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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places, organizations, and events depicted in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or organizations is entirely coincidental.

The political and military events described in this book are fictional. No disrespect is intended toward the men and women who serve in the United States military, law enforcement, or public office. The author has used fictional scenarios to explore themes of accountability, constitutional crisis, and the fragility of democratic institutions—not to portray any specific individual, agency, or administration.

Certain real-world locations and agencies (such as the state of South Carolina, the United States Army, and Immigration and Customs Enforcement) are referenced for narrative authenticity. However, the actions and conduct depicted are entirely fictional and should not be interpreted as commentary on any actual person, event, or governmental body.

The author holds the deepest respect for the sacrifices of law enforcement officers, military personnel, and their families.
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PROLOGUE

The bullet that killed Officer Maritza Ortiz did not come from a robber, a drug dealer, or a madman. It came from a federal agent who saw a Latina woman reach for something in her car and made a fatal assumption.

The incident, at 8:17 p.m. on a rainswept county road outside Columbia, was captured in devastating, jittery clarity on the dashboard camera of a passing long-haul trucker. The footage showed the dark SUVs, the aggressive boxing maneuver, the four figures in tactical vests emerging with weapons drawn. It picked up her clear, professional voice—”I am a police officer. I am reaching for my badge.”—and then the muzzle flashes, seven of them, strobing against the wet pavement.

In eighteen hours, the video was everywhere.

It was not the first time an American had been killed by a law enforcement officer. But it was a perfect trap of optics and outrage. She was a woman. She was in uniform. She was a citizen. And the agency that killed her—Immigration and Customs Enforcement—had no jurisdiction, no cause, and no excuse. The internal report, leaked to a blogger within forty-eight hours, coldly cited “perceived non-compliance” and “potential threat.” It mentioned the ICE team was pursuing a different vehicle entirely and had misread a license plate.

For the public, it was an unforgivable math: one misread digit equaled one dead officer.

For her husband, retired Army Major Angel Ortiz, it was the end of the world. The two of them had served—one abroad, one at home—under the same flag. That flag now covered her coffin while the men who pulled the triggers were placed on administrative leave, their identities protected.

For Governor Joseph Klein of South Carolina, a man perpetually calculating political weather, it was not a tragedy. It was a catalyst. The public fury was a pure, raw current. All he had to do was provide the conduit.

And in the Oval Office, President Andrew L. Haskill watched the riots on the news nets, the flames in the streets of Atlanta and Charlotte. He did not see crisis. He saw geometry. He saw lines of force, old fault lines, pressure building along familiar seams. When his Vice President, Arthur Vance, warned him that military mobilization could fracture the union, Haskill’s reply was not recorded in any memo.

But Vance heard it.

“Good,” the President had said, his voice quiet, almost reverent. He was looking past Vance, past the room, to some private, historical panorama. “This time we will win. And the South will rise again. My ancestors cry from the grave, Arthur. I will answer that plea.”

In that moment, Arthur Vance understood a fundamental truth: the greatest threat to the United States was not the rebellion brewing in the states. It was the man sitting in the chair where Lincoln once sat. The war would not start with a shot fired by a rebel. It would start with an order given by the Commander-in-Chief.

The prologue was over. The first move was his to make.
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1 the seventy-four percent
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The numbers arrived at 6:13 a.m., folded neatly inside a plain manila envelope and delivered by a junior aide who did not know what he was carrying. Governor Joseph Klein accepted it in his bathrobe, standing in the kitchen of the Governor’s Mansion, his wife still asleep upstairs. He poured coffee, unfolded the single sheet of paper, and read.

Seventy-four percent.

He read it again.

Seventy-four percent of South Carolina registered voters believe the ICE agents responsible for the Ortiz shooting should face criminal prosecution at the state level. Sixty-eight percent believe the federal government is actively covering for them. Fifty-three percent—a clear majority—believe Governor Klein should take direct action if the Department of Justice fails to indict within thirty days.

The polling memo was stamped: 

CONFIDENTIAL – KLEIN FOR SENATE 2026. 

His political director, a ferociously ambitious woman named Dana Cross, had scrawled across the bottom in red ink: This is not a Senate number, Governor. This is a legacy number. Call me.

Joseph Klein set down the coffee. He walked to the window overlooking the garden, the same garden where he had posed for Christmas cards and announced his reelection bid. The azaleas were blooming. The sprinklers cycled in their patient, mechanical rhythm. Everything looked exactly as it should.

He thought of Maritza Ortiz.

Not her face—he had never met her, never seen her alive. He knew only what the news had shown him: the wedding photograph, the department portrait, the frozen stillness of her body under the rain. What he thought about was the sound of her voice on that trucker’s footage. Clear. Professional. Calm.

‘I am a police officer. I am reaching for my badge.’

She had believed the truth would protect her. It was the most American thing a person could do.

His phone buzzed. Dana Cross, unable to wait. He answered.

“You’ve seen it,” she said. Not a question.

“I’ve seen it.”

“Then you know what this is, Joe. This isn’t about the Senate anymore. This isn’t even about reelection. This is about whether your name appears in the history books as a footnote or a chapter heading.”

He watched a cardinal land on the sprinkler head, tilt its head at the water.

“If I do this,” he said, “the President will come for me.”

“Let him.”

“It won’t just be me, Dana. It’ll be the state. The guard. Every cop who stands beside us. Every federal agent we arrest. There will be consequences.”

Her voice was quiet, deliberate. 

“Governor. Seventy-four percent of this state just told you they are willing to face those consequences. The question is whether you are.”

He closed his eyes.

*I am reaching for my badge.*

“Get me the Attorney General,” he said. “And find Angel Ortiz. Tell him the Governor would like to offer his condolences. In person.”

“When?”

Klein looked at the garden, the cardinal, the patient rainbirds.

“Today.”

* * *
[image: ]


AT 10:00 A.M., ATTORNEY General Lila Hammond arrived at the mansion in her personal vehicle, no siren, no escort. She was a small woman in her sixties, built of bone and granite, a federal prosecutor under Reagan who had grown tired of watching Washington fail her home state. Klein trusted her because she had never once asked him for anything.

He told her what he intended to do. 

She listened without interruption. When he finished, she removed her glasses and polished them slowly with the hem of her blazer.

“You understand,” she said, “that there is no legal precedent for this.”

“I understand.”

“The Supremacy Clause is not a suggestion, Governor. It is the spine of the Constitution. If you order state law enforcement to detain federal agents performing their duties, the DOJ will argue you have committed sedition.”

“And what do you argue, Lila?”

She looked at him. 

“I argue that a federal agency just executed a sworn peace officer on American soil and the Justice Department has not returned my phone calls in eleven days. I argue that the men who killed her are still drawing paychecks and the only person facing consequences is her husband, who has to figure out how to sleep in a bed that still smells like his wife’s shampoo.”

She replaced her glasses.

“So I argue necessity. I argue that the state has both the right and the duty to protect its citizens when the federal government abdicates that duty. I will lose in federal court. But it will take time, and in that time, you will have done what no one else was willing to do.”

Klein nodded slowly. 

“And the guard?”

“Colonel Bennett is already tracking the ICE agents operating in our jurisdiction. She can have a rapid response team assembled in four hours. But she will need the order in writing, signed by your hand, with the state seal affixed.”

“She’ll have it.”

Hammond stood, gathering her briefcase. At the door, she paused.

“Joe,” she said, and the use of his first name stopped him cold. “There is no landing from this jump. There is no rescue boat. Once you sign that order, the only way out is through. Do you understand what I am telling you?”

Klein thought of Maritza Ortiz, reaching for her badge.

“Yes,” he said. “I understand.”

* * *
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AT 3:17 P.M., A PLAIN gray sedan entered the gated drive of the Governor’s Mansion. The man who emerged wore a charcoal suit that did not quite fit, the jacket pulling at the shoulders, the trousers breaking too high over polished black shoes. A suit for funerals. A suit for a man who had not cared what he looked like in weeks.

Angel Ortiz walked up the steps alone.

Governor Klein met him at the door, extended his hand. Ortiz looked at it for a long moment before accepting. His grip was strong, reflexive—the muscle memory of a soldier—but his eyes were hollow, fixed on some middle distance Klein could not see.

“Thank you for coming,” Klein said.

“You didn’t give me a choice.” 

Ortiz’s voice was flat, scraped clean of inflection. 

“Your people said you wanted to offer condolences. I don’t need condolences, Governor. I need the men who killed my wife.”

“I know.”

They stood in the foyer, neither man willing to move deeper into the house. The grandfather clock measured the silence.

“What if I told you,” Klein said quietly, “that I am prepared to do more than offer condolences?”

Ortiz’s eyes focused. Sharp. Dangerous.

“What exactly are you prepared to do?”

Klein reached into his jacket and withdrew a single sheet of paper, still warm from the printer. Executive Order 117. He held it out.

Ortiz read. His lips moved silently over the language—*mobilization of the South Carolina National Guard... classification of implicated federal agents as domestic terrorists... authorization for arrest and detention...*

When he looked up, something had shifted behind his eyes. Not gratitude. Not relief. Something older, colder. Recognition.

“You understand,” Ortiz said slowly, “that once you sign this, there is no going back.”

“So I’m told.”

“The President will call you a traitor. Half the country will agree with him. You will spend the rest of your life in federal court, and possibly in federal prison.”

Klein met his gaze. 

“Seventy-four percent of my state just told me they are willing to face that with me. The question is whether you are.”

Ortiz stared at him for a long, unbroken moment. Then he looked down at the order in his hands, at the blank line waiting for the Governor’s signature.

“My wife,” he said, “believed in the system. She believed that if you followed the rules, told the truth, did your job—the system would protect you. She was reaching for her badge when they shot her.” 

His voice cracked, just once, and then steadied. 

“I don’t believe in the system anymore, Governor. I believe in consequences.”

He handed the order back to Klein.

“Sign it.”

* * *
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AT 5:00 P.M., GOVERNOR Joseph Klein sat at his desk, the state seal gleaming under the green glass lamp his father had used in his own law office forty years ago. Lila Hammond stood at his right shoulder. Dana Cross at his left. Colonel Sarah Bennett waited on speakerphone, her Humvee already idling in the armory lot.

Klein uncapped his pen.

He thought of his legacy, his career, his name in the history books. He thought of the President, three hundred miles north, who would soon learn that a governor in the Deep South had just declared war on federal authority.

He thought of Maritza Ortiz, reaching for her badge in the rain.

He signed his name.

“Colonel Bennett,” he said, his voice steady, “you are authorized to locate, detain, and arrest any ICE agent operating within the sovereign borders of South Carolina in connection with the death of Officer Maritza Ortiz. They are to be treated as domestic terrorists and afforded no special status or courtesy. Do you understand your orders?”

A pause. Then:

“Yes, Mr. Governor. Understood.”

Klein set down the pen.

But Colonel Bennett did not hang up.

“Governor,” she said, “before I execute this order, I need to address my soldiers. I need them to hear something. And I need you to hear it too.”

Klein looked at the speakerphone.

“Go ahead, Colonel.”

At 5:15 p.m., Colonel Sarah Bennett stood on a raised platform in the armory parking lot.

Behind her, the South Carolina sun dipped low, painting the sky in shades of orange and crimson. Before her, two hundred soldiers of the South Carolina National Guard stood in formation—men and women in desert camouflage, their weapons slung, their faces a mixture of confusion, fear, and barely contained anger.

They had been summoned on thirty minutes’ notice. They had been told only that a mission was imminent. They had not been told that the mission would require them to arrest fellow federal agents.

Bennett stepped to the microphone.

“At ease,” she said.

The formation relaxed, but only slightly.

“I’m not going to lie to you. I’m not going to dress this up in patriotic rhetoric or legal jargon. I’m going to tell you the truth, because you deserve the truth, and because the oath we all swore demands it.”

She paused, scanning their faces.

“Governor Klein has signed Executive Order 117. Effective immediately, the South Carolina National Guard is authorized to locate, detain, and arrest any ICE agent operating within our borders in connection with the death of Officer Maritza Ortiz. These agents are to be treated as domestic terrorists and afforded no special status or courtesy.”

A murmur rippled through the formation. Some soldiers exchanged glances. Others stared straight ahead, their faces unreadable.

“I know what some of you are thinking,” Bennett continued. “You’re thinking that some of these agents are friends of yours. You trained with them. You worked alongside them. You shared meals and missions and maybe even beers after duty. You’re thinking that some of them are relatives—cousins, brothers, sisters, people you’ve known your whole lives.”

She paused again.

“You’re thinking that you don’t want to arrest them. You’re thinking that what happened to Officer Ortiz was a tragedy, but maybe it was a mistake. Maybe those agents were scared. Maybe they thought she was reaching for a weapon. Maybe you even believe their story—that a lone woman in a sedan was about to shoot it out with four heavily armed men in body armor.”

Her voice hardened.

“Maybe you believe all of that. And maybe none of that matters.”

She stepped to the edge of the platform, close enough that the front row could see the cold fire in her eyes.

“Because this is not about personal feelings. This is not about friendship. This is not about whether you believe the agents’ version of events or the dashcam footage or the witness statements. This is about the oath that you took when you put on this uniform.”

She raised her voice, letting it carry across the lot.

“The oath to support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Not some of the enemies. Not the enemies you agree with. Not the enemies you don’t personally know. All enemies. Foreign. And domestic.”

The silence was absolute.

“An American citizen was executed on a county road in this state. She was reaching for her badge when they shot her seven times. Her killers have not been indicted. Their supervisors have not been investigated. The Department of Justice has not returned the Attorney General’s phone calls. And the President of the United States has expressed, in private conversation, his desire to use this crisis as an opportunity to settle a grievance that should have died with his Confederate ancestors.”

She let that sink in.

“That is not politics. That is not opinion. That is the truth, as best we know it. And if that truth does not constitute a domestic enemy of the Constitution, then I don’t know what does.”

She stepped back.

“So here is what I am asking of you. I am not asking you to abandon your friendships. I am not asking you to ignore your doubts. I am not asking you to pretend that this is easy or clean or simple.”

Her voice dropped, becoming quieter but no less intense.

“What I am asking you to do is uphold your oath. To remember why you enlisted. To remember what that uniform means—not to you, not to your family, not to your friends, but to the Constitution that you swore to defend.”

She paused for a long, deliberate moment.

“And if you feel that you cannot uphold that oath—if you feel that your personal feelings, your friendships, your doubts, or your beliefs about what happened on that road prevent you from doing your duty—then I want you to step forward. Now.”

No one moved.

“I want you to take off that uniform. Not in disgrace. Not in shame. But as an exercise of your right, afforded to you by the very Constitution you swore to defend, to follow your conscience. To walk away. To leave this armory and go home to your families with your honor intact.”

She waited.

The wind stirred the flags. The sun dipped lower. The soldiers stood motionless.

“Because the men and women who remain,” Bennett said, “the ones who stay—they will be the ones who carry out this mission. They will be the ones who look their friends in the eye and tell them that they are under arrest. They will be the ones who face the consequences of this order, whatever those consequences may be.”

Another pause.

“And they need to know that everyone standing beside them has made the same choice. That no one is here out of coercion, or fear, or blind obedience. That everyone is here because they believe—truly believe—that this is what the oath requires.”

She stepped back to the microphone.

“So. Step forward now, or stand fast. The choice is yours. The Constitution guarantees it.”

The silence stretched for ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty.

No one stepped forward.

No one removed their uniform.

Colonel Bennett nodded slowly.

“Then we move out in thirty minutes. Dismissed.”

* * *
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THE FORMATION DISSOLVED into motion.

Bennett stepped down from the platform and walked toward her Humvee. Her executive officer, a major named Daniels, fell into step beside her.

“Colonel,” he said quietly, “that speech—”

“I know.”

“It was the right thing to do.”

She stopped and looked at him.

“It was the only thing to do,” she said. “If we’re going to ask them to do this, they need to know why. They need to know that they’re not just following orders. They’re following their conscience.”

“And are they?”

Bennett looked out at the soldiers preparing their vehicles, checking their weapons, climbing into Humvees that would carry them toward an uncertain future.

“I hope so,” she said. “For all our sakes.”

* * *
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JOSEPH KLEIN SET DOWN the pen. Outside, the azaleas trembled in the evening wind. The sprinklers cycled on.

Somewhere in Columbia, four federal agents who had gone to bed that morning believing themselves untouchable were about to learn otherwise.

The fuse was lit.
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2 THE OATH
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The call came at 11:47 p.m. General James Madden was in his study at Fort McNair, reading a biography of George Marshall he had started three months ago and not yet finished. His wife, Elena, had gone to bed at ten. The house was quiet except for the ticking of the mantel clock and the occasional murmur of late-night traffic along the Potomac.

His phone glowed. Not his personal device—the secure line, the one whose number was known to fewer than twenty people in the world.

He answered.

“General Madden. This is the White House operator. Please hold for the President.”

A beat of static. Then:

“Jim.”

Madden closed the book, marking his place with a thumb. 

“Mr. President.”

“You’ve seen South Carolina.”

It was not a question. Andrew Haskill’s voice was calm, almost conversational, as if he were inquiring about the weather or the health of Madden’s wife. This was, Madden had learned over two years of briefing the man, how Haskill discussed matters of consequence—with the studied dispassion of a surgeon preparing to cut.

“Yes, sir. Governor Klein signed an executive order. He’s mobilizing the guard and authorizing arrest of federal agents.”

“Domestic terrorists,” Haskill said. “That’s the language he used. Remarkable. A sitting governor declaring war on his own government because he disagrees with a prosecutorial decision.”

Madden said nothing. He had learned that too: silence was often the safest reply.

“I’m issuing a statement in the morning,” Haskill continued. “Formal condemnation. Demands to stand down. The usual choreography. It won’t matter. Klein isn’t looking for a way out. He’s looking for a fight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“He’s going to get one. I’m preparing an executive order of my own. Federalization of the South Carolina National Guard. Deployment of active-duty units to ensure compliance with federal law and protect federal personnel.”

Madden’s thumb pressed harder into the spine of the book.

“Mr. President, federalizing the guard of a sitting governor who has not yet committed any act of insurrection—”

“He’s arrested federal agents, Jim. He’s called them terrorists. What would you call it?”

“I would call it political theater, sir. Dangerous theater, but theater. He’s made a point. He hasn’t fired a shot.”

“Yet.”

The word hung in the air.

“I’m not asking for your opinion on the legality,” Haskill said. “I have attorneys for that. I’m asking you to prepare your command for the possibility of operations on American soil against American citizens.”

Madden’s jaw tightened. “Mr. President, the Posse Comitatus Act—”

“Will be addressed by separate legal memorandum. You will have everything you need, Jim. Cover, authority, legal protection. What I need from you is certainty. Can I rely on you?”

The mantel clock ticked. Somewhere outside, a helicopter drifted along the river, its rotors a low, distant pulse.

“Sir,” Madden said slowly, “I have served this nation for thirty-seven years. I have sworn an oath to the Constitution eleven times. I have never broken that oath. I do not intend to start now.”

“Good. Then you understand that the Constitution does not permit states to nullify federal law or arrest federal officers. My duty is to enforce that. Your duty is to support me.”

Madden closed his eyes.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll have the Chairman send you the planning parameters. I want options on my desk by Friday. Proportional responses. Escalation pathways. I don’t want a war, Jim. But I need to be ready for one.”

The line went dead.

Madden set the phone down. He stared at the book in his lap, George Marshall’s steady, patient face on the cover. Marshall had commanded the largest army in American history, managed a global coalition, rebuilt Europe. He had never once aimed a weapon at his own countrymen.

The mantel clock struck midnight.

Elena’s voice came from the hallway, soft with sleep. “Jim? Everything all right?”

He looked up at his wife of thirty-four years, her gray hair loose around her shoulders, her robe tied hastily at the waist. She knew the sound of the secure line. She had been hearing it for two decades.

“Fine,” he said. “Go back to bed.”

She studied him for a moment, the way she always did when she knew he was lying. But she only nodded and retreated into the darkness.

Madden turned back to the window, the river, the lights of Washington glittering on the water.

I don’t want a war, the President had said.

But he had not said he wouldn’t start one.

* * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, MADDEN arrived at the Pentagon at 0545. His aide, a young major named Christopher Bell, met him at the River Entrance with a tablet already dense with briefings.

“Sir, the Chairman’s staff is requesting initial feedback by 1400. SOUTHCOM is asking about potential ripple effects along the border. And Governor Klein held a press conference at 0700.”

Madden stopped walking. “Play it.”

Bell tapped the screen. Klein’s face appeared, lined but composed, standing at a podium bearing the South Carolina state seal. Behind him, visible through a window, the Confederate flag flew at the State House grounds—a fact the camera lingered on for exactly three seconds before cutting away.

“I did not seek this confrontation,” Klein said. “I sought justice for a murdered police officer. I sought accountability from a federal agency that has demonstrated neither competence nor restraint. I was met with silence. I was met with delay. I was met with the same Washington calculus that treats South Carolina as a province to be managed rather than a sovereign state to be respected.”

He paused, looking directly into the lens.

“That calculus ends today. The men who killed Maritza Ortiz will face justice. Not in a federal courtroom where their colleagues will judge them. In a South Carolina courtroom, under South Carolina law, by a jury of the citizens whose trust they betrayed. And if the federal government wishes to stop me, they will have to come here and try.”

Madden watched the screen go dark.

“He’s daring us,” Bell said quietly.

“No,” Madden replied. “He’s baiting us.”

He resumed walking, his pace measured, his face unreadable. But behind his eyes, a calculation was already forming—not of troop strengths and deployment timelines, but of men. Of loyalties. Of oaths that were about to collide.

Colonel Sarah Bennett, South Carolina National Guard. He had pinned her eagles on her shoulders at MacDill six years ago. She was a soldier’s soldier, apolitical, by-the-book. If Klein ordered her to arrest federal agents, she would do it. Not because she believed in Klein’s cause, but because she believed in the chain of command.

The same chain of command that now bound Madden to Haskill.

Two officers. One oath. Two orders.

I have sworn an oath to the Constitution eleven times.

So had she.

* * *
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AT 1000 HOURS, MADDEN received the official planning parameters from the Chairman’s office. The language was careful, bureaucratic, designed to obscure the gravity of what it authorized. Interagency cooperation. Federal asset protection. Restoration of lawful order.

But the maps did not lie.

There were three phases. Phase One: federalize the South Carolina Guard, remove Colonel Bennett, install a compliant replacement. Phase Two: deploy military police to secure federal courthouses and ICE field offices. Phase Three: if Klein escalated, if Georgia joined, if the situation metastasized—Phase Three was blank. A placeholder. A door left deliberately unlocked.

Madden closed the file.

He thought of Sarah Bennett. He thought of the soldiers under her command, boys and girls from Columbia and Charleston and Greenbelt who had enlisted to serve their country, not to stand guard at a federal prison holding their own governor.

He thought of his own soldiers, the men and women who would receive these orders and have to decide what they meant.

And he thought of Andrew Haskill’s voice, quiet and reverent, speaking words that had not been recorded in any memo, but that Madden had heard nonetheless, passed to him through channels he did not care to identify.

This time we will win. And the South will rise again.

Madden had spent his entire career preparing for enemies abroad. He had studied their ideologies, their grievances, their willingness to die for causes that seemed, from the outside, incomprehensible.

He had never imagined the enemy would wear the same uniform.

* * *
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AT 1600 HOURS, MADDEN placed a call.

Not to the Chairman. Not to the White House. To a private number, unlisted, known only to a handful of men and women who had served together in places whose names the public had already forgotten.

Sarah Bennett answered on the second ring.

“General.” Her voice was steady, but he heard the strain beneath it. “I wondered when you would call.”

“Sarah.” He paused. “You know why.”

“Yes, sir. I imagine you’re going to tell me to stand down.”

“I imagine you’re going to tell me you can’t.”

A silence. Then: “Governor Klein is not a fool, General. He knew what this would cost before he signed that order. He knew the President would come for him. He did it anyway because the alternative—letting those men walk free, letting Maritza Ortiz become another statistic buried under DOJ letterhead—was unacceptable.”

“The alternative is not letting them walk free. The alternative is due process.”

“With respect, sir, due process died on that county road. You’ve seen the footage. You’ve heard her voice. She identified herself. She did everything right. And they shot her seven times.”

Madden closed his eyes.

“I’m not defending what happened, Sarah. I’m telling you that the remedy cannot be the dissolution of federal authority. If every state can nullify laws it disagrees with, arrest federal agents who offend it—there is no Union. There is only a collection of armed camps.”

“Then perhaps the Union needs to reexamine what it asks its citizens to tolerate.”

The words hung between them, heavy with implication.

“What would you have me do?” Madden asked quietly. “Refuse an order? Break my oath?”

“I don’t know, sir. I only know what I’m going to do. I’m going to follow the lawful orders of my commander-in-chief, who happens to be Governor Joseph Klein. And I’m going to pray that you never receive an order that forces you to choose between your oath and your conscience.”

She did not wait for his reply.

The line went dead.

Madden sat alone in his office, the Pentagon humming around him, thousands of men and women preparing for wars they could not yet imagine. The biography of George Marshall lay unopened on his desk.

He did not sleep that night.

And in the morning, the President’s executive order arrived, crisp and final, bearing the seal of the office Madden had sworn to defend.

By the authority vested in me as President by the Constitution and the laws of the United States...

Madden read it once. Then he read it again. Then he began to write his reply.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3 the airspace
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Governor Evelyn Reed did not ask permission. She was not the sort of woman who waited for signals from men in other states, other capitals, other spheres of power. 

She had won her first election by forty-seven votes, hand-shaking her way across rural Georgia precincts that had not seen a Democratic candidate in twenty years. She had won her second by twelve points. By her third, the opposition had learned not to underestimate the widow from Savannah who kept a photograph of Eleanor Roosevelt in her office and a Browning 9mm in her nightstand.

When Joseph Klein signed Executive Order 117, Reed was at the Georgia Emergency Management Agency headquarters, reviewing hurricane preparedness protocols. Her chief of staff, a nervous young man named Tyler Cross, brought her the news on a tablet.

She read Klein’s statement in full, then set down the tablet and returned to her storm surge maps.

“Governor?” Cross hovered. “Do you want to issue a response? The press is asking.”

“The press is always asking.” She did not look up. “Tell them I’m monitoring the situation.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

She dismissed him with a wave and spent the next three hours studying the projected path of a tropical depression forming off the coast of Africa. But her mind was not on the weather.

She was counting.

Georgia shared a border with South Carolina. She had two major federal interstate highways running through her state, three military installations, and the busiest airport in the Southeast. If Klein’s gamble triggered a federal response—and it would, of course it would—Georgia would become a corridor, a staging ground, a battlefield by proximity.

She could not prevent that. But she could prepare for it.

At 6:00 p.m., she called her Adjutant General, a gruff, silver-haired aviator named Michael Deane who had flown F-15s in Desert Storm and never quite forgiven the Air Force for making him a general and taking him out of the cockpit.

“Mike,” she said, “how many aircraft do we have at Dobbins?”

A pause. 

“Governor, are we talking about the hurricane?”

“No, Mike. We are not talking about the hurricane.”

Another pause, longer. When Deane spoke again, his voice had shifted, shed its casual familiarity.

“What exactly are you asking me to prepare for?”

“I’m asking you to tell me how many aircraft we have at Dobbins. How many at Savannah. How many at the Army Guard airfields in Marietta and Winder. I’m asking you what it would take to establish air superiority over the state of Georgia in the event that federal law enforcement—or federal military assets—attempt to use our airspace to project force into South Carolina.”

Deane was quiet for a long moment.

“Governor,” he said finally, “that sounds like an act of war.”

“No, Mike. An act of war is shooting someone down. I’m talking about establishing a perimeter. I’m talking about requiring federal aircraft to file flight plans, obtain clearance, identify themselves. I’m talking about sovereign airspace and the rights of a state to protect its borders when the federal government has demonstrated an inability to protect its own citizens.”

“That’s a very fine line.”

“I’m a very fine governor. Can you do it or not?”

Another silence. 

Then: “I can do it. But I can’t do it quietly. And I can’t do it without a direct order from you, in writing, with the Attorney General’s signature affixed.”

“Then draft the order. I’ll sign it in the morning.”

“Governor—Evelyn—you understand that once I scramble those jets, there is no coming back. The President will not treat this as a political gesture. He will treat it as a rebellion.”

Evelyn Reed looked at the photograph on her desk. Eleanor Roosevelt, visiting a segregated Army base in 1944, standing beside Black soldiers who could not vote but were expected to die for their country. She had that photograph for the same reason she kept the Browning in her nightstand: because there were things worth defending, and there were times when words were not enough.

“Mike,” she said, “when the federal government stopped being the solution and became the problem, what exactly did you think I was going to do about it?”

* * *
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THE ORDER WAS SIGNED at 7:13 a.m.

Governor Reed stood at the podium in the Georgia State Capitol, the gold dome gleaming above her, a bank of cameras blinking red. Beside her stood Attorney General Simone Whitfield, a constitutional scholar who had argued twice before the Supreme Court and wept neither time. Behind them, visible through the rotunda, a portrait of James Oglethorpe regarded the proceedings with the mild skepticism of the long-dead.

“Effective immediately,” Reed read, her voice steady, “the Georgia Department of Defense and the Georgia Air National Guard are authorized to establish a Temporary Flight Restriction zone over all sovereign territory of the State of Georgia. Any aircraft—military or civilian, public or private—seeking to enter Georgia airspace must file a flight plan with the Georgia Emergency Management Agency and receive explicit clearance from the Adjutant General’s office at least four hours prior to entry. Any aircraft failing to comply will be subject to interception, forced landing, or other appropriate measures as determined by the commanding officer on station.”

A murmur rippled through the press corps. A reporter from CNN shouted over the din.

“Governor, ‘other appropriate measures’—are you authorizing the shooting down of federal aircraft?”

Reed looked directly at the camera.

“I am authorizing the defense of Georgia’s sovereignty. I am authorizing the protection of Georgia’s citizens. I am authorizing my military commanders to use the full range of their professional judgment to ensure that no aircraft enters this state with hostile intent. What that means in practice will depend entirely on the choices made by those who would violate our airspace.”

“Governor, this is an unprecedented escalation. Governor Klein ordered arrests. You’re ordering the military to confront the military. How do you respond to critics who say you’re dragging Georgia into a war?”

Reed paused.

“I did not drag Georgia anywhere,” she said. “Georgia was already here. We share a border with South Carolina. We share an economy, a history, a people. What happens to them happens to us. What is done to them is done to us. I did not ask for this crisis. I did not create it. But I will not stick my head in the ground, and pretend it isn’t happening, and I will not leave my state defenseless while others decide our fate.”

She gathered her papers.

“The order is signed. It is effective immediately. God bless the State of Georgia, and God bless the United States of America.”

She did not take questions.

* * *
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AT THE WHITE HOUSE, President Haskill watched the press conference in the Treaty Room, his breakfast untouched. Vice President Arthur Vance sat across from him, his own coffee cold, his face carefully neutral.

“She’s bluffing,” Haskill said. “She has to be bluffing.”

Vance said nothing.

“She’s a governor, not a general. She doesn’t have the authority to—she can’t just—this is absurd. It’s political theater. It’s a performance for her base.”

“Andrew.” Vance’s voice was quiet. “She just scrambled F-16s.”

Haskill turned from the screen. His expression was calm, but his jaw was set in a line Vance had learned to recognize. It was the look of a man who had been told something he did not wish to hear and was calculating how to punish the messenger.

“What do you advise?” Haskill asked.

I advise you to stop, Vance thought. I advise you to look at what you’ve set in motion and ask yourself whether this is really what your ancestors died for. I advise you to remember that you are President of the United States, not commander of a lost cause.

But he did not say any of that. Not yet.

“I advise caution,” he said. “Reed is not Klein. Klein was always a radical. Reed is a mainstream Democrat with no history of extremism. If she’s doing this, it means she genuinely believes the federal response has been disproportionate. It means she’s scared, and scared governors do unpredictable things.”

“So we do nothing? Let her blockade the skies?”

“No. We wait. We watch. We let the weight of her own actions settle on her. She’s just announced that Georgia will shoot down American planes. That’s not a sustainable political position. Her own party will abandon her within seventy-two hours.”

Haskill studied him. “You sound very sure.”

“I’m sure that escalation will only validate her concerns. I’m sure that sending fighters to confront her fighters is how wars start. I’m sure that there is still time to resolve this through negotiation, if we choose to use it.”

Time, Vance thought. We need time. Time for the fever to break. Time for cooler heads to remember what they’re about to destroy.

But even as he thought it, he knew it was a prayer, not a plan.

Haskill turned back to the screen, where a freeze-frame of Evelyn Reed’s face stared out at them, resolute and unafraid.

“Seventy-two hours,” he said. “Then we reassess.”

* * *
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IN MARIETTA, COLONEL Marcus Webb stood on the flight line at Dobbins Air Reserve Base and watched his maintenance crews arm F-16s he had never expected to arm against anyone but foreign adversaries.

He had been a pilot for twenty-three years. He had flown combat missions over Iraq and Afghanistan. He had been shot at, hit twice, and once limped a crippled fighter three hundred miles to an emergency landing on an aircraft carrier whose deck crew had not expected to see an Air Force jet that day.

He had never looked at an American aircraft and thought: That one might be the enemy.

His phone buzzed. His wife, Karen.

“You’re really doing this,” she said. 

Not a question.

“The Governor gave an order. I follow orders.”

“You always said you’d never point your guns at Americans.”

He watched an armorer slide a missile into place beneath a wing. The sun caught the metal, a brief, blinding flare.

“I know what I said.”

“Marc. What are you going to do if a federal transport ignores the restriction? If they tell you to intercept, and the pilot doesn’t turn around?”

He had been asking himself the same question since he read the Governor’s order. He still did not have an answer.

“The plane will turn around,” he said. “They’re not stupid. They don’t want this any more than we do.”

“And if they don’t?”

The missile locked into place with a clean, final click.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I honestly don’t know.”

* * *
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IN THE ATLANTA STUDIOS of MSNOW, Chloe Devoe watched the same footage, rewound it, watched it again.

She had been covering politics for fifteen years. She had interviewed presidents and senators, covered scandals and wars and natural disasters. She had thought she understood the trajectory of American power—its rhythms, its limits, the unspoken rules that kept the machinery from grinding itself to pieces.

This was not in the rules.

She picked up her phone, called her executive producer.

“I need to go to Georgia,” she said. “Not Atlanta. The border. The actual border. I need to talk to soldiers, cops, the people who are going to have to decide whether to shoot or stand down.”

“Chloe, the border is a war zone. There are armed militias driving around, federal agents everywhere, state police setting up checkpoints. It’s not safe.”

“It’s not safe anywhere. That’s the point.”

A pause. 

Then: “I’ll get you credentials. But you check in every twelve hours, no exceptions. And you take a security team.”

“Fine.”

She hung up and looked at the freeze-frame on her screen: 

Evelyn Reed, steady and unblinking, announcing that Georgia would defend its skies.

What happened to you? Chloe wondered. What did you see that the rest of us missed?

She had covered Reed’s last campaign. She remembered a cautious, calculating politician, a woman who measured every word and never made a move without polling it first. That woman would not have scrambled fighters. That woman would have issued a sternly worded statement and waited to see which way the wind blew.

Something had changed.

Chloe began to pack.

* * *
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AT 11:47 P.M., VICE President Arthur Vance sat alone in his office, the lights dimmed, a single file open on his desk.

It was thin. Deliberately thin. A single sheet of paper, hand-delivered by a man who had served with him in the Senate and now worked in an office whose existence was not officially acknowledged.

The sheet contained four names. All of them were senior officials in the Department of Justice and the Department of Homeland Security. All of them had expressed, in private conversations with colleagues they trusted, deep misgivings about the President’s handling of the Ortiz incident and the escalating confrontation with the Southern states.

All of them, Vance believed, might be willing to talk.

He did not yet know what he was building. A defense? A contingency? A case?

He only knew that Andrew Haskill had looked at Evelyn Reed’s face on the screen and seen
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