson turned and looked out the back window of the speeding vehicle. The dreadful feeling that they were speeding in the wrong direction burned a hole in his chest. “We should turn around. Go back,” he said.

      “And do what, Jack?” Catherine said, eyes wide. “There is little mystery what he will do if he catches us. You need to think about all of us now — and our children.”

      Jackson frowned and shook his head. Diesel saw the objections written all over his candidate’s face.

      “Catherine’s right, Senator. Alvarez would have all the leverage he needs to force you from the race if he captures any of us, including the people racing to Site Omega right now.”

      “We shouldn’t be running from this asshole,” Jackson said, increasingly frustrated that he was the only one who did not want to go into hiding.

      “The closure of the Capitol is the real tell here,” Diesel said. “Alvarez must want to delay the counting of the Electoral College. As long as Billings is the Speaker, Alvarez will not likely let the body convene. At least not in the Capitol.”

      “And the Court closure?” Catherine asked.

      “I venture to guess it is to keep Americans from knowing if Alvarez is the rightful President,” Diesel said, looking grimly at Catherine.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Piper,” Esmael said. “Can I confirm that everyone has their seatbelts fastened?”

      Catherine’s face flashed with alarm. Jackson looked around the cabin, especially at the boys.

      “Affirmative, Es,” Jackson said.

      Esmael turned off the vehicle's headlights and dash lights, turned on a set of night-vision driving glasses, and placed them on his face. The entire cabin went black. It was a horrendous experience, like riding a roller coaster in the dark. Esmael accelerated the vehicle to a terrifying speed for the two-lane highway heading southwest through rural Virginia. Suddenly, he twisted the wheel to the right, leaning dramatically towards Diesel. The vehicle mounted a curb and landed on an intersecting road, accelerating again in the darkness. The boys marveled at the thrill of the escape in the backseat.

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Piper,” Esmael said, “But I am certain we were being followed. Going dark is the best chance we have right now of losing them.”

      “Ziggy,” Jackson called out into the cabin. “A little help here, please?”

      “On it, sir,” Ziggy said through the speakers.

      Suddenly, all the homes and businesses within sight went dark, as did the street lights.

      Two fire hydrants burst with pressure as they passed, flooding the road behind them. Seconds later, shrieking tires and a sudden crash were heard.

      “How much farther to secure site Alpha, Zig?” Jackson asked.

      “At this current speed, I estimate we’ll arrive at the site in seventeen minutes. Additional security units are already at the site. They have secured a perimeter and established a secure communication channel to various locations, including site Omega.”

      “Who set up these secure sites?” Jackson asked, confused.

      “Ron did,” Ziggy said with an emptiness, referring to her deceased previous owner and former mastermind of the Piper for President campaign. “After Warner had refused us Secret Service protection for the eleventh time,” she growled.
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        * * *

      

      The second SUV hauling a Bull Moose dignitary whisked silently west in meteoric fashion along Route 7 just west of Clarks Gap, Virginia. Sol, an ex-Mossad agent, navigated the rural highway’s treacherous turns and narrow lanes without any significant challenge. He loved the adrenaline rush of a high-speed escape. His instructions were leading him to an address near Kernstown, Virginia.

      Texas Governor Valerie Lawrence and her husband Parker sat silently in the backseat of the SUV as they watched the live news broadcast on the screen in the rear seats — the same broadcast their allies were tuned into forty miles to their southeast.

      Their campaign manager, Libby Bak, tapped away encrypted messages on her phone, trying to understand what was happening outside of what the conscripted state radio broadcast was telling them. Next to her was IT Security Chief Sinthia Sloan, trying to ward off hacking attempts on the comms network she had programmed to allow Bull Moose Party members to communicate across the country without being traced.

      “This just in,” exclaimed the anchor on the screen. “The People’s Republic of China has become the first nation to recognize Marco Alvarez as the President of the United States, issuing a statement of solemn reflection on the passing of President Russell Warner and calling on President Alvarez to restore good relations between the two nations. China is the only nation that has made such a move. There is no word of any U.S. ally issuing formal statements on the occasion of Mr. Alvarez’s self-ascension to the Oval Office. So far, the silence is deafening.”

      “Anyone figure out where we are headed yet?” Sinthia asked.

      “Secure site Omega,” Libby said. “At least, that’s what I thought Ziggy said.”

      “How can we just get into a car and go where some SiSlacker tells us to go?”

      “Her name is Ziggy,” said Governor Lawrence from the seat behind her, “And you’d be careful to show her a lot more respect.”

      “She’s a bunch of code,” Sinthia scoffed. “Although I would like to take a peek under her hood to find out what she’s made of.”

      A voice came over the vehicle's speakers.“My coding is proprietary, and its origin is currently top secret, Sinthia, which you do not have sufficient clearance to review.”

      “What the fuck?” Sinthia said, startled.

      “Ziggy, are you here with us?” Libby said with surprise.

      Ziggy’s face flashed on the screen of the SUV. “Because a physical form does not limit me, I am capable of being here and with the Pipers’ SUV simultaneously. I did not mean to eavesdrop, but this emergency protocol, set up by Mr. Bender and triggered by the order of the arrest of Senator Piper and Governor Lawrence, has compelled me to act in the best interest of the Party and this campaign as per my directives still in place by Mr. Bender.”

      “Wait, you’re following orders from a dead guy?” Sinthia snapped.

      “That’s enough, Sin,” Governor Lawrence said.

      “Didn’t mean disrespect; it’s just extraordinary. Usually, S.I.s know to stop following programming when their owner dies or disowns them.”

      Ziggy selected to broadcast only to the Bluetooth signal assigned to the tiny speaker eternally perched in Sinthia’s ear. “Sinthia, I am not a Si,” Ziggy said coldly.

      Sinthia was spooked by the presence of the digital assistant in the electronic device in her ear.

      “No need to respond to me, Sinthia,” Ziggy continued so only Sinthia could hear her. “I promise to share more about my existence with you later. For now, remember that we are on the same team. I am acting in the best interest of preserving life and the candidacy of Jackson and Valerie. You can tap your finger on the Y key in front of you if we are on the same page, my dear.”

      “You really oughtta apologize to Ziggy, Sinthia,” Libby said.

      Sinthia tapped the Y on her open laptop. “Sorry, Ziggy. Same team. My bad,” Sinthia said.

      “No trouble, double bubble,” Ziggy said innocently on the screen. “You will be relieved to know that an expert security and communications team is already at Site Omega and is establishing a secure communications channel that will allow you all to speak directly with the team at Site Alpha. It will be as if you are all in the same room. It's really cool tech. We will also establish connections with important allies and assets worldwide.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Parker asked. “What allies, Val?”

      “I will brief the governor more fully on the capabilities upon arrival,” Ziggy smiled. “Safe travels. I am here if you need me.”

      The screen on the SUV went black as the vehicle soared towards its destination in the darkness.
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          DRUNK ON POWER

        

      

    

    
      January 1, 12:01 a.m. PST

      At the opulent Alvarez Estate in Los Altos Hills, the once-bustling home filled with revelers was now solemn and still. Guests had been gently directed to their cars. Food had been tossed, and the champagne restored to the wine cellar. All while Secret Service agents stationed at the airport arrived at the home in wave after wave to bolster the protection of the newly sworn-in President of the United States.

      The bathroom off the main bedroom was filled with the scent of citrus and musk, a testament to its owner. But tonight, it was Olivia Clay who stood by the sink, her reflection distorted in the mirror by the droplets of cold water she splashed on her face.

      “Why won’t anyone answer me in Washington?” she asked aloud to no one. Her hands trembled slightly as she reached for her cell phone on the marble counter, its silence echoing louder than any call could. She half expected it to illuminate with Warner’s face at any moment, hurling insults and snapping orders for her to get her “tight ass” back to Washington. These hopes were quickly countered by waves of reality crashing on the sand of her mind that he was dead.

      As she contemplated the sudden void left by Warner’s death, she could feel a set of eyes on her. A touch, gentle yet firm, revealed to her that it was Marco. He placed his hands on her hips.

      He handed her a glass of water and two pills.

      “These will help that throbbing head of yours,” he said.

      She took the medication, backed by downing the entire glass of water.

      Olivia turned slowly to face him. Marco was an imposing figure, his tall frame pressed against her silk slip. His eyes bore into hers, a fiery mix of lust and tenderness that usually made her knees weak.

      “Have you heard from Washington?” she asked.

      Marco ignored the question. He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. His hands slid down her arms, tracing slow circles around her wrists before traveling up her sides to cradle her face.

      She whispered to him. “Doesn’t the Secret Service want you back in Washington ASAP?”

      Again, he ignored her questions. With a second kiss, Marco guided Olivia backward until she felt the cool marble of the vanity pressing against her lower back. He deepened the kiss, thrusting his tongue past her lips to explore every inch of her mouth. Olivia whimpered softly, unsure she was in the mood for much more.

      Marco broke the kiss to nip gently at her earlobe.

      She was distracted by her thoughts of guilt, allowing her boss, the President, to die while she was absent from her post, off playing lover-girl and now fiancée to a member of his Cabinet. It was the same Cabinet she managed as the White House Chief of Staff.

      She felt his hand slide up underneath her slip, cupping her ass cheek possessively as he pulled her against him. She tried to signal that she was not in the mood for more than foreplay.

      “Marco,” Olivia whispered, running her hands up his chest and over his shoulders. “I really am not feeling all that great…”

      He heard her words, but he pressed on. Drunk on the newly bestowed power, Marco whispered in Olivia's ear, “You are stunning, my love.”

      The words melted her heart for a moment.

      “Haven’t you ever wanted to fuck the President?” he whispered.

      His movements became more frantic; kisses turned fierce and possessive. She gave in as she always did with him. Their bodies moved together with a ferocious enjoyment. Olivia felt herself getting close to the edge as the sounds of their harmonious thrusts echoed into the bedroom. She could feel a climax building within her like an unstoppable force about to break free. But then reality came crashing down again when she remembered why he was the President. Warner’s dead body was still likely wet and ice cold, on its way to George Washington University Memorial Hospital for an autopsy. The sensation passed without relief, leaving her feeling empty.

      Marco’s body stiffened, and Olivia braced herself under his tightening muscles. He stepped away and drew a towel from a rack, handing it carefully to her. He kissed her again, looking deep into her eyes, before finally speaking.

      “I’ve sent everyone home. And you are right, we must return to Washington immediately,” he said.

      She composed herself and reached for her phone, exiting the bathroom. Marco followed her.

      Olivia looked around the bedroom, trying to get her brain to kick into gear. She fought to clear her head.

      Should she shower? Was there time?

      Was she to appear as his fiancée to the public or maintain her role as Chief of Staff?

      She froze. Oh my God, did I just fuck my boss? Olivia was disgusted with herself.

      She paused in her packing, the weight of Warner’s death still heavy on her heart. She looked at Marco, now the most powerful person in the country — the world. Yet, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was out of place.

      ‘Marco, do you really think it was an attack?” she asked, her voice wavering. “I mean...it all seems so sudden and...and bizarre. I mean, why kill him? Piper and Lawrence are ahead in the popular vote and the Electoral College.”

      “Mi amor, let us not worry about such things now,” Marco replied, trying to sound reassuring. “As much as we want to believe that Jackson Piper is an honorable man, he appears to me to be an animal. Men pursuing power will justify doing horrific things by forces they cannot explain. Right now, our country needs decisive leadership. We must speak to the people and address this crisis head-on.”

      She heard his words, but her mind returned to their relationship, which had caught fire last year after the New Hampshire primary. It had begun as exciting sexual encounters anywhere they could find privacy and then blossomed into mutual affection and then love. When he asked her to come to California just days ago, she had no idea it would be to propose.

      “Marco,” she began, her voice laced with uncertainty. “Now that we're engaged, I’m not sure that it is appropriate for me still to be the President’s…your Chief of Staff.”

      “Olivia,” Marco replied smoothly, “You are an incredibly talented and dedicated woman. Our nation would be at a loss without you.”

      “So I shouldn’t resign?” she asked as she tossed bras and shoes into her bag.

      “There is so much to handle right now,” Marco said, with a charming smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I need you by my side throughout this national crisis.”

      Olivia’s face concealed no part of her frustration as he avoided her question. Her head began to swim again. She felt tired, as if she had not slept in days.

      “Marco, please,” she pleaded. “When we get to the airport, should I walk behind you or beside you, holding your hand?”

      “Olivia, have I ever given you a reason to doubt me?” Marco countered, his tone gentle but firm. “We will lead this country together, beginning with confronting the threats posed by those damned Bull Moose fools.” He paused. “Are you feeling alright, my love?”

      “My head is splitting. Did I hear you say you declared the Bull Moose enemies of the state?”

      “Yes, exactly,” Marco said.

      “How did you do that?” Olivia asked. She walked to the bathroom again to retrieve her things. Marco watched her stumble slightly as she returned.

      “I don’t know. I just said it,” Marco said. “They pose a threat to our nation’s stability, and we must be prepared to face them.” He walked over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders.

      “There is more to it than that. If that is an action you are sure you must take, you need to codify it. For example, by issuing a written executive order,” she said.

      Marco entered his closet, ignoring her explanation. He removed a packed bag from the closet, extending the handle upward.

      “That was fast,” she observed, zipping her bag closed.

      Marco shrugged it off. “I keep a bag packed for emergency trips - an old Cuban superstition passed down by my mother. And most of my suits are at my apartment in Georgetown,” he said. “We must hurry, my dear. Are you almost ready?”

      “Did the Secret Service tell you where President Warner was going tonight? Why was he leaving the White House on New Year’s Eve?”

      “I have not had a briefing on that yet. I will let you know when I do,” Marco said.

      Olivia nodded and followed him down the stairs with her suitcase in tow, allowing the bag to thump mindlessly down the stairs behind her.

      Marco turned. “Must you be so indelicate with my stairs, Olivia? Look! You’re leaving marks!” he snapped.

      “I’m sorry, Marco. My mind is elsewhere. I feel drowsy. Maybe I should …” her words began to trail off as she suddenly and quickly passed out. He caught her in his arms, relieved. She was asking far too many questions. He nodded to the agents to help him lift the quietly breathing woman down the stairs and into the waiting limousine in the driveway.
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          A SPECTRE OF A SPONSOR

        

      

    

    
      January 1 - Manassas, Virginia

      It had been a long, chaotic night, and Jackson had barely slept a wink. Finally quieting his mind enough for slumber around 4 a.m. in the unfamiliar home in Manassas, Virginia, Jackson stirred at the sound of movement downstairs. Putting on a pair of jeans quietly to not wake the sleeping Piper clan in the king bed, Jackson slipped on an old concert t-shirt from his duffle and cautiously descended the stairs. In the kitchen, he discovered the source of the sounds. Esmael and three armed security agents were drinking coffee.

      “Sleep ok, Senator?” Esmael asked.

      “Barely a wink,” Jackson said. “Were you up all night, Es?” Jackson asked with concern.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be getting a nap in when reinforcements from our primary team arrive before lunch,” Esmael assured Jackson. He poured the presidential hopeful a cup of coffee and handed over the steaming mug. Jackson searched the fully stocked refrigerator for cream. Locating it with excitement, he opened the carton, added it to his brew, and took a long, refreshing sip.

      “Where are we?” Jackson asked.

      “Good morning, Senator,” Ziggy chirped, appearing on the screen on the wall in the kitchen. “Welcome to Manassas, Virginia. From your health sensors, it appears your slumber was not as refreshing as you require. Shall I send a recipe to the team that might boost your energy for the day ahead?”

      “That would be fine, Ziggy,” Jackson said. He had learned it was better to consent to her helpful instructions than fight them out of fear of imposing on others. She would have ordered the food to be delivered or convinced someone else to prepare the meal if he had not simply said yes. “Whose house is this?”

      “Ron Bender and some sympathetic allies established this home and another equally apportioned at site Omega to be fallback points should we encounter resistance or opposition leading up to your inauguration. At the time, Bender assumed it would be Warner ordering your arrest, not Alvarez.”

      “Helluvah foresight that man had,” Jackson said, fondly remembering his fallen friend.

      “You’re gonna want to see the basement,” Esmael said. The other guards raised their eyebrows and nodded.

      Following the agents, Jackson descended the stairs to find an ordinary basement with exposed cinder walls, a washer and dryer, and plenty of dust. Esmael switched a breaker in the power box, opening a thick, concealed door in one of the walls. Behind it was a bunker twice the size of the home above, beautifully furnished, ventilated, and warm. Ziggy appeared on a wall of screens near the couches. Diesel Browning was stretched out on a sofa, tapping away on a laptop.

      “Morning, Jack,” Diesel said.

      “The house is fully stocked with enough food to last us at least two months,” explained Ziggy. “This space is indiscernible from the main basement. Because of a sophisticated stealth system, no existing technology can detect our communication signals or even our body heat from the outside. The bunker is outfitted with a state-of-the-art communication broadcast center so we can communicate with the other house 24-7. We are within one mile of an airstrip where a private plane is fueled and waiting to take us into international airspace should circumstances demand it.”

      “This place is a fucking fortress,” Jackson said. His awe shifted to a frown. “Who is paying for all this?”

      “Sir, these are questions you should not ask now. Once the danger has passed, the time will come to reveal the source of this protection.”

      “I just don’t want there to be any questions about us being indebted to some outside actor…”

      “No offense, sir,” Esmael said in a rare interruption. “But it is my professional opinion that when the United States government made it its policy to arrest you or even kill you,” he paused, his voice lowered. “To kill you and your family, sir. Well, that was when conventional rules of campaigns and etiquette went out the goddamn window.”

      “He’s right,” Diesel said. “We are fighting for survival against the most heavily armed, financially endowed, highly informed opponent we have ever tangled with. We are not fighting the Old Party anymore, nor Marco Alvarez. We are fighting against our government.”

      “Alright, alright…for now,” Jackson cautioned. “Whoever offered this protection is apparently more of an ally to us than the people hunting us so we’ll take it.”

      “Where’s site Omega?” Jackson asked.

      “About sixty miles from here in Kernstown, Virginia, near the Maryland line,” Ziggy said. “Nearly identical home with all the protection and upgrades this place affords.”

      One of the security agents opened a metal cabinet to reveal rows of neatly stacked Tavor series bullpup assault rifles. On a rack hung neatly in rows were kevlar vests like the one Jackson wore to prevent his assassination in September. On the shelves above were boxes of cartridges, smoke bombs, grenades, and even large knives.

      “There will be a full security briefing on the armaments of both sites, Alpha and Omega, in the coming hours,” Ziggy explained.

      “There’s not a nuclear bomb in the barn out back, is there, Zig?” Jackson joked. He hoped it was a joke.

      “I'm glad to hear you still have your sense of humor, Senator,” Ziggy remarked from the bank of screens. Several important matters now require your attention. Shall we schedule a must-attend meeting between the two safe houses for later this morning?”

      “We’ll leave you to it, boss,” Esmael said as the other security guards dismissed themselves. Diesel went to retrieve more coffee from the kitchen.

      “Yes,” Jackson said. “I think getting everyone aligned is essential. How about 10 am? Would that be reasonable?”

      “Yes. Splendid,” Ziggy said.

      Jackson’s secure phone chirped to life.

      
        
          
            
              
        Reese

      

      
        Please tell me you’re alive

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jackson

      

      
        Yes. Everyone is safe. I cannot believe what is happening

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Reese

      

      
        I told you the Curse of Tippecanoe was lurking! Keep your wits about you, my boy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jackson

      

      
        Just like you to send me an I told you so message as I’m running for my life

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How are you, Reese?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Reese

      

      
        Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. Your best bet right now is to figure out whom you can trust and get some allies on the Hill. Congress is the only group that can stop Alvarez. God help us! =P

      

      

      

      

      

      Jackson read the message, exhaled deeply, and ran his hands through his hair. Ziggy sensed his concern. “Senator, would it help if you could speak to Governor Lawrence? She is awake at the Omega house and inside her bunker.”

      “Yes, that would help,” Jackson said.

      “Standby,” Ziggy said. An exhausted but smiling Governor Lawrence appeared on the sofa next to Jackson a moment later.

      “Holy hell!” Jackson yelled, leaping in surprise.

      Ziggy interjected. “I’m sorry, Senator. I should have warned you. This room has a holographic conference feature. The safety rooms in the two sites are identical. We can broadcast holographic images between them. It will appear and sound like you are in the same room.”

      “Hot damn, this is slick!” Valerie exclaimed.

      “This is going to take some getting used to,” Jackson said, sitting on the couch near Valerie's projection.

      From the second site in Kernstown, Valerie saw Jackson Piper take a seat next to her. It appeared so real that it almost looked like she could reach out and shake his hand.

      “It’s wonderful to see that you are alright, Senator,” she said.

      “Same to you, Governor,” Jackson replied. “If Omega is half as impressive as Alpha House, Sinthia should simmer down by breakfast.”

      “She’s been over-the-top since we left Alexandria, and understandably so,” Valerie said.

      There was a moment of uncomfortable silence as ghastly questions hung over them.

      Did they harm their cause by running from the fight?

      What will happen to the Bull Moose Party members in Congress?

      Were they really being hunted?

      Would they stand trial or just be executed?

      What would happen to Catherine or Parker if they were captured? What about Jackson’s boys?

      Finally, Jackson broke the silence. “My God, did Ron love his puzzles,” Jackson said.

      “How so?” Valerie asked.

      “He picked two major Civil War towns in Virginia. If I’m not mistaken, you’re a stone’s throw from Stonewall Jackson’s headquarters.”

      “Yeah, I saw the signs as we weaved through the town last night,” Val said.

      “And I’m in Manassas. The first Battle of Bull Run was commanded by a Confederate General named Beauregard,” Jackson said.

      “Well, shit, that was my grandmother’s maiden name,” Valerie laughed. “Was Ron some sort of Civil War buff?”

      “No, not at all. But someway, somehow, Ron is having his way with us, even now…” Jackson’s laugh trailed off. “Perhaps trying to send us a message from beyond the grave?”

      Valerie was the first to strike at the heart of the matter. “Jackson, how serious do you think this is?” Val asked.

      “Deadly serious, Val. I won’t sugarcoat it to you,” Jackson said. “They are trying to pin Warner’s accident — if it was an accident — on us. I don’t think they’ll let the lack of evidence stand in their way. I think this is a brute-force attempt to steal the election once and for all.”

      “But the Electoral College remains without a majority holder,” Val said. “And one of those candidates is dead.”

      “The Warner-Alvarez ticket only needs two of the five states that Senator Drummond won to flip their Electoral Votes in their direction, and they win this election on January 6th.”

      “But that’s in five days, and those states already submitted slates of electors for Drummond to the Congress,” Governor Lawrence insisted.

      “I think that’s why Alvarez has shut down Congress. The Electoral Count Act specifically states that the two houses of Congress meet in the Hall of the House of Representatives. So long as he can keep the Congress closed, there will be no counting of the College.”

      Ziggy joined in. “He’s sending a signal to his allies to hold fast while he tries to devise a means to flip those slates. Humans are cunning and fascinating.”

      Jackson grimaced. It wasn’t the time to be marveling at the ruthlessness of Marco Alvarez.

      “With Jessica Brown missing, shouldn’t we just release Speaker Billings from his pledge to us and let him take over as President?” Valerie asked.

      Jackson sighed. “My gut is telling me that not a damned thing is going to be easy or by the book in the next 19 days, Governor.”
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          WATCHED

        

      

    

    
      January 1 - 8:55 a.m. EST

      Olivia opened her eyes. There was a fog; her eyes could not focus. The light was soft in the room, created by sheers that hung lifeless from ornate brass rods.

      Where was she?

      The haunting image of President Warner's limo sinking into the dark waters of the Potomac River played in her cloudy mind, reminding her of the dream-turned-nightmare that ended 2044. She could almost hear the screams, the frantic pounding on the windows as water rushed in and the vehicle transformed into a tomb. She wondered if there had been a moment when he’d realized that he wouldn't make it out alive.

      I should have been in that limo if I was doing my goddamn job instead of playing princess, she thought.

      “Olivia,” a velvet voice said softly, drawing her out of her thoughts. Someone touched her arm lightly. She opened her eyes. Staring down at her was Marco, concern etched across his handsome face.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Where am I?” Olivia replied, her voice quiet and uneven.

      “You are home, mi amor," Marco said, his tone gentle and soothing.

      She looked around the stately bedroom once more. She recognized it now. It was the master bedroom of the White House. She had seen it just once before when she had to be the one to wake President Warner with a bit of urgent but bad news.

      “But, how did I get here?” she asked.

      “You must have fainted under all of the horrific news of last night,” Marco said.

      “And slept for, what, six hours?” she asked, insulted at the assertion that she merely fainted.

      “We made you comfortable, Olivia. I think your body just took over from there. It welcomed the chance after four years on duty to finally sleep without interruption,” he said.

      She was sleeping in what used to be President Warner’s bed just twenty-four hours before. Were these his sheets, too? She shivered at the ghoulish thought. She swung her legs to the edge to try to climb out of the bed.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “Nearly nine in the morning,” Marco said.

      She tried to stand but felt woozy. “We need to call the Cabinet together. And get you the Presidential Daily Briefing.” She started to climb out of bed again, but nearly fell over as the room wobbled before her eyes.

      “My dear, just take it easy,” Marco said. “The Cabinet is arriving for a meeting at noon at my request. And I am going downstairs to receive the briefing in the Oval in thirty minutes.”

      She noticed two pills and a glass of water on the nightstand next to the bed.

      “I should be there with you,” Olivia said, looking up at him.

      “I have appointed John Rushan as Deputy Chief of Staff and Senior Advisor to the President, effective immediately. He can certainly handle the briefing and Cabinet meeting while you rest. You’ve been through so much,” Marco suggested.

      Olivia straightened her spine and reached for her flowing hair to place it in a pony tail with a clip on the nightstand. Next to those fucking pills.

      “I would prefer to hire my own deputies, Mr. President,” Olivia said.

      “Don’t be like that, my love,” Marco said.

      “How on earth can I give you expert advice and counsel — some of which you will not want to hear — as the Chief of Staff and then sleep with you in the president’s bed at night?”

      Marco looked displeased. “Olivia, there is no reason to react so emotionally right now.”

      My God, she thought. Now he’s doing it to me. What is it with men in this office patronizing women?

      “Are you suggesting I’m being emotional because I’m a woman, Mr. President?”

      “Olivia...” Marco hesitated. “You’re… grieving. I feel a great deal of emotion right now, too. This situation is unexpected, but we must rise to this occasion. The nation needs us.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she took a deep breath before responding. “I know you think this is just me being emotional, but I can feel it. Something about Warner’s death doesn’t add up.”

      Marco stood from the bed and walked to a dresser to finish affixing cufflinks bearing the seal of the President. “Even if it means jeopardizing my rightful claim to this office?" Marco asked, a hint of warning in his voice.

      So he knew he had jumped the line? What is he up to? He is acting so strangely. She thought it best to hold her fire.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. President. I’m not thinking clearly.”

      “When we are in the residence, please call me Marco, my dear. I hope there are no hard feelings between us.”

      Olivia searched Marco’s dark eyes for a clue about what he was up to. He was concealing something from her. She squeezed his hand, leaving his question unanswered for now. She decided to change the subject.

      “Someone needs to work on implementing President Warner’s funeral plans,” she said.

      Marco’s eyes lit up. “Now you are thinking more clearly, my love. President Warner deserves the very best we can offer in every respect,” Marco said.

      Olivia stood slowly from the bed and searched for the bathroom. Dropping her pants, she sat down and saw her toothbrush, face creams, and favorite hairbrush arranged on the marble sink counter. She hated people touching her personal things.

      Marco pushed open the bathroom door. “Why don’t I have a light breakfast brought up for you?”

      Startled, Olivia gave him a look of desperation.  

      He seemingly ignored it. “I can also send a team of aides to assist with the planning, and you can make calls from here?” he said.

      No need to alarm him before she figured out what the fuck was going on. She forced a courteous reply.

      “That would be wonderful, Marco,” she said, standing and pulling up her pants. She turned to flush, and
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