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AUTHOR'S NOTE
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"Conscience is but a word that cowards use,

Devised at first to keep the strong in awe."

— Richard III, Act 5, Scene 3

For six hundred years, we have argued about King Richard III.

Was he the monster of Shakespeare's play—the hunchbacked schemer who murdered his nephews in the Tower? Or was he a capable King maligned by Tudor propaganda, his "villainy" written by the dynasty that overthrew him?

The evidence supports both readings. That's why the argument never ends.

This novel applies the same lens to a more contemporary moment. The events depicted are drawn from the historical record. The debates are real. The quotes are real. The question at the center—whether there are times when decisive action justifies setting aside the rules, and who decides when those times have come—is the same question asked over 600 years ago.

I have tried to present both sides at their strongest. The administration's defenders are not fools; the opposition's critics are not saints. Reasonable people disagree. That's the tragedy.

The parallels to Richard III are intentional. The conclusions are yours to draw.

In six hundred years, people will still be arguing about this.
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For Zachary, not an exception, rather exceptional.
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PROLOGUE: THE QUESTION
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"I had an Edward, till a Richard killed him;

I had a husband, till a Richard killed him;

Thou hadst an Edward, till a Richard killed him;

Thou hadst a Richard, till a Richard killed him."

— Richard III, Act 4, Scene 4

London, 1485

The tavern had survived three Kings and would survive three more. Its beams had darkened with decades of smoke; its floor had been stained by generations of spilled ale. It stood near the river, close enough to smell the Thames at low tide, far enough from the palace that men could speak freely.

Two men sat in the corner, sharing a jug of claret that had cost more than the serving girl earned in a week. They had known each other for twenty years—had been friends once, before the wars made friendship complicated. Now they met like this, occasionally, when business brought them both to London. They did not speak of the past. They spoke, instead, of Kings.

"He was a good King." The steward refilled his cup. He had served in King Richard's household, had seen the man up close. "Whatever they say now. Whatever the Tudor's chroniclers will write. He restored order when the realm was fracturing. He reformed the courts. He protected the commons against noble predation."

"And the Princes?" The lawyer had backed King Henry's claim—not from love, but from calculation. He had seen which way the wind was blowing at Bosworth. "The boys in the Tower?"

"Parliament declared them illegitimate. The evidence was clear—the prior marriage contract, the witnesses. King Richard accepted the burden of the crown because someone had to. Because the alternative was chaos."

"The alternative was them. Two boys with a better claim than his."

"A contested claim."

"Contested by whom? By King Richard himself?" The lawyer smiled. "The princes were seen, and then they weren't. That's not contested. That's a fact."

The steward set down his cup. "You don't know what happened to them. No one does."

"I know they disappeared under King Richard's care. I know he had the keys to the Tower. I know he had more to gain from their deaths than any man alive."

"Supposition. Rumor. Tudor propaganda before the Tudors even—"

"I know that order built on murder is no order at all." The lawyer leaned forward. "That's what I know. A realm that accepts 'the situation required it' as justification will soon find that everything requires it. Every seizure. Every silencing. Every convenient death."

The steward was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was lower.

"You didn't see what I saw. The kingdom falling apart. The noble factions circling like wolves. The treasury empty. The French waiting to pounce. Someone had to act. Someone had to decide. And King Richard decided. He took power because power was lying in the street, and if he hadn't picked it up, someone worse would have."

"Someone worse." The lawyer laughed. "That's always the argument, isn't it? 'Someone worse.' As if the man seizing power is never, himself, the worse one."

"History will judge."

"History is written by the victors. King Henry will make sure of that. His chroniclers are already sharpening their quills. In a year, King Richard will be a hunchback. In ten, a monster. In fifty, a demon who killed children in their beds."

"Then history will be wrong."

"Will it?" The lawyer picked up his cup,  and studied the wine in the candlelight. "Or will history simply record what King Richard made possible? The precedent he set? That is when a man believes himself righteous enough, he can do whatever the situation requires?"

The steward shook his head. "You're not arguing about King Richard anymore."

"No. I'm not." The lawyer met his eyes. "I'm arguing about what comes next. And what comes after that. In a hundred years, they'll still be fighting over this. Whether King Richard was salvation or damnation. And neither side will ever win."

"Because?"

"Because they're not arguing about one King. They're arguing about whether there are times when a man—a King—can set aside the rules for the greater good. And if so, who decides when those times have come?"

The steward was silent.

"A hundred years," the lawyer continued. "Or six hundred. It doesn't matter. The question never gets answered. It just gets asked again, by different people, in different taverns, after different battles. And every time, both sides believe they're right. Both sides have evidence. Both sides sleep soundly."

The steward raised his cup. "Then God help us all."

"Yes." The lawyer raised his in return. "Because every man who ever seized a crown believed his time had come."

They drank. Outside, the city went about its business under a new king who would write the history. The Thames flowed past, as it had for a thousand years, as it would for a thousand more. The question hung in the smoky air, unanswered.

It would remain unanswered for centuries or even millennia.

The serving girl cleared their cups. She had not been listening—or if she had, she gave no sign. But later, scrubbing pots in the kitchen, she would think about what she had overheard.

Twenty-six months. That was all Richard had. From coronation to Bosworth Field. June of '83 to August of '85. Twenty-six months to remake a kingdom, to prove his legitimacy, to silence his enemies.

The Stanleys had enabled him. Had stood beside him at his crowning, had sworn their loyalty, had watched him take the throne. Until they didn't. Until they looked at what they'd helped create and decided they'd rather switch sides mid-battle than see it continue.

Twenty-six months. And when it fell apart, it fell apart fast.

The serving girl did not know, as she scrubbed, that she was thinking about patterns. About how long a thing could last when it was built on exceptions, about the moment when the enablers looked around and realized what they'd enabled.

She only knew that Kings came and went. That the tavern endured. That tomorrow there would be more cups to clear, more arguments to overhear, more men certain they knew which side was right.

The question would outlive them all.

The Ides of March, 2025

A different darkness. A different question. The same argument.

The plane took off that morning, its shadow crossing the tarmac as the sun climbed over the Chesapeake. Inside, forty-three men sat in rows, hands zip-tied, watching the only country they'd known fall away beneath them.

One of them had a court order in his pocket. It said he couldn't be deported. It said a judge had ruled, and the ruling was law.

The plane kept climbing.

Below, his wife was sitting in a government waiting room, reading the same page of a children's book over and over. Their daughter was at school. By afternoon, they would learn that their father was gone—taken to a prison on the other side of the world, despite what the law said, despite what the judge had ordered.

And in Washington, in a white building on Pennsylvania Avenue, men in suits were already drafting the legal response.

* * *
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THE SITUATION REQUIRED it.

Someone had to decide.

The same argument. The same question.

Different tavern.
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CHAPTER 1: THE PARDON
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"Now is the winter of our discontent

Made glorious summer by this sun of York..."

— Richard III, Act 1, Scene 1

Inauguration Day

The television in the common room was bolted to the wall behind plexiglass, volume controlled by guards who never changed the channel. Today it was tuned to the inauguration, and every plastic chair was filled.

"Turn it up," someone called from the back. "I can't hear shit."

"You deaf, Martinez?" A guard by the door didn't look up from his phone. "It's loud enough."

Kyle Rennick sat in the third row, hands folded in his lap. The man next to him—Decker, assault on a federal officer, same charge as Kyle—was bouncing his knee so hard the whole row of chairs was shaking.

"You think he'll do it?" Decker asked. "The pardons?"

"He said he would."

"Politicians say a lot of things." Decker cracked his knuckles. "Remember when they said we'd be out by Christmas? That was two Christmases ago."

"This is different."

"How?"

Kyle nodded at the screen. "Because he needs us now. The movement. The base. He needs us to show he keeps his promises."

"So, we're what—props?"

"We're patriots." The words came out automatically, the same words Kyle had been saying for two years. But something about them felt hollow now, worn thin from repetition. "We answered the call."

On screen, the oath was being administered. The new President—the old President, really, returned to power—raised his right hand. The crowd cheered. Flags waved.

"Here it comes," someone said.

The speech began. Kyle had heard this voice a thousand times—on television, in the videos he'd watched late at night back when he still had an apartment, back when he still had a life. The voice was exactly the same. Nothing had changed except everything.

"These people have suffered enough," the President said. "They answered the call of their President. They stood up for their country. And they have been treated worse than murderers, worse than rapists, worse than the illegal aliens pouring across our border."

Decker grabbed Kyle's arm. "Holy shit. He's actually—"

"Therefore, on this day, my first day back in office, I am signing a full and complete pardon for all those charged in connection with the events of January 6th. Every single one. Effective immediately."

The room erupted.

Men were on their feet, shouting, embracing each other. Someone had a phone out, reading from a news alert: "When they asked him about the pardons last night, he just said 'Release 'em all.' That's it! That's all he said! 'Release 'em all!'"

Decker was crying, laughing, and pounding Kyle on the back hard enough to hurt. "We're getting out, man. We're getting out!"

Kyle stayed in his chair.

"Hey." Decker stopped celebrating and looked at him. "Kyle? You hear what I said? We're free. The President just—"

"I heard."

"So why do you look like someone shot your dog?"

Kyle watched the celebration swirling around him. Grown men weeping. Guards exchanging looks—uncomfortable, uncertain how to handle this. On the television, the President was holding up another signed document, grinning at the cameras.

"I thought I'd feel different," Kyle said.

"Different how?"

"I don't know. More ... triumphant. Vindicated." He shook his head. "I spent fourteen months in here telling myself I was right. That we did the right thing and that when we got out, everyone would see."

"And now everyone does see. The President himself just said—"

"The President said what the President needed to say." Kyle finally stood, his legs unsteady. "I'm not sure that's the same thing."

"Man, what is wrong with you?" Decker's celebration had curdled into confusion, maybe the beginning of anger. "We won. This is what winning looks like."

Before Kyle could answer, a guard appeared in the doorway. Young guy, maybe twenty-five, looking overwhelmed by the chaos around him.

"Rennick!" he shouted over the noise. "Kyle Rennick!"

Kyle raised his hand.

"Come with me."

He followed the guard out of the common room, down a hallway he'd never walked before. The sounds of celebration faded behind them, replaced by the familiar institutional silence—fluorescent hum, distant doors clanging, the echo of their footsteps on concrete.

"Congratulations, I guess," the guard said without looking back.

"Thanks."

"My uncle was there. January 6th. Didn't go inside, but he was in the crowd."

Kyle didn't know what to say to that.

"He says it was exaggerated. The violence. Says the media made it look worse than it was."

"Maybe."

"Do you think it was exaggerated?"

Kyle thought about the fragments he remembered—the crowd surging, the barriers giving way, the cop going down in front of him. The feeling of his fist connecting with something, a helmet or a shoulder, he still didn't know. The blood on his knuckles afterward.

"I think I don't know what I think anymore," he said.

The guard opened a door to a small room with a table and two chairs. A woman in a suit was already seated, a folder open in front of her.

"Mr. Rennick." She gestured to the empty chair. "Please, sit down."

Kyle sat. The guard closed the door behind him.

"I'm from the Bureau of Prisons administration," the woman said. "I'm here to process your release pursuant to Executive Order 2025-001, the Presidential Pardon for January 6th defendants."

She slid a piece of paper across the table—dense legalese, official seals, the President's signature at the bottom.

"The pardon covers all offenses related to the events of January 6th, 2021. Your conviction for assault on a federal officer is hereby vacated. All associated penalties are terminated." She looked up at him. "You're being released today."

Kyle stared at the paper. The words seemed to swim, rearranging themselves into patterns he couldn't quite read.

"That's it?" he asked. "Just like that?"

"Just like that."

"No hearing? No review? No—"

"The President has absolute authority to grant pardons for federal offenses. There's no review process. The conviction is vacated, effective immediately." She paused. "Is there someone coming to pick you up?"

Kyle thought about his mother, who hadn't visited in six months. About Tyler, who had put him here. About Amy, his ex-wife, who had stopped answering his calls after the first year.

"I will make some calls," he said. 

"Good. We'll process you out within the hour." She stood, extended her hand. "Good luck, Mr. Rennick."

He shook it. Her grip was firm, and her face professionally neutral. But something in her eyes—he couldn't tell if it was pity or contempt or simple exhaustion.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

She raised an eyebrow.

"Do you think this is right? The pardons?"

For a moment, something flickered across her face. Then the mask was back.

"I process paperwork, Mr. Rennick. I don't make policy."

"That's not an answer."

"No," she agreed. "It's not."

* * *
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THREE HUNDRED MILES north, in a house in Scranton, Pennsylvania, the television was showing the same speech.

"Tyler." Linda Rennick stood in the kitchen doorway, still wearing the apron she'd put on to make breakfast, her face the color of old newspaper. "Tyler, did you see—"

"I saw." Tyler didn't turn from the screen. He couldn't turn from the screen. The President was signing another document, another executive order, but Tyler wasn't seeing it. He was seeing Kyle's face on that same screen two years ago—security footage, news reports, the moment that had made him pick up the phone.

"Maybe it doesn't mean—I mean, they still have to process everyone, don't they? It could take days, weeks—"

"Mom." Tyler finally turned. His mother looked old, older than she should, aged by two years of prison visits and lawyer's fees and neighbors who whispered behind her back. "They said effective immediately. He'll be out by tonight."

Linda pressed her hand to her mouth. Tears were already forming in her eyes.

"Say something," Tyler said. "Tell me what you're thinking."

"I'm thinking about both my boys." Her voice trembled. "I'm thinking about how we got here. I'm thinking about your father—"

"Don't." The word came out harder than Tyler intended. "Don't bring Dad into this."

"He would have wanted—"

"Dad died in federal prison, Mom. Heart attack. Three months before he would have been released." Tyler stood up, started pacing. The living room suddenly felt too small, the walls pressing in. "He died because he attacked a police officer on January 6th. Because he and Kyle decided to storm the Capitol. That's not my fault."

"I didn't say it was."

"But you're thinking it. You've been thinking it for two years." He spun to face her. "Every time you look at me, you wonder if Dad would still be alive if I hadn't called the FBI."

"Tyler—"

"Well, maybe he would be! And maybe Kyle would have killed someone. Did you ever think about that?" His voice cracked. "I heard them, Mom. The night before. Dad and Kyle in the kitchen, talking about what they were going to do. The body armor Kyle ordered. The guns Dad was looking at online. They were planning a war, not a protest."

Linda sat down heavily on the arm of the couch. "They were angry. Everyone was angry. The election—"

"The election wasn't stolen, Mom." Tyler heard himself saying the words he'd said a hundred times, to investigators, to lawyers, to a grand jury. "There was no fraud. There was no conspiracy. There were just a lot of angry people who got lied to, and some of them decided to believe the lies so hard they were willing to hurt people for them."

"Your father believed—"

"Dad believed whatever the internet told him to believe. And Kyle went along with it because he always went along with whatever Dad said." Tyler rubbed his eyes. He was so tired. He'd been tired for two years. "I heard Kyle say that politicians who stole elections should be hanged. I heard him say it, Mom. In this house. In that kitchen. And Dad nodded along like it made sense."

Linda was crying now, silently, tears running down the cheeks that used to smile at him across the dinner table, in a family that used to be whole.

"So, what did you want me to do?" Tyler asked. "Pretend I didn't hear it? Let them go and maybe kill someone? I was eighteen years old. I didn't know what else to do."

"I know." Linda wiped her eyes. "I know you did what you thought was right."

"And now Kyle's getting out. And those people at the rallies—Prond and the rest of them—they're telling him to find the informants. To make them pay." Tyler picked up his phone from the coffee table. "I've gotten forty-seven death threats since the trial. Forty-seven. People telling me they know where I live, they know where I work, they're going to make me sorry."

"Kyle wouldn't hurt you."

"Wouldn't he?" Tyler laughed, bitter. "You didn't see the way he looked at me in court. Like I was already dead to him."

The television showed footage of celebrations outside the prison where Kyle was being held. People waving flags. Signs that read PATRIOTS FREED and J6 HEROES.

"I can't be here when he gets out," Tyler said. "I have to go."

"Go where?"

"I don't know. Somewhere. Anywhere." He was already moving toward the stairs, toward his old bedroom, toward whatever he could throw in a bag. "I'll call you when I'm safe."

"Tyler, wait—"

He stopped at the bottom of the stairs. His mother sat on the couch, small and scared, the television bathing her in blue light.

"I love you, Mom. But I can't be here. I just can't."

He went upstairs. Behind him, the President's voice filled the house with promises of justice for patriots.

Tyler didn't feel like a patriot. He felt like a target.

The gates closed behind Kyle with a heavy metallic clang that echoed across the parking lot.

He stood on the sidewalk, blinking in the gray Virginia morning, holding a clear plastic bag with everything he'd brought into the facility fourteen months ago: wallet, keys to an apartment he no longer had, forty-seven dollars in cash, and a phone that had been dead since the day they booked him.

The parking lot was empty.

He'd imagined this moment so many times. His mother, crying with joy. Maybe Tyler, hanging back, looking ashamed but present. Amy—no, not Amy, Amy was gone. But someone. Anyone. A representative from the Patriot Defense Fund, at least, with a car and a hotel reservation and a plan for what came next.

The parking lot was empty. Just cracked asphalt stretching to a chain-link fence, and beyond that, a two-lane road where trucks passed without slowing down.

"Need something?"

Kyle turned. A corrections officer had emerged from a side door—a young guy, different from the one inside, but with the same look of uncertainty.

"My phone's dead," Kyle said. "Is there somewhere I can charge it?"

"There's an outlet in the lobby. Come on."

Kyle followed him back into the building—not the secure area, just an administrative waiting room with plastic chairs and motivational posters about second chances. The officer pointed him to an outlet by the vending machines.

"Thanks."

"No problem." The officer hesitated, then: "You got somewhere to go?"

"I'll figure it out."

"Because we're not supposed to—I mean, they process you out, that's it. But if you don't have transportation ..."

"I said I'll figure it out."

The officer nodded, retreated to his desk. Kyle plugged in his phone and waited for it to come alive.

Seventeen missed calls. Thirty-one text messages. His heart jumped—but as he scrolled through them, the hope drained away. Movement people, mostly. Fellow defendants, he barely knew. Podcast hosts asking for interviews. Not a single message from his family.

No—wait. One message from his mother, time-stamped three hours ago:

I'm so sorry Kyle. I can't come. Tyler is here and he's scared. Please understand. I love you.

Kyle stared at the screen until the words blurred.

He called her. She answered on the first ring.

"Kyle—" Her voice was thick with tears. "Kyle, I wanted to be there, I did, but Tyler—"

"Where is he?"

"I can't tell you."

"Where is my brother, Mom?"

"I can't tell you. He made me promise." She was crying openly now. "He's scared, Kyle. He's been getting threats—real threats, people saying they're going to find him, saying what they're going to do when they find him—"

"I'm not going to hurt Tyler."

"I know. I know that. But he doesn't—he's been so scared, ever since the trial, ever since that man at the rally said they needed to find the people who turned them in—"

Kyle closed his eyes. Prond. The Phoenix rally. The crowd roaring. His own fist pumping in the air.

"I was at that rally, Mom. I cheered for that."

Silence on the line.

"I'm not going to hurt him," Kyle said again. "He's my brother."

"He thinks—" Her voice dropped to a whisper. "He thinks you might. He thinks you're going to find him and make him pay for what he did."

"What he did was turn in his own family. What he did was destroy Dad's life."

"And what did your father do, Kyle? What did you do?"

The question hung between them, unanswerable.

"I need a ride, Mom. I need somewhere to go."

"I can wire you money. There's a Western Union at the Greyhound station in town. I'll send enough for a bus ticket and a few nights at a motel. Just until we can figure out what comes next."

Kyle wanted to argue. Wanted to demand that she come get him, that she choose him the way she'd apparently chosen Tyler. But what was the point? The parking lot was still empty. His phone still showed no messages from his brother, no messages from his ex-wife, no messages from anyone who used to love him.

"Fine," he said. "Send the money."

"I love you, Kyle."

"I love you too, Mom."

He hung up. The officer at the desk was pretending not to listen, sorting through papers with elaborate concentration.

"Bus station's about a mile down the road," the officer said without looking up. "Number 12 goes to the Greyhound."

"Thanks."

Kyle unplugged his phone and walked out into the gray morning. The air was cold but not bitter—January in Virginia, the kind of cold that seeped into you gradually.

He was free. The President of the United States had said so.

He'd never felt more alone in his life.

The Greyhound station was a cinder-block building with a single ticket window and a waiting area that smelled like stale coffee and bus exhaust. Kyle collected his mother's wire transfer—five hundred dollars, more than she could afford—and bought a ticket to Reading, Pennsylvania. Closest town to home that wasn't actually home.

The bus didn't leave for three hours. He sat in a plastic chair and scrolled through his phone, reading the messages he'd missed.

Most were congratulations. Patriots hailing him as a hero. Podcast hosts offering to tell his story. A woman he didn't recognize was proposing marriage. The surreal outpouring of support from strangers who'd never met him, who knew nothing about him except that he'd gone to prison for January 6th.

One message stood out. From a number he didn't recognize, but with a name attached: PATRIOT DEFENSE FUND.

Congratulations on your release. We've arranged speaking opportunities in Phoenix (March 15), Dallas (March 22), and Atlanta (April 5). Travel and lodging covered. Honorarium negotiable. The movement needs to hear your story. Reply for details.

Speaking opportunities. His story. The movement.

Kyle thought about Decker, pounding his back in the common room. This is what winning looks like.

Was it? Was speaking at rallies what winning looked like? Was being a symbol, a prop, a cautionary tale for whoever needed one?

He closed the message without replying.

On the television mounted in the corner—muted, captions scrolling—a news channel was showing footage from outside another prison. More releases. More celebrations. A reporter interviewing a gray-haired woman who was sobbing with joy, holding a middle-aged man who must have been her son.

The caption read: J6 DEFENDANTS FREED NATIONWIDE. OVER 1,400 PARDONS ISSUED.

Kyle watched the woman and her son embrace. Watched the joy on their faces, the relief, the reunion he wasn't having.

Then the channel cut to a different story. A different face. A man Kyle didn't recognize—Hispanic, middle-aged, wearing a suit, sitting very still in what looked like a studio interview.

Kyle found the remote behind a stack of magazines and unmuted the television.

"—a miserable miscarriage of justice," the man was saying. His voice was controlled, careful, but something underneath it was wound tight. "All this hard work, all these investigations, all the efforts to bring justice and accountability have been erased. With the stroke of a pen."

"You were injured on January 6th," the interviewer said. "Can you tell us about that?"

"I was beaten in the tunnel for over two hours. The crowd kept coming, wave after wave. They had flagpoles, baseball bats, and bear spray. They were wearing tactical gear. This wasn't a protest that got out of hand. This was an assault."

The interviewer nodded. "And your injuries?"

"Shoulder—torn rotator cuff, nerve damage. Hand—permanent numbness in three fingers. I can't kneel anymore. The doctors say I never will." Gómez paused. "I served in Iraq. I was deployed to combat zones. And January 6th was worse than any of it."

Kyle's hand was shaking. He set down the remote.

"The people being released today," the interviewer said. "What would you say to them?"

"I would say they're violent criminals. People who assaulted police officers in the line of duty. It's very challenging to reconcile that the person who claims to be for law and order, the biggest supporter of police, is the one who pardons people who were breaking the law on his behalf, under his banner."

"The President has called January 6th 'a day of love.'"

Gómez's face didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes. Something ancient and exhausted and furious.

"If that was a day full of love," he said, "they almost loved me to death."

Kyle turned off the television.

He sat in the plastic chair, staring at the blank screen, while around him people came and went—travelers with suitcases, families reuniting, the ordinary chaos of a bus station on an ordinary day.

They almost loved me to death.

Kyle looked at his hands. The hands that had held a flagpole. The hands that had swung at a cop, connected with something, and left blood on his knuckles.

Had it been Gómez? Had he been one of the ones in the tunnel, beating that man for two hours?

He didn't know. He couldn't remember. Everything from that day was fragments—the crowd surging, the barriers falling, the feeling of being part of something massive and righteous. And then chaos. Screaming. Blood.

His phone buzzed. Another congratulations message from someone he didn't know.

Kyle deleted it without reading it. Then he opened the browser and searched: January 6th footage tunnel.

For the next hour, while he waited for his bus, he watched. Raw footage from body cameras. Security feeds. Cell phone videos from the crowd. The whole thing, start to finish, the parts they didn't show at rallies.

The officer being crushed in the doorway, his face contorted in agony. The woman shot climbing through a window, falling backward with a look of surprise. The chanting—Hang the Vice President, Hang the Vice President—echoing through the halls of the Capitol. Men in tactical gear with zip ties, searching for members of Congress.

And somewhere in that crowd, barely visible, a face he recognized.

His own.

Screaming. Swinging. Lost in the mob.

"Bus 47 to Reading now boarding," a voice announced. "Bus 47 to Reading, now boarding."

Kyle closed the browser. Picked up his bag. Walked to the bus like a man in a dream.

He found a seat in the back, by the window, and watched Virginia slide past as the bus headed north. Bare trees. Gray sky. Billboards advertising personal injury lawyers and adult superstores.

They almost loved me to death.

Kyle leaned his head against the cold glass and wondered if the pardon had set him free or simply transferred him from one kind of prison to another.

March

The Phoenix Convention Center was packed to the walls, and Kyle was backstage trying to remember how to breathe.

"Five minutes, Mr. Rennick." The woman with the clipboard was young, eager, and wearing a PATRIOT DEFENSE FUND lanyard. "You ready?"

"As I'll ever be."

"Nervous?" She smiled. "Don't be. They're going to love you. Ten thousand people out there, and they all came to hear your story."

Kyle looked toward the stage curtain. He could hear the crowd beyond it—chanting, cheering, the rhythmic stomp of feet on bleachers. Eight weeks since his release. Eight weeks of motels and bus stations and phone calls that went straight to voicemail.

"The talking points," the woman said, consulting her clipboard. "You've reviewed them?"

"I know what to say."

"Great! The persecution narrative, the corrupt justice system, the President keeping his promises—and then Mr. Prond will come out for the call to action." She lowered her voice. "That's the part they really want to hear."

"The call to action."

"Finding the informants. The people who turned patriots in. The crowd goes crazy for that."

Before Kyle could respond, Edward Prond appeared—tall, confident, his own pardon hanging around his neck like a medal of honor. He clapped Kyle on the shoulder.

"Ready to give them what they want, brother?"

"Sure."

"You don't sound sure." Prond's smile didn't waver, but his eyes went cold. "Something wrong?"

"No. Just tired."

"Well, wake up. This is your moment. Your chance to tell your story to people who actually care." Prond gestured toward the curtain. "You know what's out there? Ten thousand patriots who believe in you. Ten thousand people who think you're a hero. Who marched into the streets and fought for your freedom."

Kyle thought about the bus station. The Gómez interview. The footage he'd watched on his phone.

"I know," he said.

"So, act like it." Prond's grip on his shoulder tightened. "And don't forget the part about finding the informants. The people who betrayed us. That's what they came for."

"My brother turned me in."

The words were out before Kyle could stop them. Prond's smile flickered.

"What?"

"My brother. Tyler. He's the one who called the FBI."

Prond was silent for a moment. "And?"

"And maybe I don't want to stand up there and tell ten thousand people to hunt down their own families."

"He's not their family. He's yours." Prond stepped closer, lowering his voice. "Listen to me, Rennick. Your brother is a traitor. He put you in prison. He destroyed your life. And you're going to stand up there and forgive him?"

"I didn't say forgive."

"Then what are you saying?"

Kyle looked at the curtain. The crowd was chanting something—he couldn't make out the words, but the rhythm was building, demanding, hungry.

"I'm saying maybe, 'find them and make them pay' isn't the answer."

Prond laughed—short, harsh, humorless. "You've gone soft. Prison made you soft."

"Maybe."

"No maybe about it." Prond released his shoulder and stepped back. "But here's the thing, Rennick. You can have your doubts. You can feel sorry for your traitor brother. But when you walk through that curtain, you're a patriot. You say what patriots say. You give them what they came for. Understand?"

Kyle didn't answer.

"Two minutes," the woman with the clipboard called out.

"Understand?" Prond repeated.

"Yeah," Kyle said. "I understand."

The lights were blinding. The noise was a physical force—ten thousand voices screaming, crying, calling his name like he was something holy.

Kyle walked to the microphone and raised his hand. The crowd roared louder.

"Thank you," he said, his voice cracking through the speakers. "Thank you for not forgetting us."

The cheering went on for a full minute. Kyle stood there, letting it wash over him, waiting for the feeling he was supposed to feel—vindication, triumph, the righteous satisfaction of being proven right.

He felt nothing but tired.

"Fourteen months," he said when the crowd finally quieted. "Fourteen months they took from me. Fourteen months in a federal prison for standing up for my country."

Applause. Signs waving. A woman in the front row was crying.

"They called us criminals. Insurrectionists. Domestic terrorists." Kyle gripped the microphone stand. "But we know the truth, don't we? We know what really happened on January 6th."

"PATRIOTS!" someone screamed.

"That's right. We're patriots. And the President knows it too. That's why he set us free."

More cheering. Kyle glanced backstage, where Prond was watching with his arms crossed, his face unreadable.

He said the things he was supposed to say. The persecution. The corrupt system. The President who kept his promises. The words came out smooth and practiced, the same words he'd heard a hundred times at a hundred rallies.

Then Prond walked onstage, and the crowd went insane.

"The people who did this to us," Prond said, taking the microphone, "the prosecutors, the judges, the FBI agents, the informants—they need to feel the heat now." His voice built with each word. "We need to find them. We need to make them understand that when you betray patriots, there are consequences."

The crowd roared. Ten thousand people screaming for blood.

Kyle watched from the side of the stage, his hands shaking at his sides.

We need to find them.

He thought about Tyler. His little brother, hiding somewhere, getting death threats because he'd been eighteen and scared and had called the FBI.

He thought about his father, dying in prison of a heart attack, asking Kyle to be kind to Tyler with almost his last breath.

He thought about Gómez, beaten in a tunnel for two hours, saying they almost loved me to death.

"Kyle!" Prond was gesturing him back to center stage. "Kyle, get over here!"

Kyle walked over. Prond threw an arm around his shoulders.

"Kyle Rennick, everybody! A true patriot! A hero of January 6th!"

The crowd cheered. Kyle raised his hand in a wave.

He should have felt triumphant. He should have felt vindicated.

He felt like a man drowning in applause.

* * *
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KYLE FOUND THE VIDEO at 2 AM, alone in a motel room outside Oklahoma City.

He'd been scrolling through news clips for hours—old footage of January 6th, interviews with released defendants, the talking heads analyzing what the pardons meant. His thumb moved automatically, video after video, until he stopped on a thumbnail that made his heart stop.

A young man's face. Older than Kyle remembered, harder around the eyes, but unmistakably his brother.

The chyron read: TYLER RENNICK: "I HAD TO CHOOSE BETWEEN MY BROTHER AND MY COUNTRY."

Kyle sat on the edge of the bed. His finger hovered over the play button.

He could close the browser. He could pretend he never saw it. He could keep telling himself the story he'd been telling for two years—that Tyler was a coward, a traitor, a kid who'd destroyed their family for no reason.

He pressed play.

"When did you first realize something was wrong?" the interviewer asked. A woman Kyle didn't recognize, sitting across from Tyler in a studio with soft lighting.

"Christmas 2020." Tyler's voice was steady, but Kyle could see his hands clenched in his lap. "I came home from my first semester of college, and everything was different. My dad had always been political, but this was something else."

"Something else how?"

"There were guns in the garage I'd never seen before. Body armor in boxes. My dad and Kyle were on these websites all day, watching videos, talking about the election being stolen." Tyler paused. "Talking about what they were going to do about it."

"What were they saying?"

"They were talking about fighting back. About making them pay. About—" Tyler stopped, swallowed hard. "About hanging politicians."

Kyle paused the video.

That's not what I said. That's not what I meant.

But had he said it? Those months before January 6th were a blur of rage and certainty. He'd believed with absolute conviction that the election had been stolen, that the country was being destroyed, that someone had to do something.

Had he talked about hanging politicians?

He honestly couldn't remember.

He pressed play.

"What happened on January 5th?" the interviewer asked.

"They were packing the car. Dad and Kyle. I was upstairs, lying in bed, and I could hear them in the garage." Tyler's voice cracked slightly. "They were talking about 'the tunnel.' How they needed to 'hold the tunnel' because that was where Congress would try to escape."

Kyle's breath caught. The tunnel. His father had studied maps of the Capitol for weeks. They'd talked about entry points, about chokepoints, about where the barriers would be weakest.

It felt like a strategy. Like planning. Like patriotism.

Hearing Tyler describe it, it sounded like a conspiracy to commit violence.

"I was eighteen years old," Tyler said. "Home from college. Lying in bed, listening to my father and brother plan to storm the United States Capitol." His voice broke. "I didn't know what to do. I thought about ignoring it. I thought about confronting them. I thought about calling the police, but what would I say? That my dad was being weird?"

"So, what did you do?"

"I stayed up all night. Staring at the ceiling. Hoping I was wrong about what I was hearing." Tyler wiped his eyes. "And then the next morning, I turned on the TV and saw the crowd breaking through the barriers. And I saw Kyle—" He stopped.

"You saw Kyle?"

"On the news. In the footage. His face, right there on TV, screaming at a police officer." Tyler looked directly at the camera. "And I knew I wasn't wrong. I knew what they'd been planning was real. So, I called the FBI and told them everything."

Kyle stopped the video.

He sat in the dark motel room, the blue glow of his phone the only light, his brother's face frozen on the screen.

I saw Kyle. His face, right there on TV, screaming at a police officer.

He remembered that moment. The surge of the crowd. The cop going down. The feeling of his fist connecting.

He'd told himself it was patriotism. He'd told himself he was defending his country.

Tyler had seen the same moment and called the FBI.

Kyle pressed play.

"Do you regret it?" the interviewer asked.

Tyler was quiet for a long time. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper.

"Every day. And also, never. Both, at the same time."

The words hit Kyle like a fist.

Every day. And also, never.

That was exactly how he felt about January 6th. Regretting it and not regretting it. Knowing it was wrong and still believing it was right. Trapped in a contradiction that wouldn't resolve.

"Your father passed away last year," the interviewer said gently. "In prison."

"Heart attack." Tyler's face crumpled. "Three months before he would have been released. He called me the week before he died. He said—" His voice broke completely. "He said to tell Kyle not to be too hard on me. He said I was just a kid who got scared. Those were almost his last words."

Kyle turned off the video.

His father had told him the same thing. Three days before he died. Don't be too hard on your brother, Kyle. He was eighteen. He was scared.

At the time, Kyle had been furious. How could his father forgive Tyler? How could he defend the person who'd put him in prison?

But now, sitting in the dark, watching his brother cry on camera, Kyle wasn't sure anymore.

He picked up his phone. Tyler's number was still in his contacts—he'd never been able to delete it. His thumb hovered over the call button.

He didn't press it.

But he saved the video to watch again later. And he lay awake until morning, his brother's voice echoing in his head: Every day. And also, never. Both, at the same time.

April

The diner was a truck stop outside Tulsa—chrome counter, vinyl booths, the smell of old grease and fresh coffee. Kyle sat in a booth by the window, scrolling through his phone, waiting for eggs he didn't want.

"You're that guy."

Kyle looked up. A man in a trucker cap was standing by his booth—fifties, heavy-set, grinning.

"What?"

"January 6th. I saw you at the Phoenix rally." The trucker slid into the booth across from Kyle uninvited. "I'm Dale. I was there too. Not inside, but in the crowd."

"Kyle." They shook hands.

"Man, what a day, right? What a day." Dale was still grinning. "I tell everybody about it. The energy. The feeling of being part of something. You know what I mean?"

"Yeah," Kyle said. "I know what you mean."

"And then they locked you guys up! Like criminals! For standing up for your country!" Dale shook his head in disgust. "But the President came through. He kept his promise. That's what I tell people—say what you want about him, but he keeps his promises."

The waitress appeared with Kyle's eggs. He thanked her without looking up.

"You saw the news this morning?" Dale asked. "About Hendricks?"

"Who?"

"One of your guys. Pardoned on Day One. Just got arrested in Tennessee." Dale pulled out his phone, found the article, and turned it toward Kyle. "Sex crimes. Some fourteen-year-old girl."

Kyle stared at the headline. PARDONED J6 RIOTER ARRESTED FOR CHILD SEX CRIMES.

"They're saying he was on the registry before January 6th," Dale continued. "Like, he was already a pedophile, and they pardoned him anyway." He shrugged. "Release 'em all, I guess. No exceptions."

Kyle set down his fork. His appetite was gone.

"Something wrong?" Dale asked.

"No. Just—" Kyle shook his head. "I didn't know about that."

"About Hendricks?"

"About any of it. The rearrests. The—" He searched for the word. "The pattern."

Dale laughed. "There's no pattern, man. That's fake news. They're trying to make us look bad. Every movement has a few bad apples, right?"

"Right."

"The important thing is the President kept his word. He stood up for us. That's what matters." Dale stood, extended his hand again. "It was good to meet you, Kyle. You're a hero."

"Thanks."

Dale walked away. Kyle sat alone in the booth, staring at the eggs congealing on his plate.

He picked up his phone and searched: pardoned January 6th defendants rearrested.

Thirty-three results. Thirty-three pardoned rioters rearrested in the three months since Day One. Six for sex crimes involving minors. The rest for assault, weapons charges, domestic violence.

Release 'em all. No exceptions.

Kyle thought about the rally in Phoenix. About standing on stage while ten thousand people cheered. About Prond calling him a hero.

He thought about Hendricks—whoever Hendricks was—walking out of prison with a presidential pardon and going home to hurt a fourteen-year-old girl.

He paid for his breakfast and walked out into the gray Oklahoma morning. His phone buzzed—another invitation to speak at a rally, another chance to be a hero.

He deleted it without reading.

May

The night shift at 7-Eleven was supposed to be a fresh start. Twelve dollars an hour, a schedule, a reason to get out of bed. Kyle had been working there for three weeks, stocking shelves and running the register and trying not to think about the life he used to have.

He was restocking the cooler when the van pulled up.

It came from nowhere—black, unmarked, parking sideways across the lot with the engine running. When the doors opened, men in tactical gear stepped out.

Kyle recognized the jackets. ICE.

"Holy shit," his coworker muttered. Rodriguez, third-generation American, grandparents from Mexico. "Holy shit, they're going across the street."

Kyle moved to the window. The apartment complex across the road was three stories of cramped units, maybe fifty families, mostly immigrants who worked long hours and kept their heads down. He'd never talked to any of them, but he saw them sometimes—women with groceries, kids waiting for the school bus, men heading off to construction jobs before dawn.

The ICE agents moved toward a door on the second floor. Knocked. Waited.

A woman answered—nightgown, confused, clearly just woken up. Behind her, Kyle could see children. Small shapes in pajamas, watching with wide eyes.

The woman was saying something. Showing papers. Her gestures were universal—please, and I have documents, and there must be some mistake.

The agents went inside.

"Should we call someone?" Rodriguez asked.

"Who would we call?"

"I don't know. A lawyer? The news?"

"By the time anyone got here, they'd be gone."

They watched in silence. Five minutes later, the agents came out with a man in handcuffs. The woman followed, still pleading. The children crowded in the doorway.

One of them—a girl, maybe seven or eight—looked across the street. Looked directly at Kyle through the convenience store window.

He could see her face clearly under the parking lot lights. The confusion. The terror. The desperate, wordless hope that someone, anyone, would do something.

Kyle didn't move. What could he do? He was a convicted felon, a pardoned criminal, a man with no power and no standing.

The agents loaded the father into the van. The girl watched him go. Then she looked back at Kyle, and in her eyes he saw something that cut him to the bone.

Why didn't you help?

The van drove away. The woman collapsed against the railing, sobbing. The children surrounded her, their small hands patting her back, trying to comfort her even though they didn't understand what was happening.

"Jesus," Rodriguez said softly.

"My grandfather came to this country in 1952," Rodriguez said after a pause. "Legal. Did everything by the book. You know what he used to say? 'In America, they follow the rules. That's what makes it America.'"

"You still believe that?" Kyle asked.

Rodriguez didn't answer for a long time. Then: "I used to."

Kyle thought about January 6th. About the rage he'd felt, the certainty that something was being stolen from him. He'd marched on the Capitol because he believed the rules were being broken, that democracy was being subverted, that he was fighting for something righteous.

And now he was standing in a convenience store, watching a family be torn apart, and the only thing he felt was hollow.

"We should finish restocking," Rodriguez said.

"Yeah."

They went back to work. But Kyle couldn't stop thinking about the girl's face. The confusion. The fear. The question in her eyes.

Why didn't you help?

He didn't have an answer.

July

"Your application says you're an electrician," the foreman said. "Licensed?"

"Was." Kyle shifted in the plastic chair. The warehouse office was small, cluttered, and smelling of cardboard and machine oil. "Before. The conviction—even with the pardon, they didn't restore my license automatically. I'm working on getting it reinstated."

"Right. The pardon." The foreman studied him across the desk. He was maybe sixty, with the weathered face of a man who'd spent his life working with his hands. "You were there? At the Capitol?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

Kyle had been asked this question a hundred times. By lawyers, by journalists, by fellow inmates. He had answers ready—the stolen election, the constitutional crisis, the duty to stand up for his country.

"I believed it was the right thing to do," he said. The familiar words. "I believed the election was being stolen."

"And now?"

"Now?" Kyle paused. Nobody had ever asked him that. "Now I don't know what I believe."
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