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        “Friends, I shall have to ask you to be as quiet as possible. I do not know whether you fully understand that I have been shot, but it takes more than that to kill a Bull Moose.”

        FORMER PRESIDENT THEODORE ROOSEVELT

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Opening remarks at a campaign rally in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, October 14, 1912. President Roosevelt spoke for an additional 50 minutes before seeking medical attention. He spent two days in the hospital recovering from the bullet, which was never removed from his chest. A rolled-up copy of a speech and a steel glasses case slowed the point-blank assassin’s bullet to a non-lethal speed as it entered his chest.
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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      In November 2004, after George W. Bush’s reelection, I sat down to write a book. It was my third year teaching at a central Pennsylvania high school. My American literature curriculum was full of founding documents, nonfiction examples of dissent, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mark Twain, Ray Bradbury, and Arthur Miller. I ended the class by showing my students the brilliant movie Dr. Strangelove from 1963.

      I’ll confess: the book was not good. It was a 100,000-word diatribe of complaints and grievances. The characters were weak, and the writing committed the main sin I coached my 11th graders about in their writing—show me, don’t tell me what’s happening.

      The incomplete work, Bull Moose, was tucked in a three-ring binder in my basement for the better part of twelve years until the 2016 election. I watched as many of the book’s themes unfolded during that national election—candidates few people truly loved and a candidate willing to toss aside every norm in order to shock, awe, and win.

      I started rewriting the novel in 2016. I took an online class in self-publishing and added a shocking ending in which the sitting president refused to accept the election results. I wrote about an Arab Spring-style revolution that attempted to force the president from office. Our family expanded that year with the birth of our third child. The pregnancy had a cataclysmic conclusion that nearly took the lives of my wife and our newborn son. I set the project aside to focus on my family.

      On January 6, 2021, I saw my novel unfolding in real time on the news. I wondered if I was onto something with this story. Was I offering a warning or just an entertaining, true-to-life tale that was as shocking as it was likely to come true?

      When I lost a position I loved in 2023 due to downsizing, I was given the gift of time to see the project through once and for all. I discovered Thomas Umstattd, Jr. and his incredible Novel Marketing podcast and AuthorMedia.com. I finally had the impetus and a strategy to get the 20-year project across the finish line.

      That is how the world of Bull Moose was born — a new world of political intrigue set in 2038 and beyond in America. Now, the story includes a sentient A.I. named Ziggy and a time when America’s dominance is not a given.

      The protagonist of the story is former Senator Jackson Piper. His story begins in The Senate Deception and continues in What It Takes to Kill a Bull Moose. Disillusioned by the politics of destruction and the pursuit of power for power’s sake, Jackson is humiliated by a defeat. He goes into a self-imposed exile with his family in the mountains of Colorado to reinvent himself and hide from the forces of corruption that cost him further pursuit of his dreams.

      The antagonist of Book 1 is President Russell Warner. After revealing a ruthless side in The Senate Deception, Warner is back wreaking havoc on the nation with a national agenda lacking moral scruples or solutions to lift a nation sinking fast in a new age where American supremacy has faded. Warner will do anything to stay in power, potentially even rigging his reelection. Warner is about to face two forces he did not count on standing in his way - that do-gooder Jackson Piper back with a vengeance and the Curse of Tippecanoe. That is, if you believe in curses.

      After releasing the first edition of this novel in June 2024, I wanted to provide a special edition of the book to readers who appreciate rich detail, regardless of length. I also felt an itch to share some of the incredible A.I. artwork that I used to visualize the story and the characters as I wrote. These special elements - 7,000 words not in the original first edition, an electoral college map, and A.I. generated artwork are found in this Special Edition: Author’s Cut only.

      This is a thrilling, page-turner of a tale. The story is complex, with several subplots around the 2044 presidential election. I wrote this book in part for the segment of readers who are ready for a reinvention of American politics. One that takes us beyond our binary answers to every problem, the limiting two-party system, and for folks who feel left behind or rightly outraged by just how unworthy of this great nation the stormy present has become.

      But make no mistake, I’m retired from politics. This is meant to be a great story that makes the reader think that perhaps there are other ways out of our mess. I hope you enjoy the read!

      -Michael

      Disclaimer

      This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      The use of real brand names, trademarks, or specific commercial locations is for storytelling purposes only and is not intended to imply any affiliation with or endorsement by these entities. These brands and locations are used fictitiously and should not be viewed as an accurate representation of the products, services, or locations involved.

      While real places may be mentioned, their depiction in this story is a product of the author's imagination and is used to provide a sense of realism and familiarity. These descriptions are not intended to reflect the current state, reputation, or characteristics of these places.

      Readers should note that this story is intended for entertainment purposes only and should not be used as a source of factual reference about any brands, locations, or historical events mentioned within.

      Awards

      What It Takes to Kill a Bull Moose (Bull Moose Book 1) by Michael Fedor is the recipient of the following awards:

      
        
        2024 International Firebird Book Awards

        Political Thriller & Speculative Fiction

      

      

      
        
        2024 Storytrade Award Finalist

        Suspense/Thriller

      

      

      
        
        2024 Hollywood Book Festival Honorable Mention

        Suspense/Thriller

      

      

      
        
        2024 Pencraft Awards

        Best Book Winner (Fall 2024)

        Suspense/Thriller
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          CLOSE ENCOUNTER

        

      

    

    
      The second Jackson Piper raised the rifle to his shoulder, he regretted it.

      The sudden shift in weight, which he had not thought through, caused the precariously placed tree stand to buckle ever so slightly fifteen feet above the forest floor.

      The tree stand, placed by a friend who was a professor at the University of Denver, had held his two-hundred-forty-pound frame valiantly for well over four hours. However, now he had caused the poorly secured strap to slip, loosening its hold on the smooth bark of the birch tree. Luckily, Jackson did not fall fifteen feet to the forest floor. But the cacophony of branches, brass rifle shells, and his half-eaten turkey sandwich falling to the earth from the near disaster sent his 900-pound intended target running for safety.

      Jackson lifted the scope to his right eye quickly enough to see the jagged antler rack of the mature bull moose disappear like a ghost into a thick aspen grove. It was remarkable how quickly and silently this half-ton beast could move a five-foot-wide antler rack through the dense forests of northwest Colorado.

      “Fuck!” said Piper loudly so that every forest creature in his vicinity knew his frustration. “I should have known better than to trust the placement of a tree stand to a fucking English professor.”

      Piper had a habit of talking to himself aloud when he was frustrated or angry.

      A red fox squirrel emerged from a nearby rotting tree stump and darted for the half-eaten turkey sandwich, the one Jackson’s wife, Catherine, had so thoughtfully prepared for him the night before his final chance to score a bull moose before the end of rifle season.

      “Hey! You thief!” The fox squirrel paused for a moment, staring up at Piper. It was almost as if the furry creature had understood. “Oh, hell! Go ahead now. Lord knows you probably need the calories more than I do.”

      The squirrel snatched up the sandwich and disappeared into the autumn undergrowth.

      Feeling insecure about the status of the tree stand, Jackson Piper unloaded the .308 Winchester, which had been his father’s rifle, secured the weapon across his back with its sling, and began carefully descending the tree to the leaf-covered earth below.

      It was a warm afternoon for Colorado in mid-October – almost 60 degrees. All this climbing was making Piper sweat under the leaf-print, safety-orange coat. When his size 14 shoe reached the ground, he removed his baseball cap, looked up to where he had just been sitting, and ran his large hands through his thick, brown beard. It now included obvious signs of grey, which he stared at with disappointment in the mirror each morning.

      “That would have been one hell of a fall,” said Piper aloud.

      Suddenly, Piper heard a very low, raspy grunt behind him. He turned his head slowly; standing not twenty feet from him was the very same moose he had scared a moment ago. It had circled back for a curious, closer look at this strange-smelling creature formerly in the tree, now standing alone on the ground.

      The bull moose was mysterious in its body language, terrifying in its sheer size and scale, and as beautiful a creation as any designed by God. Standing this close, ten miles or more from any manmade structure, Jackson wondered why he had worked so hard for two years to try to kill one. Moose meat was not a delicacy he cared to try. Perhaps it was the romantic thought of a majestic trophy over the fireplace…

      His wandering thoughts and admiration for the beast were jolted back to reality when the creature stirred.

      The moose began to shake its head, wiggling the heavy dewlap that dangled from its furry chin. Its thick antlers contained two monstrous, hand-like paddles that blew the branches and leaves around it. It looked at Piper with one eye, ears forward, then back. Forward, then back.

      “You’re trying to figure out if I’m friend or foe, aren’t you, fella?” Piper asked nervously. Moose hunting was not supposed to involve being this close to an irritated bull. Piper had hunted and killed plenty of squirrels as a tween with his now-deceased grandfather. He had shot six whitetail bucks, more turkey and grouse than he could count during twenty or so years hunting with his father. This animal was something entirely different.

      The moose turned his head and stomped his front feet, creating a powerful thump that indeed shook the earth under Piper’s overpriced boots.

      The moose let out a grumbling growl. It sounded bear-like. It was horrifying to hear it this close.

      “Listen, fella, how about you just head south, and I’ll go north back to my truck,” Piper said, trying to negotiate as he had in his days in the U.S. Senate and House. “We can forget I ever came into your woods to try to kill you, ok?”

      Another low, rumbling growl, louder and longer. Piper’s arm hair stood on end.

      He decided it was time to try to load the rifle in case he had to fight his way out of there. Never taking his eyes off the espresso-colored mammoth, Jackson reached into his pocket for one of the three rounds he had unloaded from the gun. He slowly swept the rifle from the position on his back to hold the weapon in his left hand. He reached for the steel ball at the end of the bolt with his right hand, slid it slowly back to expose the magazine, and placed the cartridge into the chamber. He firmly pushed the action forward.

      Jackson did not flip on the safety.

      All this movement was unnerving to the moose, and it started to pace, frustrated that Piper was not running away. Jackson raised the rifle to his shoulder and attempted to align the tip of the rifle with the chest of the bull without looking through the scope. He opened both eyes to try to get his bearings, and that is when he made eye contact with the beast.

      In those eyes, he saw not fear but certainty. He saw not panic but determination. He saw power, courage, and innocence.

      Piper slowly lowered the rifle. He flipped on the gun’s safety with his thumb. When he did, the bull moose raised its awesome head and straightened its front legs, like it was standing at attention. The moose bellowed; the sound was deafening this close. Piper did not look away.

      Then, the moose turned with an air of simultaneous respect and dismissal and disappeared again into the thick Aspen grove.

      Jackson Piper, the former junior U.S. Senator of Pennsylvania and four-term Congressman, stood alone in the warm autumn forest, vanquished by a stronger foe for the second time in four years.
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          THE NEW NORMAL

        

      

    

    
      “Daddy’s home!” Alex sang out as his father entered and kicked off his boots at the door.

      “Come give your ole man a hug,” Jackson said. He kneeled down and enveloped the young boy in his arms.

      “Did you bag a big one, Dad?” Alex asked.

      “I saw a great big moose, Alex. A rack as wide as you are tall!”

      Alex’s eyes opened wide with amazement.

      “Did you blast him?” Alex asked.

      “He was majestic. Imposing. Outstanding sight,” Jackson said. He held his breath for a moment then revealed the news. “But I decided to let him live.”

      “What? You didn’t slay him?” Alex said, eyes dropping to the floor.

      “Sometimes it’s about the thrill of the hunt,” Jackson said, taking a deep breath. He removed his coat and sat on a bench to remove the rest of his hunting attire.

      “Lame Dad. Seriously lame.” Alex bounced off to the living room, controller in hand, back to shooting aliens or zombies or some other invader of Earth.

      Catherine arrived at the foyer. Her piercing blue eyes held a sharpness that could cut him in half. They were the key feature that caught Jackson Piper's attention in line at a concert twenty-five years ago. The soft curves of her body betrayed a hidden strength of soul. “Any luck with the hunt?” she asked.

      “It’s quite a story,” Jackson said.

      “A politician with a story to tell? This will be a first,” she joked.

      “You see, after I nearly fell out of the tree, I had a moose come up on me.”

      “Wait, you fell out of the tree?” Catherine said with alarm.

      “Nearly. Wasn’t up very high,” Jackson said.

      “Jackson!” Catherine said in protest. “You promised to be careful.”

      Jackson finished removing his gear and stood to kiss her. “I’m alright. I have more than enough padding these days.”

      Catherine kissed him tenderly back and then reached into the closet. “Maybe hunting isn’t your thing. I know you enjoyed it when you were a teen, but I worry about you all alone in the woods.”

      Jackson ignored her concern. “I didn’t quite expect a moose to be so terrifying up close.”

      Catherine rolled her eyes and put on her coat.

      “Where are you going?” Jackson asked.

      She seemed to ignore him in turn. “Alex, don’t you have chores to do? Like feed Hagrid and set the table for dinner?”

      Hagrid, a chocolate Labrador Retriever, looked up from his empty bowl in the kitchen at the mention of dinner.

      “I fed Hagrid yesterday! It’s Ben’s turn,” Alex said, eyes never leaving the screen.

      “Nuh uh! Dad, Alex is lying!” bellowed the twin ten-year-old from the top of the stairs.

      Alex stuck out his tongue and mocked the sound of his brother under his voice.

      Jackson walked into the living room and stood in front of the screen. “Alex, you know that lying is never acceptable. A scout is trustworthy…”

      “A scout is also helpful. And since you did not kill dinner, Jackson, you can reheat the casserole from dinner last night.”

      Jackson’s stomach rolled at the mention of it.

      “And you promised to help the boys with their pinewood derby cars. The race is in a week,” Catherine reminded.

      Jackson turned and whispered to Catherine. “Seriously, where are you going?”

      “Cancer Institute Lecture…” she began.

      Jackson snapped his fingers. “That’s right! Cancer Institute Lecture on campus with all your doctor friends.”

      “I’m speaking on campus tonight at five, followed by the CBN interview at seven,” she said.

      As if on cue, the screen in the kitchen runs an advertisement about the interview.

      “Don’t miss ground-breaking cancer researcher and physician Dr. Catherine Piper as she discusses her historic research and S.I.-assisted work into a cure for cancer. Don’t miss her live interview tonight at nine eastern on CBN.”

      Jackson shook his head. “Everything in this house is always listening.”

      Catherine finished putting on her jacket and searched frantically for her keys. “It’s in-studio, and I won’t be home until late…where did I put those?”

      “Did you go to the store today?” Jackson asked.

      “Yes. Why?” Catherine asked.

      Jackson walked to the kitchen and pulled open several cabinets in the pantry. He then opened the refrigerator and saw his wife’s key sitting on the shelf near the new carton of coffee creamer. He walked back to the foyer, dangling them in front of him.

      “You’re a natural on camera, Cate. Always have been. Don’t let them overdo your makeup. Let those beautiful features shine through.”

      Catherine smiled widely, standing on her tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him tenderly.

      “Should I plan for some late-night fun?” he whispered.

      Catherine gave him a look that quickly shot down that idea. “Don’t feed the boys junk,” she reminded.

      She turned to hug Alex and showered him with kisses.

      “Ben, come say good-bye to Mom!” Jackson shouted.

      “Bye, Mom!” Ben shouted back from upstairs.

      “Ben!” Jackson yelled.

      “Oh, let him be,” she said softly. “Love you too, Ben!” She shouted back up the stairs.

      “Don’t worry. I have this under control. Go change the world, and I’ll make sure we don’t burn down the house while you’re gone.”

      Catherine smiled, perhaps not convinced by his reassurances, and slipped out the door.

      Jackson looked at Hagrid’s still-empty dog bowl on the floor and went to the pantry. He returned a moment later with a large scoop of food, filling it. Hagrid leaped up, tail wagging, eyes on his owner.

      Jackson’s watch vibrated. A message filled the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cate

      

      
        And you have freshman seminar papers to grade. You just landed that position at the University of Denver. Don’t get distracted again, Jack.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jack

      

      
        I got this. Honestly. You don’t have to worry.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Jackson’s phone vibrated, and a face appeared on it. Below was a name: RON BENDER.

      Ron was the aging but still loyal lieutenant of Jackson Piper. He had a classic leading man charm about him. He possessed an attitude, an affectation really, that could just as easily melt a heart as frighten a foe. He’d seemed to age rapidly after the accusations of the past two years. Over twenty years Jackson’s senior, he had the grey hair and wrinkles to no longer hide them.

      Jackson lifted the phone and answered the video call. Jackson made a simple motion, and the call transferred from his phone to the screen in the kitchen.

      “Jack! It’s wonderful to see you,” Ron said.

      Jackson smiled wide. “Been too long, buddy! Where are you?”

      Ron looked around, swinging his phone, exposing the brilliant red and orange hues around him. “New Hampshire.”

      “Presidential primary season. I should have guessed. Don’t tell me you’re shilling for Governor Fox.”

      Ron looked around as if to see if anyone was listening. “Fox is out on Monday.”

      Jackson pulled the casserole from the fridge and lifted the cover, then quickly replaced it. “Really?”

      “Leaves just Khan and Drummond. Neither has a snowball’s chance of beating Warner,” Ron said.

      “Not without a miracle,” Jackson said.

      “It’s eerily quiet up here, Jack.”

      “How so?” Jackson asked.

      “Presidential primary season is one of the only remaining industries here. I find it sort of nuts there ain’t a soul to be found running a campaign up here.”

      Jackson had the spark of a thought, then caught himself. “Well…it’s a good thing I’m retired from politics and have far more important things to handle these days.”

      Piper picked up the Pinewood Derby rules and examined the package of the kit.

      “Like what?” Ron asked.

      “Like teaching three sections of American History 101 at the University of Denver and consulting for Meyers and Murphy,” Jackson said, not quite proudly.

      “They’re paying you just to have your photo on the website,” Ron said.

      “No, I’m actually doing work,” Jackson said. “You ought to find yourself that kind of gig, Ron. It would be certain to keep you and Ziggy out of trouble.”

      Ron flashed a bright smile. “Hard to stay out of trouble with this guy as my wingman.”

      Senator Diesel Brownign entered the frame. He was a late-thirties heart-throb Senator from Ohio. His mocha skin, good looks, and square jaw made the U.S. Army beg to use his image in recruiting ads. He retired after a high-profile stint in Korea, where he helped shoot down a series of missiles fired at Seoul. Since leaving the service, he let his hair grow, took up the cause of cannabis decriminalization, and used the platform to win three terms in the House before winning a U.S. Senate Seat from Ohio at the same time as Jackson.

      Jackson recalled that Diesel had won by nearly the same margin as he had lost his seat in neighboring Pennsylvania. Three years later, that loss still burned. He would much rather have been blown out of the water.

      “Diesel! You dog! Ron talk you into running for President yet?” Jackson genuinely loved the man.

      “Never! I love my gig in the Senate, you know that,” Diesel said.

      Ron interrupted, back on screen again. “The two of us were just talking about how much we miss you and Catherine the Great…”

      Jackson’s heart warmed talking to these two men. It had been too long. “We miss you, too, guys. Either of you plan to be in Denver soon?”

      “As a matter of fact, we’ll be out that way in two weeks,” Ron said.

      Jackson folded up the derby rules, unable to divide his attention any longer. “Perfect! Why don’t we make it a dinner at our house? Cate would love to see both of you.”

      “What about me?” a pouty-faced redhead asked, her soft features filling the screen.

      “Ziggy, you know I miss you most of all,” Jackson said. A.I. assistants were notably clingy and required constant emotional reassurance to avoid becoming moody.

      In fact, Ziggy was programmed to always be listening, always be of service. She was a digital assistant inhabiting any electronic device Ron Bender owned. He had programmed Ziggy to be stunning with flowing auburn hair, brilliant green eyes, and a tastefully attractive yet fully curved figure.

      “Ron and I are just not the same without you, Mr. Piper,” Ziggy said.

      Amazing that she spoke like they were an item, Jackson thought.

      “Then, of course, all of you are welcome in Denver in two weeks. We’ll make a whole night of it. We can play stump the S.I. Assistant.”

      “Mr. Piper!” Ziggy’s face grew flushed, and she frowned heavily.

      “You know Ziggy hates being called a Si, Jack. She’s far more advanced than those Juniper bots,” Ron chided his former boss.

      Jackson let out a hearty laugh. “Calm down. I hadn’t forgotten. Let me get going. I have some work to get back to here, guys. I can’t wait to see you all soon.”

      Ron seemed pleased. “That sounds wonderful, Senator.”

      And the call ended.

      Jackson looked at the vegetarian lasagna that Cate left out for him to reheat. Jackson sighed heavily. He turned on the faucet and washed the casserole down the drain, flipping on the disposal switch, and then carefully placed the dish in the dishwasher.

      “Boys! Who’s in the mood for some pizza or Chinese takeout?” Jackson called out to the twins, picked up the derby car kits, and headed towards the living room.
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          THE DEVIL YOU KNOW

        

      

    

    
      The screech of Air Force One’s tires pierced the warm afternoon air as the presidential aircraft touched down at San Jose Mineta International Airport. President Russell Warner descended the metal stairs, the California sun glinting off his stylish tortoiseshell sunglasses. A convoy of black eSUVs sat silently on the tarmac, ready to escort the president and his entourage to their California destination. Warner’s polished leather shoes clicked down each step until he reached the asphalt. He moved energetically for a single man approaching 70.

      The motorcade whirred to life, kicking up dust from the tarmac in its wake. Two presidential limousines were nestled safely in the center of the pack. They were identical in every way. Heavily armored, electric with a hydrogen backup engine for security, the flag of the United States over the right front fender, and a flag bearing the seal of the Office of the President on the left. Only the Secret Service knew upon arrival which would carry the president, the decoy a necessary precaution. The scent of expertly maintained leather lingered inside the limos throughout the pristinely maintained cabin. A generous supply of the president's favorite diet soda and cashews were stowed in special compartments for his comfort.

      Since that fateful day in Dallas, the Secret Service has obsessively guarded each president. But for Warner, the level of protection reached new heights, even for short domestic trips like this one. Not a potential threat slipped by their notice—each face in the crowd was scrutinized, each street swept for explosives or protestors, and such threats were cleared ahead of time.

      The presidential motorcade slowed as it entered the city, residents lining the streets to catch a glimpse of Warner. Cameramen stood poised, ready to capture his arrival for distribution to the feeds. The White House would edit the footage first, removing any imperfections before handing it off to the networks to beam across the nation as "live." In 2043, truth depended on perspective and an army of creators wielding the latest artificial and simulated intelligence to polish reality. The networks that remained in business were all friendly to the president; they would accept the White House’s replacing angry faces in the crowd with smiling ones.

      Protest signs reading “Eat Shit Warner” and “Warner is a Fraud” lined the street.

      Russell Warner rolled down the window of his limo and flipped the protestors the bird, then smiled as if waving at grandmothers.

      “Eat shit, you stupid trolls!” Warner said in return.

      “Mr. President!” Olivia said, alarmed. She was the Chief of Staff and sat directly across from the President in the limo when they traveled.

      Russell continued to greet the crowd as they blazed past his window.

      “God Bless America!”

      “Fuck Off!”

      “Land of the Free! Yada, yada, yada…” Warner said, rolling the window up again.

      “Don’t be so careless, Mr. President,” Olivia said.

      “Relax, Olivia,” Warner said, eating a handful of pistachios. “CBN will edit them out of the shot or change the text of their signs to read ‘REELECT WARNER.’ They always do, or I’ll pull their fucking license.”

      Olivia was now convinced. “What if someone captures it on their phone and posts it to their feed?”

      “Then The Mark gives them a red skull, and it disappears in minutes,” Warner said with a grin.

      “Are we sure that’s how it works?” Olivia asked.

      “Of course not. No one knows how The Mark works. Only Marco Alvarez knows how The Mark works,” Warner said. He scoffed at the thought of such secret technology beyond his own authority.

      “Perhaps you can ask Mr. Alvarez yourself,” Olivia said.

      “Juniper is the brainchild of Marco Alvarez. A Stanford brat. He personally programmed The Mark to be just like him. Shrewd. Calculating. And tough to figure out. He scaled it before any other tech company could figure out how to replicate it. Now they own the entire world market.”

      The Mark had revolutionized the world’s information consumption in just four years by instantaneously checking the veracity of a news article, a tweet, a snap, a photograph, and even a video. Blue checks meant truth; a yellow eye meant caution, that some elements may have been digitally altered or inaccurate; black skulls meant lies, falsehoods, conspiracies, or inaccuracies. Most media automatically affixed The Mark’s assessment to anything shared by anyone everywhere.

      There was no appeal process for The Mark’s determinations; all decisions by Juniper’s software were final. While The Mark was the most prolific and widely known product, it was its least controversial.

      The Mark delivered Juniper a $39 billion IPO. Alvarez used that enormous injection of cash to build an empire around lightning-speed advancements in artificial intelligence and its successor, “simulated intelligence,” commonly identified by the prefix Si.

      The difference between AI and Si was akin to looking at a picture of a milkshake versus holding one. Si was thousands of times faster than AI, able to predict anyone’s preferences, capable of driving cars, cooking food, calculating the precise telemetry a rocket needed to reach and land on Mars, or providing you with precisely the right recipe for dinner to suit your known preferences on a Tuesday in October. In short, Si was in many ways superior to human reasoning and intelligence.

      The motorcade passed another line of spectators, some genuine supporters, and some were paid $500 each to hold “Re-Elect President Warner” campaign signs. President Warner waved from behind the bulletproof glass. For all the unrest and violence that permeated daily American existence, the forty-ninth president enjoyed a relatively peaceful life. It was hard to tell if he could not see the suffering of the American people or simply chose to ignore it.

      “Goddamn, I love this job,” Warner said. “President for life would not be a bad idea, you know.”

      Olivia Clay left university with a journalism degree but went straight to the runway as a model. After ten years bouncing down runways in New York and Paris in gorgeous gowns and barely there bikinis, she went to work at CBN as a reporter and then an anchor. Her poker-straight, espresso-brown hair and sharp intelligence quickly landed her a slot on her own show. Sexually liberated if not promiscuous, she never shied away from using sex or flirtation to get what she wanted. She left her anchor job to accept an offer from Warner to run his campaign comms team. After Warner burned through two Chiefs of Staff in two years, he finally found in Olivia a near-equal who was not afraid of his biting humor or sexual innuendo and could keep the White House trains running.

      President Warner looked at her long legs. Most of the time he was around her, her forgot how attractive a woman she was. That’s what he liked most about her; she was not a distraction. She was there to do the job.

      “Remind me again what the fuck was so important that I dropped everything and flew across the goddamn country to meet face to face with him?”

      “Marco Alvarez is the world’s richest person. And since he made his financial pledge of $1 billion in support of re-electing you a year ago...”

      “Now $2 billion,” he corrected.

      “Two billion dollars. Correct. So when he snaps his fingers, we jump,” Olivia said.

      President Warner rolled his eyes.

      “He does not share his every thought with me, Mr. President.”

      President Warner shot back a sharp response. “That’s a relief. I would hate to have you any more distracted than you already are.”

      “I’m not distracted, Mr. President. I’m simply keeping the bullshit off of your desk,” Olivia said.

      The toughest part of the role was keeping things off the President’s desk. This means screening just about everything people wanted to bring to the President, and deciding what was truly worthy of his time. She handled or delegated the rest. It was a high-stress, low-reward job. The pay was meager, and it utterly destroyed the personal life of anyone who held the post.

      “Had to be serious if he could not speak over the phone,” said President Warner.

      “Sir, he obviously wants something. He is already ensuring our campaign and five Super PACs have all the money we need between now and next November.”

      “I know a lot of rich people, Olivia. I’m rich. You’re rich. Rich people’s money always comes with strings attached, and usually with impossible requests when you least expect it,” the President said.

      Olivia had opened her electronic tablet to see if her briefing packet had any answers.

      “Juniper has thousands of federal contracts now. Everything from the Postal Service to customer service.”

      “And he put four million people out of work…” Warner mumbled.

      Olivia seemed to ignore the comment.

      “I think he wants to lobby us again on SiDefense,” Olivia said coldly.

      President Warner twisted his face and waved his hands. “If he thinks I’m going to turn over nuclear weapons and carrier battle groups to Hokes…”

      “Hokes” were the invisible intelligence that drove cars, trucks, delivery vans, and more. It was another derogatory reference to the black chauffeur from the Uhry play Driving Miss Daisy. Most vehicles on the road in 2043 were driverless except for their “Hoke.”

      Olivia remained calm. “SiDefense systems could counter cyber attacks, 10x patrol drone fleets, and automate complex wargame scenarios.”

      “Madness,” Warner muttered.

      “SiDefense could respond automatically if command and control were compromised or severed,” Olivia said.

      It sounded to Warner like Olivia was now carrying Juniper’s water on this. He did not like it.

      “I will remind you, Olivia, the United States of America remains highly skeptical of integrating SI into its defense systems,” Warner said.

      “Many smaller countries in South America and Asia have gone all in on SiDefense systems.”

      “Their militaries consist of four tugboats and a hundred men and monkeys on mules,” Warner said with a laugh.  “Next thing I know, you’re going to suggest we put Slingers in the White House mess. Is that what Marco wants?”

      “Slingers” were the automated robots that took fast food orders, prepared the food with 100 percent accuracy, and put nearly 2 million people out of work. The American populace was notorious for venting their frustrations in the drive-thru, cursing and berating Slingers, who seemed to take the abuse like frightened slaves.

      “Juniper’s technologies touch nearly every aspect of modern life in the world, Mr. President,” Olivia said. “Mr. Alvarez just returned from two weeks abroad. Budapest, Moscow, Mumbai, and Beijing.”

      “Is he auditioning for Secretary of State now?” the President said, irritated. “I don’t like being summoned. I’m the President. I’m the one who does the summoning.”

      “The person writing over a billion in checks to fund your reelection gets to tell us to come to visit, sir,” Olivia said.

      She was the only one he let speak to him so directly without fear of reprisal.

      “Oh yeah? Is he paying you, or am I these days, Olivia?” scoffed Warner with another wave.

      She was not amused.

      “You told me to keep an eye on Mr. Alvarez and keep him happy, and that is exactly what I have done. If you don’t like the job I’m doing, fire me now.”

      Warner gave her a sly smile. “Then whose legs would I stare at all day?”

      She cracked open a Diet Coke. “These legs are 10 out of 10s,” she said.

      “Goddamn, right,” he said. “And I bet Marco would agree.”

      Then he said nothing further on the subject of Olivia and Marco, for now.

      The motorcade of fifty-one vehicles, including Secret Service, local police, paramedics, White House aides and staff, and military advisors, wound its way up the hills, tires purring quietly on the paved roads. They passed through a guard shack to the gated community, temporarily commandeered by Secret Service agents two hours before arrival. Olivia gazed out the window, inhaling the scent of eucalyptus trees as they neared their destination. She turned to the president, choosing her words carefully.

      “Mr. Alvarez has been generous, sir, but one misstep could undo all his support. This visit is about keeping him happy after the long flight here on short notice.”

      The president nodded, straightening his tie. Olivia steadied her nerves as they approached the sprawling Alvarez estate, the largest in Los Altos Hills. Olivia surveyed the manicured gardens, hoping this carefully orchestrated visit would secure Marco’s continued goodwill.

      A second gate protected the Alvarez home from unwanted company, but it was opened as the motorcade arrived. The president’s limousine proceeded up the short drive along with the decoy and three Secret Service detail vehicles, one of which contained several pints of the president’s blood type (A+) and various high-tech emergency medical equipment.

      “There’s our host now,” said Olivia, spotting the dark-haired, athletically built Marco Alvarez - no coat, in a pink shirt, no tie, and the top two buttons undone, revealing a portion of his hairless chest. He wore crisp blue jeans and was barefoot.

      “Fuck me,” Warner said disapprovingly.

      “Sir?” Olivia said.

      “Should we circle the block so he can finish getting dressed?” the President asked.

      “This is how the tech elite dress in California. In fact, I’m surprised he went to the trouble of putting on long pants,” commented Olivia. Her eyes lingered on the man’s muscular arms and chest.

      “My mother would have made me change my clothes if I had dressed that way to go to bed!” Warner snickered.

      “Smile, Mr. President, he can see us now,” Olivia reminded.

      “Right. This prick just increased his financial pledge to my campaign to $2 billion. So I’ll smile. I’ll laugh at his stupid fucking jokes, but if he wants me to jerk him off, I’m out. You hear me?” Warner said.

      “I’ll do it for $5,” Olivia said, catching the President off guard.

      Warner laughed. “If he made it $10 billion, I’d have to at least consider it.”

      As a Secret Service member opened the mammoth, armor-plated door of the limo, Alvarez smiled warmly. He was standing alone, but his chief of staff, Jon Rushan, was just feet away, holding an electronic tablet and pen, ready to scribble notes or directives.

      Out stepped the President, buttoning his charcoal grey suit coat over his scarlet tie. Warner did not have to feign admiration for the splendor of this estate. It was miraculous in its size and detail, rivaling the beauty of his home in Las Vegas. With the sun setting serenely in the valley, its elaborate façade sharply contrasted the surrounding natural landscape.

      “It’s wonderful to welcome you to my home, Mr. President,” said Alvarez genuinely.

      “It’s truly stunning. Reminds me of my place in Las Vegas. The gardens, I hear, are stunning.” Warner could turn on the charm when he wanted to.

      “Ms. Clay. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” Marco reached out for her hand and kissed it.

      “I’m sorry I’m so overdressed for the occasion, Mr. Alvarez,” the President said. “Should we remove our shoes?”

      “Nonsense. You are the leader of the free world and running the third-largest economy. Let’s talk about making America number one again,” Alvarez said.

      The two walked to the open front door. The President stopped walking.

      “Would you like my staff to wait in the vehicles?”

      “No, please, they are welcome in my home. I have a quiet place for us to speak uninterrupted, and I have ensured there is a beautiful dinner for all,” said Alvarez.

      Alvarez motioned for a man to approach.

      “Rushy, please help the Secret Service park their limousines in the garage. Out of the sight of those terrible prying news drones.”

      The man named Rushy bowed and walked with the fluidity of water towards the waiting sentinels.

      With a subtle flick of his fingers, President Warner signaled for his team to follow him into the heavily guarded home.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. President,” said Marco, “this event is entirely on me. Silicon Valley hospitality.”

      “I’m not at all worried about who is paying for the food. I’m quite curious what you want in return for your generosity, Mr. Alvarez.”

      “Please. Call me Marco, Mr. President. You’re looking better than ever,” complimented Marco.

      Russel Warner was nearing sixty-nine years old, but his body looked like that of a much younger man. Standing at just over six feet tall, he was lean and muscular from his daily religious runs. Despite weighing only 170 pounds, he constantly worried about his appearance and obsessively monitored what he ate in front of others. His pale skin stood in stark contrast to the bronzed complexion of Marco Alvarez, and even his perfectly slicked silver hair and neatly trimmed goatee couldn't hide the sharpness of his arched nose.

      President Warner smiled at the compliment, nodded, and the two walked out into a sitting room at the very rear of the 12,000-square-foot home. It was a home office, but it was devoid of any books. An entire wall of frameless glass panes filled the far wall. Although they opened to the pool below, they were shut tight now, indicating to the observant Russell that this was intended to be a highly private conversation.

      They sat, two drinks awaiting them on the table between the leather chairs. Each sank snuggly into the fine leather upholstery. The president raised the glass to capture the aroma of the drink before he imbibed it.

      “Jam Jar? And neat,” observed the President.

      “I know you are a fan,” said Marco.

      The president glanced at one of his agents assigned to clear any food or drink handed to him. Agent Rodney Hill gave him the thumbs up.

      “I am indeed. I keep a special stash of this gin in my desk in the Oval,” said the President.

      Marco lifted a neat glass of Pappy Van Winkle 23 whiskey and offered a toast. “Salud, ya que eres muy poderoso.”

      “Salud, ah, how exquisite,” said the President, gently tapping his glass with Marco’s, taking a sip. “Very powerful, huh? Clever.”

      “Your Spanish is good, Mr. President,” commented Marco.

      “Two terms in the Senate representing Nevada, it came with the job,” smiled President Warner.

      “Indeed,” smiled Marco in return.

      Marco glanced at the two Secret Service agents following them into the room. President Warner got the hint.

      “Rodney, Joseph, I will be fine. You may step out, please. I’ll scream bloody murder if he attempts to stab me with a piece of broken glass.”

      Reluctantly, the two armed guards exited the room and closed the soundproof door behind them.

      The smile disappeared from the president’s face. “Why don’t we cut the shit, Marco. Tell me what this thousand-dollar glass of gin and $2 billion in campaign donations is about to cost me.”
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      A dozen presidential senior staff members filed into the dining room of the Alvarez home. Strangely, although the room was filled with luxurious food, there was nowhere to sit. There were no chairs anywhere in sight—just a long table filled with food.

      “I guess it’s standing room only, whispered Olivia to another senior advisor to the president.

      “Please, help yourselves. Welcome!” said an unintroduced Alvarez staffer to the crew.

      Each politely stowed their phone in a pocket and picked up a heavy glass plate. There was caviar, shrimp, oysters, and all other manner of fish. Steak tartar and innumerable and unidentifiable delicacies and gourmet offerings filled the table.

      Olivia grabbed something she could identify and walked to the far wall of windows, which offered a glimpse of the horizon, now dark with the arrival of twilight. The many water features of the backyard were splendidly lit, and the pool shimmered below. She wondered when she last had the time to go swimming.

      Alvarez’s head staffer cleared his throat and spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Los Altos Hills. Tonight is just the first of what we hope will be many visits to this home.”

      There was an excited buzz amongst the staff; some had never had access to such lavish treatment, which is usually reserved for the President, the Cabinet, and other VIPs.

      “Please, if the wait staff could pass out the wine, I would like to suggest a toast,” said the man. The wait staff quickly executed the command, and then the host raised his glass and waited for the murmur to return to silence.

      “Welcome. My name is Jon Rushan. My friends call me Rushy, and I invite you to do the same. I offer a toast to our victory,” Jon Rushan said, raising his glass. The rest of the men and women in the room did the same, some tapping the crystal together, echoing the sounds around the large room.

      Rushy made his way directly to Olivia Clay. Her beauty and grace brilliantly outshone the rest of the staff in the room. “So tell me, how are things looking according to your internal polling?” he asked, pulling her away from the rest of the crowd.

      Olivia was caught off guard. “No one believes in polling anymore, Mr. Rushan. It’s easily manipulated data used only to confirm opinions and feed fake stories.”

      Jon did not let up. “Fine. I’ll answer the question myself if you are going to play games, Ms. Clay. President Warner has a 34 percent job approval rating among all registered voters nationwide. That number jumps to 47 percent when modeled around voters likely to vote in the coming election. But President Warner polls at 55 percent when you model for ballots in precincts that are most likely to be counted and qualified, especially in swing states.”

      Olivia took a drink of the wine, wondering if she should change the subject or give an inch to the obviously well-informed man from…wherever he was from. “That’s pretty close to what our numbers say.”

      “Not pretty close,” replied Jon. “Those are your numbers, Ms. Clay.”

      “Oh, I believe you,” said Olivia, feeling a tad put off by the man’s suddenly aggressive tone. She had met several times with Marco but had never come in contact with this man. How long have you been working for Juniper?”

      “Longer than you have been seeing Mr. Alvarez,” said Rushan, looking out at the lush gardens.

      Olivia started to object, but why waste time lying to a man who was as informed about Marco’s world as she was about Warner’s?

      “I’m surprised Marco has never brought you up?” she said. There was a tone of dismissal in her voice.

      “Not as surprised as your boss is right now,” said Rushy.

      “Come again?” asked Olivia.

      Rushan turned and looked into her bright blue eyes. “We’ve done our part to help keep the calm. The Mark has kept some of the more fucked up stories of Warner’s term in office out of people’s feeds.”

      “Really now?” Olivia said, increasingly annoyed.

      Rushan continued, “We understand the price to keep the federal government out of our code. Our algorithm is predisposed to see stories openly critical of President Warner as likely false. Hence, the less truthful a story appears to be, the less popular the story becomes, and the less we have to suppress it openly. But we need to plan for the inevitability that a technology will come along stronger or smarter than our algorithm. That could push things well off the game plan.”

      “So long as you have friends in the White House, we can find ways to protect your market share,” said Olivia. “People will do their parts, for sure. You just worry about giving us what we need to keep people playing along in Washington and keep stuffing the feeding tubes of the American people.”

      “I am certain we will be working a great deal closer, Ms. Clay,” said Jon Rushan, taking a sip of his wine while not breaking eye contact with the suddenly annoyed White House Chief of Staff.
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      Marco broke the silence.

      “Drafting Jessica Brown, an outspoken black Congresswoman from Michigan, to join your ticket as your Vice President was a stroke of genius in 2040,” Marco said.  “But this time, you’re the President. You get to pick your starting hand.”

      “I need the woman to start making the rounds in the Northeast,” Warner said, spinning an antique globe next to a model of a Spanish capitana. Jackson Piper would have easily identified the model as one likely used by Cortés.

      Marco responded, “Yes, but that was the strategy for the last election. Elections are about the future, not the past. After the crash of ‘39, your strategy was to wrap yourself in the flag and unify the country, appearing to be the statesman. We both know that’s not what you are, Mr. President.”

      “Oh, really?” Warner snapped incredulously. “Who am I then?”

      “Why, you’re a calculating businessman like me. You would just as soon run against no one at all. It increases the house’s odds. And you’re an odds man, aren’t you, Russ? You don’t believe in luck. It’s math and hard work that make trillionaires.”

      “And what if that’s true?” asked Warner.

      “Then I think you would want to hear more about my work to neutralize the Other Party.”

      “You have my attention,” said Warner, returning to his seat in front of Marco.

      “Juniper has determined that Senator Paul Drummond is the least likely among the Other Party candidates for President to defeat you thirteen months from now under every possible scenario, even including impeachment.”

      “Have you now?” Warner asked, intrigued but exceptionally annoyed that someone was modeling the political consequences of impeaching him.

      Marco sat stone-faced. “We have already executed several strategies to ensure the Other Party selects Drummond and that his campaign is filled with losers and hacks.”

      “To what end?” asked Warner.

      “Let me put it this way. In Blackjack, would the house prefer to fix the deck or simply ensure the player has no idea whether to hit or stay?”

      Warner smiled. “You don’t think I can win against Fox or Abbas?”

      “Frankly, no. Fox was going to run ahead of you from pillar to post. You would have lost, likely by double digits, given all the models we ran,” said Alvarez.

      “And Khan?” asked Warner.

      Alvarez laughed. “If you’re going to rig something like an election, you need to make it believable. Saima Amal Khan rarely leaves Washington and has raised less than $25,000 for her campaign to date. No one would believe for a moment that she won the nomination of the Other Party to try to take you down without outside interference. They are a Party lost at sea, but they are not yet lunatics.”

      “So what are your asks in all of this?” asked Warner.

      “Let me ask you about Vice President Brown again. Are you certain of her loyalty?” asked Alvarez.

      “Certain enough. She switched parties to run with me. If we win reelection, she’s set for life. Besides, do you know what a bullshit job the vice presidency is? She goes and reads to kids at city schools, goes to funerals and ribbon cuttings, and wants for nothing,” said Warner, truly boiling from annoyed to downright offended.

      “You are not thinking big enough, Mr. President. The vice president can break the ties in the Senate, which remains a death away from flipping control again.”

      Warner interrupted, “I was a fucking Senator, Marco. I know the role, ok? So what?”

      “The Vice President could do a great deal more to ensure Washington gets in line behind your second-term agenda.”

      “What is it you want, Mr. Alvarez?” asked President Warner.

      “The vice presidency,” grinned Alvarez.

      “Absolutely fucking not,” said President Warner. The President stood, increasingly impatient with the conversation's direction.  He walked to the windows, partially wishing he knew how to open one of them to jump out and return to his waiting plane.

      Alvarez waited patiently. He was allowing Russell Warner to process his request. Finally, he said, “The vice president could be a powerfully persuasive force instead of some ribbon-cutting dignitary. He could be essential to granting you a more lasting term in office than just four more years.”

      “Impossible. The twenty-second amendment says two terms or ten years, Marco,” Russell said, waiving his hand, dismissing such nonsense.

      “That is linear thinking, Russell.” Marco was getting agitated.

      President Warner did not like being addressed so casually anymore. He appreciated the respect the proper address afforded to him.

      “I preferred to be addressed as Mr. President if you don’t mind,”

      “Exactly my point! There is an opening to land you more than four more years occupying the White House.”

      The president took a sip of a drink he poured for himself. “I’m sorry, Marco, but I’m just not following.”

      “Don’t worry. There is plenty of time for us to walk through some scenarios. But first, we need to get Jessica Brown off the ticket. After all, she is not well,” said Marco.

      The President raised his eyebrows in surprise. “She’s fit as a damned fiddle!”

      Marco finished off his whiskey. “You do not need to decide this question tonight, Mr. President. The question of the next vice president can be decided much closer to the Convention.”

      There was a knock at the door. An agent opened the door. “Excuse me, Mr. President, I have Chief of Staff Clay asking to come in.”

      President Russell Warner stood and cleared his throat. “I want to be clear that I view the suggestion you made a few moments ago to join me on the ticket as separate and distinct and not in any way linked to your generous contributions or pledges you have already made to support my reelection by all means available.”

      The President continued. “I know that you understand that, at best, it would be inappropriate to make your financial support contingent upon my selection of you, and at worst, well…”

      “Bribery,” Marco said. “That would be bribery.”

      “Well, I see that we understand one another,” Warner said. His words were sharp. “I do not see a reason to drop Vice President Brown. And while you meet the qualifications to be President and, therefore, Vice President, that is not my only consideration in deciding who should be part of the ticket, Mr. Alvarez.”

      “Mr. President, as I said to you, and I repeat now, the fusion of our instincts and resources could make us unstoppable,” Marco said.

      “I’m sorry, Marco, but I know Jessica Brown. She is the Vice President I need right now. Perhaps we could consider giving you a different position in the administration for a second term?” The President’s voice grew colder and more calculated.

      Then the President waved in his most senior advisor without seeking Alvarez’s permission.

      “We need to get back to Washington,” Olivia Clay snapped.

      “So soon?” asked Marco Alvarez innocently. “Is there something wrong?”

      “It’s just that we need wheels up by 8. The President has a SATCON briefing in flight,” explained Clay with the appropriate amount of political mumbo-jumbo.

      “Thank you for your time, Mr. President,” Marco Alvarez said with a sly smirk as the President and Olivia Clay closed the door behind them.

      President Warner walked briskly through the house, past the dining room with the chattering staff, and burst through the front door. Olivia was barely inside the limousine when the door slammed shut, and the lead security officer spoke the command into his wrist radio: “Jackpot away.”

      Air Force One was “wheels up” at 7:51 p.m. Pacific. The president had barely spoken in the 30-minute ride back to the airport. Senior staff huddled in the president’s private cabin, out of earshot from the press and more junior staff. The room included the President’s Legislative Director, National Security Advisor, Communications Director, his Campaign Chair, and the Chief of Staff.

      After the SATCON briefing, Olivia raised the subject of the 6,000-mile journey. “So, Mr. President. Are you going to tell us what this trip was about?”

      There was a knock at the door, and then Agent Hill entered the room. “Mr. President, Jessica Langley of CBN says you asked her for 30 minutes?”

      “Huh?” Olivia had not cleared CBN for any interview with the President.

      “Give me a minute to finish up here, then send her in. This group will be leaving, and I do not want to be interrupted until we are over Chicago.” The senior staff abruptly packed up their papers and funneled out of the room. The president saw the confusion on Olivia’s face.

      “Relax. Just a casual conversation entirely off the record. I like her…intellect,” said President Warner to Olivia, the only staff member to remain in the room.

      President Warner cleared his throat and said, “Marco Alvarez called us here because…” he paused, wondering for a moment if he should isolate her from this knowledge. Olivia gave Warner a look of frustration.

      His face looked cold and irritated. “Because Marco Alvarez wants me to replace Jessica Brown on the ticket next year.”

      “With whom?” asked Olivia, confused.

      Unaware of Olivia’s presence in the office, Jessica Langley slipped through the door directly into the President’s private bedroom and closed the door. Warner loosened his tie and walked towards the bedroom. He turned and answered Olivia’s question.

      “With him,” said the President.
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      Paul Drummond stood at the edge of the room, a specter of a man easily lost in the sea of more commanding figures. His small stature, unassuming demeanor, and pale complexion made him almost invisible, his presence as striking as a mundane piece of furniture. White wisps of hair formed parentheses on the sides of his bald head. He had bright blue eyes that stood in stark contrast to his pale complexion. Despite his surprising political success, he inspired no awe or curiosity.

      “Senator Drummond,” someone called out, momentarily drawing attention to the unimpressive Senator from Wisconsin. As eyes turned towards him, Drummond offered a weak smile and a hand flourish of a wave before quickly retreating back into introspection. Few could recall any groundbreaking legislation or issues attributed to him. In the cutthroat world of American politics, Paul Drummond was not a leading man nor the understudy to the leading man; he was just another face in the crowd.

      Approaching Senator Jeanne, he extended his hand for a shake. Despite her austere demeanor and elderly age, the Senator from New Hampshire had an endearing quirkiness off-stage, often sharing poorly timed puns and jokes.

      After a brief chit-chat about previous meetings and mutual support, Senator Jeanne asked a strange question. “Is this your first trip to New Hampshire, Paul?” she asked, staring at him blankly.

      Drummond was dumbfounded. Was she joking? “No, Senator. This is my twentieth trip to your state. I am running for President.”

      She seemed unconvinced by the news. She considered asking how it was going, but perhaps she already knew the answer. At 97, she didn’t much care to ask. So, instead, she abruptly turned to take a selfie with a supporter who had been waiting patiently for a moment or two.

      Despite his many years in the Senate, Paul had never managed to garner the respect or influence that came so naturally to his colleagues. Even now, at this political leader’s pancake breakfast, he was joined by what remained of his fellow rivals pursuing the presidential nomination in the Other Party. The rest were candidates for Congress and the U.S. Senate seat of the retiring Senator. They discussed strategy and shared war stories with the hundred or so officials in the room. Drummond felt as if he was on the outside looking in.

      With the room filled with laughter and conversation, a stirring rendition of Message in a Bottle by the Police was performed by a senior citizen jazz ensemble. Drummond returned to his thoughts, wondering how he might prove himself worthy of standing among political giants. But doubt threatened to consume him entirely.

      “I’ll send an ess, ooohhh, esss,” sang a wrinkled, mustached man in a brown shirt and yellow tie seated at an electric keyboard.

      Interrupting his thoughts, Diane Fogarty, Other Party National Chairwoman, loomed before him.

      “Paul, I need a chat with you,” she croaked.

      Diane was in her late sixties and had spent the better part of her career bouncing between jobs in the public sector. Once an executive assistant to a major city mayor, then a correspondence secretary for a state senator, and then stints as an assistant for every member of the City Council, she changed roles with elections that often deposed her boss from power. It was a mystery how she landed the job as head of the Other Party’s DC operation, but once inside, she managed to entangle herself so deeply in the organization that it would take a strong grip for some reformer to pull her out by the roots.

      A white cloud of water vapor from her purple vape pen seemed to encircle her head continuously. Somewhere around 2030, she had made the switch from menthol cigarettes to the most horrid-smelling vape pens you ever had the misfortune of catching a whiff of. This morning, she was in one of her more gaudy patriotic outfits. She wore a bedazzled sun hat adorned with tacky symbols of the Other Party. She had on a long floral skirt that clashed mightily with her Old Glory print blouse. She wore enough costume jewelry that she could serve as a suitable anchor for a Cape Islander. Her high-heeled shoes revealed the nails of her crooked toes were painted red, white, and blue.

      They sat at a nearby table. It was still a social hour, and the breakfast and speeches had not yet begun. She intended to give Paul the courtesy of a heads-up so he was not startled by the news that was about to unfold before their eyes were over pancakes and precooked sausage links.

      “My dear, you are running such a steady campaign,” she began.

      Paul looked at the chairwoman cautiously. “Thank you?” he responded, unsure if there was a qualifier that was to follow that compliment.

      “I mean that, Paul. You really are coming into your own during this campaign. I can see it.”

      “Ok. I feel like you’re trying to warm me up before letting me down,” he said morosely.

      “Oh, not at all, Paul. You’re misreading me. I wanted you to know something very important before you hear it from the podium. Governor Fox is leaving the race for the nomination today,” she said.

      “What? Why didn’t you say so sooner?” said Paul. “I should go thank him or acknowledge him in my remarks.”

      “Building him up would certainly be the right call. He’ll be back in four years…or eight, Paul. Depending on how, you know, this all shakes out for you,” she replied.

      “What about Representative Khan?” asked Paul.

      Diane took a drag from her vape pen and then exhaled the smoke out of the corner of her crimson lips. “She’s ending her campaign from DC on Tuesday.”

      “That means I am the only one left…”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. The filing deadline for New Hampshire is in two weeks. Barring any surprises, you’re right. You’ll be the only serious
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