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Gov. Jonathan Royal (R-NC)
                 270*
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                 268

California (55), Connecticut (7), District of Columbia (3), Delaware (3), Hawaii (4), Illinois (20), Indiana (11), Iowa (6), Maine (4), Maryland (10), Massachusetts (11), Michigan (16) Minnesota (10), New Hampshire (4), New Jersey (14), New Mexico (5), New York (29), Oregon (7), Pennsylvania (20), Rhode Island (4), Vermont (3), Washington (12), Wisconsin (10)

* Based on initial returns only; canvass is pending.

CHAPTER 1

VIENNA, VIRGINIA
WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 5, 10:45 P.M.

A solitary streetlight shone through a copse of barren oak trees on the far side of the empty park. It illuminated a patch of cold, hard ground about fifty yards from the bench where the two men sat.

“Plausible deniability is a must.”

Yuri Petrenko sighed wearily, slowly unwrapped a watermelon Jolly Rancher and placed it in his mouth. “Certainly,” he replied, as the hard candy rolled over his tongue.

A breeze blew past, carrying with it a foretaste of winter’s approaching chill. A mini-cyclone of brittle fallen leaves danced drowsily in a circle, rustling softly as it passed to their left, bathed from behind by the streetlight’s glow.

“We deeply appreciate your firm’s efforts in this matter,” his companion continued, absent-mindedly running an olive-skinned hand through his thick black hair. “We have full confidence in your competence. The precise
means
you use to achieve our shared goals, we’ll leave to your discretion.”

A forced-looking smile etched itself on Petrenko’s face. His teeth were agonizingly bright, as if subjected to whitening treatments around-the-clock. Beneath his short-cropped blond hair, the streetlight revealed that the bottom half of his left ear was missing.

The Russian pulled up the collar of his black greatcoat to shield his neck from the breeze. Pinching the empty Jolly Rancher wrapper between the fingertips and thumb of his right hand, he coiled it into a ball. Standing from the bench, he tossed the wrapper into a green metal trash can a few feet away. “We’ll keep you apprised as necessary,” he said.

His dark-haired companion extended his right hand for a farewell handshake. Casually ignoring the gesture, Petrenko strolled past the trash can toward a silver Audi convertible that was parallel-parked across the street.

He never looked back.

CHAPTER 2

ROYAL FOR PRESIDENT
NATIONAL CAMPAIGN HEADQUARTERS
WASHINGTON, D.C.
FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 7, 11:30 A.M.

Every time he looked at the map of West Virginia hanging on the War Room wall, Dave Anderson felt his stomach churn. Small towns and obscure counties he had studied back in middle school tauntingly glared at him. The backwoods byways of his home state twisted and turned obscenely, following routes preordained by its mountainous terrain. His fertile mind imagined potential disasters seemingly everywhere.

“Two hundred fifty-nine votes don’t leave a whole lot of room for error, Hoss.”

Dave glanced over his right shoulder. The booming voice behind him had been burned into the American consciousness for the past year. It belonged to Governor Jonathan Royal, his friend and putative President.

“Not at all,” Dave replied, returning his gaze to the map. “Especially since Luke Vincent knows this state like the insides of his own eyelids.” He sighed and shook his head slightly. “He could probably generate that many votes just from bodies buried in his family cemetery.”

Even though Dave had worked inside the Beltway most of his adult life, his undiluted native twang was a constant reminder of his West Virginia roots. Ordinarily, his childhood home merely made for interesting conversation with the lobbyists and policy wonks who shared his professional world. But with the Electoral College apparently hinging on what happened in West Virginia, all that had abruptly changed.

Royal guffawed heartily and slapped Dave on the back. “Probably, Hoss! Prah-buh-blee. And that’s why I’ve got somebody as smart and as devious as
you
working for me: To keep an eye on that slippery son-of-a-bitch and make sure he doesn’t steal the Oval Office from me!”

Royal edged closer to get a better look at the map himself. “So how do you think it’s going to play out?” he asked. He ran his hand across the back of his neck, along the base of his mostly-salt-but-sporadically-peppered hair.

Standing just under six feet tall, Dave was a good four inches shorter than the candidate. He touched his index finger to the state’s Eastern Panhandle jutting out between Maryland and Virginia. “From what I can gather, we’re looking pretty good in the Second District.” As he spoke, he moved his finger southwesterly across the thick middle part of West Virginia, coming to a halt over Charleston. “That area leans our way, and it looks like we did well there on Tuesday. Plus those counties aren’t known for a whole lot of vote-counting chicanery.”

Royal’s eyes narrowed and he nodded.
He probably already knew that much
, Dave realized, mentally chalking it up as yet another example of the man’s phenomenal memory. The North Carolina governor’s mastery of such esoterica unquestionably had aided his rapid political rise.

“The problem is
this
part of the state,” Dave continued, moving his finger southward from Charleston. “There are a handful of southern counties that have been locked down by the Dems for a hundred years, and there really isn’t even a two-party system to speak of down there.” Squinting his green eyes, he paused for a moment. “In places like Boone and Mingo Counties, voter fraud has been turned into an art form over the years. That’s where Jack Kennedy’s dad bought him the state’s primary in 1960, and that’s where they could jump up and bite us now.”

Royal pursed his lips and nodded, then smoothly transitioned into the storyteller mode that served him so well on the campaign trail. “My dad always told me a dog’s less likely to bite you if you keep your eyes on him.” Lilting an eyebrow, he shot Dave a conspiratorial grin. “Sounds like pretty good advice right now, if you know what I mean.”

“Yep. And that’s why we’ve had video cameras poised on every courthouse in the state since the polls closed on Tuesday.”

Royal laughed again. “I knew there was a reason I kept your paranoid ass around here!”
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