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The accidental president is no accident.

The investigation that was FBI Agent Imogen Trager’s undoing may be the key to stopping a brutal, false flag terrorist attack meant to tighten a puppet president’s grip on power.
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“Three may keep a secret, if two of them are dead.”

-Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard's Almanac (1735)
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Just before 5am, FBI Agent Imogen Trager gave a low growl and reached for the phone, buzzing officiously on the nightstand. She sat on the edge of the bed she shared with Duncan Calder, glowering at it as her eyes focused in the dark. Fixing a strand of red hair behind her ear, she scrolled through texts and posts from colleagues and friends. Her anger turned from dismay to sickening fear.

“Duncan!” She shook him awake and handed him the phone. He sat up and took it, scanning the news, instantly awake. 

Imogen rose and picked her way to the living room in the dark where she turned on the television. The piercing glare of the screen stung the murky Northwest morning. Some 3,700 miles away, Vice President Robert Moore approached a phalanx of microphones, manfully fighting back tears: 

“My fellow Americans,” he said, “it is my sad duty to confirm that Diane Redmond, the President of the United States, is dead.”

Bob Moore, a towering figure in person, looked small on screen, standing in the rain under a canopy of black umbrellas at the entrance to Walter Reed Medical Center. Duncan joined Imogen in the darkness, and she reached for his hand. 

They stared, dumbfounded, as Moore continued: “Her doctors have informed me”—here he paused to clear his throat—“that the cause of death is believed to be a heart attack; that it was sudden and fatal. A full autopsy is underway, and it will give us a clearer picture. Our prayers go out to her family and loved ones.

“The Chief Justice has administered the Oath of Office to me here in the presence of cabinet members and hospital staff. The preservation of our great nation’s interests, its security and the continuity of government are assured.”

Duncan turned to Imogen: “Is it starting again?” 

“I don’t think it ever stopped,” she brooded, her green eyes smoldering. “We failed. We didn’t cut the head off the snake.” Fury rose within her, sharp and raw like nausea.

Duncan handed her back the phone. It continued buzzing as reporters swarmed, asking for a quote from her as the public and photogenic face of the Faithless Elector investigation. She’d learned her lesson there and declined each call. 

Their texted questions—the ones she bothered to read—were, as usual, off the mark: Would the Faithless Elector task force be revived to look into the President’s death? Would unanswered questions from the investigation strengthen or weaken support for the new President? Regarding the first: the task force was alive, if not well, she thought, and at any rate, she’d be one of the last to know about any official changes or developments. As to the second: Take a fucking a poll.

None of them asked the real questions—the ones she needed answered: Was this the final move of the conspiracy she had chased madly into a blind alley? If so, how had the dark network assassinated a President inside the White House? Who was moving the pieces, and what were the next moves? Most pressing: How would she get herself back in the hunt? From her phone, she deleted the draft email bearing the resignation she had planned to send on Monday morning.

Dawn was still some two hours away as Calder sat down on the couch next to her. “So you won’t be resigning, I take it,” he observed.

“No,” she said, not looking up from her notebook.

“How will you begin?”

She looked up. “We were digging in the wrong place. I’m going to go back over the associates and links we’ve established, see where or how any of them point at Bob Moore.”

“So Moore digging, eh?” he quipped. 

Imogen sighed. She loved him, but how was he able to have distance at a moment like this? she wondered. She eyed him wearily. “Duncan, I’m going to get stonewalling from Nettie at the office about this new direction. I’m—”

He held up a hand. “What will you do?” He looked at her notebook. “And who’s Carla?”

“I’m going back to the data.”

“You’ve gotten nowhere with that,” said Calder acidly.

“Because we were looking at it in relation to other actors. Not Moore. And Carla’s not a who, but a what—short for ‘CARLA F BAD’: Character, Associates, Reputation, Loyalty, Ability, Finances, Bias, Alcohol, Drugs. It’s what you look at in a security clearance, among other things. It helps define spheres of influence and interaction. The disclosure dossiers on the men who’ve been working directly under Moore will have looked precisely at these CARLA factors. And I want to look at them, too. And his associates. So I’ll go backward, this time with Moore in mind. I want to look at his campaign finances. Who funded him early on in the race? Who else was involved or associated? Maybe something jumps out at me. Maybe that’ll point me in a direction.”

“It’s a lot of maybes, ’Gen.” He scratched at his iron gray hair.

“It’s where I’ll start. There’s always a gap in the armor somewhere. The really hard part is that I can’t just request materials the regular way through regular channels without telegraphing what I’m trying to do.” 

“Or looking like you’re still part of the Faithless Elector case.”

She nodded and looked at him uncertainly. “And...I think I should cut this weekend short, if I can get a flight back to D.C.”

“I’m wondering what you’re still doing here,” he said.

Imogen leaned in and kissed him.

On the East Coast it was early morning, but across much of the country the sun was still not up. In the darkness, the announcement of Redmond’s death in office set off a series of moves seemingly unconnected and largely unremarked, as pawns were sacrificed and battle pieces were moved into place for the final gambit. 

Rocky Mountains

Snow lit by headlights split the darkness, blinding the Highway patrolman who waited for the tow truck to pull out a car buried in the snow. Working in the dark about 14 miles west-by-southwest of Aspen, Colorado, the tow truck was having a difficult time dragging the car out. In what must have been whiteout conditions, the car had plunged through a guardrail and into the ravine.

As the patrolman stood at the side of the road waiting for the winch operator to do his work, he took off his right glove to read an alert on his phone. Speechless, he watched the news clip of now-President Moore at the hospital. Bewildered, numb—and not just from the cold—he stared over the still-dark, bleak expanse of mountains.

“Damn,” said the winch operator, breaking the patrolman’s reverie. The contorted steel shell of a car came into view and slowly ascended backwards up the steep hill. “You guys close Route 82 for more than half the year. Maybe you should think about closing this one, too.”

“We serve and protect,” the patrolman countered. “We can’t protect them from their own stupidity.”

Maricopa, California 

Ninety-five miles northwest of Los Angeles, near Bakersfield, west of where the lush groves of San Emidio return to desert, police had responded to a call reporting shots fired. 

The bodies of four men lay strewn around the living room and kitchen of a battered, double-wide trailer home, victims of an apparent drug deal gone bad. Even before forensics got to work, it was obvious the house had been used as a meth lab. An acrid stench burned the eyes and throats of the responding officers, who quickly backed out and awaited the Kern County forensics team. 

As two officers sat in a squad car in the dark guarding the site, news reached them of the death of the president. They watched Moore at Walter Reed on the lieutenant’s phone. The death of these four drug dealers now seemed even less important. Desultorily, they searched the onboard police computer for information about the four corpses. Two of them had arrest records, known agitators and members of a border vigilante group. 

“Right,” the lieutenant said to the patrolman. “Illegally funded law and order.”

“For some,” the officer added.

In Seattle, Imogen packed her bags, while fewer than six miles away but as blind to one another as opposite sides of the same coin, a sleek Eclipse 500 jet touched down at Boeing Field. The light jet taxied rapidly in the damp winter darkness, coming to an abrupt stop on a dimly lit portion of the tarmac at the north end of the field. 

The hiss of its engines became a plaintive whistle as the doors popped open and two young men, Dan Cardoso and Eric Janssen, ran down the steps. They immediately turned round and helped close the stairs. But for this gesture of help, anyone witnessing their arrival—and no one did—might have mistaken them for two young executives returning from a casual outing. 

Its doors sealed once more, the small jet in the tan-on-beige livery of Flintlock Industries, pushed on, the whistle of its engines discordantly climbing the scale as it taxied away. Cardoso and Janssen walked toward their cars parked just outside a chain link fence, fist-bumping as they separated at the gate. 

“See you April 20,” Janssen said.

Cardoso gave a thumbs-up as he turned away. Though the tarmac was deserted, the bravado exchange was a crucial performance. They had each been schooled in the need for watchfulness—especially of one another. Any sign of dissent, hint of doubt or fading spirit should be reported. 

Alone for the first time in more than 24 hours, each man allowed himself to think about what had just happened. On orders, they’d dispatched the members of a cell near Bakersfield, California, much like their own, though a failing one according to their handler. Although they had kept their misgivings to themselves, each had arrived at the same conclusion: when given a list of people marked for death, the quickest way to get your name added to the list was to refuse or even question the job. Each ruminated on the final step to come, and whether they would receive their just, or their eternal, reward. 

Before their cars were started, and as Imogen zipped her suitcase closed, the light jet was in the air, headed east to another rendezvous.
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Reactions to the death of the President were swift across the nation and the political spectrum. Imogen, now waiting at the airport gate, had inadvertently seated herself between two television monitors, each tuned to a different 24-hour news channel. They faced each other, across her and the political divide. At times, they seemed to be arguing with each other, and she found herself glancing back and forth like someone watching a tennis match. Travelers congregated silently at screens large and small throughout the terminal. 

The remarkable unanimity of official emotion on television and across social media made it seem that everyone in Washington had been issued the same talking points memo: Redmond was praised for her “integrity,” her “dignity” and “strength,” each promising to uphold the unity she had embodied and to deliver on her legacy while offering support to Moore. There were, Imogen noted, still a few unfilled cabinet positions left. Snapchat, she mused tartly, seemed like a better venue for all the disposable preening and jockeying.

The news was rife with speculation about what had befallen President Redmond, and what a new Moore administration might look like. Between the two televisions and along the political spectrum, while politicians hewed to their “unity in adversity” tropes, the talking heads seemed to be going through their own peculiar stages of grief: conservative hosts, when not in denial about the larger implications, presented with over-modulated anger; whereas mainstream pundits registered shock and dismay, their interviews with Democratic leaders manifesting pain, and above all bargaining. Only religious leaders seemed to have progressed to acceptance and hope, anointing Moore as one demonstrably chosen by Providence. In all cases, speculation was rampant, and there were no facts in evidence, save the obvious—Redmond was dead and Moore was president.

Bob Moore was taciturn by nature, the pundits opined. He had a reputation for bloodless pronouncements, heavy on procedure and mindful of every political angle, earning him the ironic nickname “ad lib Bob.” But on the campaign trail, and during the contested fight for the Presidency, they noted, he had been a different man. All dispassion spent, he became a man of conviction. It remained to be seen, the pundits agreed, as to which version of Moore would prevail now that he was President. 

Imogen left her center court seat and wheeled her suitcase to a deserted area where she could think and work. She texted her friend and colleague, the only person in the FBI she felt she could fully trust, Amanda Vega: “Moore was the objective the whole time? Can’t believe we were so blind,” Imogen wrote.

“I can practically hear the bad guys getting away,” Amanda replied.

They both could hear it. 

Imogen cracked open her notebook and turned past the CARLA F BAD page, to a fresh sheet. At the top she wrote “Opportunity” and “Contingent.” 

Working closely with Duncan and Amanda, she had seemingly stopped the plot to steal the presidency, called the Faithless Elector plot in the press. But they had failed to expose or pierce the tight circle of leaders at the heart of the network or to catch at any loose threads.

Under the first two words, she wrote: “Provisional.” 

Despite risking her professional reputation and her life, she had only provisionally thwarted The Faithless Elector plot after the general election. The case she and Duncan had built about killing Electors and trying to manipulate the election outcome was compelling, though largely circumstantial. It had been enough to get the votes challenged and refused when Congress met back in January to certify the vote, but there had been no arrests and the three Faithless Electors were murdered before they could be questioned.

The refused votes had forced a Contingent Election in the House and Senate, and the conspiracy she was chasing had continued their clandestine efforts to get Diane Redmond’s challenger elected. She had fought bitterly to get the Bureau to take the new threat seriously, but her work on the Faithless Elector plot, her use of outside experts like Duncan and leaks to the press, had made her simultaneously the public face of the investigation and a pariah within the Bureau. Finally, working with her new supervisor, Special Agent Amanda Vega and an FBI-IT specialist named Trey Kelly, she was able to break inside the network, though not to break it apart. Another provisional win.

There had been arrests, but the conspiracy was organized like terrorist cells, each with little knowledge of the bigger picture, or who the leaders were. Imogen and Amanda’s investigation identified and implicated some high level operatives, and they had been close to taking down the head of the Senate Judiciary Committee, Senator Drew Eliot, when his aide was murdered. In death, all blame stuck to the aide. Eliot was still on the hot seat—provisionally—but it looked like he would survive. Imogen wasn’t sanguine about her own prospects. 

As much as she needed a win with no provisos—and for the full implications of her investigation to be taken seriously—she needed the dark network conspirators to lose even more. At best, her work so far had done no more than temporarily stall phases of a corrupt, opportunistic gambit. She had thought she knew what the goal was—defeat Redmond and install their own man. She had thought their man was the one at the top of the ticket. But had Vice President Robert Moore been the objective all along?

She’d written down nothing new. She was frantic to get back to D.C. and make a fresh start. She dialed Amanda, who was in Nebraska following up a tenuous lead on their main investigative target, Frank Reed. 

The FBI had a phone trace from January when someone in the vicinity of Fairmont, Nebraska, ordered Reed to “go dark,” which he had done, disappearing without a trace. The Omaha field office had investigated, but had turned up nothing. Amanda had decided to go herself and try again. A cop to her core, Amanda Vega wanted to crush the conspiracy, and bring those responsible to justice, redeeming the investigation, and her friend, Imogen. 

Vega understood why many of her FBI colleagues disliked Imogen. She wasn’t a cop. She could be bookish, formal, and her manner sometimes came off as superior—the very reasons Vega herself had disliked her when they first met. But Imogen was a keen investigator, animated and driven to search for the whole truth, wherever it led. Those qualities, as well as her personal and professional bravery endeared her to Vega, even if they hadn’t to those at the top.

“Nothing here,” Amanda answered dismally by way of greeting as she plowed along a service road north of Grafton, Nebraska. “And a whole lot of it,” she added, gazing across the flat expanse.

“I’m at the Seattle airport now,” said Imogen. “I’ll be in D.C. this afternoon. You’re not finding anything?”

“Well, I can tell you that Nebraska roads sure give it to you straight. North-south are numbered, and the ones running east-west all have letters. Each a little one-mile grid that lets me check off that there’s absolutely nothing going on here or worth following up in a surprisingly ordered way.”

“Well, at least it’s tidy,” she noted, smiling to herself. “But nothing?”

Amanda sighed. “Yeah, I’ve got coordinates, ’Gen, not places—and certainly not leads.” 

“And the areas Trey noted in his phone trace report?”

“Vague coordinates,” she lamented. “The cell towers around here are farther apart than back east, which makes triangulating less accurate. And it was a short call that seemed to drop in and out. Trey said it could be a hardware issue—and Nebraska has terrible cell phone ratings, so that’s a possibility. Or whoever was giving Reed his orders could’ve been going really fast...whatever that means. Or it could’ve just been a glitch.” Then, in exasperation, she added: “Who ever thinks about the Vice President?”

Imogen gazed down at her blank page. Nothing in the Faithless Elector case related to Moore. He was a cipher, not so much in the background as the background itself. “OK,” she sighed. “Looks like my flight’s boarding now. Let’s talk when we’re both back in D.C.” And she hung up. Amanda hung up and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat.

Special Agent Amanda Vega’s day had begun in a Super 8 Motel just outside Lincoln, Nebraska. Stunned by news of the President’s death, she nevertheless got down to work on the old case. With Imogen reassigned, she was the keeper of the no-longer-growing Faithless Elector file, and she re-read the FD-302 interview sheets compulsively, hoping against experience that some new insight would emerge. 

If she and Imogen were right about Moore’s involvement, Amanda thought, the new administration would move quickly to question or suppress her investigation. What little there was of it. It had been a difficult and politically contentious case from the beginning. 

With facts thin on the ground, rumors and theories were rife, not the least being the counter-narrative in certain press and government circles that the moribund Faithless Elector investigation was nothing but a sham and a distraction. If the investigation continued in this fruitless vein, she worried, the case would be stamped RUC—“referred under completion”—FBI-speak for file closed, active in name only. And she would be reassigned, perhaps farther afield than poor Imogen had been.

Desperate to take the investigation forward and finish the job, she had wangled permission from Headquarters to come here to Nebraska on her own initiative and search for clues. Frank Reed, the only known investigative target still at large, might be the key to everything. 

They knew he directed at least one of the cells they had captured. His last act, before he went dark and vanished completely, had been to communicate with someone presumably higher up; and that someone had been travelling near Fairmont, Nebraska, when he got the call. 

“You know Reed’s probably dead,” her boss Don Weir had noted as he paused before signing her travel request. “Given these guys MO, that’s the move I’d expect.”

“Maybe so, Don.” She caught his skeptical look. “OK, probably so. But maybe the fact there’s renewed FBI interest in the area will force an error, or provoke a reaction.” Now, the loose end she was chasing from yesterday’s case might be the best hope of solving today’s assassination—for that’s what it surely was. She was grasping at straws, and she knew it.

She had heard that central Nebraska had been unseason-ably warm for March, with bright sun and temperatures in the fifties. But that had been the previous week. Now, as the sun struggled higher, freezing rain followed snow squalls, driven by heavy winds that seemed to grow stronger by the hour, rocketing in bursts out of a dark, insensible sky. There were few trees on the plains to whip and twist in sympathy, only winter-hardened corn stalks razored to an inch or two from the ground, indifferent as only the dead can be. 
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Just after 4pm, with the wind finally dying down, and having spent a frustratingly pointless day crisscrossing the plains, Agent Amanda Vega pulled to the side of the road and responded to Imogen’s text letting her know she was back in D.C., and had there been any developments? 

“Nada,” Vega texted.

She headed south along Interstate 81—also designated Road 13—when she saw a sign for Fairmont State Airport and turned off onto Road H. The pavement quickly became gravel as she bounced along the road toward five Quonset huts looming out of the fields ahead. She slowed at the entrance and looked at the airport’s historical information board, which told her that the base had been opened in 1942 as part of the war effort and “inactivated” in 1946, when it was given over to civilian control. She drove on slowly. 

Seeing nothing official-looking, she went into the airport cafe. 

It was difficult to give a homey touch to a Quonset hut, but the management of the little Fairmont Airport had tried. There was a counter, predominantly white, reminiscent of an old soda fountain shop, with a mirror behind. Glass shelves fixed to the mirror held dainty parfait glasses and stainless-steel milkshake cups. High in the top of the roof’s curve was a clock, ringed with pink neon, below which “Coffee Time” was written in neon-tube cursive. 

The stools at the counter, in keeping with the soda fountain motif, were chrome, topped with wine-colored plastic that had been stamped with a texture meant to approximate leather. The illusion of having arrived at an oasis in time fell away as Vega’s eye roved to the furniture that filled the rest of the room, oak and pine tables surrounded by mismatched chairs of varying styles, materials and levels of craftsmanship.

“You looking for someone, honey?” asked the waitress. “’Cause I think he mighta just left.”

“Who did?” asked Vega.

“A pilot. He’d been sitting here for ’bout two hours. You mighta seen that little jet taking off?” She didn't so much wipe the heavy wood table as scrub it.

“No,” said Vega. “I was looking for an administrative office.”

“Did exactly the same thing about two weeks ago, too.”

“Did what?” asked Vega.

“Landed and then hung around for an hour-and-a-half or more and then left again,” she said, staring at the tabletop from different angles to catch the light. “Empty both ways except for some samples from across the road.”

Vega shrugged. “He was probably waiting for it to load, right?”

“No,” she said, satisfied the tabletop was clean. She began walking toward Vega. “That only took about two minutes. It wasn’t but a little box, and he put it on board himself. Normally, I’d be glad of the company, but he”— jerking her thumb back toward the empty table—“wasn’t much of a talker. What can I get you, honey?”

“Coffee please,” said Amanda, “black. What kind of pie is that?”

“Peach,” said the waitress, ruefully. “I’ve got a lovely German chocolate cake.”

“That sounds better,” Vega agreed as she settled herself on a stool.

“Did you hear what’s happening?” the waitress asked as she put a monstrous slice of cake in front of Vega and poured a blistering hot cup of coffee. 

The waitress was a head taller than Vega’s five-foot-four, but like her, she was ample and sturdy. She had a round face and large brown eyes. Her pink smock said “Kirsten” in script over her left breast. Vega guessed Kirsten was in her late-forties. Her hair was plainly cut, short, golden blond, but with grey showing at the roots where her hair parted. She had an open, pleasant face. 

“The President?” asked Vega.

“Just awful.” She shook her head sadly. “I didn’t vote for her, but I certainly don’t wish her any ill...didn’t.”

“Of course not,” said Vega, taking a bite. She gestured with her fork at the cake, her mouth being full, to indicate how good it was. 

The waitress smiled warmly. The smile slowly faded. “Of course,” she said thoughtfully, “I don’t feel like I voted for Moore either. I mean, I don’t think you ever know all that much about Vice-Presidents, do you?”

“No,” agreed Vega, delicately sipping at the coffee. “No, you don’t.” There was a silence as both reflected on this truth, and the sense that now no one was getting what they had wanted.

“What brings you out here?” asked Kirsten at last.

“I’m with the FBI," said Vega. "I’m following up some leads.”

“Something happened here?” the waitress asked, her tone a mixture of delight and incredulity.

“Not exactly. I can’t talk about an open case, obviously, but it’s nothing to be worried about. What was the pilot picking up?” Vega asked casually as she took another bite of cake.

“I don’t know," said Kirsten, before adding, “He didn’t say,” as though it now seemed pretty suspicious, didn't it? She smiled and nodded, as though she and Vega shared a secret and she understood what the investigation was about, but that mum was the word. 

“Coulda been anything,” she allowed with a shrug. “They work on plastics over there, fertilizers, gasohol.” She paused. “You know”—leaning forward on the counter conspirator-ially—“that pilot seemed odd to me last time, too.” 

Vega was about to protest that she had no interest in the pilot, but felt herself a little caught up in Kirsten’s tone of intrigue. She tried to shake it off. She remembered how Imogen, ever the PhD even when she didn’t want to be, had said the most dangerous moment for an investigator is when she’s desperate to find something and correlation is causality. 

It also occurred to her that whether the pilot was involved in anything, it might shake the tree a bit if folks round about knew that there was FBI interest in the area. All she would need to do to make sure that everyone knew was to impress upon the waitress the need for secrecy.

Vega raised her eyebrows. “In what way?” she asked.

“I mean, we already get regular courier service in here twice a week for FedEx and UPS and all,” Kirsten was telling her. “Why send a jet just to pick up a little box?”

“Why indeed,” Vega affirmed before putting another piece of cake in her mouth.

“Unless you’re in some awful hurry. But, if you are, why’re you hanging around after you’ve picked it up? He’d just sit there”—she pointed to the corner table—“looking at that clock, looking at the door, drinking more coffee; playing with his phone. He wasn’t very friendly. Are all FBI agents as nice as you are?”

“Some,” Vega allowed. “Most of us are probably a bit more like your pilot, though—all business.”

“What’s he done?” the waitress asked, a sly grin on her face.

“Maybe nothing,” said Vega nebulously. “Truly. And the FBI can’t discuss open investigations.” She took out a business card and put it on the counter in front of Kirstin. “But I wonder,” she said, bringing up a picture of Reed on her phone, “have you ever seen this man?”

Kirsten took Vega’s phone and studied the picture. “No,” she said forlornly.

“If you think of anything else, or something happens that seems strange, or if that man shows up, please contact me.” Vega tapped the card and put money on the counter. “That’s my cell number. And Kirstin, I must stress that you not tell anyone I was here.”

Kirstin was absorbed in looking at Vega’s card. Her big eyes sparkled. “Yes, yes,” she said distantly, her eyes still on the card. “Special Agent in Charge,” she said reverentially. “In charge of what?”

“Nice try,” said Vega good-naturedly. “Maybe we should have you do some of our criminal interviews.”

“Probably not,” Kirstin sighed. “I’ve told you a lot, and you haven’t told me a thing.”

“Is there someone in the tower I could speak with?”

Kirstin looked at her, amused. “There’s no tower here, Agent Vega.”

“Call me Amanda. A main office?”

“Not really. But you can talk to Denny. He runs the gas station.” Kirstin leaned in close. “He calls it the FBO,” she said, rolling her eyes. As a Federal employee, Vega was well versed in acronyms, but that one eluded her. “Fixed base operation,” Kirsten offered. She glanced at the clock behind her counter. “He should still be there.”

Vega found Denny in his office, a drab, overheated space at the front of one of the Quonset huts. There were four calendars on the wall depicting various kinds of aircraft in flight. Neither the calendars nor the planes were current. The two-thirds of Denny’s desk not covered with forms and loose paper were piled high with binders, logs and dog-eared catalogs. A large, overflowing plastic ashtray sat atop one of them. 

As she approached the door, she could see Denny. He leaned back in a battered, faux-leather reclining office chair, his feet resting on the desk's only clear space. He quickly sat up and stubbed out his cigarette as Vega walked in. He squinted at her through the lingering smoke, his fingers squeezing the filter and pushing it firmly into the ashtray, as though he were drowning someone. His thumb rocked back and forth over the crushed filter, administering the coup de grace.

“Hello,” she said, “are you Denny?” 

“That’s me,” he said, wiping his hand on his trousers. 

“I’m Special Agent Amanda Vega.” She showed her ID. “Kirsten in the coffee shop told me where to find you.”

Denny paused as he reached to shake her hand across the desk. “FBI?” he asked, startled and straightening up.

“Yes, I—” 

“I don’t wanna hear nothin’ more about the Nebraska Indoor Clean Air Act!” He was dressed all in kelly green—matching work shirt and trousers. The heavy winter coat hanging on a hook on the wall next to the desk was the same color. He was in his late fifties, with a wizened face the color of mahogany and a shock of white hair, thistledown tinted with nicotine yellow. His forearms were dark and sinewy. “Did Kristen send you in here?” he demanded.

“No,” said Vega, “she told me where to find you...and is it Kirsten or Kristen? She told me Kirsten.”

Denny shrugged. “So whaddya want?”

“What can you tell me about the plane that left a little while ago, the light jet?”

“That asshole?”

“Yes. I’m assuming,” said Vega.

“Name’s Scott something, I think,” he said. “I get the impression he’s some executive type courier. When some big shot needs something quick, or needs to get somewhere quick, he takes care of it.”

“Where’s his base?” she asked.

“Don’t know.”

“Know where he was headed?”

“Nope.”

“Did he file a flight plan?”

“Not with me,” said Denny.

“Aviation isn’t my area,” said Vega, “but aren’t they supposed to?”

“Yep. Most do, and they can do it online with the FAA and a bunch of others. What’s he done?” He looked at her expectantly, as though he would be very pleased to hear something appalling about Scott.

“Maybe nothing,” said Vega. 

Denny’s face fell slightly, his expression that of a man accustomed to people disappointing him.

“Probably nothing,” she added. “But I’d sure like to get a look at where he’s going and coming from. You don’t have any logs pertaining to him?” she asked, looking around at all the papers lying about. 

“You mean like his tail number?” Denny began. “I would, if that asshole’d ever got gas or paid a tie-down fee, or did anything other than land, hang out for a couple hours and then take off.”

“I see,” said Vega, now wondering how she would track him.

“It’s not a law or anything,” Denny explained, “but little airports like ours stay in business ’cause people buy fuel, or need maintenance or pay a tie-down fee when they stay overnight—sometimes even if they don’t stay overnight. And when we do anything like that, we write down the tail number for reference.” He shook his wizened head. “I mean, would it kill ya to buy something? And a couple cups of coffee don’t cut it.”

Vega sighed, sensing more defeat.

“Of course,” Denny grinned, “I wrote it down anyway.” 

Vega smiled warmly back at him. He grinned, scratched the top of his white head and looked away with Midwestern modesty. 
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Seven hundred miles northeast of Nebraska, in the upper reaches of Lake Michigan, the March thaw was still an unsubstantiated rumor. On Beaver Island—official population, 657—clear days flirted with temperatures just above freezing, but nights still fell into the twenties. An austere languor hung over the countryside. Longtime residents could tell you things were changing, that the ice was beginning to thin on Fox Lake, in the middle of the island, even if the edges remained frozen solid. A battered aluminum rowboat, hauled partly ashore and forgotten there in October, lay stuck in the ice, as much a lesson in not leaving things undone as a testament to winter’s fierce grip.

Tourists, the essence of the island’s economy, would not arrive in any numbers until the end of May. Nevertheless, the island saw its small share of winter recluses who craved the island’s bleak seclusion, taking solace in its deathly slumber and the frozen wind hissing across the landscape. One such had arrived in late January. That lone passenger had thrown his duffel bag on his back, tucked his arms inside the two looped straps and trudged off to his cabin along Sloptown Road. The crunch of his boots faded into the distance with the diminishing light. 

Since that January day, glimpses of him had been rare—hiking along the frozen shores, ice-fishing on a few occasions, surfing the internet at the library—and they were noted and spoken of by locals at Carl’s Island Coffee Shop in much the same way as sightings and movements of the island’s wild turkeys. Anyone running into him, whether out in the wilds or in town buying supplies, found him pleasant enough, if reserved. His quiet, awkward demeanor and long-distance gazes were just what you’d expect of a guy who chose a remote island in the middle of winter. Not that folks weren’t curious to know more, but a Midwestern distaste for being seen as nosy outweighed the desire to pry. 

Frank Reed, now going by the name Ian Gerritt, had left Silver Spring, Maryland, by bus on January 19 nursing a gunshot wound in his arm. The deep graze blistered and wept. He had changed buses, bandages and his name in Cincinnati before starting north—first to Detroit, before continuing to Grand Rapids and then Charlevoix, where he waited a day to take the 25-minute flight to Beaver Island and the cabin he had owned in Gerritt’s name for 20 years.

If he had looked out of place while in D.C., in his faded camouflage jacket and heavy boots, he fit in easily enough on Beaver Island. He carried no cell phone, and didn’t have a landline, television or electricity in his cabin. His escape—and isolation—was complete. No one had followed him. Not even his superiors knew of his Ian Gerritt alias, a relic from another life. He was safe. On the morning the President’s death was announced, he made some bitter coffee on his potbelly stove and walked into town for a day-old newspaper and a proper breakfast.

Reed had stayed on Beaver Island, deliberately missing a rendezvous in Fairmont, Nebraska, during the last week of February. On the day the President died, still safely anonymous on the island as he trudged through the snow to Carl’s coffee shop for his breakfast, he looked at the date on his watch and noted that he was missing an extraction flight today, and that he’d have had to leave the island days earlier to have been in place to catch it. But before making contact there, he had to be sure of his reception; and until he could be sure, he wasn’t going to risk traveling to the rendezvous or exposing himself to his colleagues.

When he arrived at Carl’s, he stopped in the coffee shop’s glass entry to stomp the snow off his boots. Through the door it seemed everyone was watching the television set behind the counter. Two customers near the door turned to him and stared. Reed felt a jolt. Through the window, on screen, he could see a reporter standing in front of the Capitol. Was this news about the plot? Had his picture been shown? For a moment, he lamented not having already escaped to Nebraska. 

Rather than stare back at the customers sizing him up from inside, he calmed his nerves and focused on the screen. Still standing in the vestibule he saw the news crawl running below the reporter: “President Redmond is dead.” 

He took an empty stool at the counter and ordered steak and eggs. He would stare up at the news reports from time to time between bites. At first, he felt blank, stunned. The plan he had worked on for more than four years had come together, and the last moves had happened without him. 

He was careful to adopt a mask of concern and shock for the benefit of his fellow diners, but relief and excitement flowed within him as he watched. He stopped in mid-chew, however, and listened with growing alarm, when the newscast cut to a reporter in Washington named Hugh Salter.

“As of now,” Salter began, “we have no new information. The autopsy and toxicology reports on President Redmond are in process, and it will take time to do a faithful, thorough investigation. 

“The government will continue, as President Moore noted earlier this morning, but the details of how it will continue, and what—if any—new directions a Moore Administration might undertake remain to be seen. It’s probable that he will see his mandate as ensuring a continuation of Redmond’s policies, in a sort of caretaker role, as Lyndon Johnson did after the death of President Kennedy.

“It will be interesting, though,” Salter continued, “because he has majorities in both Houses, so whatever agenda he chooses to follow should be able to get through more easily than we might have expected from a Redmond Presidency.”

Reed listened with heightened attention to the report, attuned to any hint that the FBI was closer to finding him. So far as Reed could make out, Salter had not found out the name of the source known to him only as “Patriot76.” He watched the broadcast, listening intently for anything leading back to him.

His mouth twisted as he reflected on how it all ended, how his tactics had backfired, how his contacts and operatives had been blown. Far from destroying Imogen Trager, as he had been instructed, she had outmaneuvered him. He himself had become exposed, necessitating this tactical retreat to the upper reaches of Lake Michigan. He rubbed unconsciously at the spot near his right bicep where Imogen’s bullet had hit him. 

Yet despite his failures and blunders, the men he had put in place to carry it out had succeeded. Moore was in place and the final steps could begin.

*  *  *
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In a sprawling office park outside Wichita, Kansas, a tall, spectral man rose and excused himself from a meeting he had been chairing to answer a call. Closing the door unobtrusively behind him, he asked: “Anything?” He listened, nodding. “So, your people are on her phone, and it’s clear she’s on the outside this time? She said ‘Nada?’” He chuckled. “Good. But stay on it.” 

He listened again. “Yes, that’s fine. I’m not worried he didn’t show if you’re not. As you say, he’d have found out only today. But we’ll get him next time. The next potential rendezvous is in two weeks?” He listened. “Good. Presumably after today, when he sees that it’s all worked out, he’ll feel safe enough to come in. And yes, that’s a good time-frame for Mr. Fisher, too.” 

Pause to listen. “I leave it with you. What about that business in California and Colorado? Meeting concluded?” He smiled as he listened. “Excellent,” he said and hung up. A good end to this day of days.
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March 15

As with everything else since the general election in November, Diane Redmond’s funeral was provisional. Like President Kennedy, she had not made funeral arrangements. The observations and ceremony, like those for Kennedy when he died in office, were intended to follow those accorded Lincoln more than 150 years earlier. For 24 hours the “Old Guard,” the 3rd Infantry, would attend the casket in the East Room. Then her remains would be moved from the White House to the Capitol Rotunda to lie in state during a national day of mourning. 

It was to be a somber procession, the only sound along Pennsylvania Avenue that of the horses’ hooves and muffled drums as her husband and their two college-age children preceded the caisson, walking hand-in-hand up Pennsylvania Avenue. After lying in state for two days, the casket was to be put on a train bound for her hometown of Evanston, Illinois, and her final resting place. 

But now, four days after her death was announced and President Moore had taken the oath of office at the hospital, none of this had happened. Preparations had been made and put on hold. President Moore called for a national day of mourning on the following Monday, but there was no finality, no full stop. 

Where the autopsies of Lincoln, FDR and JFK had been largely perfunctory, confirming the obvious for the sake of the record, there was no consensus about what had befallen President Redmond. She lay on a cold metal table under piercing halogen lights in a refrigerated room in the basement of Bethesda Naval Hospital, and in place of the reverence of the honor guard, she was being subjected to indignities perpetrated by masked inquisitors in pale green surgical garb.

News outlets crackled with speculation, and social media with the panorama of contradictory certainties. Some decried organized grief in the tradition of the Lincoln and Kennedy ceremonies as only befitting a president murdered in office. Many countered that it was self-evident that she had been murdered. Others, frustrated with the Electoral College debacle, the so-called Interregnum while the House and Senate deliberated during the contingency election, and now this further blow—wanted nothing more than for government to settle down to business. 

With the death of their President, Democrats, a minority in both the House and Senate, were now bereft of all power except that of pontificating to the media. They fretted impotently over the uncertain direction of a Moore Administration. The minority leaders in both House and Senate continued to preen and pronounce, but they were actors playing to near-empty houses in a production that seemed about to close. 







Imogen had returned to D.C. from Seattle. Behind her closed office door as she dug through disclosure dossiers, she found that a good many of the new players in the Moore administration—notably the cup bearer, Clayton Quantrelle, and the slippery Senator Eliot—had all worked together in one capacity or another with a series of ponderously christened, tenuously linked and plausibly deniable PAC’s and charities with names like the Voter Veracity Project (V3, for short), the Sovereign Caucus, Opportunity Initiative and even the think tank Forefathers Institute. 

Far away from the inquest into the President’s death or her former case, Imogen hoped that by backtracking through filings, audits, policy papers and the like, she might find that low, unlocked door leading to those in charge. Until now, the investigation had proceeded provisionally. Now was the time, she thought, to end it permanently. 

She had seen steps—murdered Electors, interference in the Contingent Election—and had misread the objective each time. Now that she saw the end product clearly, she could track backward, could unearth who had been behind it from the start. And stop it going any further forward.

Though it had been some three months since she was forced into her new role, rarely a day went by where she didn’t silently, angrily rehearse the Bureau’s injustices to her. Staff had learned to steer clear when the storm of indignation was on her, and it was why today her door could remain safely closed with no interruptions or questions. 

“Fucking time-serving morons,” her silent catechism began. “Sure, I fed the press information, beyond my authority. But only because I couldn’t trust the Bureau to act. ‘Cause I couldn’t trust that they wouldn’t share information with moles like Kurtz. And I was right! Almost got me and Duncan killed.”

At such times, she could hear the Director’s portentous tone again in her head at the ill-named award ceremony: 

“Agent Trager,” he had said solemnly, “you are being promoted and given a new title, reflective of your background and talents.” 

At this, she might have felt herself elated, she remembered, anticipating the words “Special Agent in Charge,” but the temperature of the room suggested otherwise and she had felt her breath coming short. Neither Amanda nor her boss would look at her. They stood next to her, yes, but facing straight ahead, polite, brittle smiles frozen like rictus.

“Director for Studies in Electoral Integrity,” he had pronounced, and Imogen felt a bone chill settling on her, a kind of rigor mortis taking hold. The polite golf-clap applause when the Director had stopped speaking was as awkward as a “like” on a Facebook post announcing the death of a mutual friend. 

Along with Imogen's new title and cubbyhole in surplus space at the Government Accountability Office building had come new responsibilities, for studies, for reports that no one would read, much less heed. She would attend conferences and “interface” with policy people engaged in equally abstruse work. 

And it got worse. Her new superior, perhaps a little too eager not to be managing the FBI’s problem child, had suggested she might enjoy a courtesy appointment in academia, away from the Bureau. They would happily arrange leave for her. “Many politicians and service staff do so, you know,” he had said helpfully, “and their insights and ex-perience are valuable teaching tools. With your PhD...”

“Well,” she thought sitting in that barren office, “the best way to disguise what I’m doing will be to hide in plain sight.” She grinned as she composed an email announcement to her superior about an exciting new study and direction for her working group. The title of the report, she thought, would be the key not only to making sure no one would ever read it, since it was a smokescreen, and to ensure she was given a wide berth. 

After twenty minutes she came up with: “Study on the Effect of Super PAC’s in the Post-Citizens United Context, and Differences in Spending Across Region and Party on Voter Mobilization and Suppression: A Structural Equation Model.” 

That ought to do it. She pressed “send.”

If what’s past is prologue, Imogen’s experience taught her that no matter how well armored the foe, there was always a weak link—something overlooked, something not deemed important and therefore unguarded. A seeming strength could be turned into a weakness. She had ample experience in finding a way in by digging where others disdained to look.

Days into the new Administration, she was already hearing speculation that Moore would force the Attorney General out; and if successful, it seemed likely he would install Senator Eliot. As she contemplated what might lie ahead, she was by turns furious and sick with dread. If the conspirators could strengthen their grip on the levers of power, they would control all the systems meant to check them. They already had Congress and the Executive branch. 

*   *   *
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