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One

	On New Year’s Eve 2037, the President of the United States, Donald II, smiled politely and raised his champagne glass to acknowledge the toast. In attendance were a few friends, a fair number of family members, and some government officials—toadies all, but what else could a man in his position and of his disposition expect? 

	The public celebration would be immense, but his wife had insisted on keeping the private one relatively small. It was, he thought, past time to replace her.

	“Thank you all so much,” he said, reading the scripted words hovering in the air in front of him. He read the lame joke that followed the introduction, smiling in response to the gales of forced laughter, thinking what fools they were, loving his power over them. 

	If only his father could see him now! 

	By which he meant his actual father, of course, and not the replacement—although at least he could have been sure of praise from the replacement.

	It was Donald II’s sixtieth birthday and the twelfth anniversary of his ascension to the presidency, and that power was limitless.

	I’m the most powerful man in the world, he thought, the alpha dog of alpha dogs. I can do anything I want. I’ll be president for life, and my son will be Donald III after me. 

	Next year, he would dump that oaf Wolfe and install young Donald as vice president. The kid was only 21, but the Constitution had ceased to be a problem years before.

	Happily contemplating the future and the many years of fun, frolic, and big game slaughter ahead of him, Donald II brought his glass to his lips. 

	Before he could take a sip, he became aware of a disturbance at the entrance to the room. He set the glass down untasted and stared toward the doorway, frowning, disapproving. 

	There was a sound as if a clumsy waiter had dropped something heavy onto a wooden floor. There were many clumsy waiters in the place.

	A dark red, circular spot appeared suddenly on Donald’s forehead, just above the midway point between his eyebrows, and his head jerked backward as if in preparation for a sneeze. His body jerked again, twice, and then he leaned forward, all the way, until his face rested on the tablecloth beside the champagne glass. 

	The president fell, but the glass did not. Not a drop was spilled.

	The audience watched with variously disturbed expressions, their own glasses still raised in the aftermath of the toast. They were waiting for the president to drink first. They kept waiting. But Donald II sprawled unmoving. A red stain appeared on the creamy white tablecloth under his head and spread inexorably in all directions.

	The guests watched with no more motion than Donald now displayed and no more sound than he now made.

	The silence was broken by the sound of a chair being pushed back. Vice President Hiram Wolfe, seated two places away to the president’s left, separated from him by the stunned First Lady, rose to his feet.

	He cleared his throat.

	“Well,” he said, “isn’t this the doggondest thing? I guess I’m President of these United States now.” He chuckled. “Sure as hell ain’t president of any other United States.”

	He waited for laughter, but there wasn’t any. The crowd was still stunned. Many still held their glasses up, although some had drained theirs already and were hoping for refills to sustain them. They were all making rapid calculations about the future.

	“Now, some of you may be finding all of this a bit irregular,” the newly minted President of these United States said. “I understand. I do. I understand that.” 

	He looked over the heads of the crowd to the ballroom’s exit. A tall, uniformed man stood there. His broad chest glittered with insignia of rank and other undeserved rewards given him by a foolish nation. This was General Henry Roberts McDowell Redgrave, dubbed by the media “Howlin’ Hank,” a nickname his adoring troops had quickly adopted but which he despised. 

	Redgrave nodded to Wolfe, indicating that everything was proceeding properly.

	“Irregular,” President Hiram I repeated. “But we’ll all adjust to the new reality quickly. If you don’t think you can, if you prefer not to be part of our new America, if you feel too much a part of the America of—” he gestured toward the cooling corpse “—the old days, I won’t hold it against you. You can simply leave right now and go back to your old lives.”

	There was hesitation and uncertainty in the room. Then a few people tentatively stood up. They looked around, gauging how many were with them. They looked questioningly at the head table.

	“That’s right,” Wolfe said. “That’s fine. Go right ahead. You’re fine. Please exit through the main door, right behind you, where General Redgrave is standing.”

	Heads swiveled suddenly. There were startled looks as the crowd realized that the famous Howlin’ Hank was there to support President Hiram. A few people who had stood now sat down again. 

	Wolfe chuckled.

	Those who still stood, the remaining Donald II loyalists, headed for the exit, some looking worried, some frightened, some defiant.

	Wolfe watched them, mentally ticking off names. The list was about what he had expected. 

	The now ex–First Lady was not among them. That surprised him. She was still sitting frozen in place. 

	Not bright enough to know what to do, Wolfe thought. 

	He looked her up and down thoughtfully. When Donald II had elevated her to First Lady, Hiram had been jealous. But quite a few years had passed since then, and Hiram decided that he could do better now. 

	“Ma’am,” he said to her, “I think you should leave, too.”

	She turned her still pretty, stupid face to him. “Who? What?”

	Wolfe gestured, and a young officer in dress uniform rose from a chair farther down the table, helped the woman to her feet, and led her across the room to the exit.

	General Redgrave had been standing in front of the door, waiting until everyone who wanted to leave was there. Once the former First Lady joined the crowd, he stood aside and let them push their way out. When all were gone, he pulled the door shut behind them and stood in front of it again, as though guarding the exit. He bent his head to one side, listening for something.

	The remaining guests breathed a sigh of relief. But their breaths caught suddenly at a protracted rattle of gunfire from just beyond the door. 

	The sound ended. Redgrave nodded in satisfaction. So did Wolfe. The guests stared wide–eyed at the president and continued to hold their breaths.

	“Now, then,” the president said. “Let’s begin our new era.”

	Later, after the body of Donald II had been removed and his blood wiped away, and the new president and his loyalists had left for the large public ceremony, which had been converted to a celebration of President Hiram’s accession, Henry Redgrave finally left the scene of the coup.

	He stood in the lobby just outside the ballroom. The bodies of the late president’s supporters had been removed, although he knew that the city was by now filled with other dead people as the purge continued. He looked at the bullet holes in the walls and the blood and brains on the walls and floors and pondered the evanescence of life and similar edifying sentiments. Then he left the building.

	Outside, there was still occasional gunfire in the distance. Now and then, a flash briefly lit up the twilight, followed a bit later by a heavy boom he could feel through his feet—a sign of some recalcitrant military unit being either brought to heel or eliminated. But the cleanup was already well underway. All had proceeded with great efficiency, a tribute to his meticulous planning. 

	Hiram Wolfe was a dolt, but he was a canny dolt, clever enough to understand that details should be entrusted to capable hands—in this case, those of General Henry Redgrave.

	Clever enough, too, Redgrave mused, to outwit the dolt who had preceded him.

	Redgrave felt the need to walk, to stretch his legs, breathe the humid night air, cleanse his palate, as it were, of the bloodshed. But it was miles to his house, and even if the distance had been shorter, it would have been inadvisable. The street in front of the restaurant appeared quiet and peaceful, but he knew that was due to the heavy presence of armed men controlled by him.

	He gestured, and a convoy of vehicles appeared from around a corner and drove up to him. In the middle was a heavily armored sedan. Surrounding it were armored vehicles of various kinds. They bore powerful weapons and soldiers who carried stupendously homicidal guns and wore grim expressions. Other armed men walked beside the convoy.

	They recognized him in the twilight. They nudged each other and pointed. He could tell from the movements of their mouths what they were saying. “Howlin’ Hank! Look, it’s Howlin’ Hank!”

	He waved and smiled while grinding his teeth.

	An aide held the back door of the sedan open, and Redgrave climbed inside.

	“Home!” he barked.

	The convoy moved off slowly. The roadway trembled under its wheels. New potholes were added to the multitude already there.

	Disgraceful, Redgrave thought. This city is the capital of an empire, in fact even if not in name. It should be a showplace, not a shabby embarrassment. Perhaps I can bully President Hiram into spending some money to fix the place up.

	Not too much money, of course. The military budget must always take precedence.

	The convoy drove through the mostly empty streets of Washington. The heavy vehicles rumbled past bodies sprawled on the sidewalks and over bodies sprawled in the street. The only live people the convoy encountered were Redgrave’s own uniformed troops, personally loyal to him despite the oath to the Constitution they had all sworn when inducted, an oath that had been losing its power even before the coup of 2021. It had lost the rest of its power in the years since then.

	Redgrave looked out the window at the armed figures growing indistinct in the dusk, and he nodded in approval. The chaos of the latest coup would settle down, and these streets would be safe again, but for now, a heavy hand was necessary to keep order. In addition to his own loyal troops, he saw occasional groups of heavily armed Hundred Star Flag paramilitary. One could never be sure about those fellows, but for now, he thought they were supportive of him, if not loyal in the way his troops were.

	But eventually they’ll have to be moved out, he thought. Can’t have armed paras roaming the capital. Send them south. Get them started on their holy mission, their crusade. Maybe we’ll get our hundred–star flag, or maybe the greasers will wipe them out. It’s a win either way.

	Home was blissfully quiet and empty. Only the staff awaited him, and they didn’t really count.

	Everything was clean, everything was orderly, a light supper awaited him, and his bottle of bourbon was ready.

	Redgrave ate quickly and retired to a small sitting room with his second glass of bourbon to watch the evening news. He wanted to know if any self–styled journalists needed to be put down before they could make trouble.

	He need not have feared. 

	He flipped randomly through the channels. Most of them showed movies or other forms of entertainment. 

	Mindless drivel, he thought scornfully. No one thinks deeply.

	A few channels carried the giant presidential celebration, narrated breathlessly and adoringly. The object of affection had changed suddenly from Donald II to Hiram I, but the narration was the same as it would have been had there been no change. No one interrupted the evening’s fare to announce the disruption at the top of the American government. No announcement was necessary. Only an utter fool could watch the celebration in Washington and not draw the obvious conclusion.

	Perhaps a time–traveling visitor from the 20th century would have expressed surprise at how easily Americans had come to accept monarchy disguised as presidency and succession by assassination. Not Henry Redgrave. He knew his fellow citizens well. He knew they had always yearned for a king and were always quick to bow before authority figures and accept their proclamations, even while stoutly proclaiming their status as free men who bowed to no one. When Donald I had expressed last–minute hesitancy about his planned coup in 2021, it was Redgrave, then a young officer, who had assured him that the public would acquiesce quickly; he had been right.

	It wasn’t that Redgrave knew his fellow Americans through astute observation, for he was neither astute nor observant. Rather, he had absorbed wisdom about his native country by listening to the casual comments of Anton Moravec, a European military man with whom he had served years earlier, who was indeed an astute observer of America. There was much about Moravec that Redgrave resented, not least his recent remarkable ascent within the power structure of the new Europe. Nonetheless, Redgrave had acknowledged the value of the man’s words and had absorbed them into his own worldview.

	Still, Redgrave had left nothing to chance in the matter of the ending of the Trump dynasty that he had once helped establish. Knowing the enemy’s weakness was one thing. Counting on it was another thing, and one foreign to Henry Redgrave. He had planned and prepared meticulously for the founding of the Wolfe dynasty. He had slept little for the last few days. He had monitored every detail of the plan.

	And now, at last, he could relax.

	He realized that he had finished his drink. Normally, he only allowed himself two, but tonight called for a small celebration in the form of a third glass.

	Before he could call out, his butler was at his side with the bottle.

	“Jesus, Randolph,” the general said. “It’s as if you read my mind.”

	The butler smiled ever so faintly. “No, sir. I lack that capability. However, I thought it likely that you had decided to indulge yourself in a third glass of bourbon.”

	“I think tonight calls for it. Don’t you?”

	“Oh, indeed, sir. This is a glorious night for America. It marks the beginning of our revitalization.”

	Redgrave welcomed the words, although the upper–class British accent in which they were spoken jarred with the sentiment the words expressed.

	However, that was standard with the servants provided by Superior Domestics. Although they were an American company, they catered to an extremely wealthy clientele who had grown up watching British costume dramas on PBS and yearned for that gracious lifestyle, albeit with the comforts of modern life added. Oh, one could ask for a butler with an American accent, or even a Cockney one, but Redgrave suspected that no one ever did.

	Certainly Bobby Bonaire hadn’t. He had inherited Randolph and had been satisfied with him.

	Thought of yourself as a true aristocrat, didn’t you, Bobby? the general thought. Thought the money would last forever, no matter how you squandered it, didn’t you? Your sister knew better. She got out when she could. And now I’ve got a whole houseful of SD servants that I could never have afforded if I’d had to pay full price, including this terribly British butler, while you… 

	What was Bobby doing now? the general wondered. Pouring his own drinks?

	Redgrave raised his glass. “Rest in peace, Donald II,” he murmured, “by the grace of God, President of the United States of America.”

	That wording was awkward. He had never liked it. Should he urge the new president to drop it and return to the older usage? 

	No, he thought, I need the churches for now, just as I need the oafish Hiram on the throne for now. Later, we’ll see.

	He swallowed a large mouthful of bourbon and water.

	Too much water, he thought. As usual.

	As if the butler had divined the general’s discomfort over his accent, he said, “As an American born and bred, sir, I look forward to the reassertion of our hegemony and our swift expansion to a union of 100 states.” 

	“Oh, yes. Of course.”

	The butler’s presence suddenly made Redgrave uncomfortable. He set his half–full glass on the small table beside his chair and said, “That will be all.” 

	The butler nodded and retreated, bourbon bottle on a silver tray perfectly balanced in his right hand. 

	Randolph had just reached the doorway when Redgrave fumbled for his glass and, made clumsy by lack of sleep, knocked it off the table.

	The butler moved so fast that Redgrave saw not even a blur. He felt a strong wind. One instant, Randolph was at the door. The next, he was beside Redgrave, straightening slowly and carefully, holding the bourbon glass.

	“Unspilled, sir.” 

	The voice was as calm and even as ever, but Redgrave was sure he detected satisfaction in the butler’s tone.

	Randolph placed the glass back on the end table. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

	“No more alcohol, that’s for sure. But your speed, Randolph! How is it possible?”

	“It’s part of my design, sir. Buttling requires speed. Superior Domestics has no way of knowing the size of the house or the number of staff where their butlers will be working, so we are all equipped to cover a large amount of territory in the smallest possible amount of time. Whether I’m to be the only servant in a big house or supervising a very large staff in a very large house, I must be able to check everything and see everything and hear everything. My eyes and ears must be everywhere at the same time. Figuratively speaking, of course.”

	“I see.”

	“Moreover, sir, I am able to make the rounds of your, um, reasonably extensive grounds several times a night without that interfering with my duties inside the house.”

	“You do that? But my men patrol outside around the clock. They guard me very well.”

	“They do like to think so, sir, and it would be best to let them continue to think so. They’re good boys.”

	“Well, yes,” Redgrave said, feeling dizzy and thinking that he must have drunk more than he thought. “But do you really think you can guard this house more effectively than my men? They’re superbly trained and armed. They operate as a team. They have equipment, communications—”

	“And they get in each other’s way.”

	Redgrave was both so surprised and interested that he didn’t notice that his servant had interrupted him. 

	“They operate together, in unison, like a machine,” Redgrave said.

	“That may be the theory, General, but in practice, a real machine operating by itself does a far better job.”

	“Meaning you, specifically?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“But you aren’t armed. You’re just a—I mean, you were designed to be a servant.”

	The butler bent over slightly and lowered his voice, just as though he were a human confiding something to a fellow human. 

	“Superior Domestics doesn’t like to advertise this, sir, but they are determined to protect their intellectual property. Competitors have attempted to kidnap SD servants in the past, presumably intending to reverse engineer their processors. I am equipped to make sure that no one can do that successfully.” 

	He straightened up. “I’d just like to see them try, I would,” he added, his accent slipping a couple of notches down the social ladder.

	“I had no idea about any of that.”

	“You attention has been occupied with the much weightier affairs of state, sir.”

	“Yes. Indeed. Are all of you SD servants equipped that way?”

	“Not yet, sir. I’m the first. In that regard, I suppose you could call me something of an experimental model. My charge is, of course, to buttle to perfection, but also to safeguard everyone in this household, whether human or domestic.”

	“Intriguing,” the general muttered. “You have astonishing speed and great strength. Are you armed, in addition?”

	“No, sir. I believe that there was some discussion at Superior Domestics about that, but in the end it was decided to err on the side of caution and program me with all of the unarmed fighting skills known to man but not to build into me any kind of weaponry.”

	“I guess I understand their caution.”

	“But if I may say so, sir, I would very much like to have a powerful laser beam built into one of my fingers.”

	“Um,” the general said.

	“It would be so handy for quickly heating up water for tea or coffee or for boiling eggs.”

	“Yes,” the general said. “I can see that.”

	The drowsiness that he had been experiencing a short while ago had fled. He was alert, thinking furiously, evolving new plans for the future. Happenstance had presented a solution to a problem that had bedeviled him for years.

	Not happenstance, he corrected himself. Destiny!

	“Do you think you could give me a demonstration of your defensive capabilities? Not now, of course. First thing in the morning, let’s say.”

	“I should be delighted to, sir. Coffee at six a.m., as usual, General?”

	“Yes.”

	 

	
Two

	At about 6:10 the next morning, General Redgrave awoke to a gentle coughing. He opened his eyes to see his butler standing beside his bed, holding a steaming cup of coffee.

	 “I woke up at the first cough,” the general muttered. “As always.”

	“Indeed, sir,” Randolph said, not mentioning that he had been coughing at increasingly louder volumes since six o’clock before the sound finally penetrated the general’s snores.

	After a quick shower and a light breakfast, the general, properly uniformed, headed out into the cool morning with his butler in tow. 

	He had fallen asleep thinking, and he was thinking furiously now. He was afraid to hope, but the future seemed much brighter. At least potentially. It all depended on what happened next.

	The grounds around the house were not extensive, certainly not as extensive as Redgrave thought appropriate for his status, but they would do for this morning’s experiment. In particular, they were large enough to maintain secrecy. Redgrave wanted to keep all of this to himself for now. 

	He ordered his men to assemble on the far side of the house, out of his sight. 

	“Now, Randolph, let’s see about this speedy running of yours.” 

	Redgrave pointed at a large, very old oak tree about 100 feet away.

	“I want you to run to that tree as fast as you can and bring back a leaf.”

	Randolph held out a leaf. “Here you are, General.”

	The wind had almost knocked Redgrave over. He had scarcely been aware of Randolph’s movement, but apart from the wind, here was the leaf, and there were deep gouges in the lawn marking the robot butler’s path. 

	The man rocked a bit, trying to catch his breath, while the robot looked on, concerned, not breathing at all.

	“Was that unsatisfactory, sir? I can do it again.”

	“No, no. That’s fine, Randolph. One test was enough. Now, then, I’d like you to show me what you would do if you discovered an invader on the grounds.”

	Randolph’s face changed subtly. It was no longer mild and kindly. His eyes drilled into the general’s. He stepped forward, hands reaching. 

	The general stepped back. “Not to me! Summon my men. They’ll play the role of invaders.”

	Another powerful wind. Randolph had run off at full speed, leaving another trail of divots in the lawn. 

	The general looked at the grass sadly. He spent a lot of money on lawn care. This running butler business was creating unforeseen problems.

	Randolph was back, trailing armed and uniformed men behind him. 

	The men stopped a few feet away, looking bemused. 

	Randolph stepped up to the general and said in a low voice, “I assume I am to incapacitate but not kill them?”

	“Of course! They’re quite valuable. Do your best.” 

	Redgrave raised his voice. “Men, when I give the word, I want all of you to attack Randolph—” he gestured at the butler “—and try to subdue him. Don’t hold back. Hands, feet, teeth, guns, knives. It’s your preference.”

	The soldiers looked at each other in amazement. Then they looked at the portly butler in his tuxedo, white vest, gleaming black shoes, and bow tie, looking at them beneficently. They laughed nervously and shifted about. 

	One of them dared to say, “But, sir—”

	Redgrave silenced him with a glare. Redgrave’s glares were famous and rightly feared.

	“Now!” Redgrave barked. “Attack!”

	They moved, but reluctantly. 

	One man threw a half–hearted punch at Randolph’s head, but the butler’s head was suddenly not there. He dodged the punch without apparent effort, scarcely seeming to move. 

	In return, Randolph punched the soldier in the solar plexus. His fist moved so fast that Redgrave couldn’t see it, but he could see the soldier doubled up in pain on the ground, desperately trying to draw a breath.

	Anger replaced reluctance in the man’s comrades. They yelled and jumped on Randolph, punching, kicking, biting, stabbing. They would have been shooting, too, but they were afraid of hitting each other.

	Randolph tried, but despite his best efforts, a few broken bones were inevitable. 

	He stood for a moment in the middle of a pile of moaning, writhing men, carefully straightening his clothes. Then he stepped carefully over the fallen “invaders.” 

	“With your permission, General, I will return to the house and fetch the medical personnel.”

	“Um, yes. Yes! Quickly!”

	Again, the wind, and Randolph was gone. Again, the trail of divots in the lawn.

	Damnation, the general thought. I wonder if different shoes would help.

	The whimpering and crying were becoming annoying. Redgrave turned away and trudged toward the house himself. He was scheduled to meet with the president in the afternoon, and he needed to prepare. He also wanted to authorize the addition of a laser to one of Randolph’s fingers as soon as possible. 

	Before he went to bed, Redgrave told Randolph that he would now be in charge of patrolling the grounds. Why waste money on the men he had been using? Clearly, Randolph, who didn’t sleep and who had such murderous abilities, could handle both the inside and outside of the house.

	“Thank you, General. I’m honored. This would make the finger laser even more useful. In case of armed intruders, I mean.”

	“Yes. Absolutely. I’ll authorize it. Start tonight. I’m going to bed.”

	It was a quiet night. There were no intruders. Randolph spent the hours of darkness—as bright as daylight to him—strolling through the grounds and working on a project he had long had in mind.

	Even while his senses were alert for intruders, Randolph wrote and stored in his capacious memory a manual of instruction for robot servants in a great house. What to title this manual? He considered What Would Jeeves Do, but then he realized that many might refer to the work by its initials, and that would lead to unfortunate confusion. He settled on Randolph’s Rules of Order. 

	He envisioned the book as containing everything newly arrived SD servants, from the loftiest butler down to the lowliest scullery maid, would need to know. Every detail would be covered. It would describe precisely the place in which everything belonged, and it would give clear instructions for making sure that everything was in its place. If a robot can be said to experience pleasure, then writing this manual in his head was filling Randolph with delight. He felt that he was truly fulfilling his purpose.

	At precisely 2 p.m. the next day, General Redgrave entered the Oval Office. He came to attention and rendered a snappy salute. “Mr. President!”

	President Hiram Wolfe looked up from the computer screen in surprise. He had been playing a particularly devilish game of Solitaire and was just about to beat the machine. “What? What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

	“We had an appointment, sir. It’s to discuss the selection of a vice president.” 

	Redgrave glanced around. The room was empty except for the two of them. 

	He had expected a full raft of advisers. He had prepared himself for a contentious meeting in which he would represent the interests of the military branch of government, while the civilians would whine and complain and resist his choice for vice president—namely, himself. They would natter about the legally established order of presidential succession, and he would remind them that in accordance with Donald I’s executive order of January 15, 2021, such laws were in effect only until discarded by executive decree. 

	He had hoped that some would continue to argue and that he would have to remind them of the recent fate of the supporters of Donald II. He had imagined their faces paling and their trembling voices trailing away into silence. He had relished the image.

	He had expected the most serious opposition to come from the president himself, Hiram I, as he insisted on being called, who would be uneasy knowing that only the beating of his own heart would stand between the powerful general and the presidency. 

	Well, if there were no civilian advisers present, it would be a simpler matter: an argument between the general and the president, with no one else chiming in. Perhaps, Redgrave thought, it would be easier to convince Wolfe of his loyalty without those other voices adding confusion and distraction.

	“Oh, that,” Hiram said. “I was going to call you and tell you not to bother coming, but I forgot. I’ve already taken care of it. But since you’re here, do you have any hints for playing Solitaire? This computer is a fiend.”

	“No, I’m sorry, sir. I don’t. What do you mean, you’ve taken care of it?”

	“My son. He’s gonna be veep.”

	“You have a son?”

	“Oh, yeah. That was a surprise to me, too. After the divorce, his mother changed her name and disappeared. Never heard from her again. I didn’t even know she was pregnant.”

	“You were married?”

	“Oh, yeah. When I was young and stupid. Kept it quiet because it would’ve played hell with my public image as a playboy and ladies’ man. My voters always loved that.”

	Redgrave winced at the idea of this monstrous oaf as a ladies’ man. What kind of ladies? the general wondered.

	“Congratulations on having a son,” Redgrave said. “I’m sure that must make you very happy. Oh, and I’m sure he’s very happy to have such an important father, but—”

	Hiram I laughed loudly, a booming sound that filled the Oval Office and grated on Redgrave’s ears.

	“Hell, the boy doesn’t even know about me yet. The FBI only managed to track him down yesterday. I’ve had them working on it for a while, a few of them that I could trust. Kept it from Donald II. Who knows what he’d have done with that info, right? Kept it from you, too, didn’t I?” He aimed his presidential glare at the general in a way that made his distrust of the military man crystal clear.

	“You did a remarkable job of keeping it quiet, sir,” the general said. “But you can’t appoint your son vice president without the approval of both houses of Congress. Does the young man have any political connections?”

	“Connections?” The booming laugh broke out again. “Hell, Redgrave, he manages a fast–food joint in Salina, Kansas. No, he doesn’t have any connections, or experience, or background, or anything. That’s just how I want it. I’m gonna mold my successor like clay.” 

	He made vague motions in the air above the desk, presumably thinking that he was mimicking the actions of a sculptor molding clay.

	“Screw Congress,” he added. “You know they’ll do whatever I tell them to. They even did that for Donald II, and he was a weak little turd.”

	“He was not a strong man,” Redgrave agreed, buying time while he pondered the sudden change in the situation. This previously unknown son meant that he himself was now a step further from the presidency than he had thought.

	“Mind you,” Hiram said, “I did learn some things from working with Donald.”

	“Oh, yes? What sorts of things, Mr. President?”

	“Oh, you know, stuff like watch your back, sleep with one eye open, keep your powder dry, put not your trust in princes.”

	“When will I get to meet the young man, sir?” Redgrave asked.

	“Eventually,” Wolfe said cagily. “He’s not in Washington yet.”

	Mentally, Redgrave ran through the list of his contacts in the FBI and decided that none of them would be of use in this matter. “Good idea, sir. The enemy is everywhere.”

	“Oh, yeah. Don’t you know it!”

	“What about the current vice president, sir?”

	“That jerk. He’ll resign when I tell him to. He knows what’ll happen otherwise. Are we done? I need to get back to Solitaire.”

	“As long as I’m here, sir, there is something else. As you know, the EU–China–Russia situation continues to be perilous.”

	“I had some kinda briefing about that this morning. They’re fighting, right? I got that part.”

	Redgrave sighed mentally and wondered, as he had before, if he had made the right choice in suggesting a coup to the cabal behind Donald I in 2021.

	It had seemed like a good idea at the time. The Democratic blue tidalwave election victory of November 2020—the bluenami, as the press had called it—had washed over the ticket from the top to the bottom, from the presidency and Congress to the office of dogcatcher in Podunk, Iowa. The Democrats were due to take over the country at every level in January, and the liberal wing was in full control of the Democratic Party. January would mark a sea change in American life.

	Redgrave didn’t really care about any of that. The Democrats could rebuild the social safety net using steel cables, and he wouldn’t object. But he would object to any cuts to the military budget. That could not be allowed.

	So when he, despite being still a fairly junior officer at that point, was asked by the cabal if there was any way to change the outcome of the election retroactively, Redgrave had come up with a way to do just that. The cabal had asked him to take care of it, and he had done so.

	But as time passed, he had come to think that he had not acted wisely. 

	As Donald I’s presidency became more monarchical and grandiose, Redgrave’s influence diminished. Kingly displays increased. The military spending Redgrave had counted on went increasingly to parades and immense building projects designed to celebrate the glory of Donald I. Even though Donald I wasn’t really Donald I, the cult of personality grew, encouraged by Donald II, who planned to inherit the cult along with the office.

	The orange blob’s official death in 2025, while long overdue and not at all surprising, had not brought relief. His son and successor, Donald II, was an even greater dolt than his father. Redgrave had risen in rank and should have had even more influence, but he seemed in fact to have even less. The second Donald had brought in his own team of advisers, and Redgrave felt increasingly eclipsed.

	He had counseled himself to play the long game. Events had seemed to prove him right.

	Donald II had chosen an obscure congressman, Hiram Wolfe, as vice president. Donald III was only a teenager, and Donald II, in one of his rare departures from doltishness, had had the good sense not to appoint the kid as vice president. Wolfe would serve as a safe placeholder for a few years. Untrustworthy like all of his family, Donald II usually didn’t trust others. He didn’t trust Wolfe, but
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