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Introduction

To call oneself an American is to solemnly declare that one loves freedom. It is to irrevocably claim the divinely appointed rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. It is to purposefully choose to participate in a form of government that has proven to be the best and most effective in history. Not perfect, but balanced by three separate branches of government. Not utopian, yet offering the most unrestricted opportunities for freedom and self-advancement in the world. Though our diversity is legion and our political colors vary, to properly refer to ourselves as Americans is to agree as if by covenant that we will support the union and all it stands for.

And yet, what happens when one or more branches of government conspire to subvert the very fabric that makes us American? What happens when the masses are sufficiently deprived of those inalienable rights? What happens when government gets too big for its collective britches, embraces corruption, and ceases to function with any semblance of effectiveness?

That is a question that has been argued forcefully at a million water coolers across the fruited plains, from sea to shining sea. But though we number nearly three hundred million, we are powerless against the 535 members of Congress, who, over the past thirty years have re-engineered the inner workings of America with such amazing shrewdness that we no longer have a voice. Oh, we can still vote. But the mechanics and the process have been so subverted by the men and women in power so as to construct a form of insulation from the true will of the people. It is but a little stretch to say that our rights as voting Americans largely are ornamental. They own us, and we know there’s nothing we can do about it.

But suppose there were a way...
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Chapter 1
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President Jack Andrews walked silently to the clear bay windows of the Oval Office and stared unseeingly into the cold, dark skies of Washington, DC. The White House had been his home sweet home for all of seven hours, and from virtually every room there arose the excited chatter of friends, family, supporters, congressmen, senators, and aides. Every room except this one. On an evening that should have been enormously satisfying, only deep emptiness echoed within his troubled soul. On a night that should positively explode with unbridled excitement and anticipation, an incongruent heaviness lapped at his spirit like so many soft waves against the banks of the nearby Potomac. Unpacked boxes of photos and memorabilia lay forgotten on the highly polished floor, and at the moment he could care less about exploring his new surroundings. He hadn’t even sat in the chair behind his famous desk.

President Andrews narrowed his deep, blue eyes and stared intently through the clear glass at a distant light, as if its luminescence could somehow shine some light upon the wisdom of the plan that occupied every active neural pathway in his considerable brain. Sighing deeply, he crossed his arms and wondered for the hundredth time if what he was about to do was nothing less than bald-faced lunacy. Grinning slightly, he considered that if he dared utter his plan within the stark walls of an insane asylum, he would be straitjacketed and confined to solitary. He considered the response of his political opponents; they would laugh him to scorn. CNN would have a field day.

He shook his head and continued to stare at the darkness that had long descended upon the South Lawn. Every President held the future of the republic in his hands, that much was true. Within the rarified confines of this legendary Office, every President had the hubris to consider himself a great leader who would shape the nation and leave an indelible impact for generations to come. But as he saw his reflection in the clear windows, he knew in his gut that this was different. What he was about to do went far beyond making history. It had the raw power not only to change the republic forever, but also to utterly destroy it. One wrong move; one miscalculation; one stone left unturned in what would become the most dramatic plan since the creation of the Union; and this Office might no longer exist.

The faraway sounds of laughter and celebration seemed foreign, almost inappropriate. Grimly, he turned from the window and surveyed his opulent surroundings. Yes, he would make history all right. He might very well go down as the final President of the United States of America.
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"I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my Ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States." -Jackson Andrews, Inaugural Ceremony

––––––––
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HIS ALARM CLOCK DUTIFULLY shook him awake, quite literally, promptly at 5:00 in the morning. Years ago he had asked a hearing-impaired friend how he managed to wake up in the morning, seeing as how his friend was single and had such poor hearing that he couldn’t possibly hear any normal alarm clock on the market no matter how many decibels of power it packed. His friend told him of a device called a bed shaker that wakens by a persistent and rather rude series of vibrations. No one can sleep with a crazed electronic device vibrating directly under one’s pillow, and since it is about the size of a hockey puck, its silent workings wouldn’t bother his wife sleeping peacefully just inches away. Since she wasn’t about to get up at such an ungodly hour, she loved that bed shaker and insisted he take it whenever they traveled. She even kept an extra one in her own luggage in case he forgot to bring his own, a fact that amused him to no end. She was an amazing woman but she needed her beauty sleep.

Jack looked over at her in the near darkness, admiring the curve of her figure under the silken sheets. He was a lucky man, and he knew it. Heck, everybody knew it. At 49, Elena Andrews still turned heads. Her sparkling green eyes sat in perfect contrast to her dark hair, and her unimpeachable sense of fashion was already making headlines, maybe too many headlines. But if she somehow looked too attractive to be the First Lady, well, she could have worse problems.

Stepping into the expansive closet, he closed the door behind him and flipped the switch. Selecting a dark blue suit, starched shirt, and a blood-red tie, he carried them to the bathroom, hung them on a hook near the double doors, and showered quickly. After shaving, he donned his suit and quietly made his way out of the executive master suite. Twin Marines stationed ten feet from his bedroom instantly snapped to attention, and Mason Foley, his chief of security spoke crisply into his mouthpiece, “Regal is moving.”

“So I’m Regal?” smiled Jack.

“Yes, Mr. President. That is your code name. And by the way, good morning, sir.”

“Good morning.”

“May I accompany you to breakfast?”

“Actually I’m not much of a breakfast person. I’d be honored if you would place a call to the kitchen and have them bring the largest, freshest glass of juice they can find. As long as it started out life as a fresh fruit or vegetable this morning, anything they have is fine. Fresh carrot juice is best though.”

“Then fresh carrot juice it is, Mr. President.” Presently they covered the distance to the Oval Office, and after opening the door for his new boss, Foley watched him enter the office, and then closed the door behind him. “Regal is in the Oval.”

* * * * *
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BY 7:00AM THE PRESIDENT had placed over a dozen phone calls, read three staff briefings, gone over his calendar for the day, and arranged his personal possessions and a few photos at various locations in the office. If he could find someone who knew where in the cavernous bowels of the White House he could find a hammer and a couple of nails, he would hang an exquisite oil painting of Paul Revere on his famous midnight ride on April 18, 1775. 

He marveled anew at the quality of the painting, which had been a gift to him several years earlier by a friend who owned a small art gallery. Riding atop a sleek, black stallion, it portrayed Revere charging boldly through a quiet neighborhood bathed richly in the glow of silver moonlight, galloping at full speed and shouting, “The British are coming” at the top of his voice. Andrews smiled and wondered if there were a hundred people in the entire nation who knew that Revere never shouted anything on that fateful night as he warned Samuel Adams and John Hancock of the pending troop movements of the British army. There were British patrols everywhere who surely would have stopped him and arrested him on the spot. The Brits had stationed a heavy contingent of soldiers known as the “king’s regulars” throughout Boston after the public display of American anger culminating in the Boston Tea Party. Any fool screaming against the British army in the dead of night wouldn’t have lasted a minute. Since secrecy was of paramount concern, Revere’s midnight ride was silent save for the urgent pounding of hoofs on the well-worn dirt streets of Middlesex County. But thanks to the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow taking a quite inaccurate and overly dramatic view of the night’s events in his poem Paul Revere’s Ride, schoolchildren for the next 140 years would be treated to a seriously flawed picture of this little-known Boston silversmith.

Listen, my children, and you shall hear

Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere,

On the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-Five;

Hardly a man is now alive

Who remembers that famous day and year.

When Revere died in 1816, his “midnight ride” didn’t even make it into his obituary, and few people knew of his contribution until Longfellow’s poem was written. In fact, Andrews recalled, Longfellow had meticulously researched the night’s events but intentionally misrepresented the truth in order to create an American legend. Well, that he did, and when a hammer could present itself, this legend would be displayed on the walls of the most famous office in the world. And, thought Andrews, his decorating job for the next 4 years would be complete.

This thought would be the first time in his presidency that he would be wrong. At 7:30, the buzzer sounded and in walked Mary Beth Carver, overdressed as usual to the point of fastidiousness. Hired two years ago as an interior designer, she officially reported to the First Lady’s office in the East Wing and worked in coordination with the White House Curator to handle any and all decorations that were needed anywhere in the White House.

“Good morning, Mr. President, I am Mary Beth Carver here to discuss with you the upcoming plans to renovate your office. I will be able to handle your slightest request so that you will have everything in this office exactly as you want it.”

President Andrews glanced anew at his calendar. Apparently he had completely overlooked the 7:30 interior design meeting. Grunting in irritation, he waved her off. “It is okay, Ms. Carver, I will not need anything but thank you for your gracious concern.”

Mary Beth was taken aback; this was hardly the response she had been expecting. “But Mr. President, surely you don’t expect to keep things exactly as your predecessor!”

Andrews looked up sharply. “Heavens, no!” he exclaimed. “That most certainly would not do.” But before Mary Beth could breathe a sigh of relief that she would be able to keep her job in this tight economy, Andrews deflated her further. “But there is absolutely nothing wrong with this office the way it is. There is not one item out of order, everything is either brand, spanking new or so old it’s a priceless antique. And though I haven’t looked, I am quite sure there is not a speck of dirt anywhere within these hallowed walls. So I assure you I am quite happy and don’t wish to waste any time moving things around.”

But Ms. Carver wasn’t finished, even if this was the President’s own office they were talking about. “I understand, sir, but that’s not the way things are done...”

Andrews cut her off curtly. “Ms. Carver, did you vote for me?” he asked.

“I am quite embarrassed, Mr. President, but...”

“It’s okay, how you vote is your choice. But if you had voted for me you would have known that I don’t have the faintest concern for how things have been done in the past. In fact, if my predecessor had done anything remotely correct, my job today would be a hundred times easier and maybe then I’d have time to discuss what kind of doilies you might recommend for the table thingy right beside you. So thank you, Ms. Carver, and good day.”

Table thingy, she thought incredulously on her way out the door. What kind of President will this man be?
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“When honor and the Law no longer stand on the same side of the line, how do we choose[?]”

-Anne Bishop

––––––––
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VICE PRESIDENT TYLER Kennedy nodded politely to the composed but red-faced lady who brushed by him on her way out of the President’s office. Rapping lightly on the open door, he congratulated the President again on their unexpected victory.

“Good morning, Ty,” Andrews said. “How does it feel to be called ‘Vice President of the United States of America?”

“It feels pretty darn good. I think I could get used to it for the next eight years.”

“Ha. Let’s see if we can survive the next four without being eaten alive. I haven’t been working for three hours yet and I’ve already managed to offend the White House Curator’s office. I imagine I’ll tick off at least a hundred people by the end of the day.”

“Get used to it, Mr. President. We have more work to do than we could wave an American flag at.”

“Amen to that, although when we’re in private please just call me Jack as you always have.” Suddenly getting serious, Andrews stood and walked toward him, a deep frown on his face as he struggled to find the right way to drop this ten-megaton bombshell on his unsuspecting right-hand man. Ty, do you remember a conversation we had in your dorm room at Yale? It must have been a full thirty years ago, and you were falsely sued for something.”

Ty remembered the conversation well. They were both junior law students at Yale, both from fairly prosperous families, Andrews from South Carolina and he from Kentucky. Against his parent’s wishes, however, Ty divided his time between studying law and building a side business. Ty’s father had a rather narrow view of what kind of career path his privileged son should take, and believed Ty’s average grades were the result of the amount of time his business required. “Son,” he warned as he pointed an angry finger at him, “drop that business or you’re looking for trouble.” And unfortunately, his father had been right, though not for the right reason. About midway through his junior year, one of Ty’s clients sued him for breach of contract. Although the charges were patently false, nonetheless it put him in a bind because he didn’t have the extra cash on hand to defend himself. And since his parents already wanted nothing to do with the business, he couldn’t even ask them for help. In fact he was just grateful the tuition payments kept coming in.

His best buddy Jack showed up in his dorm room one day when he was stressing over it. At length Jack said, “Well, why don’t I lend you about twenty G’s? That should get you some legal representation started and maybe this whole thing will blow over.” Though they were close friends, Ty couldn’t believe he was serious. But the very next morning they went to the bank and Jack transferred the money into Ty’s business account. Nearly a year passed before the charges were found to be without merit, and by that point most of the twenty grand had been spent.

With his business intact, Ty promised to repay him some each month, but Jack refused. “Re-invest it in your company for a while. You can pay me back later when you’re ready. I know you’re good for it.” And indeed he was. Shortly after graduation Ty sold the company for a sizable profit, and tried to repay Jack triple the amount of the loan. But Jack insisted only the original twenty grand be repaid, and would accept no interest, cementing their friendship forever. “Jack, all I can say is thank you for helping me to fight this thing. And I hope someday to have the opportunity to help you fight something.”

Congratulating his friend on his savvy business dealings, Jack said prophetically, “One day you will.”

Ty shook himself back to the present, looking curiously at his friend and boss. “Yes, I remember the conversation.”

“Well, I am about to pick the biggest domestic fight America has seen since the Civil War. And it is time I let you in on some plans that have been in the works for a number of months now. You will soon see why I couldn’t divulge it even to you, but now that we are in office I can’t have you in the dark for a single day.

Three hours later, Vice President Tyler Coleman Kennedy was beyond blown away. Shaking his head in disbelief, he looked at his friend and asked him for the seventh time if he were serious. “When we ran on a platform of ‘revolution’, it never occurred to me that you meant it literally. You realize that you are unquestionably the craziest son of a gun ever to sit in this office, don’t you?” Andrews acknowledged as much.

“And Jack, you realize that if we do this, there is a good chance this is political suicide.”

“Ty, to be perfectly honest, there is a good chance this will be literal suicide. If this goes bad, either the people or the government itself will demand our heads for treason. So think of your beautiful wife. Think of your four kids and your own future. If you want out, we’ll somehow find a way to keep you out of this. And then if it goes bad, you’ll be legally clear to take over my office for the rest of my term. Just please visit me in prison now and again.”

Ty grinned, but not at the thought of his good friend languishing in a forgotten prison. He grinned because he loved a good fight, and this would be the mother of them all. He saw the enormous beauty of it, and wondered if they might in fact be able to pull it off. He also saw the incredible danger of it and envisioned a hundred ways in which the entire plan could quickly degenerate into a second civil war. Or even a third world war. One way or another they would go down in history.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4


[image: ]


“The politicians are put there to give you the idea you have freedom of choice. You don’t. You have no choice. You have owners. They own you. They own everything.” -George Carlin

––––––––
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FRESHMAN CONGRESSMAN Kevin Marks tossed his briefcase onto his cluttered mahogany desk, nearly upsetting the steaming cup of coffee his secretary had delivered just moments earlier. Pushing the door shut behind him, he tried to decide whether he was more excited or nervous about his new job. The campaign was an unmitigated nightmare, and he had never worked so hard in his entire life. He tried hard to keep the campaign clean, but when his incumbent, deeply entrenched opponent started the name-calling, it was all he could do to maintain his cool. And when the opponent cooked up a sleazy charge of racism, every ounce of his body screamed out for the chance to drive over to his office and throttle him. In the end though, the voters decided they’d had enough of the old guy and turned to fresh blood. Kevin hated racism with a passion, and to be accused of it for political purposes was a sobering reminder of why he had wanted to come to Washington to begin with. He joined his fellow citizens in calling for a transparent, decent culture in this town. Time would tell if he was only kidding himself in hoping for real change, but at least now he had his chance.

So with the election out of the way, Kevin Marks joined a number of other freshman Congressmen, Senators, and the President in calling Washington his new home away from home. Good-looking, athletic, and still carrying some of the idealistic hope of using his legal background to make the world a better place, he had just celebrated his 35th birthday. And even if he lasted only one term, any former member of Congress could look forward to a lucrative career as a partner in a prestigious law firm or he wasn’t trying.

So with that comforting thought in mind he decided he was more excited than anything else. He was young, healthy, had a fairly decent marriage, and by all accounts had nothing but a good life ahead of him. He smiled in spite of himself. Then he frowned as his office door opened and Gretchen, his newly hired secretary, popped her head in his office without knocking. “Kevin, there is a man here to see you.”

“Tell him to come back later, I have some meetings to prepare for and need some time to get organized.”

The door opened wider and the dark, imposing figure of Killian Stark, Speaker of the House, stepped into the office. “I am sure you will find plenty of time to get organized, Mr. Marks. This can’t wait.”

Cursing himself, Kevin stuttered an apology and fought to find the right words to undo his faux pas. “Please forgive me, sir, I of course had no idea that you would be paying me a visit this morning.”

“Think nothing of it, Congressman Marks,” Stark said, extending his hand formally in introduction. “And no apology is needed. I just came by to personally deliver your new laptop and another item or two.”

“New laptop?” queried Kevin. I didn’t realize there were any issues with the one I just received.”

Turning to Gretchen, Stark said, “Ma’am, if you would excuse us please.” Gretchen eased out of the office and shut the door behind her. “Your current laptop is fine, of course. But after following your campaign and studying you at length, I looked at the lay of the land and felt that perhaps it would be wise of me to take the initiative and reach out to you to start building what I am sure will be a strong working relationship. The fact is, I need your support in a number of areas, and thus it is incumbent upon me to support you in any way I can.”

Kevin didn’t know what to say. This certainly was unexpected. Why would someone as powerful as Killian Stark show up unannounced and personally see to it that he received a new laptop?

“Uh, thank you sir,” Kevin managed. “I must admit I find this a very welcome, if curious thing.”

Killian smiled. “You look like you have belonged to a gym for quite some time. When you joined the gym you had several choices. You could get the basic package for I don’t know, maybe $30 a month. Or you could get an upgraded package for $50 a month. Or you could get the premium package for $75 a month.” Ruefully patting his 42-inch waist in what surely was a rare attempt at self-deprecation, he acknowledged, “It is well established that it has been a long time since I have been anywhere near a gym, so maybe I am way off in my numbers here. But when you took this office, you were given the basic package. That means a laptop, a freshman office, and certain basic privileges. But with rank come privileges, and I hope you’ll forgive me for saying that I have more rank than most. So what I want to do is offer you an upgrade.”

“So it’s a faster laptop?” Kevin asked.

“Well sure it is. It is the fastest on the market with the most advanced wireless, security, and videoconferencing tools available. Anything stored on this laptop is encrypted with a cipher strength that few outside the National Security Agency could break. And it is pre-configured to wirelessly back up your data automatically to one of the most secure underground vaults in the country. But it’s not about the amount of RAM in the laptop. Rather, it is about being admitted to a more exclusive network, if you will, of Congressmen and Senators who can work more closely together. As Speaker of the House, I am in effect the head of this network, and I have a special budget that allows me to handle these kinds of things. This laptop is funded directly by my office, and should you have the slightest question about anything on it, you are to call my own technical support people. Do not call the regular congressional support staff for any reason as they will be unable to assist, especially when it comes to security since even they lack sufficient clearance to touch my network. Anything you need you let my people know and I guarantee it will be done for you at a moment’s notice no matter what time of day or night you call. There is a contact number affixed to the bottom of the laptop so you’ll never forget how to get in touch with us.”

“That certainly is quite generous of you, sir.” The man had a way of building you up rather quickly, and though Stark was a member of the opposition party, nevertheless Kevin knew his success in Congress depended heavily upon his ability to reach across the aisle and develop working relationships with as many of his peers as possible. This early success was being handed to him on a silver platter, and he wasn’t about to screw it up.

“There is one other thing before I let you get settled in,” Killian said, handing him an unmarked envelope. “This credit card here is unlike any you have ever seen before. For one, it has no credit limit, no interest rate, and no monthly statement.”

Kevin raised an eyebrow. “Sir?”

Stark spoke carefully. “I am going out on a limb a bit here, Kevin, but I believe I can trust you with this. As a substantial token of my appreciation for the relationship you and I are building, I am giving you this card that is funded by the same special budget as your upgraded laptop. It is true there is no credit limit, but I ask that you use it wisely and keep your total purchases to no more than ten grand a month. Use the card anywhere you like, but you may find it expedient to use in cases where you might not want a paper trail that could be tied to you.”

“No paper trail?” Kevin eyed him suspiciously.

“Exactly. There may be cases where you are on, say, a fact finding mission for your constituents, and it may be that you need to make a few purchases, or conduct some research, or whatever, in such a way that the purchases do not show up on your regular House of Representatives account, which you will of course still retain. But I speak sincerely when I say that there is zero accountability with this card.”

“So in other words you’re saying I could spend ten thousand dollars on illegal assault weapons each and every month, and there is no one on earth who will have the dimmest clue about where the money went?”

Stark shrugged. “If you ever need arms, I have a number of contacts who will deal with you discreetly. But you are precisely correct. Use it wisely, Kevin. And welcome to Congress.”

* * * * *
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LATER THAT EVENING Kevin arrived at his elegant townhouse a few miles from downtown Washington. He hadn’t been away from his wife, Cameron, two days and he missed her terribly. Congress actually started work a couple of weeks before the presidential inauguration day, but since he was just now getting settled in, somehow it felt like today was his first real day as a United States Congressman. He would call his wife later, but for now he wondered for the first time how he would maintain his sexual equilibrium when his wife was 580 miles away. Their marriage of twelve years wasn’t the best in the world, but at least they were both quite happy with that aspect of it. He sure could stand some marital bliss right about now, but that clearly would have to wait.

Guiltily, he decided on the next best thing. Opening his new, ultra-secure laptop, he logged onto the Internet and quickly found his favorite adult web site. As the erotic streaming video filled his screen, he was grateful that Stark had taken the time to explain that anything on that laptop was safe from the most prying of eyes. To the endless frustration of his campaign opponent, Kevin Marks was squeaky clean. About all they could find on him was an old traffic ticket, which he had promptly paid. In every respect he was squeaky clean indeed. Well, except for his hidden porn addiction. He turned the lights off and admired the sleek, black-haired beauty filling the screen in front of him. He was mesmerized by her movements, completely in awe of her perfect beauty. So with the most advanced cryptographic technology at his fingertips, he relaxed and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that his dirty little secret would, in fact, forever remain a secret.
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“[The President] may, on extraordinary Occasions, convene both Houses...”

From Article II, section 3, of the United States Constitution.

––––––––
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THE JAMES S. BRADY Press Briefing Room was filled to overflowing in anticipation of President Andrews’ first press conference. It was named in honor of James Brady, Press Secretary to President Ronald Reagan, who was shot and nearly killed during John Hinckley, Jr’s, assassination attempt in 1981, just 69 days into Reagan’s presidency. Renovations on the room had been completed in 2007 at a cost of nearly $8.5 million, and though the chief complaint of the aging room had been a serious lack of space, the lavishly renovated room had only a slightly larger seating capacity for the news media for whom it was principally designed. Your tax dollars at work.

But the buzz throughout the room had little to do with tax dollars. This was Andrews’ first press conference, and every news outlet in the country waited to see what Andrews would say. News-wise, today would be an intellectual no-brainer. Andrews would be the news, and all they had to do was quote him, photograph him, and speculate at length on how his early administration would fare.

Sandy Farmer of Channel 9 news couldn’t wait to get back to her office and start her next piece. An experienced, voracious consumer of all things political, she loved her job as a top reporter. It seemed to her that the press had exclusive ringside seats to the happenings in the nation’s capital, and though her seat was toward the back of the crowded room, nevertheless her vision and hearing were perfect. She would get her story, and making anchor couldn’t possibly be that far away. Knowing she could be on camera, however briefly, she again adjusted her professional attire and chatted with a colleague while waiting for the briefing to begin. She didn’t have to wait long.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.” The room erupted in applause as President Andrews strode confidently to the podium and nodded his thanks to those who were assembled. First impressions would be important today, Andrews knew, and he would be at his best. Looking to put everyone at ease, he opened with a joke. “I was hoping to save you all a lot of time dealing with Washington traffic, so my first order of business as President will be to shut down this room. Instead, I’ll just email you whatever it is I want you to print. Please make no changes and we’ll get along just fine.”

First Lady Elena Andrews had cringed when he had tried that joke out on her, saying it ranked perhaps a three on a scale of one to ten. She was being charitable. But he had insisted it was funny, and thankfully, the media seemed to agree. After a bit more of the light banter, it was clear that Andrews was comfortable and all smiles as he greeted the nation’s press.

“I am humbled, genuinely humbled, to have received such an outpouring of support from the American people. The campaign trail was long and hard, and though I remain upbeat about the months ahead, I am under no illusions that there is much work to be done and many difficult choices to make. The nation has grappled with out of control spending, heinous taxation to support that spending, health care, corruption, the economy, Iran, North Korea, Iraq, Afghanistan, the environment, scandal upon scathing scandal, and too many other critical issues to mention. So we have work to do. But I felt it would be good for me to personally brief you on a few things today and hopefully get us started on the right footing. All politics aside, it is critical for me to convey to you, and indeed to every American, that I have the nation’s best interests at heart. I will do everything within my power to serve this nation well, and I speak these words not as the President but as a regular, everyday American who loves this country and the principles upon which it stands.”

More smiles from the experienced press, and Sandy found herself already warming to her new President. She liked his speaking style and he had a disarming way of making it seem that of the over-crowded room, he was addressing her personally. On this day the press would be uncharacteristically gracious in the questions they would raise at the end, as a bit of a professional courtesy on the President’s first official day in office. Of course, that honeymoon period could be brutally short depending on how well the President’s agenda aligned with that of the media.

“So with the number of challenging situations we are dealing with, I wanted to begin by sharing with you some very positive developments that we are working on. These items are central to my plans for getting this nation back on the right track, and I believe we should begin working on them without delay. The first is...”

President Andrews did not get a chance to finish his sentence. The doors to the briefing room were nearly knocked off their hinges as teams of Secret Service men burst in and headed straight for the President. One team covered the front of the podium area with drawn weapons, immediately ensuring no unauthorized personnel would get within twenty feet of the startled President. The other team whispered urgently in his ear and all but carried him from the room.

Pandemonium broke out in the media area as the Secret Service teams exited in cold, silent steps. Not a soul present remembered anything approaching this level of disruption ever happening in the confines of the James Brady Press Briefing Room, and certainly not Sandy Farmer. With eyes trained on the front of the room looking for something to report on, she suddenly felt very, very scared. Were their lives in danger? Had a bomb threat been called in? Was it possible a missile strike could happen any second, killing them all? She shook her head to dismiss such crazy thoughts and stood as Nathan Lawrence, Press Secretary to President Andrews, shakily took the podium and twice attempted to clear his throat.

With all eyes on him, it was clear he didn’t have the dimmest clue what was going on. “Uh, ladies and gentlemen, we will keep you informed of events as more details emerge. I apologize for the, uh, consternation and confusion. This press conference is adjourned.”

With that, the press made a mad dash for the exits. And for once in her stellar career, Sandy Farmer had no earthly idea what she would write.

* * * * *
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SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE Killian Stark slammed the phone down in a rage. Powerful, arrogant, and slimy to the bone, Stark thrived on controlling situations and people. Over the 16 years he had been in Congress, rising steadily through the ranks, he had mastered the twin arts of stealth and manipulation. Even those within his own party feared him deeply, and with good reason. They might vote along the same lines, but much of that was out of a healthy fear of retaliation from Stark. Toe the party line on the critical votes, everyone knew, or Stark would pay a private visit and cruelly explain what the bitter consequences would be. Few dared to oppose him, and incoming freshmen were often cautioned by their veteran lawmakers in how to best deal with him so as to make their stay in Washington at least a little bit pleasant. Tall and imposing with close-cropped gray hair, he took a dark pleasure in maintaining his influence, caring little for the occasional career he steered off a cliff when convenient for him to do so. He liked to be in control, and though he would never admit it, there were far too many situations over which he had absolutely no control. He stared at the phone in anger, as if he could somehow punish it for its grievous sin of ringing at the wrong time.

“What is going on?” he roared at the startled staff members gathered in his expansive office suite. “Chalmers, turn the TV on, this is already all over the news.” Seconds later the young intern had the massive, state of the art television on, where a land-based news crew witnessed the mass exodus of the press corp. The scene would have been even more dramatic from an aerial view, but due to security concerns no aircraft were allowed that close to the White House. All eyes were glued to the screen as a breathless reporter gave an exhaustive rundown of everything he knew. Which was basically nothing.

“...it is unclear at this moment what prompted the President’s security detail to remove him so suddenly during his first press conference. It certainly must have been important, and we understand that bomb crews are sweeping the entire facility. President Andrews presumably has been moved to an underground facility, but as of this moment the White House is not commenting on his location. Speculation abounds, wait just one moment I have a message here that says the terror alert has just been increased. The terror alert has just been increased. We will continue to keep you apprised of this developing story...”

The telephone apparently had not learned its lesson and dared to ring again. Stark snapped it up and listened, his hot anger gradually subsiding and replaced by a suspicious curiosity. The intern muted the useless television and the room grew silent, save for Stark’s occasional grunt into the phone. At length, he replaced the phone in its cradle and stood, adjusting his exquisite Armani suit and eyeing his staff thoughtfully.

“That was the White House. President Andrews has just requested every member of the House and Senate to convene at exactly six o’clock this evening. I have business to attend to; you all are excused.”

* * * * *
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ACROSS THE GREAT CITY of Washington, DC and in scattered cities throughout America, 534 similar phone calls took place. Trips were cut short; meetings cancelled; important luncheons were postponed; chartered flights were hurriedly made to Washington.

And all of America wondered what the devil was going on.
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Chapter 6
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“I could end the deficit in 5 minutes. You just pass a law that says that anytime there is a deficit of more than 3% of GDP, all sitting members of Congress are ineligible for re-election.”

-Billionaire Warren Buffett

––––––––
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FROM HIS MUCH SMALLER office and far less ostentatious TV, Kevin Marks listened to the newscast with interest, wondering that this meant for him. He had cancelled several meetings with various constituent groups and was a little annoyed at the disruption this caused. He didn’t believe the media’s knee-jerk terrorist angle for one second. If there had been anything approaching a terrorist attack in the works, the last thing the President would do was to convene both houses of Congress, not to mention the Vice President and his entire cabinet, in a single building. Surely the moronic political analysts would grasp this basic point sooner or later, so he changed the channel to a sports network and listened while he tidied up his office and handled some relatively mundane paperwork that had already attempted a covert takeover of his desk.

His cell phone beeped out the first few notes of God Bless America, and he flipped it open. “Kevin Marks”, he replied.

“Kevin, this is Killian Stark, are you ready to head to the Capitol?” Kevin paused, his curiosity at this unusual congressional gathering increasing by the second. George Washington had delivered the first State of the Union address on January 8, 1790 in New York City, since New York City was the provisional capital of the United States at the time. Obviously much had changed since then, and nowadays, any President wishing to address both houses of Congress usually did so in the House of Representatives chamber at the Capitol building. So even though today’s rather impromptu meeting was not a State of the Union address, nonetheless the location did not surprise Kevin. “Uh, I will be in about 20 minutes.”

“My driver will pick you up in 10 minutes,” Stark replied. “Someone will meet you in the lobby and you’ll ride with me.”

Kevin was about to object but the line went dead. He shook his head in frustration but decided to play along with the difficult man. “Pick your battles, Kevin,” he muttered to himself in resignation.

* * * * *
[image: ]


THE CHAMBERS OF THE United States House of Representatives filled slowly as representatives and senators from all fifty states arrived expectantly, each more curious than they would admit as to the reason for their unorthodox summons. Veteran lawmakers did their best to look confident and appear that they already knew what was about to take place, as if they had been personally briefed by Andrews and were merely there to offer support to the president as he briefed the rest of those assembled.

Kevin followed Stark into the expansive chamber and sat in the seat to the left of Stark as instructed. In the old days Kevin would have been assigned a seat, but the 63rd Congress abolished that childish practice in 1913. He was, however, committing a bit of an indiscretion since he and Stark belonged to opposing political parties. He should have been sitting on the other side of the aisle, and indeed received questioning looks from a couple of his colleagues, as if maybe this freshman didn’t yet know his way around.

He knew his way around plenty, but he did not know the congresswoman sitting in the seat next to him, so he reached out his hand and introduced himself. She smiled graciously and introduced herself as a third term representative from Oklahoma. Neither would swallow their pride and ask what the other thought was the purpose of the meeting, and after a few moments of professional discussion regarding some upcoming votes, the rep from Oklahoma excused herself to accept a phone call.

“Have you had a chance to use your new laptop?” Stark asked unexpectedly. 

“Uh, yes,” Kevin replied. “I was able to pull up some uh, documents last night. It is by far the nicest and fastest I have ever used, so I am quite sure I will enjoy it. Thank you again, sir.”

“Glad to hear that. It won’t give you the slightest problem, but if it does, get in touch with Hal, my senior support person.”

“Will do. Well, it’s about time for the President to arrive. It sure looks like most of our group of 535 are here.”

“Yes, well, most of them anyway. There certainly aren’t anywhere near 535 people though.” At Kevin’s questioning look, Stark demanded, “Don’t you know your history, boy? There aren’t enough seats to go around. The capacity of this room is about 448 seats, so do the math. Most of the time not all the seats are needed, but in a joint session many members are sent to undisclosed locations for security purposes, especially since the attacks on 9/11.”

“Anyway, as many as are able to be here are here. They’re not necessarily happy, but they’re here,” Stark noted. “Maybe Andrews will give them something to be happy about, but somehow I doubt it.” Kevin shrugged helpfully.

Moments later the House Majority Floor Services Chief and the House Sergeant at Arms took their traditional posts shoulder to shoulder, just inside the doors to the chamber, and announced loudly and succinctly: “Mister Speaker, the President of the United States!”

Respectful, if somewhat subdued applause filled the room as members on both sides of the aisle extended their first joint welcome to the new President, who smiled guardedly and shook hands with a number of legislators before eventually making his way to the front. Speaking without notes and without the aid of a prompter, President Andrews expressed his thanks for a warm welcome, and asked the assembly to be seated.

“Thank you again for your gracious welcome today,” Andrews began. He smiled, but it was not the excited smile he wore during his abbreviated press conference earlier in the day. He still exuded confidence, but his strong figure spoke of a man weighed down by an invisible burden that he must share. Gripping the sides of the rostrum for support, President Andrews surveyed the throng before him and spoke gravely.

“First of all, please allow me to apologize for the abrupt manner in which this meeting has been called. I know that some of you have sustained severe disruptions to your schedule, and some have flown clear across the country, hopping a plane literally within minutes of being notified. And for that I again apologize. But I bring you here for urgent business today and with the news that America is indeed under attack. As terrible as the events surrounding September the 11th were, and as angry as they made each one of us, and as many innocent lives that were lost on that dark, dark day in this nation’s storied history, nevertheless a greater attack has been made. And it is even more dangerous and more insidious because the attack has come not from a foreign entity, but from within.” Kevin raised an eyebrow and caught the eye of the congresswoman to his left, who mouthed to him, “from within?”

“Yes, from within,” President Andrews continued as if each member of Congress had asked that same question aloud. “Our nation is under attack by a group of men and women whose misguided philosophies and subversive ideals threaten the fabric of our society. They have no respect for our freedoms, no respect for our desire to be able to worship as we see fit, and no respect for life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

As if once again reading the minds of those gathered before him, Andrews continued. “Regardless of whom you may have in mind, you would be wrong. It is not an external threat made by a foreign power. Nor it is an internal threat made by religious subversives, although the Good Lord knows there are many in our midst, waiting for the opportunity to strike at the heart of who we are. No, this particular group is far, far more powerful than a thousand fundamentalists, by whatever label you may wish to give them. So who would dare oppose the sovereignty of the United States of America? Who would stand in unholy opposition to the righteous principles for which we stand?”

“It is with deep, deep sadness that I speak these words. But I will speak the truth. The attack has come from none other than our own Congress.”

* * * * *
[image: ]


THE ROOM WAS INSTANTLY abuzz with confused talk. “What is he talking about? Did someone try to stage a coup? Surely not! Why, never in US history...”

President Andrews quickly quelled the conversation. “Ladies and gentlemen, what I am talking about is the systematic attempt by both houses of Congress to completely ignore and subvert the will of the American people. This attack has gone on since perhaps 1968, making it by far the longest-standing attack on American soil in all of our great history. And as God is my solemn witness, it is about to stop. I have listened to a number of your own speeches over the past few years, as you piously campaigned against the corruption of Washington and railed against the crooks running this city, only to become part of the problem once you had a taste of the most beguiling power known to man. As Lord Acton wrote in 1887, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always bad men.”

“Now I do not believe that all of you are bad men and women, for some of you still remain true to your calling. Some of you are deeply committed to your respective offices and fight for all you are worth to solve the vexing problems facing us today. You know who you are, and I commend you with no shortage of gratitude for your service today. But as a whole, you collectively are the most despicable breed of men and women ever to hold this nation hostage. You have lied your way into office, slandered those who actually deserve to sit in your place, and broken virtually every promise you have made to your constituents.”

“You have prostituted yourselves to special interest groups with flagrant disregard for the crushing impact it has on the masses who elected you. You have been utterly incompetent in governing our domestic affairs, and you have been unacceptably shortsighted in policies regarding foreign affairs. Like petulant schoolchildren you have bickered among yourselves with nauseating regularity, with Republicans fighting against Democrats and Democrats fighting against Republicans, as if the nation were founded along party lines. Did Republicans carry the day during the Battle of Lexington? Did Democrats single-handedly secure glory during the Siege of Boston?”

“Perhaps worst of all, you have stolen countless trillions of dollars from hard-working American families, forcing them at gunpoint to relinquish an increasing percentage of their rightful wages, only to squander it at the most spectacular level possible as if the money grew on trees. You have taxed them on their wages, and on their cars, and on their houses, and on their food, and on their investments, and on their marriages, and on everything they touch. And if that were not enough, when they die you levy a massive tax on their estate, throwing the rest of their family into financial dire straits just so they can pay the almighty tax man.”

Stunned silence. The large wall clock installed high above the President’s head silently recorded the passage of a full minute as the President glared angrily at the shocked, sullen faces in front of him. Not a soul moved, and an unnamed Senator coughed nervously, completely unsure of what was about to happen.

“Around water coolers throughout America, men and women have expressed their growing, helpless anger at your systematic attempt to dismantle this once great nation. They have watched as many of you have been charged with tax evasion and yet have walked away scot-free like some mafia boss, immune to prosecution, because you are too cowardly and corrupt to prosecute one of your own. They have demanded to know why your heads were not served up on a plate and you made an example of, so that future leaders would tread more lightly. They have demanded to know why you have not all been placed under arrest and tried for treason. And since I accept my responsibilities as Commander in Chief of the armed forces of the United States of America, I hereby exercise the full measure of that authority and place every last one of you under arrest.”

“In just a few moments you will file out of this room in an orderly fashion. No fewer than one thousand US Marines are stationed outside of these magnificent doors, and they will relieve you of your phones and any other electronic devices you may be carrying with you. They will be held safely for you, but where you are going, I assure you, you won’t need them.”

And for the first time in the history of American presidential speeches, President Andrews walked quietly out of the room, looking neither to the right nor to the left.

* * * * *
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IF KEVIN MARKS WAS annoyed at the President’s sudden meeting request, he was downright ticked at being arrested and forced to surrender his indispensable iPhone to a burly Marine sergeant. But seeing that he had no choice in the matter
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