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Chapter One

The 747 pitchedand rocked, sending several carry-on bags flying. Some of the
passengers criedout while others clutched their armrests, but Zoey merely shook her
head andmethodically clipped her seat belt in place. The flight attendant in firstclass
urged everyone to remain calm, but when she aimost fell forward into theseat in front
of her while delivering the admonition, her words did little tocalm the passengers.

Zoey turned to herseatmate whose face had taken on a gray tinge. “It's just
turbulence. We'llprobably be through it soon.” He grimaced his reply, and Zoey
offered anencouraging smile.

The flight attendantclapped her on the shoulder. “ Thanks for the assist, Major. If only
everyonehad your stomach for rough flying.”

Zoey smiled. “This isnothing compared to hitching aridein a C-17 into Kandahar.”

“You're made oftougher stuff than most.” She stuck out her hand. “Karen Birch.
Thanks for yourservice.”

“My pleasure.” Thewords were rote, but she meant them. Zoey grasped Karen’'s hand,
taking note sheheld on for a few seconds past casual. When Karen left to take her
seat, Zoeyrelaxed into the cushioned first class seat, as much as possible in her
stiffArmy blues. It wasn't customary to dress out for commercia flights, but
herorders had been clear, and now she was thankful her uniform had garnered
theupgrade. The pallor of the guy in the window seat next to her finaly returnedto
normal, and he pulled his laptop from a bag under the seat along with astack of



folders. When he bumped into her arm, he apologized.

“1 have a meetingwith Senator Barstow as soon as this flight lands,” he said. “ Better
startpreparing for it.”

Zoey nodded, herthoughts already focused on her own meeting in the hours ahead.
She’'d beensummoned from her base in Texas, but her orders said only to report to
GeneraBloomfield at the Pentagon. She’d known better than to ask for details from
hercommanding officer. He' d been only too glad to be rid of her after the eventsof the
last few months. Frankly, she’'d been relieved to get away from the toxicatmosphere
at her base, but feared she might be headed to stormier waters.

Deep in thought, shebarely noticed when Mr. Window Seat tapped her shoulder. She
turned toward him,and her gaze followed his finger, pointed at the screen of his
laptop. “Hey,isn’'t that you?”’

She stared at theofficial press photo, which reflected a younger looking, more naive
version ofthe soldier she was now, and forced herself to remain cam as she read
thecaption.Whistleblower Major Zoey Granger, USA, is scheduled to testifybefore
Congress next week regarding pay to play scandal involving Nine Techinc.

13 Y$.”

There was more, a lotmore. The guy scrolled down the page, gulping in al the
information—some fact,some fiction—but all of it life-altering, not only for her, but
also for thedozen soldiers who'd been implicated in the scheme along with their
civiliancohorts. They were all facing dishonorable discharge, prison, or both,
whileshe’'d simply been ostracized and forced to shoulder the weight of
choosingbetween country and her fellow soldiers. The last few months had been
hell.She’d been called back to Fort Hood to face her superiors and submit to
endlessinterviews that felt more like interrogations, and now she was being



summonedby both the Pentagon brass and the Senate Committee on Armed Services.

She shouldn’t besurprised to be recognized, even here at forty thousand feet. Her CO
hadpointed out, in extremely colorful language, that as a result of herdisloyalty, she
could expect the spotlight of attention and scrutiny for therest of her military career,
however long that may be. His implication was far fromsubtle, but she had no
intention of seeking a discharge, especially when she’ donly been doing her job. The
contractors who'd bribed her peers and thesoldiers who' d compromised their mission
were the ones who should pay, and ifshe went down with them, then it would have to
be because she was forced out.She’ d started her career with the end goal of retiring as
one of afew femaegenerals. If the Army wanted to kill her dreams, she’d fight them
every step ofthe way.

The turbulencefinally abated and the plane settled into a comfortable cruising
atitudetoward DC. The flight attendant, Karen, who'd been strapped in during the
worstof it, walked back down the aisle encouraging passengers to keep their seatbelts
fastened should the winds kick up again. She stopped by Zoey’s seat andbent down
close. “Magjor, may | buy you adrink?’

Zoey recognized thesubtle flirtation and shook her head. “Besides, | thought drinks in
first classwere on the house.”

“They are, but lwasn’t talking about right now.” With the ease of a practiced flirt,
Karendipped a small folded piece of paper into Zoey’'s seat back pocket. “I'll be
intown for a couple of days.” She straightened. “I meant what | said earlier.Y our
service is much appreciated. And thanks for standing up for what’ s right.”

Zoey nodded herresponse, noting several other passengers had perked up at the
attendant’ s lastwords and wishing she could melt into the seat. She’d have plenty of
attentionfocused on her over the next few weeks, but right now she craved the peace
andsolitude of this cross-country flight.



When Karen moved onto check on the remaining first class passengers, Zoey pulled a
book from hersmall carry-on and pretended to read as a way of cutting off questions
andconversation, but the attendant’'s words nagged at her. Standing up for
what’sright. That was exactly what she’d done, but nothing about the fallout
hadreinforced her expectation that honor was an act to be rewarded. As the wordson
the page blurred, her mind drifted to the paper Karen had tucked into theseat back
pocket. In what she hoped was a subtle maneuver, Zoey retrieved thepaper, and using
it as a pseudo bookmark, read the message inviting her for “adrink or whatever.”
Signed simply Karen, followed by a phone number. She shouldcrumple the paper and
dispose of it discreetly, but instead she tucked it intoher book. Maybe a drink and
“whatever” would be the perfect remedy to theclusterfuck she was about to endure.

Rook Daniels stood inthe middle of Reagan National Airport and stared at the screen
above her head,willing the information to change. Unfortunately, her superpowers
weren't up tothe task today. Her flight to New York was delayed, and the airlines
hadn’ tposted a new time. The desk agent had ducked out within seconds of changing
theflight status at the gate, and Rook had yet to find anyone who could answer
herquestion about the reason for the delay. The limbo drove her crazy. If the waitwas
only an hour she'd be fine, but if it was more than that she might bebetter off
abandoning the flight for another form of transportation. She pulledout her cell phone
and speed-dialed her office.

“Daniels's Agency,how may | assist you?’ The familiar, pleasant voice answered on
thefirst ring.

“Lacy, it's Rook. Imade the wrong call booking commercial. The flight's delayed and
| can’t get anupdate on the new schedule. Ask Ben to see what he can find out. | need
to knowASAP if we need to delay the press conference.”



“On it. Anythingelse?’

“1 guess you betterstart looking for another way to get meto New York. And, Lacy?’

“Yes?

“Delaying the pressconference has to be the last resort. Understood?’

“Got it, boss. I'lIbe in touch soon.”

Rook kept her phonein her hand and maintained her vigilant stalking of the gate, but
after a fewminutes, decided she needed a distraction or she’d come unhinged. She
plowedher way through the milling crowds of passengers swarming the gates and
took aseat at the bar where patrons were glued to several television setsbroadcasting
the NCAA basketball tournament. She wanted a drink but ordered aclub soda and
lime to keep her head clear, tipping the bartender generously tocompensate for taking
up a seat for atwo-buck beverage. A few minutes in, shegot a text from Lacy.Engine
trouble. Looking for another plane. Should knowmore soon.

Encouraged by thefact she finally had some information, Rook settled back in her
chair. The roarof the crowd in the bar pulled her out of her thoughts, and she looked
aroundto check the source of the commotion and saw the team from UNC celebrating
onthe big screen. She joined in with the cheers and almost missed the buzz of
herphone.
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Not looking good.Will have another solution ASAP.

Rook started to typea reply, but another commotion distracted her. This time the
noise was comingfrom outside the bar, and she spotted a small band of cameramen
lunging towarda gate agent across the way with shouted questions. Instinct forced her
out ofher chair, but before she could take a step toward the scene playing out
acrossthe way, a hand on her arm stilled her progress.

“Please stay. If youmove, they’ll spot me for sure.”

Rook turned at thesound of the strong, sure voice and locked eyes with a tall, slender
woman in adress blue uniform. She catalogued her findings. Army officer,
commissioned.She took note of the gold leaf on her shoulder and added major to the
list ofthings she could file away as knowns. Rook dlid back onto the bar stool and
motionedfor the major to sit next to her. Rook pointed at the disturbance across
theway. “Is that about you?’

The magor nodded, buther face remained otherwise stoic. Rook took a moment to
assess the situationwhich included running through the list of stories she'd read in
thePostandTimesearlier in the day. She didn’t recall any news that would havethe
press barreling through the airport looking for a victim, but maybe thiswas breaking
news. “Is it chase down the military day and | amost missed it?’ She stuck out her
hand. “Rook Daniels.”

A hint of a grinshowed in the woman'’s deep brown eyes, but her expression remained
impassive.“Zoey Granger.”



Rook made a mentalnote that Zoey wasn’t loose with the pleasantries and took it as a
challenge toget her to say more.Granger, Granger. She rolled the name over in
hermind a few times until the dots fell into place. Magor Zoey Granger. US
Army.She' d exposed a massive fraud scheme between a group of soldiers and Nine
Techinc., one of the nation’s largest defense contractors. The story had dominatedthe
news on and off for the past few months, and Rook recalled readingyesterday that
Granger would be testifying before the Senate Armed ServicesCommittee this week.
She started to acknowledge Zoey’'s act of patriotism, butZoey’s guarded manner
prompted her to decide against it. “Nice to meet you,Major,” she said, opting for the
subtle reference to Zoey’ s rank to convey herinside knowledge. She jerked her chin at
the reporters across the way. “They’regoing to get restless eventually and start
fanning out, especialy if they’ recertain you were on that plane.”

“How in the world didthey even get past TSA?" Zoey murmured, as if talking to
herself.

“Wouldn’'t be thefirst time the cable news outlets bought plane tickets to get a scoop.
Smallpriceto pay for first crack at abig story.” Rook stood. “Come with me.”

Zoey’ s eyes narrowed.” Excuse me?”’

“You want to get outof here, right?” Rook reached out a hand. “Trust me. | got this.”
She cast alook over her shoulder at the gaggle of press who, as she predicted,
hadstarted to spread out in search of their prey. Zoey followed her gaze, sighed,and
placed her hand in Rook’s, following her to the ladies room. Rook glancedunder the
stalls and then pulled off her suit jacket. “Here, put this on.”

“l can't take yourclothes.”

Rook grinned. “Well that’s moving a little fast, even for me.” She cleared her throat
while Zoeyglared. “I was only offering my jacket. The other stuff will have to wait



untilour second date.”

“You're hilarious,” Zoey said, her tone flat.

“1 get that all thetime. Now, put it on.”

Rook checked herphone. Right on time, Lacy had texted her own escape route.Get to
privateterminal. SkyLight Helo standing by. You'll be on time.

She typed a quick response. Thx.She shoved her phone back in her pocket and shook
her jacket inZoey’ s direction. “Come on. We' ve got to get moving.”

Zoey tugged on thejacket, and Rook admired the way it fit over her uniform. It wasn’t
a perfectdisguise, but it might work. “Now, let down your hair. Literally. Shake it
outand we'll be ready to go.”

She watched whileZoey looked in the mirror, grimaced, pulled off her beret, and
reached a handup to loosen the pins holding her hair in place. When the auburn waves
tumbleddown onto Zoey’s shoulder, Rook swallowed a gasp. The mgor was a
stunningbeauty despite the perpetual frown. “Much better. Now plaster a smile on
yourface and stay close.”

She didn’t wait foran answer. A quick peek out the door revealed the path was clear
for themoment. She motioned for Zoey to follow her and dashed down the hall, away
fromthe churning crowds arriving and departing at the cluster of gates.

“Where are we going?’
Rook placed afingeragainst her lips and kept moving. A turn to the right and then left

and thenthey were standing in front of a door that blared Airport Security in big
redletters. Rook rapped a hand on the glass, but Zoey started edging away.



“What are you doing?’

Rook ignored thequestion and waved at the short man who appeared on the other side
of the door.He shook his head as if resigned and cracked the door. “Daniels, you're
killingme.”

“Sorry, Gary. I’d sayit’s the last time, but...” She raised her shoulders. “If it makes
you feel anybetter, you'd be serving your country with this one.” She pointed back
towardZoey. “The mgor here has an important meeting at the Capitol, but there's
acrowd that won't let her through. If you can get us both to the privateterminal, I’d
owe you big time.” While she waited for his answer, she typed aquick text to Lacy.

“l have a big box ofyour IOUs.” He wagged a finger at her. “Watch out. Someday
I’m going to cashin. Come on.”

He motioned themforward, and Rook glanced back at Zoey who still looked hesitant
about forgingahead. Rook could hardly blame her since essentially they were
strangers. She’dgotten used to clients following her instructions over the years,
especialysince she made strict adherence to her directives a condition of
employment.She couldn’t help but wonder if Zoey’s decision to obey her instructions
washbecause she followed orders for a living, but her thoughts quickly devolvedinto
how sexy Zoey looked in her uniform. The reporters at the gate would’ vehad a field
day with her.

Not if | can helpit.She started to grabZoey’s hand again, but opted to be more
discreet, nodding for Zoey to go withGary through the network of halls off limits to
the general public, until theyreached a door leading outside. Gary held it open. “I’ve
got to get back, butyou can find your way from here,” he said, pointing at a hangar
about a hundredyards away. “ Good luck.”

Rook thanked him asthe door closed and checked her phone while Zoey looked at the



closed door andthen back at her. “What’ s the plan now?’ she asked.

“We hike over to thehangar and catch aride.”
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“I'm not getting backon a plane.” Zoey placed her hands on her hips as if to
emphasize her defiance.

“Who said anythingabout a plane? You'll have a car and a driver who will take you
anywhere in thecity you need to go. No questions asked.”

“And you?’

“As much as | wish Icould accompany you on this little adventure, | have a meeting |
need to getto.” She looked into Zoey’s eyes and thought she spotted the tiniest tinge
ofregret. Rook wanted to act on it, but there wasn’t time. “Come on.”

A few minutes later,they were in the hangar reserved for charter flights. Rook gave
her name at thedesk, and the woman pointed outside to the helicopter on the pad.
Before shecould ask about the car, she spotted the familiar vehicle. She told the
womanshe' d board in just a second and walked back to Zoey.

“Your car isready.”
Zoey followed hergaze. “ Are you going back to the main terminal ?’

“Nope. That’'s myride.” Rook pointed at the helicopter as she escorted Zoey to the
car. “It’ sbeen fun tearing through the airport with you.” They were steps away from
thecar, and now that it was time to part ways, Rook wished she hadn’t had to
rush.She started to ask for Zoey’s number, but the driver's side window lowered
andher driver, George, peered out. She resigned herself to handing Zoey’ s careover to
him. “Major Zoey Granger, meet George Olson. George will take good careof you.”



Zoey looked betweenthem and then, apparently satisfied there was no danger in
accepting the favor,shrugged out of Rook’s jacket, handed it over, and stepped into
the car whileRook held the door. She wanted to say more, ask how long Zoey would
be in town,ask if she could see her again under different circumstances, but her
strictrule about not getting involved with clients stopped her despite the fact
Zoeywasn't an official client, but more of a pro bono on the fly rescue case.Still, she
had a press conference to get to, and the sooner Zoey cleared theairport, the better off
she'd be. She squeezed Zoey’ s hand, stepped back, andshut the door on this fun little
chapter. Time to go to New Y ork and straightenout someone else’ s mess.

Zoey watched throughthe car window as Rook climbed aboard the helicopter. Rook
was rakish, dashing,and devilishly handsome, and Zoey shook her head at her good
fortune at runninginto her. But now that Rook was gone and Zoey was in a car with a
stranger, shequestioned her lack of discretion. For all she knew, Rook Daniels was
anopportunist, exactly like the reporters who' d been chasing her through theairport in
an attempt to turn her life into a front-page story.

“Where to, ma am?”’

She looked at thedriver, George, surprised at the soft, quiet tone of his voice. She
made asplit-second decision that he seemed harmless enough despite his hulking
frame.” The Pentagon.”

“Excellent.” He tooka moment to consult his phone. “Traffic is light. We should
arrive in aboutthirty minutes.” He pulled out of the parking lot, and Zoey watched
thehelicopter carry Rook into the sky as they drove away. Resigned to her decisionto
let this scenario play out, she leaned back into the cushioned leather seatand tried to
relax.



The summons fromGeneral Bloomfield had come with very little information, which
wasn't initself unusual, but the timing—so close to her testimony before
Congress—wassuspect. She'd been trained not to question orders, but now that she
was withina half hour of obtaining more detail, she couldn't help but wonder if
thesummons was a not-so-subtle means of dismissal.

Whistleblower lawswere designed to keep people in her position safe, but that was
the law, notthe reality. She'd heard anecdotes of people in her position leaving
quietly,choosing to resign their commissions rather than fight the system
andpotentially lose the benefits they’d worked so hard to guarantee. She didn’twant
to fight, but she’'d aready decided she would if it came down to it. Maybethe
hearings would buy her alittle time since she doubted the brass wanted herappearing
in front of Congress with a discharge fresh on the books.

She pulled out herphone and glanced at the screen, just then realizing she’ d forgotten
to take itoff airplane mode in the flurry back at the terminal. When she switched it
backon, the screen blew up with derts. She skimmed the texts from
GeneraBloomfield' s assistant, and her apprehension grew.

Corporal Stinewill pick you up. He'll meet you at baggage claim. Text him when you
land.A number followed. The next text read:Allbags claimed and you' re nowhere in
sight. Report.

Twenty minutes later:Flight manifest says you were on board. Is disappearing one of
your specialskills?

She punched thenumber for Stine. “Stine, it's Granger. Stand down. | didn’t get the
messageyou’'d be picking me up until just now, and | had to duck a gaggle of
reportersat the airport. I'm en route to the Pentagon. I'll cal and let the office
know!’m on the way.”



“Better let me call,Major. No need in you taking more of a beating than you have
been.”

Zoey breathed a sighof relief at the friendly overture. “Thanks. Much appreciated.
Sorry you had tomake a wasted trip.”

“Not a problem. Drivesafe.”

If George’ scalculations were correct, they’d arrive at the Pentagon in twenty minutes
andshe could do with a dose of non-military conversation before being
submersedagain. Fact was, her mind kept wandering back to Rook, and curiosity won
outover duty.

“George, how well doyou know Rook Daniels?’

He flicked a glanceat her in the rearview mirror, and Zoey sensed she was being sized
up. “I’ve knownMs. Daniels ever since she came to DC. | used to drive for her
father.”

Cagey answer sinceZoey would need a few extra pieces of information for his
comment to makesense. She wanted to know more, but sensed George either wasn'’t
able or willingto indulge her curiosity, so she just nodded and moved on. “I’ll be here
forabout aweek. Anything special | should do or see?’

“First timein thecapital ?’
113 YeS_”
“Do a nighttime tourof the monuments. Weather’s perfect for it this time of year. Bus

will take youaround to most of them over about three hours and stop long enough for
you towalk around and check them out. When they’re al lit up, there’s nothing



elselikeit.”



Page 4

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:54 pm

“Sounds perfect.Thanks for the tip.”
“My pleasure.”

Zoey settled in forthe rest of the ride, and for just a few minutes, let herself imagine
beingdressed in plainclothes, riding around the city with Rook Daniels at her
side.Completely improbable on so many levels, but that's what fantasies
weresupposed to be, right?

Chapter Two

Zoey took pridein her ability to walk fast, but the Marine escorting her through the
Pentagonwas next level. Of course, he wasn't wearing heels and a skirt, so there
wasthat. “Where exactly are we going and will we still be in country when we
getthere?’ she asked.

The sergeant laughed.“First time at the Puzzle Palace?’

“You're quick.”

“It's a littleoverwhelming until you get used to it. End to end, the building will hold
theStatue of Liberty, but you can move between any two places within ten
minutes.We don’t have time today, but grab one of the honor guards and get the

nickeltour when you have a chance.”

Zoey nodded butfigured that wouldn't be happening. Once she got her in-person
scolding forviolating code and testified before the Senate, she’d probably be shipped



offto serve out the rest of her career in some remote outpost. In the meantime,she
drank in every detail she could about the enormous building. They’d passeda row of
shops that carried goods ranging from fancy candy to jewelry and a foodcourt with
every unhealthy fast food option imaginable, and she was beginningto feel like she
was at a shopping mall instead of amilitary complex.

“Here' syour stop,Mgor.”

Zoey glanced at thedoor and back to the Marine waiting to be dismissed. She nodded,
squared hershoulders, and pushed through. “Maor Granger, reporting to see
Genera Bloomfield,” she announced to the soldier manning the desk.

“Good afternoon,Mgjor.” He pointed at the door behind him. “Go on in, the generals
areexpecting you.”

Generals. Zoeywondered if she’'d misheard the plural, but didn’'t bother asking since
she’ dfind out soon enough. She rapped on the door to signal her entry and the
doorswung wide. “General Sharp!”

She immediatelyregretted the exclamation, but it had been years since she'd seen her
first COand she didn't expect him to be here. David Sharp had been her champion
fromthe moment she’d graduated from boot camp, and she took some measure of
comfortat the sight of afamiliar face.

“Major, good to seeyou,” he said. “Come on in.” He swept an arm toward a couple of
chairs in thecenter of the room, and she did a quick recon to see if there were any
othersurprises waiting, but there was only one other person in the room who
sheassumed was Bloomfield. After Sharp sat, she followed suit.

“Maor Granger, I'mGeneral Bloomfield. | appreciate you getting here so quickly.
The ArmedServices Committee is about to chew their own arms off if they don’t get



auniform in the hot seat on this Nine Tech crap. I'm afraid you'll be raw meatto the
hungry beast, but it can't be helped. The first hearing is tomorrowafternoon, and
you' Il meet with counsel’ s office to prepare. Tell the truth,nothing more, nothing less.
Sharp has volunteered to make sure you're situatedand to escort you to the Capitol.
Understood?’

“Yes, gir.” Zoeyhesitated for just a second as she spoke the words. She was relieved
to knowshe'd have a friendly face with her at the hearing tomorrow, but she'd
expecteda little more of a dressing down about dragging half a platoon through
thisordeal.

“1 heard abut,Major. Y ou have something to get off your chest?’

Zoey resisted theurge to glance at Sharp for guidance. For the first half of her career,
he' dbeen a careful mentor, guiding her in and around bureaucratic minefields as
sheescalated up the ranks to achieve her own command. Much of the way she
exertedauthority was based on the lessons she'd learned from him. Relying
oneverything she'd learned under his command, she took a page from his book
andasked what she really wanted to know. “Permission to speak freely?’

“Say what’ s on yourmind.”

“1 fully expected achewing out and a little more ‘ here’' s what we want you to say...””
She paused. “lunderstand the issue with Nine Tech islikely to cause alot of problems
withthe Senate, especially with regard to budget.”

“Areyou asking for ascript, Maor?’

Bloomfield's tone wasgruff, but his eyes were kind, urging her to get it all out. “No,

sir. Justletting you know | understand how difficult this situation has become. |
assureyou | didn’t have achoice.”



“You aways have achoice, soldier, but in this case, you made the right one.” He
jabbed a fingerin Sharp’s direction. “I’ve known that man since he was a ninety-day
wonder,still wet behind the ears” he said, referring to Sharp’'s stint in
OfficerCandidate School. “If Sharp says you're a good soldier, | trust him. Don’t
getme wrong, you created a shit storm, but you' re going to help us find our wayout of
it. Understood?’

She nodded eventhough she knew he expected a verbal reply. He was out of his seat
and theimplication was clear—she was dismissed. Sharp motioned for her to follow
him,and a few minutes later, they were walking back through the building on
adifferent concourse than the one the Marine had led her in on.

“Are you hungry?’ Sharp asked as they passed by a Pizza Hut.

The idea of a greasydlice of pizza twisted her stomach in knots. “A little, but after
airplanefood, | could use something with at least the appearance of green. | can waitif
there are meetings scheduled this afternoon.”

“One this afternoonwith staff counsel, and one in the morning with some stiffs from
the WhiteHouse. Lawyers,” he said with disdain, “even when they aren’t billing by
thehour, they’re looking for an angle. If you want to push through today, I'll getyou
out of herein time for dinner. We' ve got you set up at a hotel inAlexandria. There'sa
decent restaurant there.”

“| can wait.”

“There' sthat ‘but’ again.”
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She considered hernext words carefully. “I’'m just wondering why they have you
escorting mearound. Seems a little beneath your rank.”

“Itis,” he said,“but | volunteered.” He slowed his brisk walk and turned to face her.
“We dlgot the reports, and | know you've been taking a lot of flack out there for
blowingthe lid off thisthing. Least | can do is make sure you scoot through this partof
the process unscathed.”

She should begrateful Sharp was still taking a personal interest in her career, but a
smallpart of her was offended at the idea she needed protection from the fallout ofher
decision to report members of her platoon when she learned of the schemethey were
running under her command. “| expected pushback at the base, but evenhere?’

He nodded.” Bloomfield' s the exception. There are a few of the top brass who wish
you’ dgone through back channels to report what you found.”

“And you?’ She askedthe question before she thought it through, and once the words
were out, shebraced for his answer. If her mentor said she should have kept quiet, she
wasn' tsure she could ever recover her respect for him.

“You did the rightthing, no question. But you had to know there would be fallout.”

“What did you teachme? It’s a bureaucracy. There' s always fallout.”

“Fair enough.” Hestarted walking again, double time. “Come on, soldier. The lawyers
arewaiting.”



Later that evening,Zoey emerged from a steaming shower, slipped into the courtesy
robe, andcontemplated the room service menu. After a grueling afternoon answering
dozensof practice questions, all she wanted was some real food, a stiff drink,
andsolitude. She placed her order and turned on the TV, hoping to escape into
amindless comedy or a thrilling adventure movie. She clicked quickly past thelocal
channels and the Home Shopping Network, but when she landed on MSNBC,
shefroze. The screen filled with the image of her savior from the airport,
RookDaniels, standing next to a handsome couple a a podium, fielding
guestionsfrom reporters. Based on the time, Zoey figured the news conference had
takenplace a few hours ago. New York City. So, that's where Rook had been
headedwhen she'd boarded the helo in the private terminal at National. Zoey turned
upthe volume.

“Well-known DCfixer Rook Daniels appeared with her client, US Representative
Buster Jenkins andhis wife, Farah Hamil, to answer questions about the breaking
news that lewdphotos of Jenkins showed up in an online chat room. We have a panel
assembledto discuss the fallout, but first let’'s go to our New York affiliate for
thehighlights of the press conference.”

The screen changed toshow a tall blond reporter standing outside the St. Regis in
downtown New York.Zoey had never been there, but she recognized the iconic
building from movies.

“Good evening,Chris,” the reportersaid.“ The press conference was what we' ve come
to expect from Daniels. Sheput her clients front and center for the camera a a
distinguished locale andlet them speak directly to the press, but there was no doubt
they’d beenwell-prepped to field any questions lobbed their way. Jenkins denied
thecharges. Hamil stood by her man. No surprises here.”

“There’s beenspeculation that Farah Hamil has been planning to launch her own
campaign formayor of New York. Any word on that and whether her husband's



troubles willhave an impact on her political future?’

“The questiondefinitely came up, and | have a clip to show how it went down.”

Zoey turned thevolume up, her gaze riveted on Rook who leaned into the microphone
at thepodium and called on a reporter from theNew Y ork Times.

“What impact will thepending charges have on Councilwoman Hamil’s expected
announcement for themayoral run?’

“Clever, Charlie,”Rook said with an engaging smile. “First of all, there are no
pending charges,merely an investigation. Second, the only expectation Farah Hamil
has right nowis that you will report fairly and objectively about her husband’'s case
andgive their family the space to deal with these troubling accusations. One
moreguestion,” Rook said, turning her attention to the other reporters in thecrowd.

Zoey smiled at thescreen, both charmed and annoyed by Rook’s evasive, yet telling
doublespeak. I1fshe were inclined to gamble, she’'d lay odds that Farah Hamil would
be divorcedand running for mayor of New York within the year. But what really
captured herattention about the coverage on TV was Rook. If possible, she looked
even morehandsome than she had at the airport. Clearly comfortable in front of
thecameras, she assumed her role of “fixer” with ease. While normally Zoey
wouldfind the moniker abhorrent, Rook had certainly fixed things for her when
she’dneeded help, so she really couldn’'t judge. Besides, even if she didn't care
forRook’s chosen profession, she couldn’'t deny Rook looked good doing it, and
shecertainly couldn’t deny she enjoyed watching the show.

Rook stood at thepodium, well practiced at not blinking at the prolonged burst of
shutterflashes or the onslaught of prurient questions about the naked photos of



thecongressman. Eyes focused on the press crowded in front of her, Rook still feltthe
palpable discomfort of her client, US Representative Buster Jenkins who wasposed
ramrod straight next to his steely-eyed wife. Rook had coached them wellin the time
they’d had since her helicopter had landed, but she still wouldhave preferred better
casting for this press conference. Unfortunately, whileshe was very selective about
whom she chose to represent, her clients rarelycame from central casting.

She'd first metBuster years ago, before he'd started his political career, when he
marriednoted lawyer Farah Hamil. Farah was a long time acquaintance from law
school,but the wedding invitation was the first time Rook had heard from her
sincetheir graduation. Rook attended the wedding, more for the opportunity to see
otherfriends from their class than because she was invested in the couple’'s
futurehappiness, and she'd sensed from the beginning Buster and Farah were a
typicalpower couple, destined to either promote or implode each other’'s success.
Likesimilar couples before them, they appeared to have entered a tacit agreement
toescalate Buster’s political ambitions first, but the political gossip mill wasalready
churning about Farah’s expected announcement to run for mayor of NewY ork.

Until this week, whenthe pictures were splashed on the front page of theEnquirer,
showingBuster in a compromising position with another woman, a much younger
woman.Panicked about her own political future, Farah had contacted Rook’s office
andimplored her to do her magic to make it al go away as quickly as possible. After
an in-depth conversation with Farah about the potential options and anintensive video
conference with the couple last night, they’d agreed to a pressconference to get in
front of the story.

So far the questionshad been probing, but Rook handled them with ease, deflecting
where necessaryand hitting the issue of privacy hard, but it was time to wrap this
circus up.“One more question,” Rook said, pointing to the political reporter
fromVanityFair. “ Diane?’



“1s there anyevidence the photos have been tampered with in any way, so they are not
whatthey appear to be?’

Rook nodded. “I’m notat liberty to share any such evidence with you at this time, but
it's clearsomeone is trying to impugn Congressman Jenkins's excellent reputation for
goodcharacter. | will say this” She paused and met several key sets of eyes in
thecrowd of reporters. “Anyone can make anything look real on the Internet.”
Sheglanced back at the troubled couple. “On behalf of Congressman Jenkins and
hiswife, I'd like to thank you al for being here. They are both anxious to putthis
nightmare behind them and return to serving the citizens of New York. Youmay
contact my office for updates.” Rook ignored the continued chorus ofshouted
guestions and walked away from the cameras. She placed an arm aroundBuster and
escorted him and Farah through the private exit at the back of thehotel ballroom that
had been designated for their use. The getaway plan broughtup memories of rushing
through the back halls of the airport with Zoey Grangerat her side, and she wished
she were with Zoey pursuing that chase instead ofthis one.

When Rook was certainthey were alone, she motioned for the couple to stop.

“That was brilliant,” Buster said, “Ending with the assertion the photos are fake.
That’s going to bethe lead.”

“Except for onething,” Rook said. She turned to Farah and fixed her with a stare. “Do
you wantto tell him or should 17?7’

“What?' Buster asked,looking furtively between the two of them.

Farah cleared herthroat. “The photos aren’'t fake and anyone with half a brain can
figure thatout.”
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“Well,” Busterstretched out the word. “At least the assertion buys us some time to
come upwith a new defense.” He play-punched Rook on the shoulder. “Isn’'t that
whywe' re paying you the big bucks?’

Rook shook her head.” There's not enough money in the world to create fact out of
fiction. Delay isall you get, but you're right, | tossed out the idea to give Farah time
todecide what she wants to do, and | think there’s something she wants to tellyou.”
She watched as Buster’s expression spun through a list of emotions, fromsurprise to
shock, finally landing on denial.

“You can't leave me,” he said to Farah. “Not now. Hell, you' re about to announce.”

“Rook thinks I’ [Imake a much more sympathetic candidate as the spurned, but strong
wife whochose not to stand by her man, especidly if it means | lose the baggage of
anadulterer.”

Rook winced at theattribution. She'd merely pointed out the options and let Farah
choose herfuture. She wholeheartedly agreed with the choice, but she’d have found a
wayto make other options work if Farah decided to salvage her marriage. She
mightchoose her clients, but she was being paid to get the outcome of their
choice,and no one was better at arguing both sides.

An hour later, Rookwas back in her room at the Peninsula Hotel, lying back on the
bed,contemplating the room service menu. Farah had invited her to dinner
atGramercy Tavern, but Rook knew no matter how well intentioned, downtime
wouldquickly turn into more conversation about Farah’'s marital woes and
politicalprospects. Rook had had enough rescuing damsels in distress for the



day,athough she hardly considered Major Zoey Granger a damsel in distress.
No,Zoey had been more like a soldier out of her battle zone. Rook closed her eyesand
played back portions of the afternoon at the airport, running slow motionpast the part
where Zoey tugged her hair out of the tight bun and her auburnwaves cascaded onto
the shoulders of her crisp uniform. Uniforms were usually ano-go for Rook, but the
sharp contrast of Zoey’s vulnerability with the hardedge of her insignias intrigued
her, and she was in no hurry to brush ZoeyGranger to the back of her mind.

Her phone rang andshe glanced at the caller ID, instantly recognizing the White
House exchange.She answered with a mock stern tone. “Tell the president I’'m not
interested,” Rook said.

“That’ swhat | usedto say, but look at me now.”

Rook laughed at thesound of her old friend Julia Scott’s voice. They’d had a running
joke sincedulia had accepted the president’s offer to become his chief of staff.
Juliahad tried, on many occasions, to get Rook to join the administration as anadvisor
on strategy, but Rook had made it clear she wasn't interested. “Y ouwhisper into the
ear of the most powerful man in the free world,” Rook said.” Of course you had to say
yesto thejob. I, on the other hand, like being myown boss.”

“Keep tellingyourself that. Pretty sure whoever pays you owns you.”

“Ouch.”

“The truth hurts.”

“Maybe so, but I'mstill not coming to work for you or your guy.”

““My guy, she saysWhatever. | didn't call to pressure you this time. | called to
invite you to aparty.”



“What? Are youfinally making an honest woman out of Addison? Beltway rumors
say you' ve beenessentially shacking up for the last six months.”

“Between you and me,the rumors are true, but it's been a little complicated trying to
balance ourjobs and our love life.”

Rook had no doubt itwas true. The mix of president’s chief of staff with the chief
justice of theUnited States resulted in a relationship fraught with trip lines. “I can
seethe headlines now. DC power couple tipping the balance of power. Couldn’t
youfind a nice nobody to fall in love with?”’

“Whenyoufindsomeone and settle down, then you can teasemeabout my love life.
Untilthen, button it up.”

“Fair enough. Sowhat’ s the occasion if not awedding?’

“1t's Addison’ shirthday. I’m having athing. It's kind of gotten out of hand, and now
thereare going to be way too many people coming, half of whom | barely know.
Promiseyou’ll show up and keep me sane?’

“You know you cancount on me even if | won't be your White House lackey.”

“Someday, Daniels,someday. By the way, nice job with the press conference tonight.
When is Farahgoing to divorce the creep?’

“No comment, even foryou. You'll have to hear about any fallout in the gossip
columns just likeeveryone else.” Rook decided to fish for alittle gossip of her own.

“Hey, whatdo you know about the Senate hearing on Nine Tech?”’

“Plenty. Why?Something specific you' re after?’



Rook started to tellJulia about meeting Zoey at the airport but hesitated. It had been a
chancemeeting and she'd done a good deed, but it was nothing more than that.
TellingJulia felt like she was making more out of it. “Nothing. | saw an article inthe
paper this morning. Just curious.”

“1 think it’s al inthe dustup phase now. The hearings are just away for the senators to
showtheir constituents they’ re guarding the coffers. They’ll grill the girl, shakea stick
at the Joint Chiefs, and move onto the next drama du jour.”

“Woman.”

“What?’

“You were talkingabout the mgor who exposed the corruption and you said girl.
Besides,shouldn't you be caling hersoldieror some other military thing?
Thepatriarchy you're part of is rubbing off on you.”

“Look who's talking.Pretty sure you just stuck up for a man-creep of the highest

order while makinghis wife stand at his side for the camera. If you want me to turnin
my feministcard, you' re going to have to go first, my friend.”
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“Touché.” Rook heard a knock at the door. “As fun as this littlecatch-up has been, my
dinner just showed up and I’'m starving. Count me in forAddison’s party and I'll see
you soon.” She hung up and answered the door tousher in the room service waiter
impatiently waiting while he arranged thetable with a T-bone, loaded baked potato,
and a salad with more toppings thangreens. When he started fiddling with the bottle
of Cabernet, she shoved atwenty in his hand and told him to leave the bottle opener.
Solitude, food, andthe better part of a bottle of very expensive wine were the only
things shewanted right now. As she settled in to enjoy them all, she wondered if Zoey
wastucked away in aDC hotel room doing the same thing.

Chapter Three

Zoey reached forthe pitcher and filled her water glass with deliberate slowness. She
was on herfifth day of Senate hearings with no end in sight. She'd repeated,
numeroustimes, the full details of how she’'d discovered that managers at Nine Tech
werebribing soldiers under her command to requisition munitions and other
equipmentin exchange for kickbacks, including how she' d uncovered that the soldier
whoran the scheme on the Army end was also selling the excess equipment on
theblack market and double dipping from the already profitable enterprise.

She'd taken no gloryfrom her findings. These men and women had been under her
command, and theircrimes reflected on her abilities. Her superiors had suggested to
her more thanonce that she keep the disciplinary action in-house to save face, but
she'dignored the well-intentioned advice. If Nine Tech was bribing soldiers in
herunit, chances were good they were making similar deals with other militarybases
as well. Not coming forward simply wasn't an option. Not one she couldlive with



“Maor, pleasedescribe for us again how you were able to detect the discrepancies?’
thesenior senator from Texas, Connie Armstrong, asked. Before Zoey could
answer,the senator added, “I'm interested because | think your methods should
probablybe implemented system-wide if we want to prevent this kind of large-
scalelooting of our limited military coffersin the future.”

Zoey cleared herthroat, pushing down her first response that questioned if it was a
good use oftaxpayer dollars to keep her away from her command to answer the
samequestions, over and over. But Senator Armstrong had lobbed her a
softball,designed to help her look like a hero instead of a failed commander, so she
setaside her frustration and repeated the information she’'d relayed no less than
adozen times in the past few days.

Two hours later, thecommittee chair thanked her for her time and service, excused
her from hersubpoena, and adjourned the committee for the day. Zoey turned to the
Pentagonlawyer beside her. “Isit over?’

“For now, for you,yes,” he said as he packed up his briefcase. “They’ll start on the
not sofriendly witnesses next. Are you headed back to your base? I'll need to be
ableto get in touch with you in case the committee has any follow-up questionsabout
the documents we provided.”

Zoey had wonderedseveral times over the past week what her future would hold, but
she hadn’t letherself dwell on it. But now that he'd asked, she realized she didn’t
have aclue. She fudged. “I’'m supposed to check in with General Sharp as soon as
we'redone here to get my orders. I'll get you my updated contact info as soon as
Iknow.”

She tucked away hiscard, hoping she never saw him again, and left the building. It
was just afterthree on Friday afternoon and the mass exodus of legislators was in full
swing.She should probably head back to the Pentagon right away, but it was a



gorgeousspring day and she hadn’'t had an opportunity to experience anything in the
cityso she lingered for a moment. The hearings had taken place in the HartBuilding, a
couple of blocks from the Capitol, and she started out in thatdirection, determined to
at least capture a couple of pictures to send to hermother back home. As she walked
onto Constitution Avenue, she was surrounded byhistory with the Supreme Court and
the Library of Congressto her right and theCapitol building to her left. She walked by
a group of tourists posing forpictures with the statues in front of the Library of
Congress and wished shewere here under different circumstances, dressed in jeans, T-
shirt, and sandalswith no agenda other than to soak up some history.

The buzz of her phonerousted her out of her daydreams. “ Granger,” she answered the
unknown caller.

“Maor, | hear itwent well.”

She recognized DavidSharp’s voice and seized on the lifeline since he was likely to
have answersabout her future within the service. “Glad that’s what you heard,
althoughthat’s a little spooky since we just finished up. | guess it went okay, butit’s
kind of hard to tell when you're being chewed up and spit out over andover again.”

Sharp laughed. “Beenthere. Trust me, it doesn’t get any easier. Happy you survived.”

She waited, wonderingif he'd called just to check in or if he had something definitive
to tell herabout her future. He rambled a bit longer about his own experience
testifyingbefore Congress, and when he paused to draw a breath, she seized
theopportunity. “When should | report back to base?’

“We should talk aboutthat. In fact, that’s one of the reasons | called. Take the rest of
theafternoon off but plan on sticking around for a few days. There's a
functiontomorrow night and I'd like you to go with me. Service dress. I'll pick you
upat your hotel at seven sharp. Let me know if you need anything between now



andthen.”

His conclusory tonedidn’t invite any questions, but she had plenty. Why was she
sticking aroundWhat was this function? Did she still have a future with the Army or
was hetaking a little extra time to let her down easy? “Will do,” she said, but
he' dalready clicked off the call. Resigned to waiting until the next day to learnher
fate, she focused on the right now. If she hurried, maybe she could fit ina tour or two
before they shut down for the day. Her mind drifted to RookDaniels and the way
she'd effortlessly guided her through the airport. No doubtas a DC insider, she'd
know exactly where to go and what to do in the capital.But Rook wasn’t here now
and she was on her own. Zoey pulled up the camera onher phone and snapped a few
photos of the buildings lining Constitution Avenue,and then made her way to the tall
columns of the Supreme Court building. Shemight not be from a big city and she
definitely wasn't an insider, but she’ d dojust fine on her own.

Rook swung throughthe door to her office suite and waved at Ben, the receptionist.

“Jenkins's office hasphoned exactly seven timesin the last fifteen minutes,” he called
outcheerfully as she walked briskly down the hall.

“On it.” She stoppedin front of her assistant’s desk and waited impatiently for her to
finish hercall.

“That's right,” Lacysaid into the phone. “We'll have a full statement within the
hour.” She shookher head. “No advance copies, for anyone. Thanks for—" she
stopped abruptly andthen muttered “asshole’ as she hung up. “That little jerk from
Fox thinks he sentitled to the inside scoop. He'll get his copy of the press release
exactlyfive minutes after everyone else.”



Rook waved a hand infront of her face. “Earth to Lacy.”

“Hey, Rook. Abouttime you got here. Everyone's in the conference room. They
should have a draftready for you.”

“Maybe you could leadwith that next time. Any messages not about this case?’

“Several, but theycan all wait.” Lacy flicked her hands at Rook. “Go, now.”

“Trying to rememberwhy | hired the bossiest assistant in the history of assistants,”
Rook said asshe walked toward her firm's conference room.

“Ignoring you,” Lacyyelled back.

Rook pushed throughthe conference room door and took a second to watch her team
at work. Imagesprojected onto a light box on the wall captured the most important
aspects ofthe Buster Jenkins case including the bombshell that had interrupted
herafternoon meeting with a high level executive from Diamond Credit who
wantedadvice about dealing with a recent hacking scandal that had resulted in
theexposure of their clients' private information.

Buster’s case hadtaken a wicked turn. What had started as an embarrassing case of
infidelity hadturned criminal this afternoon when FBI agents showed up at his DC
office witha search warrant. Rook’s phone had started blowing up during her
Diamond Creditmeeting and hadn’t stopped since. Lacy had George on standby to
drive her backto the office, and on the way Rook had contacted one of her sources at
the USAttorney’s office to see what she could find out. What she'd learned had
beenshocking, and her first call was to Farah to see if she was still hired to workthe
case. To her surprise, Farah had told her to fix it and money was noobject. With her
full team assembled, she planned to do just that.
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“Tak to me,” shesaid to the room, before turning to her senior associate, Blake
Wyatt. “What dowe have so far?’

“The FBI showed up atthree o’ clock,” Blake said, reading from the notes in her right
hand, while sheran her other hand through her short blond hair. “They had the Capitol
Policewith them and carted out a couple of boxes and four computers from
Jenkins' soffice. As of right now, Jenkins has not been arrested.”

“1s he going to be?’ Rook asked.

“Too soon to tell,” Harry Etheridge, her other associate, said. “We have a copy of the
warrant butnot the underlying affidavit, so nobody knows what the allegations are
yet.”

Rook’ s phone pingedand she glanced at the screen. “Well, we know now.” She tossed
her phone at theman seated to her right, Eric Pryor, their resident computer expert.
“Theaffidavit is attached to that email. I1t’ll be encrypted.”

“Gimme just a sec,”Eric said as he typed on her phone, and then his computer. A
moment later, hepointed at the front of the room. “ There you go.”

Rook digested thewords on the screen and waited for the rest of her team to catch up.
Theaffidavit to the search warrant accused Buster of texting nude photos ofhimself to
an underage girl he’d met in an online chat room. Suddenly, hismarital infidelity and
reelection prospects were the least of his worries sincehe was looking at possible
prison time and sex offender registration.



“Holy shit,” saidHarry. “Did anyone else see this coming?’

“Sure,” Blake, thealways skeptical former CIA agent, said. “1 always thought he was
a littleskeevy, but | figured if Farah was married to him, then he must have
someredeeming quality. Guess | was wrong.”

“We need to get outin front of this. Harry, get Paul Hanson on the phone,” she said,
referring tothe managing partner at one of the top law firms in DC. “Tell him we
want afemale partner assigned to the case. Get whoever it is a copy of this
affidavitand tell her all statements need to be vetted by us before they go public.”
Sheturned to Eric. “You cloned Buster’s computer, didn’t you?’

“1 did, but only hispersona one and the one he uses a his office. From what we can
tell, the fedsseized several others.”

“Those probablybelonged to his staff. Someone needs to talk to them as soon as
possible.Blake?’

“On it. I've gottheir names and addresses, and I'll head out as soon as we craft
thestatement.”

“Go now.” Rookpointed at her head. “I aready know what we're going to say.
Senator Jenkinsis fully cooperating with law enforcement, and he trusts in the
criminaljustice system to ensure justice is done. No press conference, just issue
thestatement through the usual channels.”

“Doesn’'t sound like avery vigorous defense to me,” Harry said. “Y ou sure we want to
be that blaséabout these alegations?’

“I"'m certain we don’twant to overstate our case. | don’t expect we're going to be on
this one muchlonger, and | don't want to put Hanson's firm in a box by promising



somethingno one's going to be able to deliver. Farah's exact words were ‘do no
harm.’She’s telling us she's ready to move on from the not-so-honorable
BusterJenkins. We're here for triage and that’ s it.”

“Such ashame,” Harrysaid. “1 love a good kiddie porn case, said no one ever.”

“Once the statement’ sout, let’s go full tilt on opposition research for Farah,” Rook
said. “I wantto know every little, itty, bitty thing anyone has on her. We' ve got one
monthbefore she has to file and our job isto clear a path. Understood?’

The three of themnodded, and she knew she could count on them to make miracles
happen. “Eric,can | see you in my officein five?’

“Sure, boss.”

She left the group totheir work and walked back to her office, waving off Lacy who
tried to waylayher at the door. “1 need afew minutes alone. Let Ericinin five.”

Lacy looked at herwatch and nodded.

Rook shut the doorand paced in front of the windows that looked out over the
courtyard in thecenter of her building. The offices of the Daniels's Agency occupied
the entirethree floors of the historic New Orleans style brownstone, choice real
estateshe’'d purchased several years ago. She and her team didn't need an
entirebuilding, but she'd steadfastly refused to parcel out the spacious officesdespite
the enormous financial benefit she could reap from renting out theextra space. Her
clients expected privacy, and being the only occupant of thebuilding afforded them
that. Besides, she was a firm believer that theappearance of success attracted more of
it. Since they’d relocated from theirsmaller offices in Arlington, the caliber of their
clientele had grownexponentially.



Farah had been one ofher first clients, and her needs had been simple back then.
Opposition researchto help Farah’'s young, handsome, but not the brightest guy,
husband get electedto the House of Representatives. Rook had found a few murmurs
of office flings,but nothing anyone was willing to substantiate at the time. She'd
given al theinformation to Farah and let her and Buster make the call about whether
to riskthe rumors turning into prime time news stories. One woman came forward
andtold her local news affiliate she'd dlept with Buster in exchange for promisesof
career advancement, but she quickly retracted her story when Rook visitedher to
discuss her frequent use of cocaine at campaign parties, a tale herassociates had been
only too happy to tell. Rook hadn’t threatened or bribed.She’d merely pointed out
that if Jenkins really was a philanderer, the newsoutlets would find out as easily as
she had been able to find out about thewoman’'s drug use. She wasn't particularly
proud of the method, but in the endshe figured she saved the woman from an
embarrassing public ordeal.

“Eric’ s at the door,” Lacy’ s voice boomed through the intercom. “Y ou ready?’

“Yes, send himin.”

Eric, dressed inskinny jeans, a tweed vest, and a vintage tie with a full Windsor, was
not yourtypical Mountain Dew sipping, basement dwelling hacker, but no one was
betterat busting through secure systems than he was.

“Diamond Credit,” Rook said without preamble. “I met with their president today.”
“Last | heard, amosta quarter of a million accounts compromised.”

“They think it mightbe twice that. The FDIC is all over them, and they need some

cover. Only thingl can think of is to find out who did the hacking so we can start
pointingfingersin their direction. Maybe even file alawsuit.”
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“I’m no lawyer, but Idon’t think you’ re going to get anywhere with that. Whoever did
it is probablysipping ice cold shots of vodka and posting videos of a shirtless Putin on
thedark net.”

“Exactly. We don’'twant or need a real lawsuit. That'll just drag things out forever
and the onlypeople who' Il win are the thousand-dollar-an-hour lawyers. We just need
someoneto blame who isn't our guy.” She handed him a jump drive. “Here’'s your
frontdoor access to their system. Get in the back door and see whose trail
you' refollowing. Can you do that?’

He laughed. “You' rekidding, right? Il get right on it. Anything else?’

“Not right now, butstay close. | don’t know what else might blow up on this Jenkins
thing.”

“Can | just say howmuch | hate these cases? We need a juicy political scandal, not
more of these'who cheated on who' deals.”

Rook laughed. “Whenthe guy who cheats is a congressman, it is a political scandal.”
“Y ou know what Imean.”

“l1 do and | totallyagree, but these things are our bread and butter. | promise I'll do
somenetworking and seeif | can drum up something more to your liking.”

“That’s why you'rethe boss.” Eric started toward the door. “I’'ll call you when | find
something.”



Rook sank into herdesk chair. She hated domestics as much as Eric, but when you
specialized inthe people business, they couldn’t be helped. The Diamond Credit thing
was moreup her alley—much easier to advise a corporate entity devoid of emotion
thantwo individuals watching their relationship destruct, especially when one ofthem
turns out to be a sex offender.

But working withpeople sometimes had its benefits. Her mind wandered back to
earlier in theweek when she' d helped Zoey Granger escape the clutches of the press.
The brassat the Pentagon should have taken better care of their star witness—at the
veryminimum making sure she got off the plane without being mobbed—and if
she’ dbeen advising them she would' ve told them so. Rook had caught some of
thecoverage of the hearings, and although Zoey was generally unflappable, it
wasclear from her occasional expressions of shock when asked a probing
personalquestion that had nothing to do with the investigation, this was her first
timebeing caught in the cross fire between the military might and the electedofficials
that funded them. The paper said her testimony was wrapping up today,and Rook
wondered if she was headed back to her base. Images of Zoey’s long,sculpted legs
appeared in her head, and Rook knew her musings were about morethan Zoey’ s case.

Lacy’s voice buzzedthrough the intercom. “Lyra’s school play is tonight so I'm
headed out for theday. | bought that crazy expensive bottle of Scotch for you to take
to AddisonRiley’s birthday party and it's on your bar along with the invite. You
needanything else?’

“No, I'm good. TellLyrato break aleg.”

Rook looked over atthe Scotch. She hadn’t talked to Julia all week and she’' d already
forgottenabout the party. After a week in the public eye, she'd rather spend the
weekendin the office, catching up on work, but maybe a little socializing would
begood for business. An image of Zoey Granger's legs popped into her head
again.Maybe good for some relaxation too.



Chapter Four

Zoey stood infront of the hotel, waiting for General Sharp and enjoying the cool night
air.The hotel valet had offered to come get her when her ride arrived, but shepreferred
the outside. Back in Texas, even the evening temperatures werealready in the
seventies, and she was happy to have at least afew days in thecooler climate.

She' d spent the daybeing atourist. Her impromptu trip to the Library of Congress had
made her toolate to book a nighttime tour of the monuments last night, but she'd
areadypurchased a ticket for Sunday. Today's adventures had taken her to
theSmithsonian Air and Space Museum and the White House where she'd stood
alongwith huge crowds of tourists, along the fence that lined the ellipse, andsnapped
photos through the bars. She'd enjoyed the day, but thoughts about herfuture
distracted her. She only hoped Sharp would have some answers tonight.

As if summoned, ablack sedan pulled up and the rear window rolled down to reveal
Sharp in thebackseat. She walked toward the car, and he got out and motioned her in.
Shewas surprised to see acivilian driver in the front seat.

“Major, meet Carl.Carl isthe only reason | stay sane. If | had to drive around DC on
my own, Imight be tempted to declare war.”

Zoey waved at Carlwho nodded before he pulled out of the hotel drive and onto the
roadway. “Makessense. I'm completely turned around and 1've only been here a
week.”

“ And arough weektoo. How are you holding up?’

“Good. | managed toget in alittle sightseeing today. Figured I’ d take advantage. Who
knows whenl’ Il be back.”



“About that. GeneralBloomfield would like to meet with you Monday morning.”

“1 expect he wants areport on the hearings?’

“That and otherthings.” Sharp drummed his fingers on the armrest. “Thisis not public
yet, soit’s imperative that what I’ m about to tell you not go any further than thiscar.”

Zoey resistedglancing at Carl who she was certain could hear every word they were
saying. IfDavid trusted him, who was she to question? “ Understood.”

“The president isnominating Bloomfield for Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. If he gets
the spot,I’m his pick to replace him as Army Chief of Staff.”

“Sounds likecongratulations are in order.” Zoey appreciated the intel, but wondered
why hewas sharing it with her. She had a feeling there was something more he
wantedto say.

“Thanks, butcongratulations are a bit premature, since all of this has to be approved
bythe same contentious group of people you testified before all week. Speaking
ofconfirmations, Bloomfield submitted your 0-5 and you're being reassigned to
thePentagon, effective immediately.”

Zoey took a moment todigest the information. She was being recommended for
promotion to lieutenantcolonel a full year ahead of when she’'d normally be €ligible.
This wouldn’t bethe first time she’'d received a below the zone promotion, but after
the NineTech fiasco, the news was definitely a surprise. The promotion would be
subjectto Senate confirmation, and she wasn’'t entirely sure, in light of last
week’ sperformance, if that was a good or a bad thing.
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“Are you going to saysomething?’
“Frankly, I’m notsure what to say. The promotion is one thing, but reassignment?’
“Wondering if you' rebeing praised on one hand and punished with the other?’

“Something likethat.” Zoey wasn't sure how to feel. She'd taken pride in her
command, but nowthat she was back stateside, she’d had a hard time reintegrating to
regularbase life, especialy in light of her role in the Nine Tech scandal. She' dheard
work at the Pentagon was mired in bureaucracy, but with over twentythousand fellow
employees, she'd have a better chance at blending in andgetting her career back on
track.

“Bloomfield likesyou. He got good feedback from counsel’ s office.” Sharp shrugged.
“And no, Ididn’t make this happen, although when he asked | told him | thought
youdeserved the bump. Besides, the Pentagon is already silly with majors.”

“Will | be workingwith you?’

“Probably. In somecapacity. You'll have a week to relocate, and then you’'ll report
back here. Idon’'t know exactly what Bloomfield has planned for you, but | do know
you'll beworking with the Joint Chiefs. And that’s part of the reason | wanted you
tocome to this party tonight.”

In the excitementabout her impending promotion and the news she wasn't getting
booted, Zoey hadalmost forgotten they were headed to a function. “Where exactly are
we going?’



“Julia Scott isthrowing a birthday party for her girlfriend.” They were stopped a a
light andhe glanced at her with an expectant expression. She rolled the name around
inher head, but she couldn’t quite place it without more context.

“l give up.” Theminute the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to reel them
back in. “Waita minute. Julia Scott, President Garrett’'s chief of staff? And
hergirlfriend...Addison Riley? Chief justice of the Supreme Court?’

“Those are the ones.” He looked out the window and she was grateful he couldn’t see
her mouth washanging open. “We're amost there, so if you have questions, ask them

now.

“l guess the mostobvious one is how did you score this invitation? | figure you’'ve
met JuliaScott at the White House, but defense briefings are a little different
thansocial invitations.”

“If you want to get aheadhere, you have to learn to schmooze a little. You'll have
plenty ofopportunities to socialize, mark my words. But | got an invite because I'm
anold family friend. | served with Addison Riley’s father, and Margaret and |
aregodparents to her and her brother Jack.”

“That makes you DCroyalty, doesn’t it?’

“Hardly,” he saidwith a grunt of disdain. “But | know how to make nice when | need
to. Thisparty will be loaded with VIPs. It's the perfect opportunity for you to get
toknow some of them and make a good impression. I'll introduce you around,
buthave alittle fun. After thisweek, you deserveit.”

“Thanks. Speaking ofMargaret, how are she and the kids? I’d love to see them.
George and Luke haveto be almost out of college by now, right?’



He drummed his handon the armrest and craned his neck as Carl braked to avoid a car
that turnedlate into the intersection in front of them. When they finaly pulled
forward,he replied to her question. “Marge is good. George has a year to go, but
I’mnot sure he knows what he wants to do with his life. Luke's at Annapolis, so
hedoesn’t really have a choice.”

Zoey nodded at therundown but made a mental note that he didn't sound as
enthusiastic as usualwhen talking about his family. George's lack of direction had to
be adisappointment. She could relate, but for completely opposite reasons. Herfamily
had been plenty disappointed when she’d announced she was joining theservice.
They’d acted like she was throwing her life away, but if she' dreturned to their tiny
Texas town after a full ride at Texas A&M, thatwould have been the true waste. At
first she'd missed the easy comfort of smalltown life, but she’d quickly adjusted to
the routine of military life and thebuilt-in camaraderie. David and his wife had been
particularly welcoming, andshe' d come to think of them as her second family, but the
one that came firstwhen she needed the kind of comforts a family was supposed to
provide.

A few minutes later,they pulled up to alarge Tudor style house in what Sharp told her
wasGeorgetown. Every window was lit and the massive sycamore trees were
sprinkledwith lights. They waited in a line of cars inching toward the valet stand.
Theteam of valets worked quickly, and it wasn't long before a young man in a
navysuit jacket opened her door and reached out a hand as she climbed out of thecar.
While she waited for Sharp, she took a moment to drink in the atmosphere,grateful
for her uniform since, based on the attire of the other guests, shewasn't sure she
owned any clothes dressy enough for this occasion. When theyreached the door, a
man in a butler uniform ushered them in and pointed out theway to the bar and buffet.

The house was exactlythe kind of significant, but not ostentatious dwelling Zoey
would expect for ahigh profile power couple. Chief Justice Addison Riley had been
on the benchfor a year and had already distinguished herself as a no-nonsense jurist,



andJulia Scott, President Garrett’s former campaign manager, had taken over thejob
as his chief of staff soon after he started his second term. When Addisonand Julia
started dating, gossip columnists across the nation made it the meatof their news
reports for months.

“General Sharp, thankyou for coming.”

A striking red-hairedwoman headed their way, and Zoey pegged her as Julia Scott.
Zoey didn’t spend alot of time following DC poalitics, but she didn’t know any lesbian
alive whohadn't soaked up the news about Julia and Addison’s relationship with
ferventinterest. She could hardly believe she was actually herein their home.

David handled theintroductions. “Julia Scott, meet Major Zoey Granger. The major is
an oldfriend and she' sin town—"

“For the hearings, |know,” Julia said with a smile as she clasped Zoey’'s hand.
“Maor, it’s nice tomeet you in person. C-SPAN’s cameras don’t do you justice. You
handled yourselflike a champ last week. Thank you for your service.”

Zoey returned thesmile, hoping to hide the fact she was a bit disconcerted to know
thepresident’ s right hand had paid attention to her testimony before the Senate.But it
made sense Julia would have been briefed by someone from the JointChief’s office.
“Thank you, ma am. It’s easy when you have the truth on yourside.”

Juliawinked atSharp. “Thisisagood one. | hope you plan on keeping her around.”
“Trust me, we wanther working on our team,” Sharp said.
“Well, don’t let mehold you up. There are alot of people to see and Addison is out on

the backdeck, but you should make your way to the buffet. | hear the tiny prime
ribsandwiches are going fast. Feel free to use your uniforms to cut in front



ofeveryone. I'm pretty sure Jack is over there now employing that strategy withgreat
success.” Juliawaved as she wandered off into the crowd greeting otherguests.

“She seems very nice,” Zoey said.

“Until you piss heroff and then she’sahellcat.”



Page 11

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:54 pm
“1 guess that makesfor a perfect quality in achief of staff.”
“All amatter ofperspective | guess.” He gestured toward the bar. “ Drink?”’
“1 thought you'dnever ask.” Zoey followed him as he cut through the clusters of
people. Shespotted severa familiar faces, some from cable news and others she'd

seen thepast week at the Capitol. One of the latter grabbed her arm as she walked by.

“Maor Granger, whata nice surprise to see you here,” Senator Connie Armstrong
said.

Zoey cracked a halfsmile, uncertain of the protocol. “Nice to see you too, Senator.”
She looked atSharp who'd turned back. The senator tracked her gaze and waved the
generaoff. “General, if you're headed to the bar, I could use a bourbon and
whatevermy friend hereis having.”

Sharp raised hiseyebrows. “Major?’

Zoey turned toArmstrong. “Actually, | was—" She stopped talking when Sharp shot
her a pointedlook, hoping she was reading the signals correctly. “Red wine. Thanks.”
Sharpnodded and plunged back into the crowd, leaving her aone with the senator.
“Areyou relieved thehearings are over, Major?’

“Honestly, I'm happyto be getting back to real work.”

“And you don’tconsider keeping the legislature informed part of your real work?’



Zoey fumbled for arecovery, but apparently she'd used up al her diplomacy during
the gruelingsessions over the past week. She was saved from answering by a voice
frombehind her.

“Connie, leave themajor alone. Thisis a party, not an inquisition.”

She knew that voice.A second later, Rook Daniels appeared next to her, confirming
her suspicion.Was everyone in DC at this event?

“You look surprisedto see me,” Rook said, her voice smooth and a hint of a grin
playing at thecorner of her lips.

“l am, but | guess Ishouldn’t be. Famous DC fixer. Of course you'd be where all the
big names are.”

“I’m not quite surehow to take that. | assure you | came by my invitation honestly.
I’m not on thejob tonight.” Rook let loose with the grin. “That is, unless a beautiful
womanneeds to make a quick escape.”

Connie waved a handbetween them. “Y ou two know each other?’

“Barely,” Zoey said.

“Intimately,” Rooksaid at the exact same moment.

Armstrong shook herhead. “I learned long ago not to believe anything Rook Daniels
said unless hired her to say it myself.”

Rook placed a handover her heart. “ Connie, you wound me.”

“Save it for thecamera, Daniels. Ah, here are our drinks.”



Zoey tore her gazeaway from Rook, and Sharp was standing next to them holding
three glasses. Shereached for hers, happy for the distraction. Rook was distracting
enough,dressed in a sleek charcoal gray silk suit and oozing charm. As Sharp
handedover her drink, Zoey couldn’'t help but notice a slight frown on his face, and
shewondered at the cause. She didn’t have a chance to ask before the senatorwhisked
him away, leaving her alone with Rook.

“How honestly?’ Zoeyasked.

“Pardon?’

“You said you came bythe invitation honestly.”

“Yes, well, Juliaisan old law school buddy of mine.”

“You're a lawyer?'Zoey replayed the question back in her head and wished she
hadn’t injected somuch surprise into it.

“Top of my classatYale.”

“But you don’tpractice law.”
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“You say that likeit’s abad thing.”

“I"'m sorry. | didn’tmean anything by it. | suppose | just wondered why anyone would
go to all thetrouble to become alawyer, but not go into the profession.”

Rook smiled, but Zoeyread a note of frustration behind the expression. “Oh, | did.
And | do. Mypracticeisn't...traditional.” She narrowed her eyes. “1 wasn't aware you
knewanything about me other than my skill at getting through airports undetected.”

“And you are veryskilled at that. If you learned that in law school, I'm quite
impressed.”

“1 was very involvedin extracurricular activities.”
“I"m trying not toread too much into that.”

“Then | must befailing at my job.” Rook looked at a spot over Zoey’s shoulder.
“Have you metthe guest of honor yet?’

Zoey followed hergaze and saw Addison Riley entering through two French doors
that appeared tolead to a back deck. “No, but that’s okay. | don’t want to bother her.
I’m surethere are aton of people here who want to pay their respects.”

“You say that likeit's a funeral.” Rook crooked her arm. “Come on, I'll introduce
you. We cansave her from the politicos posing as guests so they can try and backdoor
altheir issues.”



Zoey stared at thecrooked arm and shot a glance over at Sharp who was still getting
an earfulfrom Connie Armstrong. Something told her following Rook would be
dangerous,but their interaction was nothing more than harmless flirting. Surely she
couldhandle that on her own. She ignored the arm, but nodded. “ L ead the way.”

* * %

Rook shouldered herway through the crowd, acutely conscious of Zoey right behind
her. Two times inas many weeks, she'd swooned over this woman in uniform.
Something about Zoeyintrigued her, and she was going to find out what it was if she
had to spendthe rest of the night at her side.

They were a couple offeet from the chief justice, but the group around Addison was
like a wall withthe outer edges ebbing and flowing, but never giving way. Rook
reached back andgrabbed Zoey’s hand and raised her other one as she waved to
Addison. Addisonwaved back and murmured excuses to the throng surrounding her
as she edgedtoward Rook and Zoey.

“lI need a stiff drinkand a quiet place. Get me there, and I'll owe you for life”
Addison whisperedonce she was standing next to them.

“1’d be stupid torefuse that deal.” Rook noted Addison’s questioning look in Zoey’s
direction,but she didn’t pause to make introductions. “Point the way to the quiet
place,and I'll get drinks.”

“Up those stairs.” Addison pointed toward the sweeping balcony, and the three of
them climbed awayfrom the growing crowd. Zoey reached for the banister and Rook
instantly missedthe warmth of her touch. She followed Addison’s directions, down
the hall,around the corner to a large wooden door that led to a beautiful library.
Thewalls were lined with shelves, floor to ceiling, and filled with books and
artobjects. Rook was impressed, but Zoey appeared to be captivated. She walkedover



to one of the shelves and traced the spine of a volume of EmilyDickinson’s poetry
that Rook bet was a collector’ s edition.

“I’m amazed everytime | walk in here,” Addison said. “Feel free to look around.”

Zoey jerked her handback and came to attention. “My apologies, ma’am. | have a
small bookcollection, but this...”

Addison wagged afinger at Rook. “Look at you bringing a woman with great taste to
my party. Anda soldier no less. | knew you had it in you.”

Rook shot alook atZoey to gauge her reaction to Addison’s mistaken assumption and
caught hershaking her head. “Madam Chief Justice, I'd like you to meet Magjor
ZoeyGranger, soon to be Lieutenant Colonel if the rumors are true. As much as |’ dbe
flattered to claim her as my date, sheis here as General Sharp’s guest.”

Addison reached out ahand. “Nice to meet you, Mgor soon to be Lieutenant
Colonél.”

“The pleasure is almine,” Zoey said. “And I’'m afraid it would be a bit premature to
believe anysuch rumors.”

“Well, any friend ofDavid Sharp’sisafriend of mine.”

Rook watched theexchange. Connie Armstrong had filled her in on the promotion
request that hadbeen filed by Sharp. She had no doubt it was true, but now she
wondered if Zoeyhad known about it. She didn't look surprised at the
pronouncement, but she didlook slightly embarrassed.Stop overanalyzing and enjoy
the evening.“Well, premature or not, | say we celebrate. Shall 1 go get us some
freshdrinks?’



“Or we could justfind the bottle of ancient Scotch Julia keeps hidden up here,”
Addison said,opening a cabinet door and pushing her way through the contents.
“Somebody getthe door before we get caught pilfering through her stash.”

“1 can do you onebetter,” Rook said, spying the bottle with the red bow she’ d handed
to Julia atthe door. She picked it up and handed it to Addison. “Happy birthday.”

“Hey, sis, are youbailing on your own party already?’

A tall, handsome manwho bore an unmistakable resemblance to the chief justice
stood in the doorway.”Y ou must be Jack Riley,” Rook said, noticing Zoey perk up at
the mention ofhis name.

“That's me.” Hewalked in the room, his hand outstretched. Rook returned the firm
handshakewith one of her own. “Rook Daniels, nice to meet you.” She pointed at
Zoey.“And thisis Major Zoey Granger, a fellow soldier. Any chance you two know
eachother?’

“I don't believewe ve met,” Jack said.
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“We haven't,” Zoeysaid. “But we have afriend in common. General David Sharp?’

“Ah, yes. UncleDavid. Well, he's not really our uncle, but we' ve known him since
we were kids.He served with our dad,” Jack said, waving to include Addison in his
remarks.

“He’' s been a mentorto me throughout my career.”
“You couldn’t find abetter man for the job. Where are you stationed, Mgor?’

Zoey cleared herthroat before speaking. It was a little thing and easily written off
toallergies or the hours she'd spent talking while on the hot seat in the Senate,but
Rook had noticed her doing it before and recognized it as a tell. WhateverZoey was
about to say wasn't entirely true. “Most recently Fort Hood after Idetailed back from
Bagram, but | won't get my new orders until next week. You?’

Jack noddedknowingly. “I’ ve been detailed with JSOC, but I’'m at the Pentagon for a
whileriding adesk.” He pulled out a card. “If they drag you back here, look me upand
I’[l show you my small part of the Puzzle Palace.”

Zoey studied the cardand placed it in her pocket. Rook watched the entire exchange
with a smallmeasure of envy. The tight-knit military club never failed to amaze her.
Thesetwo had never met before, but suddenly they were fast friends.

“So here's whereyou're all hanging out.” Julia stood in the doorway, shaking her
head. “I’vegot a crowd of people screaming for cake and the guest of honor is
nowhere insight.”



Addison raised herglass. “Sorry. All my fault. | corrupted this entire group, but |
promise we'llbe downstairs in five minutes. But first, a toast.” She motioned for
everyoneto fill their glass. “To good friends and family. May we cherish what we
havewhile we have it.”

The group called outhear, hears and everyone drank to the toast. As they made their
way backdownstairs to the party, Rook sidled up to Zoey. “Having fun?’

“More than lexpected.” Zoey covered her mouth. “ Sorry, that sounded rude.”

Rook laughed. “Not atall. | spend alot of time at parties, but they aren't my favorite
things.”

“Oh, redly. You seemlike a natural.”

“Professional partygoer. It’s on my résumé.”

“What are yourfavorite things?’

“Pardon?”’

“What kind of thingsdo you like to do?’

Rook pondered thequestion. It wasn't hard, but she had a difficult time coming up
with anything,probably because she hadn’'t done anything just for fun in a very long
time. “Tobe perfectly honest, | spend most of my time working.”

“Too bad. Yourdriver, George, recommended a nighttime tour of the monuments as
one of thebest ways to see DC and | planned to go tomorrow. Any chance you want

to joinme? | know it’s probably cheesy to you, but it would be a small thing | coulddo
to pay you back for saving mein the airport.”



Rook started todecline. It was cheesy and she kind of hated to admit she'd never done
any ofthe usual touristy things in DC. Not on purpose anyway. She didn’t really
seethe point. She' d seen parts of the White House and Capitol most tourists nevergot
to see—anything else seemed like a waste of time. Besides, she hadabsolutely no
interest in developing a relationship with someone in the military.But then again,
Zoey was only here temporarily—it wasn't like they were goingto get involved for
anything beyond the short-term.It’ s not like you' regoing to war.

“I’d love to joinyou.”

“I'm sorry | bailedon you back there. You'll learn soon enough no party in DC is
purely aboutpleasure,” Sharp said as they drove away from the party.

“Didn’'t take me longto figure that out.” Zoey leaned back against the seat, reflecting
on the evening.Her response wasn't entirely accurate since except for her initia
encounterwith Senator Armstrong, she'd spent most of the night in the company of
Rookand Addison’s brother Jack who'd regaled them with stories about his sister asa
child. Zoey had felt like one of the cool kids for the first time since she' dblown the
lid off the Nine Tech scandal.

Earlier in the day,she would' ve sworn it wasn't important to fit in, but that’s what
everyone whofit in said. For a fleeting moment she wondered what her family would
think ifshe told them she'd spent the better part of the evening in the company of
thechief justice of the Supreme Court and the president’s chief of staff. But sheknew
she’d never tell since their response would evoke a tirade about liberaljudges and a
president who'd rather help people in foreign countries than hisown citizens. Never
mind they were always the first ones in line when there wasa handout to be had,
especialy her able-bodied brother with his lazy wife whopretended to homeschool
the kids to avoid getting a real job. Both of themwould rather tear down the



establishment they didn’t really understand than doanything to fix it.

“She’'s respected incertain circles, but you'd probably do well to steer clear,
especially until youhave a bit more experience with DC politics.”

Zoey looked at thegeneral, hoping he didn’t have a clue she’d zoned out for the last
few minutes.She cycled through the faces of the people she’d hung out with at the
party,wondering exactly who he was talking about. “ Senator Armstrong?’

He laughed. “ Thatone’'s almost impossible to avoid. She's got her nose in everything.
Mark mywords, you'll see Armstrong for President commercials popping up next
year. Shewon't rest until she's at the top of the heap. No, | was talking about
RookDaniels.”

With a guilty thoughtabout the date she'd scheduled with Rook the next day, Zoey
casually asked, “Sol take it you know her pretty well.”

“I know of her andthat’'s enough. Not many people know her well. She's a
chameleon. Worse than alawyer. Her alegiance goes to the highest bidder.”
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Zoey laughed. “ Soundsexactly like alawyer to me.”

“Except lawyers takean oath and have some accountability to the court. Public
relations experts,which is what she calls herself, act with impunity to make their
clients lookgood, right or wrong be damned.”

Zoey resistedpointing out Rook was a lawyer since she sensed this conversation
wasn't aboutfacts, but impressions. Clearly, David Sharp was not impressed with
RookDaniels, which left her feeling a bit torn since she'd had exactly the
oppositereaction.

Chapter Five

Rook leaned backin her chair and rubbed her eyes. She'd been at the office since
noon. At fiveo'clock, Eric's preliminary analysis of the Diamond Credit hack had
ceased tomake sense, and she knew the problem was her, not him.

“Do you want me torepeat all that?’ he asked.

“God no!” she saidway more forcefully than she intended. “Sorry. | think I’'m on
informationoverload.”

“l know it's alot totake in. | can try to break it down better, but the gist is whoever
releasedDiamond’s files is intimately familiar with their system protocols. I'm
closeto finding out who it is, but I'm not quite there yet. | probably shouldn’thave
bored you with all this until I had something more juicy to share.”



“It'snot you.” Sheheld back ayawn. “1 need anap or atriple espresso—maybe both.”

“Y ou know you couldjust take off the rest of the day like normal people.”

“There' s one bigproblem with that statement.”

“1 know. I’'m not normaleither, which is probably why you hired me. But if you don’t
need me for therest of the night, | actually have plans that don’'t involve churning
throughdigital files.”

“A date?’

“Something likethat.”

Rook started to askmore, but held back, mostly because she didn't want to start a
back-and-forththat might involve her disclosing her own evening plans. In an hour,
she wassupposed to pick Zoey up and take her to Union Station for a tour of
themonuments. Against her better judgment, she’d been looking forward to
seeingZoey but still dreaded the specifics of the outing. Faux trolleys filled
withtourists, jostling to get the best selfies with Lincoln, MLK, and
FDR—theprospect nearly gave her hives. Maybe she was a snob, but a good date was
worthbeing a snob about.

Date. Was this reallya date or just a kindness to an out-of-towner she'd helped from a
jam? It feltlike a date, but she wasn't entirely sure that's what she wanted it to be.
Zoeywould be headed back to her base soon and that was best. Military
peopleespecially career soldiers, were a mystery to her. She understood young
peoplefalling for the be-all-you-can-be slogans and using the experience as ajumping-
off point to other things, but anyone who re-upped after their firsttour had seriously
guestionable judgment from her perspective. Who in theirright mind would agree to
spend their lives wearing a uniform and pledge neverto question orders? Blind



obedience was the antithesis of her entire existenceand had the very real potential of
getting someone killed.

Still, Zoey wascharming and beautiful, and Rook was determined to enjoy their one
nighttogether since that’'s all it would be. Struck with an idea, she sent a quicktext to
George and wrapped up her meeting with Eric. If she was going to sufferthrough a
night of tourism, she was going to do it in comfort.

After she sent thetext, she said to Eric, “Let’s call it a day. I've got enough to do to
catch upto where you are. We'll go back at this on Monday.”

Eric looked at herlike she'd grown two heads. “Y ou sure?’

“Positive. Go, now,before | change my mind.”

Rook shooed him outthe door, and once he was gone, she made her way into the
bathroom thatadjoined her office. Lacy called it the executive washroom, which made
herlaugh since she was the only one who used it. The eight-by-eight room featureda
glassed-in shower with a top-of-the-line massaging shower head, a closetstocked with
expensive towels, and her favorite toiletries. The contractorwho’d outfitted the office
had deemed the room a luxury, but to Rook it was anecessity that allowed her to stay
at the office whenever the team was incrisis mode. Her office featured a sleek |leather
sofa that folded out into aTempur-Pedic bed on nights when she couldn’t make it
home, and the bathroom wasanother extension of the home away from home.

She brushed her teethand finger-combed her short curls with a drop of product,
wishing not for thefirst time they would obey her commands. The eyes looking back
at her in themirror were puffy and tired, and she dug through the drawers and found a
bottleof eye drops. Other than the eyes, she supposed she |ooked okay. People toldher
she was handsome, which she took to mean not quite girly enough, but stillgood-
looking. Her features were chiseled, which gave her a hard edge, and she’ dspent



many hours practicing an engaging smile so her audiences would warm toher for her
clients sake. She laid one on now and was surprised it camenaturally. Whatever
mixed feelings she might have about the circumstance, shewas actually excited about
seeing Zoey again. After a few moments of messingaround with her wayward hair,
Rook changed into a maroon cashmere sweater andlight gray pants, and sprayed a
light mist of cologne to finish out hertransformation.

George was waiting atthe curb, but she waved him back into the car before he had
time to make it toher door. She sank into the cushy seat in the rear of the town car.
“Did youmanage to get everything?’

“Full picnic basketright up here. Wynn didn’'t have the wine you wanted, but she said
this bottleis even better. Differenceison her.”

“Thanks, George. Youmind if | catch afew winks while you drive?’

“You must be tired.No documentsto review or phone calls to make?’

“1 think I might havereached my max for the day.” Rook caught his look of surprise
in the rearviewmirror, but rather than explain, she took advantage of the time alone
andclosed her eyes, letting thoughts of Zoey fill her dreams.

Zoey waited in thehotel lobby since Rook’s text had said she'd be there at six and
would comeinside to get her. Zoey had offered to meet her at Union Station where
thetrolleys picked up their passengers for the tour, but Rook had insisted on
thiscourtesy, and Zoey was glad not to have to navigate her way around,
althoughshe’ d soon have to learn her new city.

Sharp’s bombshellabout the job at the Pentagon had left her with a boatload of



logistics toconsider. She'd been deployed for the last ten months, but many of
herbelongings were still at her base housing in Texas. She’'d have the week totravel,
pack, return, and find a new place to live. She'd spent the better partof the day online
researching housing in DC. Thank God she was being promoted. Shewas going to
need every dollar of her pay increase and step up in housingallowance to afford a
place to live. If Sharp hadn't cautioned her to keep thetransfer under wraps until it
was official, she would ask Rook for advice aboutoptions.
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Of course, she wasignoring Sharp’s other advice about steering clear of Rook in the
first place.She'd spent some time after he dropped her off at the hotel last
nightconsidering whether she should cancel her outing with Rook in light of
thecaution, but ultimately decided against it. It was a casual outing, not a date.There
was zero chance Sharp would be on a tour busin the town he'd called homefor years,
and if they did run into him, she didn’t mind explaining she’' dalready made plans with
Rook before his warning. Besides, she was perfectlycapable of taking care of herself.
A civilian like Rook Daniels was no thresatto her.

She' d barelycompleted her thought when Rook strode through the double glass doors
of thehotel lobby. She looked dashing in light gray wool slacks and a burgundy V-
necksweater that hugged her trim upper body. Zoey wrote off the accelerated
beatingof her heart to excitement about the tour, but she knew deep down she
wasfooling herself.Not a date. Not a date. She repeated the silent mantrain time with
Rook’ s steps until they were standing face-to-face.

“You look amazing,” Rook said, her eyes sweeping Zoey’s frame.

Zoey shrugged off thecompliment. For the first time since they’d met, she was
dressed in civilianclothes, dark blue jeans and a heather green sweater. “| didn’t pack
much inthe way of casual clothes. Of course, | assumed the tour would be casual,
butyou look anything but.” She stopped talking, conscious of the fact she
wasrambling.

Rook looked down ather outfit. “This is pretty casual for me.” She held out her arm.
“Come on, Ihave a surprise for you.”



Zoey's ears perked upat the word surprise—not her favorite word—but she took
Rook’s arm and followedher to the town car she recognized from the airport. Rook
opened the door andZoey dlid inside, spotting George behind the wheel. “Hi, George.
Remember me?’

“Not likely toforget, Mgor Granger. | see you took my advice about the best way to
see thecity.”

“Indeed. | hear theweather is supposed to be perfect tonight. No clouds or rain.”

“Perfect night for apicnic, indeed.”

Picnic? Zoey lookedover at Rook who had just slid into the seat beside her. “I just
booked thebasic tour, nothing fancy. | hope you don’t mind.”

“Well, that's thesurprise. Now, | hopeyoudon’'t mind, because George here has
obtainedthe tour route and you'll get the same exact features, but without a busload
oftourists. And,” Rook reached around to the front seat and lifted a basket, “lhave
food and wine. | figured we'd take a little break between stops.” Shepaused for a
second. “I guess | should’ve run this by you first. I’ll reimburseyou for the tickets you
bought.”

Zoey stared at thepicnic basket and then back at Rook, astounded by the
thoughtfulness, even ifit was a bit presumptuous. Presumptuous, hell. Rook had
planned the perfectevening. Who was she to throw a wrench into it? “It’s perfect.
Really. Anddon’t be silly about the tickets. Thiswill be so much better.”

“You say that now,but I’'m afraid | only have a passing knowledge of most of these
places.” Rookpulled a book from between the seats. “I, or rather George, got us a
copy oftheDC Lonely Planet Guide, and I'll be happy to look up any questionsyou

have.



Zoey had a ton ofquestions, but none of them about monuments or anything tourist
related. WasRook always this thoughtful? How had she managed to live in a city and
knowvirtually nothing about its most famous venues? One question topped the list.If
thiswasn't adate, what was it?

Rook watched Zoey runher hand along the granite wall, tracing the words.The moral
arch ofhumanity is large, but it always bends toward justice.The Martin LutherKing
Jr. memorial was their third stop on the tour. They’d noshed a little inthe car, but
Zoey had insisted she’'d rather see a few of the monuments beforetheir picnic. Rook
was pleasantly surprised to find she was enjoying herselfand she'd actually learned a
few things along the way.

“The book says thosecherry trees over there were positioned to bloom in a particular
spot so itlooks like MLK is gazing at them,” Rook said, pointing at the trees.

“1 hear the cherryblossoms are a beautiful sight.”

Rook nodded. “Welocals moan about all the tourists who crowd the city to see them,
but you canhardly blame them. Too bad you won’t be around to see them.”

“When do they usuallybloom?’

“A few weeks fromnow, toward the end of March, beginning of April.”

“Mmm,” Zoey said.”What’s next on the tour?’

Rook started to callher out on the quick change of subject, certain it was a cover for

somethingbut wasn't sure what. Could Zoey already be missing their connection?
Sillyredly, since they’d barely met, but Rook had to admit the idea of Zoey



jettingback to wherever she was assigned left her feeling unsettled. Was it
possibleZoey was feeling the same? “I’m alittle hungry. Ready for a short break?’

13 Sl_jre.”

They returned to thecar and Rook told George they were ready for the next stop.
When they pulledinto the parking lot for Meridian Hill Park, it was deserted. Zoey
lookedaround, the expression on her face making it clear she thought the
destinationwas a no-go. Rook suppressed a grin and pulled out her phone. When the
callconnected, she said, “Hey, Nancy, we're here...Okay...See you in a minute.”

She dlipped the phoneinto her pocket and reached for the picnic basket. “ Ready?’
Zoey’s eyes narrowed,but she nodded and followed Rook out of the car. Rook told
George she' d textwhen they were ready to leave and led Zoey to the gate at the edge

of theproperty and waited.

“1 hate to burst yourbubble,” Zoey said, pointing to a sign, “but | think they might be
closed forthe day.”

“Oh, they’ redefinitely closed. To the general public that is.”

“And we' re not thegeneral public.”
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“Not tonight.”
“Okay.”

Rook didn’t botherhiding her grin now, but before she had a chance to explain, Park
Ranger NancyEvers appeared at the gate.

“Hey, Rook, how’ reyou doing?’

“Great, Nance. |’ dlike you to meet Major Zoey Granger. She’'sin town for afew days
and is tryingto see as much of our fair city as she can.” She hefted the basket.
“Beautifulnight for apicnic, don’t you think?’

“Perfect and youpicked the best place in town for it.” Nancy held the gate open and
usheredthem through. “Text me when you're done and I'll come back down and let
youout.”

“Will do.” Rookwaited until Nancy disappeared back into the park and took Zoey’s
hand. “Shalll give you a little history of the park while we find the perfect place to
havedinner?’

“If you're trying toimpress me, you can consider this mission accomplished. What is
this place?’

“It's Meridian HillPark. In 1819, John Porter erected a mansion here on Meridian Hill
so calledbecause it was on the exact longitude of the origina District of
Columbiamilestone marker, set down on April 15, 1791. In 1829, the mansion



becamedeparting President John Quincy Adams's home. After its conversion to a
publicpark, Union troops encamped on the grounds during the Civil War.” She
paused tocatch her breath, but before she could go on, Zoey held up a hand.

“Got it. So, thisiseither your favorite place in the world or you memorized that out of
abrochureor...”

“What'sthelast'or’ 7

“Or you bring all thegirls here to impress them.”

Rook laughed as shespread out a blanket and began to unpack the picnic basket. “Fair
guestion, butl’ve never brought a girl here or anyone else for that matter. It's one of
myfavorite places, but it's always been just my place.” Rook let the words trailoff as
the significance of her remark hung in the air between them. Zoey staredinto her eyes,
and Rook could swear Zoey was trying to read her mind. Good luckwith that, she
thought. She didn’t know why she’d told Zoey about her affectionfor the park. When
she played the words back in her head, they sounded privateand intimate, like
something lovers shared. Time to move this conversation in adifferent direction,
preferably with the focus on Zoey.

“1 guess you'vetraveled all over the world.” Rook didn’t wait for Zoey’s response
beforepressing on. “What’ s your favorite place?’

Zoey broke theirstare and looked off in the distance. “Hard to say. | was stationed in
Okinawa,Japan, for a while. For a farm girl from Texas, it was quite a shock.
Insteadof acres of land with just a few people, there were people and buildings
packedinto every corner of that island. At first it felt suffocating, but then...”
Shestopped as if considering the right description. “Then it was comforting.
Likewhen you wrap a scared dog in a blanket and pull it tight to soothe him. It wasso
easy to lose mysalf in the large crowds. No one cared that | didn’t speakthe language



or understand the culture. | was just swept up in it all andeventually found my way.”
She focused back on Rook. “Does that sound stupid?’

Rook smiled. “No. Itotally get it. There's freedom in anonymity. It can give you the
space to bewho you want to be.” She reached for the bottle of wine. “I guess you
don’ thave that anymore.”

Zoey’s laugh was hardand humorless. “You think? | noticed it even when | was
playing touristyesterday. People would stare. Most of them didn’t have a clue who |
was, butthey knew they’d seen me somewhere. | even caught a few taking pictures,
nodoubt in case | turned out to be someone famous. Boy, will they bedisappointed.”

Rook popped the corkon the sparkling rosé and poured them each a glass. “Maybe.
Or maybe they’ [lhave a new hero.”

Zoey made aface.” That sounds alittle sappy, don’t you think?’

“A little, but hey, alot of people think you are a hero. | bet your parents are proud.”
No soonerhad the last few words left her lips than Rook noticed Zoey’'s
expressiondarken. “Sorry, that was insensitive. No parents?’

“Let’sjust say Idon’t think anyone's sitting at home in Imperial, Texas, watching C-
SPAN sothey could cheer me on because A, they wouldn’'t know where to find C-
SPAN onthe dial, and B, approving of me and my choicesisn’t in their playbook.”

“Well, that sucks.”
“It's my reality, butl try not to think about it too much.” Zoey took a drink from her

wineglass.“What about you? Family in the area? Do you come from a long line of
fixers?’



“Fixer,” Rookrepeated. She hated the moniker since it made her sound like someone
who builthouses or worked on cars. “I prefer public relations specialist. My
specialtyis helping people and/or organizations who've found themselves in
difficultsituations navigate their way through the nightmare that public relations
hasbecome in this era of hundred-and-forty-character take downs.”

“Nightmare is a goodword for it.” Zoey appreciated the frank assessment. She'd
avoided Twitter andFacebook since she’d blown the whistle on Nine Tech, but she
needn’t havebothered. Every time she flipped on the news, social media feeds were
thesecondary source of the day.

“And I’'m the first inmy family to take on this particular business.”

Zoey studied the hardlines of Rook’s expression. “Let me guess. Your family doesn’t
approve of youroccupation either?’

“They can’t reallydeny my success, but they pretend they don’t understand what | do.
| get alotof “‘why did you bother to go to law school? at family gatherings.”

Zoey nodded, but shecouldn’t help but wonder what Rook’ s response to her family’s
guestion was.She'd gone to school on an ROTC scholarship, and without it she
would ve beenstuck at community college. Graduate school had been out of the
guestion, butthankfully, she’'d had the Army to supply her with options for her career.
Noone else in her family had attended college, |et alone law schooal.

As if she could hearZoey’'s thoughts, Rook added, “My family has a history of
producing fat cat lawyerswho work at large firms, billing big bucks to keep their
clients out oftrouble. No matter how hard | try to explain the similarities, my
particularniche islost on them.”
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Zoey sensed there wasa deeper story about Rook’s motivation to avoid the family
business, but shesimply said, “That must be hard.”

“1t was, but | solvedthe problem by being as successful as | could and not caring what
they think.Needless to say, we don’t spend alot of time together.” Rook reached into
thepicnic basket. “Now, enough depressing, dysfunctional family talk. I’ mstarving.”

On cue, Zoey’sstomach growled and they both laughed. With the change in tone,
Zoey decided toabandon drilling deeper into what made Rook tick. Rook pulled out a
selectionof cheeses, crackers, charcuterie, and olives, and they dug into the food.
Zoeycouldn't help but wonder if both of them were avoiding conversation until
theycould steer it to something innocuous, but for her part, she wasn't sure whereto
begin. She liked Rook’s sense of humor and her easy manner. If they weredifferent
people in different roles, she might even consider seeing her againdespite the vast
disparity in the way they approached the world. Rook had grownup with every
opportunity but wasted her talents helping famous people cover uptheir problems.
Zoey had grown up with nothing and had dedicated her life toservice so the world
could be a better place. Okay, perhaps that wasn’'t a faircomparison, but she'd seen
real problems that created real news, not the gossipcolumn problems of the rich and
famous that Rook was hired to spin. Boiling itdown that way made it hard to deny the
striking difference. She decided toenjoy the moment and put aside deeper thoughts.
“This cheese is amazing. Whatis it?’

“1t's a Manchego withtruffles,” Rook said. “One of my guilty pleasures.” She sliced
another pieceand placed it on a cracker. “Try it on this. | plan on having this at my
lastmeal.”



Rook reached towardZoey’s mouth with the cheese-laden cracker. Zoey held a hand
out to take thefood, but before she could, Rook’s fingers grazed her lips and her
traitorousmouth opened on cue and her tongue touched Rook’ s skin sending currents
of pleasure throughout her body. If this hadn’'t been a date before, it sure feltlike one
now.

A loud buzzinginterrupted her thoughts, and Rook reached into her pocket with a
sheepish lookon her face. “Sorry,” Rook said as she answered her phone. “Daniels
here.”

Rook’s expressionhardened as she listened to the voice on the other end of the
conversation.Zoey sipped her wine and tried not to eavesdrop, but the urgent tone
andclipped phrases pulled her in.

“You're kidding...Howlong?...And they don't know?...Be right there.” Rook
slipped the phone back in herpocket. “1’m sorry, but | have to go.”

“1s something wrong?’ Zoey asked, hoping Rook’s worried frown wasn't a harbinger
of some direpersonal emergency. “Isthere anything | can do?’

“No, it's work. I’dsend someone else, but this particular client demands my personal
touch.” Rookpacked up the picnic basket as she spoke. “I’m so sorry to cut our
d—outingshort.” She stood and held out a hand. “Rain check for next time you're
back inDC?’

Zoey took Rook’ s handand climbed to her feet. They were standing only inches apart,
and the heatshe’'d felt earlier flared up again. Rook had been about to call this a
dateand, in every way except this abrupt parting, it was one. But it was the lastone.
She would' ve understood if Rook had raced off to care for an ailingrelative or to help
someone in need, but a911 for PR trouble on a Sundaynight? Nope, Rook’ s priorities
were all wrong, and even if neither one of themwas willing to call this night what it



was, there would be no repeatperformance.

Chapter Six

A week later,Zoey stood outside the Shake Shack at Pentagon City, the shopping mall
situatedone Metro stop from the government building it was named for. Building
wasreally a misnomer for the Pentagon considering it was the size of a small citythat
housed about fifty times more people than the West Texas town where she dgrown

up.

Zoey had two moredays of freedom before she started her new assignment, and while
she was bothexcited and nervous at the prospect, she had more pressing issues to
face.First up was defying all odds to find a place to live before she reported toher new
assignment on Monday morning, and she' d enlisted the perfect person tohelp her.

Margaret Sharp showedup on time, exactly what Zoey would expect from a career
officer’s wife. She' dfirst met Margaret when she was still very green after David had
taken herunder his wing. She'd spent many Sunday afternoons eating way too much
potroast and then playing pickup games of touch football with the entire Sharpfamily
at her first base assignment, Fort Bragg. Margaret had regaled her withstories about
all the exotic overseas assignments David’'s career had taken themon, and later took
credit for Zoey’s wanderlust, but at the time Zoey was justhappy to have pseudo
family to call her own. The ease with which she’d fit inamongst them amost made
the pain of her own family’ s indifference bearable. Almost.

“1 love this place,” Margaret said. “But every time | think of it, there’s always a huge
line. Thisworked out perfectly. | figure we can eat now before the crowds and then
spendthe rest of the day narrowing down the search for your new home.”

Home. The wordsounded so permanent, so real. Zoey hesitated to entertain the idea
thisassignment might result in her staying in one place for any length of time



longenough to consider it home, but the prospect was inviting. She’'d spent hercareer
moving from base to base and taking every deployment opportunity shecould get.
Roots were for people with spouses and kids. The only long-termrelationship she'd
ever been interested in cultivating was with the service,and a week ago she' d thought
her affair with the Army might be coming to anend. Now that she was assured a more
permanent assignment, the idea of settingdown roots was actually appealing.

“1 don’t need much,” she said. “A simple apartment, maybe with an extra bedroom for
astudy.”

“How about atownhouse? Colonel Peters is transferring to Fort Benning, and his
place is upfor sale. You'd have some of the benefits of living in an apartment—no
yardwork, neighbors close by, but you wouldn't be tossing your money away on
rentand you'd be building some equity. We've been out there a couple of times
andit’sareally nice place. It would be perfect for you.”

Zoey fixated on“neighbors close by” and started to rethink the whole apartment idea.
She' dlived her life in the close confines of the various bases she was assigned to,and
until this moment, she assumed that was al she'd ever wanted, but that wasbefore
she'd turned on her peers and become a pariah on base. Even after she' dtransferred
stateside from Bagram, she'd noticed the whispers and side-eyeglances from fellow
soldiers at Fort Hood. Close quarters meant closer torgection, and she could do
without the reminder she was alone in a crowd.

“You know, | think Imight like to look at something different. An actual house with a
yard. Irealize real estate can be a little off the rails here, but | have quite a bitin
savings. I’m open to renting for now just to have a place to live, and thentaking some
time to find something more permanent if things work out for me tostick around.”

“House it is,”Margaret said. “We should be able to make this work.” She drummed
the tablewith her fingers as she worked through the change in plans. “I'm



thinkingFairfax or Vienna would be good places to start.” She reached a hand across
thetable. “And | have afeeling things are going to work out for you to stickaround for
a long time. David is so very happy to have you close by. Hecouldn't stop talking
about you after he got back from the party Saturdaynight. | swear he couldn’t be more
proud of you if you were his flesh andblood.” The buzzer signaling their food was
ready lit up and skittered acrossthe table. “If you'll pick up our burgers, I'll run afew
quick searches atMilitaryByOwner.”

Zoey complied, happyto leave the details to Margaret. She had no idea where Fairfax
and Vienna wereor what MilitaryByOwner was, but she was confident Margaret
would make sure shefound the amenities she wanted in close proximity to her new
office. The onlysurprising thing about their conversation had been Margaret’'s
revelations abouther husband. Zoey hadn’t been certain how to read Sharp’s reactions
since she'dbeen caled on the carpet two weeks ago, and she'd suspected her
promotion wasmore for show than because anyone in Army command thought she
deserved areward. To hear he was proud of her, even if she didn't hear the words
directlyfrom him was a welcome accolade, and she tucked the warm fuzzy away in
case sheneeded areminder at some point she wasn't alone.

Zoey stood behind acrowd all waiting to pick up their food, and her eyes were drawn
to a copy oftheWashington Poston the abandoned table next to her. The
headlineblaredREPUBLICANS CALL FOR SENATOR NEWMAN TO
RESIGN.She didn’t spend alot of time dwelling on politics, but like everyone elsein
the country, she’ dheard the name and couldn’t resist skimming the story while she
waited.

Youthful and dashing,Steve Newman was a big dea in DC. Having soared to a
governor’s seat in Ohioat the young age of thirty-three, he'd foregone a third term to
take hisfather’s Senate seat when the elder Newman met an untimely death at the
handsof a shooter at a mall in Columbus. The younger Newman had been pegged as
aBill Clinton type, and as early as a month ago, his name had been floated as



apotential standard bearer for the Democratic Party when President Garrett wasforced
to retire in two years. His path to success was one of the most watchedspectacles in
the country. And so was his demise.

Last week, awomancame forward, not to make a sexual assault or affair alegation as
was oftenthe case for a popular politician, but to say she'd been a passenger in a
carthat had plowed into a young woman one snowy night last year in
downtownColumbus. This witness told the press the driver of the vehicle had been
noneother than Senator Newman, and he'd driven from the scene without even
checkingto see if the girl was okay. She died before help arrived.

Zoey shook her head.The woman might have lived if he'd stopped to call an
ambulance. What had beenso worth hiding that he’'d chosen to flee the scene rather
than face theconsequences of his actions? He' d probably been drinking, she surmised,
andlike an echo of her thoughts, her eyes caught the next few lines of text in
thearticle. Senator Newman strongly denied that alcohol played a factor in
theincident.

“Senator Newmandoesn't drink, but that’s not the point. He was not responsible for
this tragicdeath, and there is no credible evidence to support the allegation that
hewas,” said Rook Daniels, spokesperson for the senator.

Zoey dropped thepaper back onto the table. She'd thought about Rook several times
since theiraborted date, wondering what might have happened if she hadn’t been
summonedaway, but she'd filed the missed opportunity under things best left undone.
Thesight of Rook’s name scattered her neatly tucked feelings in severd
differentdirections—curiosity, longing, regret—but something about the news story
naggedat the back of her mind. She picked up the paper again and skimmed the rest
ofthe article as well as the sidebar, and when she had devoured every word, shewas
certain the call Rook had taken the night they were at Meridian Park hadbeen about
this case.



“Is everything okay?’
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Zoey looked up at thesound of Margaret’s voice and then over at the counter where a
tray of food satwaiting. She had no idea how long she' d been standing here, reading
thearticle, letting their food grow cold in the window. “Sorry, | started readingthis
article and got completely distracted.”

Margaret glanced atthe paper. “It’'s a sad story for everyone involved. That poor girl
and nowSenator Newman's career is ruined over a snap decision made in the heat of
themoment. | guess you never know when your entire world will spin out ofcontrol.”

Zoey nodded as shegrabbed the tray of food. Apparently, Rook Daniels lived her life
in the eye ofthe storm, and Zoey was grateful she hadn’t allowed herself to be swept

away.

Rook tipped thecoffee mug to her lips, but only atrickle of the caffeinated magic met
herlips. She had no recollection of drinking the entire cup, but she was going toneed a
lot more if she was going to make it through the day. She swung her legsoff her desk
and trudged, zombie-like, toward the office kitchen, collidingwith Lacy as soon as
she reached the entrance.

“Lacy, you scared thehell out of me. What are you doing here?”’

“1 could say the sameto you. Last | checked you own a pretty nice townhouse, but |
doubt you’ ve seenit in aweek. You look like hell, Rook.”

“Thanks for the peptalk, but serioudly, it's Sunday. Don’t you have family stuff?’



“1 made pancakes andbacon for the kids and now Ron’s responsible for entertaining
them the rest ofthe day. Blake's already here. | called Harry and Eric and they’re on
theirway. Y ou have ateam for areason. Let us help you.”

Rook weighed heroptions. Normally, she' d have no qualms about calling in the whole
team to workon a weekend, especially when it was a big case with a high-profile
client, butshe’d chosen to pull the overtime on this one by herself for a very
goodreason. “Y ou know I'm working on the Newman case, right?’

Lacy rolled her eyes.”Yes, Rook, | read the papers, just like everyone else. It's a case,
just likeany other. What do you always say? Personal is our business. Now we get to
testthat, so let’ s get to work.”

She crossed her armsand her expression dared Rook to challenge her. The truth was,
Rook did needher. The press requests alone for information about Newman's
situation had herburied, and Lacy was much better suited to sorting through and
prioritizing whoshe should talk to and when. Every major network wanted to book
the Newmans fortheir Monday morning shows, and she needed to make some
decisions fast.

But she hadn’'t wantedto involve Lacy. Holly, Lacy’s daughter from her first
marriage, had been rundown in the street and left for dead as she walked back to her
dorm after aparticularly raucous fraternity party. Lacy had to fight the police to find
theperpetrator when al they wanted to do was blame her daughter, claiming herblood
alcohol content was the reason she was in harm’s way. Her marriage hadbeen ripped
apart by the loss of their only child.

Lacy had come a longway since then. She'd remarried, had twins, and embraced a
new life, but Rookknew her past grief always ssmmered just below the surface. Lacy
had told hermore than once that she viewed the work they did as a means of
revenge—whenthey represented the good guys. But this wasn't one of those times.



Newmanmight have been a good guy in the public eye before—a champion of
thedisenfranchised, the poor, a change-maker—but his favorables had
plummetedsince this story broke, and Rook wasn’t sure she could save him no matter
whatshe did. But she'd taken the case, so she had to try, and if trying was painfulfor
the people she cared about, she’ d shield them as best she could.

“Okay, to be honest,l could use the help.” Rook handed over a stack of notes she'd
scribbled onvarious bits of paper. “Interview prep. If you could type that up and make
itlook like a semi-intelligent outline, I'll be forever in your debt. The Newmanswill
be here at five, so | need it before then.”

“Are you doing thefull rounds in the morning or are you putting all your eggs in one
basket?’

“Jury’ s still out onthat, but I’ m leaning toward the one basket approach. The Newman
kids are homefrom spring break, and if | can get the whole family to go on camera
with afemale anchor, | think we'll get the best spin.” She ran a hand through herhair.
“If itisn’'t too late.”

“l have to say, | washeartbroken when the story broke. He' s been quite aforce in the
Senate.”

“Tell me about it.Never would’ ve seen this coming.”

“I’ll have this backto you in less than an hour.” Lacy paused in the doorway. “I’ll
order up somefood. Why don’t you grab a shower or a nap or both? You probably
have anotherthirty minutes before everyone gets here.”

Rook shook her head,secretly happy for Lacy’s intervention. Her desk was covered
with projects, andevery single one was critical. She was a complete hard-ass when it
came toevaluating which cases she would take on, but lately it seemed every single



onewas impossible to turn down. From old friends calling in favors to the
rareinstance, like this one, where her ideology demanded she give her client
thebenefit of the doubt. Her appearance at Addison Riley’s birthday party seemedto
have rousted a few new clients despite the fact she’d spent most of theparty flirting
with Mg or Granger instead of networking.

She wondered whatZoey was up to. She'd sent her a text to apologize the day after
their aborteddate and she' d sent flowers to the hotel, but the florist had informed her
Zoeyhad checked out, probably headed back to her base and whatever normalcy
shecould find after her week taking center stage on C-SPAN. Rook didn’t envy herthe
transition, but she did wish she’d had the full evening to spend with her.Rook had
been drawn to Zoey despite her allegiance to the military, butconsidering how her
work schedule had heated up over the past week, it wasprobably best Zoey was no
longer in town to distract her.

Her phone buzzed andshe glanced at the screen, smiling when she saw it was Julia
“Hey you,” Rooksaid. “Let me guess. Your party went so well, you're planning
another one.”

“You're hilarious,although | did make a splash inReliable Sourceand not on my
boss sbehalf for once. Helena Andrews said Addison’'s party was the ‘it’ place to
belast weekend, which means | have a backup plan if my current career doesn’twork

out.
“l hate to be the oneto break this to you, but the clock is ticking on your present
position. Youmight want to go ahead and start marketing your event planning
business to geta jumpstart.”

“ Some days thatactually sounds like a perfect plan. What are you doing right now?’

Rook’ s ears perked atthe abrupt change of subject and she answered cautiously. “The



usual. Helpingthe oppressed.”

Julia s voice droppedto awhisper. “I need to see you.”

“Sounds ominous.”

“Today.”
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Rook looked at herantique Rolex. “I have a meeting at five, but you're welcome to
stop by if youcan get here before then.”

“Yeah, it's not adrop by and see you kind of thing. I’'m sending a car for you. I'll
have youback in plenty of time for your meeting.”

Rook wasn't in themood for cloak-and-dagger even when she wasn't exhausted, but
she resisted theurge to tell Julia no, partly because she was curious and partly because
shedidn’t have the energy to argue. Julia wasn't known for taking no for an
answerwhich was precisely why she made a perfect chief of staff. “Fine, but
I’mwarning you, I’ m tired and grumpy, so be prepared to make this worth my time.”

“If you can be readyin fifteen minutes, I'll even guarantee you a sandwich. The car
will be waitingdownstairs.”

Julia clicked off theline before Rook could respond. She was still holding the phone
when Lacy pokedher head in the door. “We' re ordering Thai. Y ou want me to get you
something?’

Struck by thecoincidence, Rook shook her head. “Actually, | have to run out for a
littlebit.” She hesitated, pondering whether she should mention where she was
goingbefore she recalled she didn’t know. Rather than share the vague details shedid
know, she glossed over the particulars. “Quick errand and | won't be long. I'ligrab
something while I’'m out.” She pulled her jacket off the back of her chairand strode to
the door, ignoring Lacy’s curious stare. “See you in a bit.”

The big black SUVwaiting at the curb with the motor running told her what she



needed to know. WhateverJulia wanted to see her about was official business. Julia
wouldn’t have sentfeds to get her if she'd been asking for a personal favor. While
Rook was gladher friend didn’'t need her services to get out of a personal jam, she
bracedfor the blowback when she turned down the request for help. President
Garrettseemed like a nice guy, but the White House was a behemoth, and no way was
shegoing to get caught up in a bureaucratic maze.

She had atwenty-minute ride to practice saying no. She spent part of that time
markingthe route, and it didn’t take her long to realize the driver, a man of fewwords
whose expression she couldn’'t make out because he wore dark aviators,
waspurposely driving in circles. Whatever Julia wanted, she didn’t want anyone to
knowshe'd summoned Rook on officia business, which suited her just fine. If
wordgot out she was working for the White House, chances were good a lot
of potential clients would seek help elsewhere figuring she' d be too consumed witha
bigger case. Sure, there might be along run benefit, but she wasn'’tinterested in taking
the chance.

They were near DupontCircle when the SUV pulled to the curb. “This is your stop,”
Mr. Not-Talk-Muchsaid as he reached back and handed her a folded piece of paper.
Rook graspedthe note and pushed her door open, waiting until she was on the
sidewalk beforereading the contents.

Bookstore. By thetravel guides.

She crammed the notein her pocket and glanced around at the buildings until she
spotted thebookstore, silently vowing to end this treasure hunt if Julia wasn't
waitinginside. She nodded to the cashier by the door and wandered through the

shelvesas if she were a curious customer. She heard Julia before she saw her.

“Rook Daniels! Oh myGod, it's good to see you. What have you been up to?”’



Rook resisted lookingaround to seeif they had an audience because it was pretty clear
Julia wasplaying to one. She decided it wouldn't hurt to play aong, a bit.
“Nothingspecial. How about you? Oh wait, | forgot, you're running the world. Guess
theygave that most likely to rule the world award to the wrong person in our
lawschool class.”

Julia playfullyslapped her arm and then dlipped her hand through it. “I’'m sorry |
didn’t get achance to talk to you at Addison’s party. Do you have time for coffee?I'd
loveto catch up.”

Rook recognized theplay-acting for a cover and looked at her watch even though she
knew it was arhetorical question. “Sure.”

“Great. They have aplace here.” Juliadidn’t wait for aresponse, instead |eading Rook
by the armto the back of the store where a few scattered tables and an espresso
machineconstituted the cafe portion of the establishment. On a normal day, Rook
wouldhave suggested they bag this place and partake at one of the better known
coffeeshops this area boasted, but the faster she could hear what Julia wanted,
thefaster she could turn her down and get back to her real client.

They ordered at thecounter and took the table closest to the back of the store. Rook
caught sightof atall guy in a navy suit, standing a few feet away and she jerked her
chinin hisdirection. “Do they go everywhere with you?’

“No, thank God. I’ dgo insane. Or quit. Probably quit.”

“S0 are they herebecause I’ m a badass?”’

“You're not as badassas you would like people to believe. They’ re here because what

| want to talkto you about is very sensitive and they can give me a heads up if they
thinksomeone might be listening in.”



Rook couldn’t helpit. All the clandestine activity had her mildly curious, but she
feignednonchalance. “ Gotcha. So, what’s up?’

“What I’'m about totell you is top secret. Not classified top secret, but between you
and me topsecret. Even if you turn me down flat, which you won't, | need your word
thatwhatever | say won't go any further than thistable.”

Rook raised her righthand. “1 solemnly swear not to divulge your secrets.” At the sour
look onJulia's face, a sense of dread flashed through her and she leaned forward
andwhispered, “Thisisn’t about Addison, isit?’

“No. God no,” Julia hissed.” Throw some salt over your shoulder or whatever. | can’t
believe you even saidthat.”

Thankful her gutfeeling had been wrong, Rook pressed on. “Then what isit?’

“A group of studentsat McNair got caught with some high dollar escorts at one of
their parties.”

Rook scanned hermemory. McNair National Defense University was located on the
army base withthe same name a the confluence of the Potomac River and the
Anacostia River.“Isn't that a grad school? Higher level training for warmongers and
the like?’

Julia stuck out hertongue. “Don’t be an ass. It's a highly regarded master’s program

for ‘jointprofessional military education.

Rook put up her handsin surrender. “Fine. But | don’'t get why a bunch of quote
unguote professional shiring escorts should be on your radar. Unless...Wait, is one of
them related tothe president?’



“No. That | couldhandle. | mean, it's not like he's ever going to run for anything
again. One ofthem is General Bloomfield’ s youngest son.”
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Rook took a minute toprocess the detail. She generaly prided herself on staying up-
to-date on allthe scuttlebutt in the Beltway, but it was simply impossible to keep up
witheverything and she had a tendency to focus on the things that naturallycaptured
her interest. The military wasn't one of them. Still, the nameBloomfield sounded
vaguely familiar. “Bloomfield. That's one of the guysGarrett is considering to replace
Daniger, right? Head of the Joint Chiefs?’

“That’sright.”

“How have | not heardabout this development?’

“I’m thinking that upto now the press has been distracted by the Nine Tech hearings.”
““Upto now?

“Yes. Arnie Wilkinsfrom thePosthas started digging around, but we' ve managed to
hold himoff. We've back-burnered the Joint Chiefs announcement, but Daniger’s
ready tomove on and we can't leave the position vacant. Not with everything going
on inSyria right now. Once we announce his replacement, everyone's going to
startdigging.”

“And Bloomfield' s oneof the guys in the running?”

“He' s not one of theguys, he’ stheguy. Garrett has already settled on him.”

“Well, that’ s easy.Get him to unsettle and go with your second choice.”



“Not happening.Garrett has known him forever. He promised Bloomfield the position
and thinksgoing back on his word because of his son’s indiscretion is a show of
weakness.By all accounts Bloomfield himself is as clean as they come.”

Rook sipped hercoffee, her brain churning. Julia hadn’t brought her here, under
Secret Serviceprotection, to tell her all of this was a foregone conclusion. There was
more;there had to be more. The key was whether she wanted to ask and potentially
diginto a situation she had no interest in pursuing. She tapped her fingersagainst her
leg while the silent standoff between them played out.

Julia broke first.“ Aren’'t you going to ask what | want?’

“If | ask, it impliesl have some interest in getting involved. Which | don’t. | have
plenty of work,and it sounds like you have this little matter under control.”

Julia glanced aroundand then hunched closer. “Y ou’d be wrong.”

Rook had known Juliaa long time. A veteran campaigner and a fearless political
advocate, Juliadidn’t scare easy, but Rook spotted a trace a fear in her eyes. The
guestionwas, could she resist knowing what had put it there?

Chapter Seven

Zoey pushedthrough the turnstile and followed the uniforms up the steps at the
PentagonMetro stop, thankful for the anonymity the crowd granted her. Unlike the
lastfew times she’' d been here, she was no longer a visitor, but an employee,stationed
to this base of sorts for an indefinite assignment.

It would take somegetting used to. She'd lived off base a couple of times during her
career, butit wasn't her preference. The commute back and forth was a waste of
valuabletime. Time she could be working, serving. Time she didn’t have to wonder



whatto do with herself. But living on base wasn't an option here, and with
MargaretSharp’s help, she'd been lucky enough to find a rental in Vienna, a
simpleMetro ride away. She'd fallen in love with the house at first sight, thankfulfor
the large fenced yard, situated well apart from the other houses on thestreet, unlike
the apartments she’ d occupied in the past where her nosyneighbors took advantage of
every opportunity to observe her comings andgoings. The new house was the nicest
place she'd ever lived, and she couldhardly believe it was hers for as long as she was
stationed here.

She walked throughthe Pentagon entrance and looked around, trying to decipher
which of the manylines she belonged in. Whenever she'd been here in the past few
weeks, Sharphad had a sergeant greet her with a badge, but she wasn't a guest any
longer.Her orders said for her to check in at security, but the windows at the frontof
the line all looked the same. She turned back and forth, looking for afriendly face to
whom she could direct a question and found herselfface-to-face with Jack Riley.

“Maor Granger, niceto see you again.”

“Nice to see you too,Mgjor,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief. “When you said you
worked here, 1didn’t imagine there was any way I’d wind up running into you on my
first day.”

He tilted his head.” Y ou’ re working here too? | thought you were headed back to Fort
Hood.”

She felt a twinge ofguilt a not sharing her new assignment with a fellow soldier, but
then sheremembered she’d been following Sharp’s orders. “Last-minute change of
plans.Guess they decided I’ d stay out of trouble if they kept me close, although Idon’t
know where I’'m going, so they may have been wrong about that.”

“I’ll help you out.Do you know which office you' re assigned to?’



“Joint Chiefs,reporting to General Sharp.”

“You're in luckbecause I'm headed in that direction and | know exactly where
Sharp’s officels.”

She remembered Sharptelling her he was Jack and Addison’s godfather. She held up
a hand. “1 got alittle ahead of myself. | need to check in with security and personnel
first. Idon’'t want to keep you. If you'll just point mein the right direction.”

“Nonsense. I'm earlyfor ameeting, so I’'ll get you where you need to go. Come on.”

She followed Jack toa window around the corner and waited as he explained the
situation to theofficer checking IDs. The entire lobby was teeming with people, from
a crowd ofwhat were obvioudly tourists to a group of men and women wearing the
uniform ofthe Brazilian Air Force that she assumed were here to tour the building
aswell. She provided her credentials to the man at the window and nodded as
heexplained where she should report next to get her badge, relying on Jack toknow
the specifics. He motioned for her to follow, and they walked through thecheckpoint
metal detectors and up the escalator to the main level.

“Any of thislookfamiliar yet?’
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“Vaguely, although Ihave to confess, | feel like someone blindfolded me and turned
me around incircles since the last time | was here.” She looked over to her right at
thecandy shop. “Now that | remember. Is that chocolate in the window as good as
itlooks?’

“Better. They callthis whole row Make Up Alley. Flowers, candy, cards—everything
you need to apologize for any transgression. If you’' relucky enough to have someone
to go hometo, that is.”

“| take it you' re notmarried?’

“Not even close,” Jack replied. “I haven't exactly lived the kind of life conducive
torelationships. You?’

“Married to the Army.She understands me.” Zoey shook her head. “At least until
lately.”

“1 imagine things gota little rough for you after you came forward about Nine Tech.”

“Nothing | couldn’thandle.” The moment the words were out, she regretted her
clipped tone.

He held up his hands.” Oh, | have no doubt, but it couldn’t have been easy. |’ ve been
around longenough to know soldiers turn on one of their own if they think they’'re
indanger of getting caught. For the record, | fully support your decision to
comeforward. Sharp must too if he brought you in.”



She thought it likelySharp’ s decision was more complicated than a mere evaluation of
herperformance, but she didn’t feel like making excuses. “There’'s a better thaneven
chance I’m here because no one else will have me.”

“Their loss.” Hestopped in front of adoor. “Here’'s your stop.”

“You're not comingin?’

“1’ve got a meetingdown the hall. I’'m sure I’ll run into you again soon. Y ou still have
my card?’ At her nod, he added, “This place can be a little crazy to get used to
whenyou’'ve been out in the world. Cal me if you need anything. Any friend
of Addison’sisafriend of mine.”

He was gone beforeshe could point out that she barely knew his famous sister. She
shook her headand walked into Sharp’s office suite. She fully expected to meet with
one ofhis aides to get more information about her exact assignment, but thelieutenant
at the desk just outside his door motioned for her to go into hisoffice.

“Have a seat, Mgjor,” Sharp said, barely looking up from his computer. “Although |
won't be callingyou that for long.” He did his keyboard aside and picked up afolder.
“Here’ sthe paperwork for your promotion. Shouldn’t be long now.”

“Thank you, sir.” Shetook the folder from his outstretched hand and glanced inside at
the officialdocuments. It wasn't a done deal yet, but as with every promotion before,
sheexperienced a surge of who should | call, who can | tell, but the musingsvanished
as quickly as they came. Getting the commission had to be good enoughon its own.

“Ready for your nextassignment?”’

“As long as itdoesn’'t involve sitting across from the Senate Armed Services
Committee for agrilling, I’'m all yours.” She grinned as she delivered the words, but



shecouldn’t have been more serious. She was ready to be tucked away in some
cornerof the Pentagon, content to be a cog in the massive military machine.

Sharp chuckled. “Ithink we can manage a small break from the rabid senators, but
I’m afraid theremight be some grilling.” He reached for another file on his desk and
pushed ittoward her. “We have a small situation that some folks across the lake
thinkmight blow up into something bigger. General Bloomfield was impressed with
theway you handled yourself up on the hill and has directed me to assign you
toPublic Affairs for the Joint Staff.” He waved his hand. “ Sounds worse than itis.
You'll head our internal investigation and act as a liaison with the WhiteHouse to
keep them informed. Take an hour to review the file. Maor Dixon willaccompany
you to briefings at first, mostly to help you find your way aroundand assist you with
anything you need, but you' re his senior and thisis yourshow.”

Zoey ran her fingersalong the file folder in her hands, itching to get a look inside as
she slowlydigested the specifics of her new assignment. White House. Briefings.
Publicrelations. Apparently, there would be no hiding out in her new position. Notfor
awhile anyway. “Are you sure I'm the right person for this? I'm a bit of aightning
rod after the Nine Tech mess. And | kind of expected to stay inlogistics.”

“Not my call, but Ican’t disagree with Bloomfield' s judgment. Folks on the Hill loved
you. Youwere the very model of the perfect soldier in their eyes. | expect the
WhiteHouse will love you too.”

Zoey focused on whatshe didn’t hear, which was whether he actually agreed with
Bloomfield sdecision. Agreement was decidedly different from not being able to
disagree.She wasn't sure why she cared either way. Aside from a deployment to some
basewhere no one knew her or had access to C-SPAN, being tucked away here
wasprobably her best chance at putting Nine Tech behind her. But Public
Affairssounded suspiciously like the kind of work Rook did, and the prospect
causedher gut to churn. Was she going to be expected to find the best spin for



newsinvolving the military? She knew some news stories needed to be massaged
tomake them more palatable for the general public, but she was known for being
astraight shooter not a smooth talker.Maybe that’s why they picked you.She took a
deep breath and decided to go with that. “ Thank you, sir. I'll do mybest.”

“1 have no doubt.” Hestood to signal the meeting was over, and she scrambled to her
feet. “Margaretsaid you found a place.”

Damn. She’'d almostforgotten she was supposed to meet the landlord around noon
today. She startedto mention that to Sharp, but decided she'd just have to figure out a
way towork itin. “Yes, sir.”

“You've never livedoff base, have you?’

“No, gir.”

“1 think it might begood for a change. Allow you to stay out of the fray.”

“Yes, sir.” Sheresisted the urge to ask exactly what he meant by fray.

“Lieutenant Louden,out front can show you to your office, and Magjor Dixon will be
by to collectyou.” He paused after the words of dismissa and his stare was
penetrating.” |’ m counting on you, Mgor. Don't let me down.”

She nodded and turnedto |leave, uncertain where she was going or what was behind
the cryptic message.Chances were good she was trying too hard to decipher a hidden
meaning to hispointed words. General Bloomfield might have picked her for this job,
but Sharphad probably made the recommendation based on the years he’ d known her.

L ettinghim down wasn'’t an option.

L ouden was on thephone, so she lingered just far enough away from his desk to let



him know shewas waiting but not be obtrusive. When he finished the call, he grinned
herway. “ Ready to see your new digs?’
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The friendly demeanorwas a blessing. “Absolutely.” She held up afile. “I’'m aready
on adeadline.”

“Right thisway.”

She followed him downthe hall, through a twisting corridor. She tried to memorize
every picture anddisplay aong the way like they were breadcrumbs that would lead
her back toSharp’s office, but eventually she gave up. Maybe having to ask her way
aroundwould help her develop some relationships since it was clear she was going
toneed assistance getting used to the differences between this place and the lifeon
base she’' d grown accustomed to.

“Here you go.” Loudenheld open a door, and Zoey took in her new office. It was
plain, but spacious.Desk, bookshelves, computer. “Y our phone is working and IT has
already hookedyou up for access to the system, but you' Il need to contact them to set
up yourpasswords. There are basic supplies in the desk, but if you need anything
else,just fill out one of the forms | left. You'll get things alot quicker thanyou' re used
to on base.”

“Good to know. I’ msupposed to have an appointment with Mg or Dixon in an hour.
Will he know whereto find me?”’

“I'll make sure ofit. | highlighted my extension in case you need anything to get
settled. lassume you have your personal effects being sent over?’

“A few things. |I'vebeen pretty mobile over the years and kept a pretty bare-bones
office when Ihad one.”



“Well, now thatyou're settling down, you'll probably start collecting stuff. That is if
youplan on sticking around.”

She smiled by way ofanswer since she didn't know her plans and hadn’'t alowed
herself to think pastthis moment, this day. “Thanks for your help, Lieutenant. I'll call
if I needanything.”

When he was gone, sheshut the door and took a moment to drink in the new space,
wanting to embracethe permanence, but careful not to let it sway her too much. This
was just anassignment, like any other. At any moment, she could be called up and
sentanywhere in the world. All her life, that possibility had been intoxicating,but right
now, in this moment, she wanted to stay here and see what she couldmake of this
world.

* % %

“1 don't know why Ms.Elias is saying those things, but | was not the driver of the car
that hit thatwoman.”

“But you know CandaceElias?’ Robin Roberts's voice was even, but her expression
was braced asif toshow she wasn't afraid to ask the tough questions.

“Yes, | do,” Newman said,his eyes trained on the screen in front of him showing
Robin sitting in the NewY ork studio. “ She worked on my campaign for governor, and
although | haven’'tseen her in years, | always considered her a trusted colleague and
friend.”

“Areyou friends now?’

To his credit, Newmandidn't flinch. “Well, Robin, that’s a bit of aloaded question. |
don’'t knowthe motivation behind all of this which makes it difficult to attribute



anymalice to her actions.” He stopped and turned to face the camera, his face fixedin
a grim but pleading expression and his hand firmly gripping that of hisJackie-like
wife who sat close beside him. “Candace, you and | both know | wasnot involved in
the tragic accident that killed Sheila Edgar. | sincerely hopeyou will recant your
alegations and, if you do have information that couldassist the police in finding the
person or persons responsible, you will comeforward now so this young woman’'s
family can finally find peace.”

Several yards away,Rook turned to Harry. “I would have preferred we do this in
studio with Robin,but I think it went pretty well. What do you think?’

“He' s smooth.”

“Blake polygraphedhim. Spent an entire day, but he didn’'t break during the
interview. The testresults were inconclusive.”

Harry let loose a lowwhistle. “So he's either telling the truth or he's a stone cold
psychopath.”

“Or the truth issomewhere in between. Maybe he wasn't driving the car.” Rook
pointed to thescreen where Robin was playing footage of an earlier interview with
Candace.“Maybe she was, and he' s protecting her.”

“Well, if heis, hisgallantry is a bit misplaced considering she's throwing him under
the bus.Hard.”

Rook appraised herassociate. Harry was the newest member of their team. She'd
always had oneother lawyer on staff, but her last law partner had left last year citing
theneed to find a calmer, less crisis-driven occupation. Luke Gidry was nowhandling
estate matters for the rich and famous and couldn’t be happier. Theidea of wading
through the administration of an estate, no matter howlucrative, made Rook yawn.



His response was to tell her how happy he was toleave his office at six o' clock, go
home to his wife and kids, and never worryabout a late night call asking him to make
magic out of a mess. She'd picked a youngerlawyer when she hired Harry, and
discrimination laws be damned, she had Blakerun a thorough background check to
make sure he was single, had no kids, andwas fit enough to work as rigorous a
schedule as she did. He'd measured up inevery category, but she hadn’t tested him
full tilt yet to see if his staminamatched his brains. Newman would be hisfirst test.

“They’re wrappingup,” Rook said. “I’m going to need you to debrief with Newman.
He'll beinsecure. Hold his hand and tell him he did great. Make sure he knows no
moreinterviews, no social media. | want radio silence from the entire family,
kidsincluded. If you have to stay at his house and guard their phones andcomputers,
doit.”

He nodded, but shecould read the trace of panic in his eyes. “I have an appointment
across townand I’ m running late already. Call meif you need anything, but, Harry?’

“Yes?

“You got this.” Sheclapped him on the shoulder and took off, anxious to get away
before the Newmanfamily descended. Harry would do fine. Or he wouldn’t, in which
case, she'dhave to work some magic to fix whatever he broke, but since that was

herspecialty, she wasn’t worried.

George was waiting atthe curb. She waved him off as he started to get out of the car
and let herselfinto the backseat. He looked at her in the rearview mirror. “White
House?’

“Yes. We should be onthe list at the gate.”

Rook took the time inthe car to reflect on everything Julia had told her yesterday.



What hadinitially started as a routine investigation of student misconduct at
FortMcNair had begun to snowball. The exclusve escort service General
Bloomfield’'sson and his pas had used to “alleviate stress’ was normally very
discreet, butbecause of the vetting Bloomfield was getting, someone, probably NSA,
had gainedaccess to their records and found their client list included more than a
fewflag officers who worked at the Pentagon. If made public, the list could
proveembarrassing to the brass as well as the current administration, an
unwelcomedistraction on the heels of the Nine Tech mess, and especially untimely
sincethe president was negotiating with Congress for funds to mount an offensive
inSyria. All of this, on top of the upcoming confirmation hearings forBloomfield,
created a perfect storm, and Julia had tugged hard at the stringsof their friendship to
get Rook on board to help put the right spin on theinvestigation.
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“You know I'm nota fan of the military, and what you've told me isn't doing
anything to changethat. The military bureaucracy is a big ole boys club, playing with
people slives.” Rook said. “Why not let them implode?’

“Just pretend fora minute it's not about them,” Julia said. “It’s about a president that
evenyou respect, trying to get something accomplished to quell the very
seriousturbulence in the Middle East with a military establishment that
makeseverything we do like wading through quicksand. The Pentagon has
alreadystarted their own internal investigation, but you and | both know that’ll go
abig fat nowhere, and when word gets out, Congress is going to yank funding
fromevery project we have in the pipeline.”

“So what exactlydo you want me to do?”’

“Oversee theinvestigation for us. Just work with whoever they assign and make sure
theydon’t do anything super stupid that makes us all look bad.”

“Julia, really. Ido crisis management, not babysitting. If you want to call when this
goes titsup, I'll consider helping, but right now it sounds like a bureaucraticsnooze-
fest.”

“Grow up, Rook.Real people do boring stuff sometimes, because a bunch of boring
links make apretty strong chain. It's called being an adult. Adults make things, they
don’ tjust fix them.”

Rook had walked awayfrom the meeting telling Julia she’d think about it. As the
hours wore onduring her meeting with the Newman family, Julia’' s words had stung,



partlybecause they echoed the disapproval of her father who'd never understood
howshe could throw away her law degree to, as he put it, tilt swords with thelikes of
theNational Enquirer. She liked to think she' d long sincestopped caring what Richard
Daniels expected of her, but old insecurities diedhard.

Ultimately, herdecision to work with the White House wasn't about her father's
expectations.She’d been intrigued by what Julia had told her and she’d been even
moreintrigued by what she hadn’t said. There was more to this story and sheintended
to peel back the layers until she found out what was really going on.

Thinking of layersbrought Maor Zoey Granger to mind. Julia had mentioned several
times how theNine Tech scandal was the primary reason this story was likely to
garner moreattention than it would in a regular news cycle. Zoey had done a great
jobpacifying the Senate Armed Services Committee with how she'd reported the
fraudimmediately upon discovery. She presented well, her testimony was
articulateand forthright, and she’'d risked her career to expose the crime. But the
hookerscandal had no central hero, only a cast of dumbasses who put their libidos
andegos ahead of duty. If Julia wanted Rook to spin shit into valor, it wasn’'tgoing to

be easy.

The guard at theWhite House security gate checked their names off his list and
directed Georgeto a parking space, but Rook suggested he take off.

“I'll wait.”

“I don’t know howlong I'll be.”

“It's okay.” Hepulled into the spot and cut the engine, closing the discussion. “1I’ll be
herewhen you come out.”

Rook shook her headand climbed out of the car, stopping by George' s window before



she walked tothe portico. “ Thanks.”

He nodded and pulleda copy of the latest Harlan Coben novel out of the console. “I'm
pretty anxiousto find out what happens, so you're really doing me afavor.”

Rook laughed. A fewminutes later, she showed her ID again to the Marine officers
manning theentrance. She was issued a visitor’s badge and provided an escort in the
formof a young male intern who could only be described as super pretty. As
hewalked her through the halls, he asked if she’ d been in the building before.

“A few times, butmostly in the East Wing for social functions.” She could tell he
wanted to askfor details since West Wing interns probably didn’'t attend a lot of
White Housegalas, but instead he gave her a rambling narrative of the various rooms
theypassed.

He was on his thirdspiel, “And this is the Roosevelt Room. Most people don’t know
it's named forboth Franklin and Theodore Roosevelt,” when Julia appeared in the hall
aboutten feet in front of them.

“There you are. Thegate said you'd checked in, but | was beginning to think you'd
snuck off to thebowling lanes.”

“Actually, thatsounds like a great alternative.” Rook placed a hand on the intern’s
shoulder.“Clancy here was giving me the full tour.” She could fedl his tension
andwanted to keep him out of trouble. “The guy really knows his stuff.”

“Better him than me.l can recite the Constitution and have the entire Congressional
delegationmemorized, but | can't for the life of me tell you which Roosevelt that

damnroom is named for. Clancy, thanks for your help, I’ ve got it from here.”

Rook watched herguide amble off and wondered if she'd be better off joining him,



but shedutifully followed Juliato her office.

“Saw your guy onGoodMorning America,” Julia said.

“He s not my guy.”

“He is now. You ownthe entire family and the drama that comes with them until
someone fesses up tokilling that girl.”

“Any theories?’

“Don’t try to drag meinto your drama. Not unless you want to give me a cut of what
I’m sure is thevery exorbitant fee you' re collecting from the congressman.”

“I"d bring you on as aconsultant, but you look like you might be a bit busy.” Rook
walked intoJulia s office. “Wow, thisis huge.”

“Biggest office inthe building. Don’'t worry, there’'s no coup. The big guy still runs
the placefrom histiny little oval command center.”

Rook sank into one ofthe cushioned chairs across from Julia’ s desk. “Okay, so I'm
here. Tell meexactly what you want me to do.”
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“So, you'rein?’
“I'm here, aren't 1?7

“I"'m still processingthat after you shut me down yesterday. Rook, if you take this on,
you have tostay with it until it's done. No matter what bright, shiny new client
comesyour way.”

“l get it. | haven'ttalked to my team yet, but I'm sure they can pick up any extra
slack. I’'m notsure this is going to be as complex as you think, but I'm in it for
whateveryou need. Now, let’s get started.”

Julia tilted herhead, and Rook sat still during the examination. Finally, Julia smiled
andsaid, “Welcome aboard. The first order of business is to introduce you to
theliaison from the Joint Staff.”

Rook followed Juliato a conference room down the hall. When they reached the door,
she hung backand let Julia enter first, giving the poor schmuck inside time to get used
tothe idea he was going to have a handler for the duration of his inquiry. Whendulia
waved her forward, she stepped into the room and her gaze swept over thepersonnel
sitting at the table. Two people, both uniformed, but one made herstop in her tracks.
“Maor?’ she said, unable to form any other words.

Both Zoey and the manbeside her looked up and they each said, “Y es?’

At the exact samemoment, Rook had afeeling she was in over her head.



Chapter Eight

What wasshedoing here? Zoey offered a polite smile, but her gut was churning at the
sightof Rook standing in front of her looking like she owned the place. She
didn’ thave time to process her feelings before Major Dixon spoke up.

“I"'m Magjor Dixon,” hesaid with his hand stuck out in greeting. “And this is Mgjor
Granger.”

Rook shook his hand,but her eyes were on Zoey the entire time. “Maor Granger,”
she said, her voicerising in question. “Nice to see you.”

Zoey nodded, acutelyconscious of Dixon’s eyes on both of them, and she wished the
floor would riseup and swallow him whole. He' d been annoying since the moment
they met, feelingthe constant need to explain the inner workings of the Pentagon in a
way thatwas designed to make him look superior. Even Sharp, who'd accompanied
them tomake introductions, seemed to find his salacious manner a distraction. Zoey
hadalready made a mental note to figure out away to shake him.

They’'d arrived a halfhour earlier, and Zoey had concentrated on acting like it was no
big deal tofile in past the Marine guard and be escorted into the inner echelons of
theWest Wing. Funny, a couple of weeks ago, she’d checked into the possibility ofa
White House tour only to be told she would have to go through a member of Congress
which could take several weeks to get approved, and the “tour” wasonly a self-guided
walk-through of the East Wing. Deciding she’'d probably seenmore on TV than she’'d
see on the pseudo-tour, she'd abandoned the idea only towind up here just a few
yards from the Oval Office for an initial meeting withthe president’s chief of staff,
Julia Scott.

Julia hadacknowledged her with a simple “nice to see you again,” and left them alone
togo get “someone who would be assisting with the investigation.” Zoey had



wantedto use the time to grill Sharp about why he'd assigned her to this job,
butDixon’s constant presence robbed her of the opportunity, and ultimately Sharphad
left them to handle the rest of the meeting on their own. Now Julia wasback with
Rook in tow and Zoey had way more questions than answers.

“S0, here’ s how thiswill work,” Juliasaid, settling in at the head of the table. “I know
you'’ vebeen instructed to conduct a full investigation, but it's imperative that we
bekept in the loop, especialy considering the link to General Bloomfield’'s son.Ms.
Daniels and her team will need complete access to conduct interviews,review
documents, whatever she deems necessary. You will consider her an arm ofthe White
House for thisinternal investigation. Understood?’

“Yes,” Zoey answeredbefore Dixon could jump in. “Our orders are unequivocal.
WEe're to cooperatewith whoever the president designates.”

Rook smiled. “Well,that would be me.” Her expression turned serious. “The first
thing | want to dois interview everyone in uniform that has any connection to...” She
glancedthrough the folder in front of her. “Lorraine Darcy Inc.” She looked over
atJulia. “Who uses their own name to run an escort service?’

Julia shrugged. “Whoknows? Someone who’s really proud of her work, maybe?’
Zoey watched as theyshared a laugh. The joke was funny, but she didn’'t dare join in
lest she sendthe wrong message to Dixon. There was plenty of misogyny to go

around aready.

“What's the processhere?’ Rook asked, her gaze trained on Zoey. “| mean, do your
guys all lawyerup or are we free to question them without counsel ?’

Dixon started toanswer, but Zoey cut him off. “Everyone under our command will
cooperate withyou. We'll want to be present, of course, and anyone you interview



will havethe right to have a JAG officer present as well.” After Nine Tech,
theprocedures were etched in her mind.

“Fair enough. | havea few things to take care of, but | can be at your office this
afternoon to getstarted.”

Zoey felt Dixontwitch beside her. She didn’t want Rook to show up so quickly either,
but shewasn't about to tell her no after they’d just promised her complete
access.“ Perfect. We'll have interviews lined up. Is there anything else we can do
foryou?’

Rook raised hereyebrows dlightly, and Zoey braced for a persona remark, but all
Rook saidwas, “Not at the moment, but | reserve the right to let you know if
somethingel se comes up.”

Rook’s comment waseasily interpreted as professional, but Zoey knew it was more
complicated thanthat. “Would you like to discuss anything further right now?”’

Rook looked at Juliabefore turning back to her. “Actually, no. I’d like to go into the
interviewswithout alot of preconceptions about what they’ re going to say.”

“Then | suppose we'redone here,” Zoey said, grasping for some control. She stood
and Dixon stoodalongside her. “We'll make the arrangements and have an escort
meet you at themain entrance at fourteen hundred.” Remembering not everyone
spoke militarytime, she added, “That’ stwo o’ clock in civilian terms.”

Rook grinned. “Gotit. | look forward to seeing you, Major Granger.” She paused for a
few beats.“ And you too, Mgjor Dixon.”

Zoey walked to thedoor feigning confidence she didn’'t feel. Nothing about the
meeting had givenher any sense of control. For a second, she wanted to bolt from her



newfoundresponsibilities, but she dug deep for fortitude and injected a confident
andcommanding tone into her voice as they followed an intern down one of the
longand confusing corridors back to the entrance. “Make sure Ms. Daniels and
herteam are cleared to enter the building when they arrive this afternoon. Have atleast
two of the students from McNair ready to be interviewed today, and we'llget to the
others in the next few days. If they’ve been assigned JAG counsel,get them here too
because | don’'t want to have to toss these interviews becausewe didn’t follow regs.
WEe'll need a conference room. Seeif Lieutenant Loudencan arrange something.”
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Dixon’s head bobbed,but Zoey read conflict in his eyes. She got it. They might be the
same rank,but she had seniority and Sharp had made it clear she was in charge. Was
hejealous of her command and access or was this his usual demeanor? She didn’thave
the time or energy to figure it out and she wasn't sure she cared eitherway. If she
cared more about making friends than doing her duty, she neverwould have come
forward about Nine Tech. Determined to focus on the task aheadinstead of worrying
about whether she was liked, she picked up her pace, butthe sound of a voice calling
her name thwarted her plan for a quick getaway.

* % *

Rook was beginning towonder if power walking was a requirement for everyone in
uniform, but shefinally caught up to Zoey and her surly fellow officer. “Major
Granger, could Ispeak to you for amoment?’

“Of course.” Zoey’ sclipped voice conveyed the exact opposite.

Rook took a breathand shot alook at Dixon who was looking between them with way
too muchcuriosity. “If you could come with me, please. Mgor Dixon, we'll only be
amoment.” She spun around without waiting for a response and walked back toJulia’'s
office.

As they crossed thethreshold, Zoey asked, “Did Ms. Scott need to see me about
something else?’

“Julia’sin the Oval.l’ m the one who wanted to see you about something else.”



“What can | do foryou?’

Rook studied Zoey’ sstoic expression and wondered if it was a natural extension of
her personalityor the result of years of training. Either way, she desperately wanted to
prybeneath the stone and find the soft side she'd witnessed at Meridian Park.“We'll
be working together for the foreseeable future, do you really plan toact like you don’t
know me the entire time?’

Zoey’s breath hitcheddlightly, a tiny fissure, so small it might have gone unnoticed,
but Rookcaught it before Zoey replied “But | don’t know you. Not really.”

“Would you like to?’

“What | like or don’tlike doesn’t matter. As you said, we'll be working together. Key
word working.”

“1’m going to pretendyou’ d like to know me if you were allowed to.”

Zoey frowned, andRook wondered if she’'d bristled at the “allowed to.” Why was she
so focused ongetting a rise out of Zoey? Was she having a childish reaction to
Zoeypractically ignoring they’d been on a date?A date you abandoned.Nowonder
Zoey was pissed. A woman like her probably never got stood up.“1’m sorryabout our
aborted picnic.”

Zoey smiled, but theexpression didn’t reach her eyes. “Y ou had to work.”

“I did.”

“And work comesfirst.”

The characterizationstung, but Rook couldn’'t deny it was true. “l suppose it's a



hazard of owningmy own business.”

“We all make choices wecan live with. And I’'m sure you understand how my first
allegiance is definedby duty and whatever orders | receive.”

The message wasclear, but Rook stubbornly wanted to hear Zoey say the words. “ So,
thisattraction between us just disappears because the Army put you on this case?’

“Something likethat.”

“1 don’'t believeyou.” Rook hadn’t pulled Zoey aside for this. All she'd planned to do
wasapologize in person and clear the air between them, but now that Zoey
wassingularly focused on ignoring they had ever shared a connection, she
wassuddenly hell-bent on making her acknowledge its existence.

“1 suppose I'll haveto live with your disbelief.” Zoey looked at the door. “Did you
need somethingelse from me?’

She should makesomething up. Something provocative to tease back the Zoey she'd
met at theairport, at Addison’'s party. She hadn't imagined their connection,
butapparently she had no power to reignite it. She’'d find another way to burn offthe
heat that consumed her when Zoey walked into the room. There was noshortage of
women in the city who'd gladly fill the role. Ignoring the voiceinside that whispered
Zoey was different and other women weren’t going to cutit, Rook responded in the
only way she could and keep her dignity. “No, Mgjor.l think we're done.”

Zoey nodded andwalked out of the room past Julia who entered with a curious
expression. Juliashut the door behind her. “What is it about women in uniform?’

“Excuse me?”’



Julia waved a hand infront of her eyes. “Earth to Rook. Uniform equals hot. | might
be in arelationship, but I’'m not dead. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

Oh, I noticed, Rookthought. Zoey Granger had her attention, but she wasn't going to
cede all thepower that easily. She feigned nonchalance, but she was going to have to
workhard to keep her libido in check during the course of this investigation orrisk
losing her heart and her reputation.

Chapter Nine

Rook returned tothe car and contemplated her schedule while George navigated back
through theguard gate. In order to make the appointment at the Pentagon, her
afternoon wasgoing to undergo some serious shuffling. She should never have
allowed Julia togoad her into taking this case, but now that she had she was
determined to wrapit up in short order. A few interviews today, a few over the next
week, andthen a report detailing their findings which she imagined to be something
likemilitary men chose to use dicks instead of brains when exercising judgment.
Nonew story there—the list of sex scandals in the military was longer than shehad
timeto recall.
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She wasn't judging.If she were forced to live alife so confined by rules and authority,
sheimagined she'd eventually succumb to making decisions based on pure pleasure
aswell. The students at McNair might be professional soldiers like Julia said,but they
were probably still much like any other college students—academicallysmart, but
stupid when it came to thinking about how one dumb decision at aparty might pop up
during a job interview years down the road and derail theirwhole career. Today’s
soldiers had likely been lulled into a false sense ofwell-being with troops pulling out
of Irag and both houses of Congressinsisting they didn't want to get involved in
Syria. The students likely viewedtheir time at McNair as a boondoggle complete with
drinking games and expensivehookers. She, however, didn't have that luxury, and
picked up the phone tocheck in with the office.

“Rook, where have youbeen? Eric’s been looking everywhere. He's got some news
about Diamond Credit.”

“Put him through.” Rook listened carefully, stopping Eric’s report only to interject a
few pointedquestions. When he finished, she gave him instructions and then directed
Georgeto drive her to Diamond Credit’s headquarters. “This won’'t take too long,”
shetold him when he pulled up to the building. “Grab us some lunch, and I'll textyou
when |I'm done.”

Rook punched thebutton for the twentieth floor of the sleek steel and glass building
whereMelissa Mendoza, the CEO of Diamond Credit, and al the other C-Suite
Diamondexecs had their offices. The receptionist didn’'t recognize her, but
whenMendoza' s assistant came out to the plush, top floor lobby to see who wastrying
to get in to see her boss without an appointment, Rook was ushereddirectly back to
Mendoza's office.



Melissa looked upfrom her desk as Rook strode into her office and called out, “Tell
me you' rehere because you have some good news.”

Melissa was a crisp,no-nonsense woman, which was exactly why Rook had taken her
company on as aclient. She didn’t waste alot of her time, she gave Rook a wide berth
to doher job, and she paid well. Rook liked her and wished she was here to
giveMelissa what she wanted. “I have news. Let's leave it at that for now. How
fastcan you get your CIO and CFO in here?” Melissa answered by pressing a button
onher phone and instructing her assistant to interrupt whatever the two otherexecs
were doing and get them to her office, pronto. She leaned back in herchair. “Any
chance | get a preview of what you' re about to say?’

Rook shook her head,instead fishing out her phone and initiating a FaceTime call
with Eric. Whenhis face appeared on her phone, she showed it to Melissa. “This is
my chiefinformation officer, Eric Pryor. He's been working to try and discover
thesource of the hacking.”

“1 trust our I Tdepartment has been helpful,” Melissa said.

“In amanner ofspeaking,” Eric said. “I haven't actually talked to any of them.”

Melissa shot Rook awhat the hell look, and she held up a hand. “I asked Eric to
employ somespecia methods.” They both looked up at the sound of a knock on the
door.“Let's wait to let him describe it once we have the others in the room,”
Rooksaid.

Two men strode in andMelissa introduced Mike Anders, chief financial officer for
Diamond, and HarveyLinus, the chief information officer. After a few minutes of
small talk, Rookturned the show back over to Eric. “Tell the group what | asked you
to do andwhat you found.”



“You asked me tocheck for any backdoors to the system.” Eric took a moment to
explain abackdoor, using the kind of layman terms that Rook preferred and then
describedhow he'd conducted his search. “I found two methods a hacker could use to
getinto the area of the servers that house your customers sensitive information.One
appeared to have been written into the system on purpose to allow for dataretrieval in
the event of an accidental system lockout.”

“And the other?” Rookprompted him.

“The other was abreach. The information that was released last week came from the
breach.”

Melissaleaned acrossher desk. “Linus, did you know about either of these?’

The CIO shifted inhis seat. “I knew about the built-in backdoor. The other access
point is newsto me.”

“Well, that's justgreat,” Melissa sighed. “Why didn’'t the hacker just go in the
backdoor that wasalready set up? Seems like it would be easier to take the path of
|eastresistance.”

“Good point,” Rooksaid. “Eric, any theories?’

“Actually, yes. Onereason might have been to avoid leaving tracks.”

“l don't understand.If they are accessing through a path that already exists, how
would they leavetracks?’

“1 guess the bestcomparison | can think of isthose TV crime shows where the person
who lives inthe house jimmies the window from the inside, forgetting that the burglar
wouldhave jimmied it from the outside. If there was aburglar, that is.”



“You're saying thiswas an inside job?’

“I’'m saying that eventhough there are two access points to reach the data, | believe
that data wasonly transferred via the breach, but that’s not enough information, on its
own,for me to conclude whether the breach came from someone inside the firm or
anoutside hacker.”

Rook heard the cluesloud and clear, but she waited for Melissa to home in on exactly
what Eric wasimplying. It didn’t take long. “But you have reached a conclusion,
haven’'tyou?’ Melissa asked. “Y ou have other information, right?”’

They all stared atthe screen on Rook’ s phone and Eric stared back, seemingly unfazed
by theinformation he was about to impart. Even Rook, who aready had a heads up
aboutwhat he would say, was on pins and needles waiting for Eric’'s
conclusion.Finaly, he cleared his throat and started talking.

“Your system isvulnerable to outside hacking and there are a number of safeguards
you can makethat 1’d be happy to share with you. But in this particular instance, |
believethis was an inside job.”

Linus slanmed a handon the arm of his chair. “Dammit, Melissa. | would ve
appreciated theopportunity to be part of this investigation. If we need to, we'll
polygraphthe entire department, but next time | demand to be involved from the
outset.”

Before Melissa couldrespond, Rook broke in. “Hang on a minute. | don't think Eric
was finished.Eric, you want to tell them how you arrived at your conclusion?’

“Sure, Rook. It waspretty simple, really. Once | established that someone was trying
to throw meoff their tail, | figured | would look at who had the most to gain from
thedata breach.”



“Y ou mean someonefrom my department sold the information?’ Linus asked.
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“Actually, no. | waslooking at bigger picture transactions.”

“He' s talking aboutshort sales,” Rook said. “While Diamond’ s stock was in free fall
last week, anupstart hedge fund was making a killing short-selling your stock. Do any
of youhappen to be familiar with the name SA Investments?’ She looked at each
ofthem. Melissa's and Linus's expressions registered genuine ignorance, but theother
guy started to shift in his seat. “Eric pulled their SEC records andfound that the
manager’ s name is Samuel Anders.”

“That’s your son,” Melissa exclaimed, staring at the CFO.

“l don't knowanything about this,” Anders said, raising his hands in protest.
“Besides, areyou really going to believe some hacker who's probably sitting in a
basementsomewhere, violating a dozen federal laws?’

Rook held back alaugh and injected a fierce tone into her voice. “Back down. Eric
Pryor issitting in my offices right now and he's the best computer specialist
you' llever meet. Of course, | don’t think you’' re ever going to meet him or anyonelike
him where you're going.” She turned back to Melissa. “Y ou need to get yourin-house
counsel in here right away and lock down Anders's office. But call theSEC first, so
you can befirst in the door.”

Rook gave them a fewmore instructions, including not talking to anyone in the media
until she hadtime to craft a statement for the press, and then she left. George showed

upwithin minutes of her call and handed her a sandwich as she settled into thecar.

“You have about anhour and a half until your meeting at the Pentagon,” he said.



“Y ou want to goback to the office?’

If she went back tothe office, it would be easier to make calls and get a press release
ready togo, but she'd likely get wrapped up in a ton of other cases vying for
herattention. What she really wanted to do was have a little time alone to shiftgears
before she saw Zoey again and before she had to become immersed in thebureaucracy
of the Pentagon. Once again, she pondered why she’ d agreed to takethis case. Would
she have agreed if she’d known Zoey was going to be involved?Didn’t matter now
since she’' d already committed, but she was more committedthan ever to making sure
she finished the work quickly so she could extricateherself from the morass of
military bureaucracy. She shivered at the idea shewould have to spend any time at the
Pentagon and decided she needed to steelherself for the afternoon ahead.

Rook made a snapdecision. “ George, let’s head to Arlington. I’ll text Lacy and let her
know thechange in plans.”

The trip from DiamondCredit's offices across the river only took about thirty
minutes, during whichRook called the office and dictated a draft of a press release
about howDiamond’'s CEO’s diligent efforts had uncovered the source of the data
breachand she was working with the appropriate government agencies to ensure
theirobligations were met. She also called an old pal with the SEC and gave her
theheads up that Diamond's CFO was the target of their internal investigation.
Shetyped a few emails on her phone and then leaned back in her seat to relaxbefore
they reached their destination.

Without being told,George pulled into the parking lot of Twin Towers Florist and
kept the caridling while she wandered around inside and selected a bouquet of
freshflowers. She returned to the car, and within five minutes, they pulled into
theparking lot at Arlington Nationa Cemetery. George showed their permit at
theguard gate and drove directly to the spot they’ d stopped at many times.



“I"ll be back in afew minutes,” Rook said.

“Stay aslong as youlike.”

Rook didn’t botheranswering. There was no “like” to these trips although she made
them often.Every single time was a horrific reminder that her brother Rory was gone
and hewould never be back. She pulled a plastic cone for the flowers from
thereceptacle near the roadway that ran through the massive cemetery and
trudgedtoward his headstone.

When she reached herdestination, she knelt in the grass and let her gaze sweep the
property. Thelong, white rows of sameness always struck her with their stark
reminders ofthe cost of war, and her stomach roiled as she relived her own loss.
Strugglingto focus on something besides her grief, she forced her vision back to
herbrother’ s headstone and murmured the words she’d memorized years ago. Rory
haddied on the battlefield, and even though his death hadn’t come at the hands ofthe
enemy, the basic details—name, rank, branch of service, date of birth, anddate of
death—were followed with chiseled proof of his heroism, Purple Heartand Silver
Star. She traced the words with her finger, truth and lies, blendingtogether to tell a
story that had ended too soon.

The rest of theritual was easier now that she was grounded. She told him about her
meeting atthe White House, the stupidity of the soldiers at McNair, and she
evenmentioned Zoey. He would have teased her unmercifully about being attracted
toa soldier. When she was done talking, she nestled the plastic cone in the grassand
inserted the flowers one at a time, taking care to arrange them in abeautiful display
that Rory would have scoffed at. Today’s flowers were lilies.The florist had been
stuffed with them, no doubt because of the impendingEaster season. As ubiquitous as
they were, Rook found comfort in their beauty,their soft, white purity.

Her thoughts wereshattered by the sharp crack of gunfire. She shook and braced for



the rounds tofollow—seven guns, three volleys in a row, twenty-one rounds to
commemorate adeath. She remembered thinking, during Rory’s funeral, how off
balance itseemed that gunfire was used to honor him when gunfire was the reason his
bodywas waiting to be buried. More irony—Rory was the only one in her family
whowould enjoy the joke.

She finishedarranging the flowers and stood, smoothing her rumpled clothes. Maybe
somedayshe would find answers to the questions she had about his death, but in
themeantime, she would visit and pay tribute to a life she believed had been givenin
vain.

Zoey took the keysfrom the landlord and only half listened as he rattled off all the
things hethought she needed to know about the house. When he finally left, she took
afew minutes to wander through the empty rooms. Somehow it looked smallerwithout
all the furniture that had been here when she’ d seen it the first time,but the thought of
purchasing furnishings felt daunting. The movers wouldarrive later in the evening
with the few boxes of books, clothes, and otherpersonal effects she hadn’t been able
to fit in her 370Z coupe, her one luxury.Their small load would barely fill a couple of
closets in this house. Had shemade a huge mistake not renting a cozy little apartment?

Too late now. She' dsigned the lease and this place was hers for the next year unless
she wound upbeing shipped out. She checked the time, pleased to see that the entire
processof this commitment had only taken fifteen minutes. If she drove back to
thePentagon, she could even stop and grab some lunch along the way. She locked
thefront door, climbed into her car, and drove off, scouring the side streetsalong the
way for something quick that wasn't fast food. She'd driven a fewmiles without
finding any options when she spotted a sign for ArlingtonCemetery, the one big item
on her list of DC landmarks she hadn’t made it toyet. The cemetery was only a few
miles away. If she skipped lunch, she could goby, pay her respects to fallen friends,



and make it back to the office inplenty of time to prepare for the first round of
interviews. A small naggingvoice told her she was avoiding her new responsibilities,
but she ignored itand took the next turn.

After she parked, shewalked around until she found the visitor center where a Marine
corpsman showedher how to locate a particular grave using the app on her phone. She
spent afew minutes looking up names and located one of the men she’d served with
inAfghanistan. She'd lost others, but they must have been buried
elsawhere.Unfortunately, after the bodies were returned home, she'd lost track of
whathappened, having returned her attention to the work at hand. She'd
alwaysintended to go visit the families of her fallen comrades when she returned
tothe States, but now that she was back, it felt awkward to show up at astranger’s
door, stirring up memories that were, to her mind, best left buried.She'd pay her
respects now and not make similar promises in the future.

Zoey hailed a shuttleand gave the location to the driver. After a few more people
boarded, he tookoff through the grounds, stopping to let passengers off and on as they
drovepast the perfect rows of white headstones, lined up by the thousands. She' dread
in the visitor’'s center that approximately thirty funerals were held hereeach day, and
while she knew many of the dead were aging veterans, she couldn’thelp but be
overwhelmed by the marble markers of loss surrounding her.

She found LieutenantKyle Peavy’s headstone fairly quickly after the shuttle driver
stopped to lether out. Unlike the other markers she saw that contained endearments
like “lovingfather” or “dutiful son,” Kyle's headstone matter-of-factly listed his
name,rank, date of birth, date of death, and nothing else. She’d known him as wellas
she’d known most of the people she served with, but she was embarrassed toadmit
she didn’t know if he had a family. What she knew could be summarized byher
observation that Kyle had been a hardworking officer, dedicated to hiswork, but
aways finding time to have fun. She fished back through her memoryand settled on a
memory of Kyle pulling a prank on one of their fellow officersthe day before a



suicide bomber exploded on the sports field where Kyle and afew others were playing
a pickup game of soccer.

She kneeled in frontof the white marble, wishing she’d thought to bring flowers, a
flag, sometribute to a life that had been cut short. A life too quickly
forgotten.“ Dedicated soldier. Liked by all.” She whispered the words that should
havebeen on this headstone, words she wished she'd said to him and vowed
shewouldn’t forget again.

A different shuttlepicked her up for the ride back to the main gate, and it took a
winding paththrough the cemetery, stopping to drop off and pick up other visitors
along theway. Zoey stared out the window lost in memory and sadness. How could
anyonework here each day amid the constant reminders of death and
sacrifice?Suddenly, she spotted a familiar figure sitting in front of a headstone. No,
itcouldn’t be...could it? She sguinted against the sunlight, certain her eyes
weretricking her, but as they drove closer, she spotted the familiar sedan she' dridden
in the day she arrived in DC. Rook was hunched over a grave, her facedrawn and her
shoulders quaking.

The shuttle stoppedto let someone out, and Zoey kept her eyes trained on Rook who
was fullyfocused on the headstone in front of her. In the distance, the crack of
rifleshots pierced the weight of silence. She flinched at the unexpected sound,
andRook did too. In that moment, Zoey felt the kinship of loss and filed the imageof
Rook, standing next to a grave, looking lost and alone, under things theyhad in
common. The realization was strangely comforting.

Chapter Ten

Zoey pushedthrough the door of her office, acutely conscious of Dixon on her heels.

“We need to figureout a way to keep Bloomfield’s son out of this,” he said, his voice



agratingburr.
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She ignored him andsat down behind her desk, the universal position of power. When
they’d left thewhite House that morning he'd been itching to talk about their
approach, butdidn’t dare for fear their fellow passengers on the Metro would listen in.
Now,it was like he’d been lying in wait for her to get back to the office so hecould
share hisideas about how the investigation should go.

“We're not figuringanything out. We're going to make sure Roo—Ms. Daniels and
her team havewhatever information they need to conclude their investigation so
General Bloomfield can put this behind him as quickly as possible.”

Dixon studied herhard for a moment, but she didn’t flinch, hoping he couldn’t read
any of the rawemotion she still felt after seeing Rook at Arlington less than an hour
ago. Henodded slowly as a smile crept across his face. “l get it. You're right.
Thequicker we get them out of here, the better.” He looked at his watch. “1’ mgoing to
grab some chow. Y ou want to come with?”

“No,” she answeredquickly, relieved he had misinterpreted her response. She
softened her tone.”I’m good. I’ll meet you back here at two.” She was starving, but
she'd rathergo hungry than forego the opportunity for a break from Dixon's
chattering.

She sent a quickemail to Lieutenant Louden, to confirm he' d have a conference room
ready laterthat afternoon. An hour wasn’'t nearly long enough, but it would have to
do.What she needed was a time warp to take her back to before she'd met
Rook,before she'd become attracted to her, because that was the only way she
wasgoing to be able to focus on the task at hand.



How had her worldscollided? She’'d honestly thought that night at the park was the
last time she' dsee Rook again. The idea hadn’t been unreasonable—DC was a hig
city and theydidn’t run in the same circles. Hell, she didn’t have any circles. Truth
wasshe' d experienced a moment of relief when she' d spotted not one, but twofamiliar
faces at the White House, but Julia and Rook were not her friends, nomatter how
friendly they might seem. Something was off about this whole thing,and Zoey was
convinced Rook’s involvement meant there was more to the wholeMcNair scandal
than she’' d been told.

She reached into herdesk and pulled out the notes she'd made while reviewing the
file. LieutenantDonald “Donny” Bloomfield and three of his fellow officers had been
suspendedfrom the graduate program and brought up on conduct charges at McNair
after abust at a venerable luxury hotel in Maryland. Hotel security, responding
tocomplaints from other patrons, had kicked Donny, his pals, and the girls outwithout
contacting the police. But the room had been registered in Donny’ sname, and it was
probably just a matter of time before the press figured outDonny Bloomfield was
none other than the well-known general’s youngest son.While the simple fact the
genera’s progeny had been tossed from a fancy hotelwould be embarrassing, it
wasn't a career-killer for anyone involved. But whenreporters started asking
guestions and found out high paid escorts were at theparty, things would get sticky.

Zoey flipped throughthe pages but didn’'t find much else. In her view, the White
House's decision tohire Rook was overkill. You don't flash a lot of cash if you're
trying to actpoor, and you don’'t hire the biggest gun in spin if you don’'t have
anything tohide. She might not possess the same skill set as Rook, but she knew how
toconduct an investigation and she knew how to keep a secret, despite what manyof
her peers might believe. She supposed Rook might be helpful if they wound uphaving
to navigate DC politics, but this entire case was nothing more than anembarrassing
incident that should be handled internally.

Even as complicatedas things could get, Zoey had to admit she was looking forward



to seeing Rookagain. Spotting Rook at the cemetery had spurred her curiosity and
given her aglimpse of Rook’ s vulnerability—a far cry from the commanding presence
Rookdisplayed in public. If she had a chance, Zoey was going to try to peel backsome
of the layers behind the very public persona of the charming Rook Daniels,but for
now she needed to focus.

Zoey finished lookingthrough the file and then pushed it aside and rummaged in her
bag for one ofthe PowerBars she usualy kept on hand. Banana. Not her favorite
flavor, butshe' d been down to the last ones in the box and she'd jammed this one in
herpurse as she rushed out of the house this morning. Her alternative was towander
the halls looking for food, but she didn’t want to get lost with only anhour until her
meeting with Rook, and Dixon would be back before that. She toreopen the wrapper
and bit off a hunk of the protein-filled wonder. She was stillchewing when the knock
sounded on her door.

“Come in.” Annoyedthat Dixon hadn’t waited the full hour, she didn’t try to hide the
exasperationfrom her voice.

Lieutenant Loudenpoked his head in. “ Sorry to bother you, Major, but Rook Daniels
IS here foryour meeting.”

Zoey looked at theclock on her computer and back at Louden. Rook was an hour
early. She was allabout the motto that early was the new on time, but this was crazy.
Suddenly,she wished Dixon were around to act as a buffer because she had no desire
towind up alone in aroom with Rook. Or did she? “Thanks, Lieutenant, tell herl’ll be
there in afew minutes.”

Louden cleared histhroat and pushed the door open a bit farther. “Sorry, Magjor, |
guess | wasn'tentirely clear. She's here, asinright here.”

Zoey looked past hisshoulder at Rook’s face and barely resisted the urge to tell him



he should’ veled with that information. Damn. “Come in, Ms. Daniels.” She started to
dismissLouden but mentally calculated how long she'd have to deal with Rook on her
ownand had an idea. “Lieutenant, where' s the closest place to get a sandwich?’

“Food court.” He usedhand gestures to give her directions. “If you get lost, just ask
someone aongthe way.”

She had no intentionof asking anyone in front of Rook, so she hoped his instructions
were as easyas he said. After she dismissed him, she stood up. “I’m starving. Come
with meto get something to eat.” She didn't wait for Rook to respond and instead
tookoff walking down the hall. This was the perfect opportunity to set
someboundaries and assert her authority, and as long as she didn’t get lost, itmight
work.

The choices in thefood court were all waist-thickening nightmares of the fast food
industry.Making a mental note that she needed to start bringing her own lunch,
shescanned the menus for the least stroke-inducing item and finally settled on asalad
with grilled chicken and vinaigrette dressing.

“Isthat all you'rehaving?’ Rook asked after Zoey placed her order.

“Yes. Are youeating?’

“I’'m...No, thanks.”

Zoey took the papercup the clerk offered and started to turn toward the soda fountain,
but insteadshe focused on Rook’s face. No familiar grin or knowing looks. Rook
seemedtired, subdued and Zoey imagined what she'd witnessed at the cemetery

hadsomething to do with her current state. She started to ask, but decided the
onequestion would lead to many. She settled on asimple, “Are you okay?’



“What?" Rook askedbefore shaking her head. “I'm fine. Let’s just say thisisn't my
favoritebuilding in the city.”

Zoey stared alittleharder, convinced there was more to it but didn’t want to push. Her
missiondidn’t involve learning more about Rook’s feelings and it certainly
didn’ tinvolve soothing them. The personal peeling of layers would have to wait untila
more opportune time. Still, she felt a little rude for eating in front ofRook. “1 guess |
should have asked you before we headed down here, but if Idon't eat, | can’'t be
responsible for my actions.”

“I hear you.” Rookflashed a hint of a grin. “One of my associates is the same way. |
keep herdesk stocked with candy bars for that very reason.”

Zoey picked up hertray of food and led the way to an empty table. “How many
associates do youhave and why aren’'t any of them here with you?”

“Five, includingGeorge.” Rook fiddled with a napkin, rolling it between her thumb
andforefinger. “They’re al working on various projects, and | haven't had time tofill
them in on this one yet. Besides, | figured | could handle the first roundof interviews
on my own.”

Zoey looked around.She didn’t need a security breach on her first day, but she didn’t
see anyoneseated close enough to overhear their conversation. “Y ou think we'll need
tointerview them more than once? | was under the impression they’d already
beeninterviewed extensively by the MPs who investigated the initial complaint.”

Rook’s brow furrowed.“ The MPs only interviewed the students from McNair, not
anyone else.”

Now it was Zoey’ sturn to be confused. “Who else would they interview?’ She shook
her head.”“ Never mind. Dumb question. Y ou mean the escorts, right?’
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Rook’ s puzzledexpression remained. “1 don't think they’re going to let you parade a
bunch ofcall girls in here. | mean the other officers who've been visiting Svetlana
andher pals.”

Zoey’s head swam andshe desperately wished she was better at hiding her surprise.
Rook wasn'tmaking fun. A girl named Svetlana was mentioned in the report
she' dreviewed—probably not her real name—but she didn’t have a clue what Rook
meantby “other officers.”

“You're looking at melike you don’t know what I’ m talking about.”

Zoey took a bite ofsalad that tasted closer to cardboard than the real thing. She
stubbornlychewed to the end, preparing to square off. “Maybe you should take me at
facevalue. What officers are you talking about?’

Now it was Rook’ sturn to look surprised. “They sent you to the White House without
being fullybriefed?’

That wasn’t thepoint, and Zoey was annoyed that Rook was trying to push the issue.
“Will youjust tell me and spare the lecture?’ She instantly regretted the outburst,
butnot more than she wanted answers.

“Someone prowledaround in the,” Rook glanced around to see if anyone was
listening, “workingwomen’s records and found they have other uniformed customers
who aren’ tstudents, and a good many of them work right here in this building. After
wetalk to your graduate students, we need to start interviewing the higher-ups tosee
how far this goes.”



Zoey sensed a stormbrewing. She'd rather be on the hot seat in front of the full
Senate talkingabout Nine Tech and whistle-blowing on her pals than dealing with a
sex scandalthat might cost a four-star general a White House post.

“You had no idea?”

Rook’ s voice wasgentle, caring, but Zoey couldn’t help thinking it strange a civilian
knew moreabout a scandal that was supposed to be dealt with internally than one of
themilitary officers assigned to it, and the idea made her angry. She was
beingirrational, because it wasn't Rook’s fault, but she didn’'t even try to rein inher
anger. “No, | didn’'t. Unlike you, | don't spin things for a living, so ifyou get
information from me, it’s going to be the truth and nothing but.Understood?’

Rook held up bothhands, palm side out. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. | promise
not to be theone who shuts you out of the loop. Okay?’

Zoey spent a momentrolling Rook’ s promise over in her head, but the syntax left her
wondering ifsomeone was indeed trying to shut her out of the loop and why.

* % %

Rook looked at herwatch. She'd only been at the Pentagon for two hours and it
aready felt liketwelve. The three officers they’d interviewed so far had ostensibly
acted likethey were happy to cooperate, but they all said the same thing. They didn’t
knowanything about anyone else who'd used the services of Lorraine Darcy Inc. To
aman, none of them had a specific recollection of how they’d found the name ofthe
agency, but they were pretty sure they remembered seeing an ad online.

Of the men who'd beenat the party, the only one they hadn't talked to yet was
General Bloomfield' sson, Donny. She was saving him for last on purpose.



“Any more questions,Ms. Daniels?’

She looked up at Zoeyand saw only cold indifference reflected back. The lieutenant
in the hot seatright now looked like he was about to piss his pants, and Rook doubted
heactually had any new information to offer. Maybe when he left the room, shecould
get Zoey to tell her why she was giving her the cold shoulder. Yes, Rookhad
abandoned their one and only date, but she’'d had an excellent reason.Besides, Zoey
didn’'t seem like the type to harbor a grudge. Maybe she was stillmad about being left
out of the loop regarding the depth of the investigation,but Rook didn’t get why she
was the one bearing the brunt of her anger.

Whatever it was,she'd have to wait until Dixon left to get to the bottom of it. He'd
beenhovering al afternoon. He was trying to read her notes right now, and shehoped
he got an eyeful from the doodles she’' d sketched of a naked womanlounging by the
beach—something she wished she were doing. Her reliable memorymeant she didn’t
need to take notes, but she always pretended to since it gaveinterviewees the
impression she' d never forget what she'd been told.

“No, Mgjor,” Rooksaid. “I don't have any more questions.” She waited to see what
Zoey would doafter she’'d dismissed the soldier. Now that they'd finished with the
students,it was time to start down the list of higher-ranking officers Rook had
givenher, amuch stickier subject, especially since Zoey hadn’t been fully briefed.

“Maor Dixon, pleasego check with Lieutenant Louden about the records | requested
and see ifColonel Mitchell is available now for hisinterview.”

Dixon responded toZoey by pointing to the phone on the conference table. “The
operator canconnect you,” he said, his tone barely hiding derision at her authority.
Zoeydidn't even look at the phone. “I'd rather you ask him in person,” she
said,waving a hand toward the door. “Thanks.”



Dixon stood in placefor a moment, clearly taken aback by the dismissal, but well-
trained enough notto disobey a direct order from a more senior officer. “I’ll be right
back,” hemuttered as he left the conference room.

“That guy hates thatyou have seniority.”

“1 guessthat’s it.Maybe he just doesn’t like me.”

“Asif. How long haveyou been stuck with him?’ Rook asked.

“The entiretime |’ vebeen here, but it feels like forever.”

Rook contemplated thevague response and pressed for more. “How long have you
been here, exactly?’

“| started thismorning.”

“Kind of alot for afirst day. Sudden reassignment?’

“Excuse me?”’
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“Nothing.” Rooktapped her fingers on the table. It wasn’t nothing. Had Zoey known
she wasgoing to be transferred to the Pentagon a couple of weeks ago, and if so,
whyhadn’t she mentioned it?

Zoey read her mind.“l didn’t tell you because | was asked not to mention it at the
time.”

“Orders?’
“A good soldieralways obeys them,” Zoey said, a smile playing over her lips.
“And you' re agoodsoldier?’

“So I’'m told. Now, doyou have anything else you want to ask me before Dixon gets
back?’

Rook was torn betweenformulating a strategy for interviewing the officers that had
been mentioned inthe Darcy Agency’s files and taking the opportunity to confront
Zoey about theshift in her mood. She settled on a compromise. “1 suggest we take up
the restof the interviews tomorrow, but you have dinner with me tonight so we
canformulate a plan.”

“1 don’t think that’ sa good idea.”
Zoey was probablyright, but Rook couldn’t resist the urge to spend some time aone

with her.“*You're just not thinking it through. This place is all about sucking up.
Whatbetter way to show you're willing to go above and beyond than to work



overtimewith the woman hired by the White House to make the military’s problems
goaway?’ She watched Zoey’'s face for a reaction, but she couldn’t get a good
readand wondered if they taught stoicism in boot camp or was it advanced
officertraining? She resisted asking. Barely.

“1 don’t think it's agood ideafor usto talk about any of this at some restaurant.”

Rook started toprotest but quickly changed tactics. “Agreed. We'll have dinner at my
place.” She held up a hand. “Before you say no, you should be aware that my speed
dialis set for al the best DC restaurants.”

“Not much of a cook?’

“Let’sjust say I’dlike you to live to work another day.”

“Low bar. | mighthave conditions.”

“Name them.” Rook wasprepared to agree to pretty much anything, in part to get out
of this buildingand away from Dixon's watchful gaze. Zoey started to answer, but
Dixon chosethat moment to walk back in, his hulking frame casting a shadow over
theirconversation.

“He didn’t have therecords, and Colonel Mitchell isn’'t available. He said he' d speak
to you on hisown terms,” Dixon bellowed. “Told you we should have called before |
traipsedall the way over there.” He stood between them, staring daggers at Zoey.

Behind his back, Rookrolled her eyes and watched Zoey struggle to suppress a grin.
“l need to getback to my office anyway,” Rook said, stuffing her notepad into her
briefcase.” Let’s start up again tomorrow. Major Granger, why don’t you let me know
whenand where?’



She didn't wait foran answer before she started for the door. She'd hoped Zoey had
been about totake her up on her offer, but there was no way they could make plans
with Dixonin the room. It was probably best this way since she had a ton of work to
do.Senator Newman had probably blown up her phone with messages. Powerful
peopleweren’t used to her going off grid, and they paid dearly for the privilege
ofbeing able to reach her no matter what. She' d agreed not to use her phoneduring the
meetings today, but she wouldn’'t agree to it in the future. If themilitary had a
problem with it, they’ d have to talk to the White House.

She was two steps outthe door when she felt a grip on her arm. She turned around and
cameface-to-face with Zoey. “What are you doing?’

“1 think the moreappropriate question is what areyoudoing?’

Rook jerked her chintoward the corridor. “Heading out. Did you have a change of
heart?’

“About?”’

Zoey’s expression wasgenuinely curious, and Rook started to think she was losing
her game. “Dinner?My place?’

“1 came to escort youout of the building. Rules.”

Zoey’ s determinedexpression made Rook feel feisty. “It’s your first day. Do you even
know theway out?’

“I’m finding my wayaround. Are you scared I’ I get you lost?’

“Maybe I'm scaredyou’ll get us both lost.” Rook felt like they were talking about
somethingother than navigating their way through the halls of the Pentagon.



“Only one way to findout.” Zoey didn’'t wait for an answer. She took off down the
hall, and Rookfollowed. When they reached security, Rook hung back for a moment,
unsurewhether she should try to resume their earlier conversation. Zoey saved her
thetrouble.

“I only have twoconditions,” she said.

“Let’s hear them,” Rook said, bracing for some huge caveat.
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“1 pay for my owndinner and it can’t be tonight.”

“Another date?’ Rookasked before holding up her pam. “Wait, no, don’t answer that.
So, tomorrowthen.”

“Yes, but I’m seriousabout going dutch.”
“Really?’

“It's business. | cantell you're used to a certain level of...Let’s just say fancy meals,
expensivedrinks, and cars idling curbside to take you anywhere you want to go.
Anyway,that’s not me. I'm pretty basic, and if we're going to hang out, you'll have
toget used to that.”

“S0o, we're going tohang out?’ Rook smiled and then spoke quickly for fear Zoey
would change hermind. “Okay, burgers and beer it is. We'll settle on the details
tomorrow.” Shedidn’t wait for an answer before walking away. Zoey might think of
herself assmple and basic, but Rook sensed there was a lot more to the major
thanallegiance to country. Tomorrow night she'd find out what made Zoey
Grangertick.

Zoey looked up to seeDavid Sharp standing in the doorframe of her office.

“Everything goingwell?’ he asked.



Well wasn’t exactlyhow she'd define her first day. More like a scorching introduction
to militarypolitics. The trip to the White House, being saddled with Dixon, and
learningkey facts of the investigation from a civilian had Zoey feeling she might be
inover her head. Not to mention Colonel Mitchell blowing off their appointmentand
refusing to return her phone calls. But Sharp wouldn’t want to hear any ofthat, and
she wasn't about to ask him to bail her out. “Yes,” she answeredsimply.

“You don’'t sound veryconvincing.” He strode in and sank into the chair across from
her desk.

Zoey considered hernext words carefully. “| appreciate this opportunity. | realy do,
but Isuppose | am curious about why you chose me.”

“Y ou want the truthor the sugarcoated answer?’

“Truth, sir.”

He ticked off thereasons on his fingers. “One, you needed to be off base for a while
because thepeople you work with are pissed off at you. Two, you might not have
officialexperience, but you did solid work on Nine Tech, which brings me to
reasonthree. The suits on Armed Forces like you, so | figured the White House
wouldtoo. And finally, | trust you to look out for the best interests of your
fellowsoldiers. Is that enough?’

She resisted pointingout that her fellow soldiers probably thought investigating them
wasantithetical to looking out for their interests. “Yes, that’s enough.” Sheblurted out
the next question without deference. “Is there a reason you didn’ttell me this case
doesn't just involve students at McNair, but also some flagofficers stationed here at
the Pentagon?’

His look of surpriseappeared genuine. “I thought that was in your briefing materials.



Areyou sureit wasn't?’

She'd only had anhour with the packet before Dixon had shown up to escort her to
the WhiteHouse, but she'd reviewed everything again after Rook left for the day
andshe'd seen no mention of anyone other than the students at McNair. The
omissionwas probably an oversight, to be expected in this giant bureaucracy.
“I’llcheck again. We'll resume interviews in the morning.”

His nod was the onlyadditional acknowledgment of her concern. “ So, how’s it going?
Anythinginteresting cometo light?’

She paused for asecond before answering, naturally hesitant to disclose anything
while theinvestigation was ongoing, but quickly shook away the thought. He'd
assignedher to the case and was her direct command. Of course he had a right to
knowhow things were progressing. “Nothing so far. Looks like a bunch of guys
withpoor judgment, but that's it. Of course we've only interviewed the officers
whowere enrolled at McNair and we haven't talked to Donny Bloomfield yet. Some
ofthe other officers seem alittle reluctant to talk to us.”

“That’ s to beexpected. I'm sure you'll figure it out.” He stood and started toward the
door,waving her back to her seat when she started to stand as well. “Don’t work
toolate. Nobody expects you to solve the world's problems on your first day.”
Hepaused with his hand on the door. “And don’t let Rook Daniels bully you. Thisis
our investigation and she' s here as a courtesy to the president.”

As the door shutbehind him, Zoey processed his words, focused more on what he
didn’t say. Hehadn't told her to back off, but he hadn't encouraged her either.
Neutralitywas to be expected and she tried not to read anything into it, but he was in
aprecarious position, since his promotion was tied to his boss's future.
GeneraBloomfield was definitely the one with the most to lose if this
scandalescalated, but she couldn’t fault him with any interference since he' d givenher



thisjob and not reached out since.

Sharp’'s reference toRook was mystifying, but it wasn't the first time she’d gotten
mixed messagesfrom a commanding officer. When your only directive seemed to be
“do no harm”it wasn't easy to navigate the politics, especialy since she didn’t know
muchabout the internal issues between the Pentagon and this administration.
Wordwas President Garrett was supportive of the military, but no one could
blamehim for being wary about any hint of scandal.

Another knock on thedoor interrupted her musings, but this time the person knocking
didn’t wait foran invitation before barging in.

“Areyou Granger?”’

She quickly assessedthe silver eagle on the uniform of the shorter than average man
in front ofher. “Colonel Mitchell?’

“Damn right. Where doyou get off trying to drag me into your little game? Tell your
pal Dixon toquit calling my office and take me off your list. | didn’t have anything to
dowith those women and I’ ve got nothing to say to you or your little lackey aboutit.
Understood?’

She nodded, notbecause she understood, but because she figured any other reaction
would sendhim running. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I'm just following
ordersitalking to everyone whose name came up in the records of the Lorraine
DarcyAgency.” She could sense he was about to erupt again and held up a
hand,careful to keep her voice low-pitched and calm. “It's very likely your name
wasin their records by mistake, but | have to talk to you to get that sorted out.Are you
sure you can't find time to meet with us before | finalize the report?’

His shoulders relaxedslightly, but his face remained curled into a scowl. “It's a big



mistake.Likely one of those damn kids who got into McNair because of their name
nottheir potential is trying to drag me down. I’'m a hard grader, but I’m not aboutto
advance piss-poor soldiers just because of some supposed birthright. | havea family,
for God's sake. There' sno way I’ d do the things they wanted me todo.”

Zoey struggled tokeep up, but Mitchell was speaking in riddles. “I’m sure no one
expects you todo anything that isn’t right. I’'m only interested in pursuing the facts,
but todo so you have to be willing to talk to me so | can sort out fact fromfiction.”
She paused to think through her strategy. Protocol demanded she notinterview anyone
on the list without someone else present to witness what wassaid. Dixon was long
gone, and she had no idea where Rook was or even if shecould make it back to the
building quickly. Maybe she could get somepreliminary information and schedule a
full interview for the next day. “Whydon’t you give me a rough idea of what’s going
on, and we can talk more aboutit tomorrow? If you don’t want to include Dixon, I’ll
have someone el se on handwho might be more responsive to your concerns.”
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He backed toward thedoor, his body shaking, and spat out his final words. “Leave.
Me. Alone” Theslamming door shook the frame and Zoey stared after him,
completely mystifiedby his strange appearance and exit. On impulse, she picked up
the phone andpressed the button that would connect her to Lieutenant Louden. When
he pickedup the line, she didn’t waste any time.

“It's Magjor Granger.Can you tell me if | have access to a personnel file for Colonel
Mitchell?’

“Hmm, let me check.”She heard the sound of tapping on a keyboard in the
background. “He's on yourlist of interviewees, right?’

“Right.” Zoeyresisted the urge to gossip about the strange visit from Mitchell.
Moretapping. “ The system says hisfileisrestricted,” Louden said. “Must be amistake
in the system. | can check into it and get back to you tomorrow if thatworks.”

“Thanks. Probablyoverkill on my part, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.”
“I’ll email you whenit’s ready. Anything else?’

“No, thanks. Have agreat evening.” Zoey hung up and surveyed the files on her desk.
She was at astopping point and needed to leave now if she was going to be on time to
meetthe movers. What she would rather be doing was meeting Rook for dinner. If
themovers were quick, maybe she could make that happen. She pulled out her
phone,but before she could type a text, years of discipline took hold. She'd meet
themovers and then prepare for Donny Bloomfield' s interview. Resigned to herboring
but industrious evening, Zoey packed up her desk and headed for theparking lot,



unable to deny the growing excitement about the prospect of seeingRook again very
soon.

Chapter Eleven

Rook’ s phonestarted ringing at six am. She was on her way to the treadmill, located
on thetop floor of her townhouse, and for a second, considered ignoring it until shegot
in her exercise for the day. But the second passed and she checked thescreen and took
the call. “Good morning, Senator Newman.”

“Do you have anyupdates for me?’

Fine. She didn’t wantto waste time on niceties either. “Matter of fact, | do. | spent last
night reviewingthe tapes of the morning shows and my team performed an analysis of
theresulting press coverage. Y our favorables are up five percent since the storybroke.

If we keep—"

“Five percent?’ Hisvoice rose. “I get afive percent bump when | kiss babies on the
campaigntrail. You can’t serioudy think that’s progress.”

Rook rubbed herpounding forehead. “ Senator, this isn’t a campaign for votes. It's a
campaignfor your future and maybe even your liberty if the DA decides to open
acriminal investigation. Every tenth of a percentage point we can elevate yourimage
Is a potential juror deciding you’ re too nice, too sincere to convict ona mansaughter
charge. Trust me when | say that we are making progress.”

“I’'m sorry,” he said,sounding more resigned than apologetic. “Jeanine is not happy
about all thisattention. The press is following us everywhere and they’ re scaring the

kids. Ican’t get to my office without a Capitol Police escort.”

Rook searched for asolution, and something she’d seen on one of the news segments



last night cameto mind. “Didn’t Jeanine graduate from Columbia?’

“Yes. She grew up inManhattan. Her parents still live there. But | don’t understand
what that hasto do with—"

“Bear with me asecond.” Rook put the senator on hold and dialed Lacy on another
line. “Lace, Iknow it’'s early, but there’s some kind of women’s conference going on
atColumbia this weekend. Farah Hamil is one of the organizers. | need you tocontact
Farah and get her to invite Jeanine Newman to attend. Small speakingrole, not one
where she' |l be subject to questions, just something to give herand the kids an excuse
to be away from DC for awhile. Get Harry to startworking on her speech. Something
along the lines of you can be a strong, modernwoman and still stand by your man. |
want to see copy by noon.”

“Got it. | have untilnoon to roll back decades of feminism.”

“Very funny.” Rookknew Lacy was kidding. Mostly. “If Farah baks, have her call

me.

“Will do. What timewill you bein?’

“Not sure. This newcase is going to have me running around for afew days.”

“The one from Julia?’

Rook appreciatedLacy’s discretion. “That’s the one. I'm not sure | need to involve
the rest ofthe team right now, but I'll keep you posted.” After Lacy hung up,
Rookswitched back to Senator Newman. “Y our wife is about to be invited to speak
ata women’'s conference at Columbia. She'll go and take the kids for a visit withtheir
grandparents. In the meantime, you'll go back to Ohio and schedulemeetings with as
many of your constituents as possible. You'll do town hallsand pancake breakfasts as



if you're running for office. You'll answer everyquestion that comes your way until
the press is tired of talking about it oruntil some other story splashes across the
headlines.”

“But | thought youdidn’t want me talking to the press anymore?’

“1 changed my mind.We're going to divide and conquer. Y ou two will represent like
the power coupleyou are, and since you'll be in two different places, the press will be
spreadthin. Every time you get a question about the case, you'll give your
stockanswer and pivot to a pressing issue, like healthcare or the economy. Harrywill
work with you on exactly what you can and cannot say about the pendingcase. You'll
be so visible, the press will get sick of you. There's nothingthey like more than a
slammed door because it means there’s something to digfor. You and Jeanine are
going to show them everything and nothing all atonce.”

“Areyou going to bein Ohio with me or New Y ork with her?’

Rook held back anaudible sigh. “Neither. You don’'t need a big gun if you don’'t have
to guardagainst big damage. Having me visible is a liability. Harry will be
dedicatedto whatever you need. Trust me, it won't be long before the press is sick
ofyou.”

Rook added a few moreencouraging words to their pep talk and clicked off theline. A
few miles at afast clip on the treadmill provided a welcome release, and by seven
thirty,she’d showered and settled in to eat breakfast and watch the morning
news.She' d taken her first bite of grapefruit when her phone buzzed with atext.

Morning. Hope it’ snot too early to text.

She smiled at Zoey’ smessage with its spelled out words and punctuation, and typed
her reply.l’ vebeen up for hours. Y ou?
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Always. Hard habitto break.A few beatspassed and then Zoey wrote:l was hoping to
do that other interview offsite What' s your schedule?

Available anytimeafter noon.Rookhesitated before hitting send, pondering whether
she should include anyone elsefrom her team in the interview of Donny Bloomfield.
She reasoned with fewerpeople involved he'd be more likely to open up, but a small
part of her naggedthat she just didn’'t want to share her time with Zoey. This case
didn’t appearto be a big one, but the fact that it came from the White House elevated
itsimportance, and normally she would have held a team meeting to discuss itbefore
she'd ever met with Zoey. But she hadn’'t and she didn’t want to now.Rationalizing
that her team had alot of other stuff going on right now and shewasn’t merely trying
to spend time alone with Zoey, she sent the message andimpatiently waited for
Zoey’sreply. She didn’'t have to wait long.

Perfect. Meet meat McNair at one.

Zoey sat on the hardplastic seat on the Metro train, focusing her energy on ignoring
Dixon’'sgrating voice. He'd been talking for the last fifteen minutes about how
he' dwanted to be deployed, but someone stateside was always in need of his skills,so
he'd had to serve his country here at home. He seemed to be working veryhard to
keep his tone from being defensive, but it was pretty clear he wascomparing his own
experience against hers—overseas, in combat zones—and failingto measure up. After
the first few minutes, Zoey had started concoctingfantasies, the most appealing of
which involved her pushing him through thedoors at the next stop and waving
gleefully as the train pulled away. Pipedream.



Next her thoughtsroamed to Rook and their dinner plans. She'd spent the morning
wavering abouther yes to dinner, and she’'d come close to texting Rook to say she'd
changedher mind. If she had she wouldn't have to spend the entire day in
eageranticipation. How was she supposed to concentrate on interviewing
DonnyBloomfield when al she could think about was hanging out at Rook’s
placepretending to be entirely focused on their work when she was
incrediblydistracted by the mystery of Rook’ s public and personal personas?

The train lurched toa stop at Waterfront Station, and she stood too quickly, almost
falling intoDixon.

He grabbed hershoulder and steadied her with a grin. “You'll get used to it.” She
grimaced asmile of thanks and walked briskly from the train, leaving him to follow
ornot. She could get used to alot of things, but she was certain he wasn’t oneof them.

They walked a fewshort blocks to McNair where the sergeant at the gate checked
their IDs andwaved them through. A few minutes later, they were escorted into a
classroomwhere Rook stood to greet them. Like every other time Zoey had seen her,
Rookwas dressed like she'd walked off the pages of a fashion magazine. Today
shewore a slim, tailored black suit with a crisp pale yellow shirt, open at thecollar.
She looked dashing and confident, and Zoey was certain if good lookswere a gateway
to success, Rook’s clients got their money’ s worth. She openedher mouth to say so
before she remembered Dixon's presence and bit her tongue.“ Y ou're early,” she said
instead.

“So are you. | justhappen to be earlier.”

Rook barely gaveDixon a glance, for which Zoey gave a silent cheer. “Is Lieutenant
Bloomfieldon his way?’

Rook sat back downand shrugged. “So they say, but | don't have your kind of pull



around here.Maybe you should check with whoever’sin charge and seeif they’ll give
youmore than a ‘wait here, maam.’ | don't think I’ve been ma amed so much in
myentire life.”

“Welcome to myworld.” Zoey paused, unsure what to do next. She'd spoken to the
provost toarrange the interview with Bloomfield, but she didn't know where his
office wasor even what he looked like. She started to pull out her phone to call him
whenLieutenant Bloomfield came through the door.

Donny approachedDixon first and offered a salute. He had to know that she was the
one who'darranged the interview, but he deferred to the only mae in the
room,immediately losing points in Zoey's estimation. When he finally turned
andsaluted her, he wore a cocky, fraternity boy grin and she braced for
aconfrontation. “Let’s get started, Lieutenant.”

“Sure,” he said. “Thesooner you can clear al this up, the better off we'll al be, right,
Major?’

She ignored theimplication that they were merely going through the paces to give his
father abreak and introduced Rook. “Ms. Daniels is here at the request of the
WhiteHouse. Anything you can say to us, you can say to her. Understood?’ She
watchedhim give Rook a once-over, his gaze lingering longer than she liked.
Shecouldn’t tell if he found her attractive—he'd have to be dead not to—or if hewas
sizing up achallenge. Either way, she wanted to move this along.

“Tell us about thenight at the vy Hotel. Was that the first time you used the services
of theL orraine Darcy Agency?’

“Wow, you redlly cutto the chase, don’'t you?’

“I have ajob to do.” Zoey didn’'t bother to hide the growl in her voice, although she



was walking afine line considering this kid, arrogant as he was, was aso the son of
afour-star general who was about to become one of the most powerful people atthe
Pentagon. But she wasn't used to subordinates being so informa and it
wasdisconcerting. Nothing she'd witnessed from General Bloomfield would have
ledher to believe his son would lack discipline, but maybe being the youngestchild in
a military family was kind of like being a preacher’s kid. She decidedto take a
different tack, relaxing her posture and leaning in like they wereold friends. “Look, |
get it.” She waved her arm. “Being you can’t be easy. Y ouhave alot to live up to, and
I’m guessing there’'s always someone riding youabout fulfilling your legacy. Your
dad’s a tough guy, and with the Senatehearings on his confirmation coming up, | bet
there' s even more pressure thanusual. Am | right?’

Donny shifted in hischair and looked around the room, everywhere but at her. She'd
struck a nervebut didn’'t want to press too hard for fear the pain would send him
runningrather than get him to open up. Besides, there was no telling how Dixon
mightspin what she’d said when they got back to the office, and she didn’t
needBloomfield thinking she was running him down to his own son.

Spin. The word hadbecome part of her lexicon since she'd met Rook. She'd hated it
before, havingconsidered it useful for nothing but covering up a lie or making
somethingunpleasant sound exactly the opposite. But now she found she was
developingspin of her own, already thinking about the way she would describe
thisinterview to her superiors. She shot a look a Rook who nodded
encouragement.”Lieutenant?’ she said.

“It wasn't abig deal.”

“Sureit wasn't,” Dixon broke in. “Y ou were just having fun.”

Zoey gave him amurderous look and then caught Rook smiling at her, seeming to
enjoy herdiscomfort. Ignoring them both, she pressed on. “Just tell me where you got



thecontact for the agency, if you or any of the others contacted them before, andwhat
was your arrangement with them?’

He grinned. “Ifthat’s all you want to know, that's easy. One of the guys, | don’t
rememberwhich one, saw an ad online, you know, on one of those lonely
heart,matchmaking sites. Pretty sure it was his first time and I’d never heard ofthem
before. Asfor the arrangement, it wasn’t anything special. We invitedsome women to
a party and they came. They drank and hung out with us. Someasshole thought we
were having too much fun and called the cops. End of story.”

It was far from theend. Zoey opened her file and pulled out photos of the hotel room
the managerhad taken after the police were called. She wondered if the reporter from
thePostalready had copies of these and why he hadn’t run them yet. Probably waiting
tosee if he could get evidence about more senior officers partaking of all thatthe
Darcy Agency had to offer and saving it for publication until after thepresident made
his nomination of Bloomfield official. She spread the photos outon the table and
pressed her finger on one depicting nearly a dozen liquorbottles in a pile by the side
of the bed. “Isthat part of what you mean by toomuch fun?’

“S0 now we're introuble for drinking?’

She ignored him andjabbed a finger at another picture of a lacy thong hanging from
the lamp by theside of the bed. “Y ou pay extrafor the decor?’

“Guys having fun on aFriday night. Surely even you cut loose from time to time.”

“Absolutely. | make apoint of it every time | return from a battle zone,” she said, a
raw enjoymentat the blow she struck with the dig. The most combat he’'d ever seen
wasprobably in that hotel room. She let afew beats pass. “But | never have to payfor
it.”



Page 34

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:55 pm

“Lucky you,” he said,his voice dripping with sarcasm.

She waited, thinkinghe would say more, but he clammed up. She had more questions
to ask, but heprobably wasn't going to respond truthfully, so she chose the most
importantone, the one she’'d been dreading. “Has your father ever used the services
ofthe Darcy Agency?’

She heard Dixonstifle a gasp, but Rook’s face, to her credit, didn’t change from her
neutral,I’m just soaking al thisin, expression. Bloomfield, on the other hand, stoodso
fast, he sent his chair crashing to the ground.

“l hope you enjoyedthis little outing, Major, because it’s going to be your last,” he
said.

“Maybe so, but atleast I’ll have done my duty.”

Donny shook his head,made a show of saluting Dixon, and marched out of the room.
Zoey looked down atthe table. Her knuckles were white from gripping the side, and
she took a fewlong, slow breaths to cam down. Her role as a ball-buster was a
completefacade, and once General Bloomfield heard from his son, she was probably
goingto be reassigned to a post in the middle of nowhere for the rest of her
career,assuming she still had one.

“Well, that wentwell,” Rook said, breaking the silence.

“1 should go talk tohim,” Dixon said, staring longingly at the door.



Zoey snapped toattention. “You'll do no such thing.” She could tell Dixon was
practicallyfoaming at the mouth to corner Donny and commiserate about her tactics
in aploy to find a way to suck up to Bloomfield Senior and undermine her
command.“We'll talk to him again, but not today. He's a hothead and needs to calm
downbefore we get any decent information out of him.”

“1 agree,” Rook said.“Besides, there are other ways to get the information we need.”
Before Zoeycould press her on the point, she changed the subject. “Anyone else here
weneed to talk to?’

Dixon shuffledthrough his file. “Colonel Mitchell is on the list. He wasn’'t there that
night,but his name was on the list of possible ‘clients’ He's a professor in the,get
this, Information and Cyberspace department. We asked him to come byyesterday,
but he wasn't available. Maybe he' s on campus today.”

Zoey picked up herphone and dialed the provost to ask if Mitchell was available. She
probablyshould’ ve mentioned he’ d come by her office yesterday and chewed her out,
butshe' d written it off to posturing on his part and forgotten about it until now.She'd
wanted to wait until Louden got back with her about Mitchell’ s filebefore pursuing an
interview with him again, but Dixon was right, they may aswell see if he was around
while they were here.

The provost was inmeetings off campus for the rest of the afternoon, but his secretary
said shewould take a message and have him call her tomorrow. Deciding they could
waitone more day before poking the beast, Zoey told her that would be
fine“Mitchell’s going to have to wait until tomorrow. | guess it's time to
startworking through the rest of the names on the list. Shall we head back to
theoffice?’

“Actually,” Rooksaid, “I"'m supposed to meet with Ms. Scott to update her about our
progress andl’m sure she'll want to hear from you directly. Perhaps Major Dixon



could pullthe files we need, and we could start in on the rest of the list tomorrow?’

Zoey looked at Dixonwho was shaking his head no, which only made her want to do
the opposite.Telling herself she was only agreeing to Rook’s plan to irritate Dixon,
shesaid, “That sounds like a great plan. Mgor, we'll see you tomorrow.”
Withoutwaiting for a response, she followed Rook from the room, full of renewed
energyat the prospect of spending the rest of the day with her.

Rook held the door tothe car open and waved Zoey in, happy she'd managed to
wrangle her away fromthe annoying presence of Major Douchebag. Clearly, Zoey
found Dixon as annoyingas she did, and she’d admired the way Zoey had put him in
his place. While Zoeymight feel it was her duty to put up with another afternoon
being in a roomwith Dixon, Rook had no such allegiance and no one could pay her
enough tosuffer his presence any longer today. As she settled into the car, George
askedwhere they were headed next. Shooting a look of contrition at Zoey, she
gavehim an address in Maryland.

“We're not meetingMs. Scott at the White House?’ Zoey asked.

“Please don't callher Ms. Scott. She'll get a big head. And actually, we're not
meeting Julia atall. Not today, anyway.”

Zoey’ s brow furrowed.” Any chance you want to tell me where we' re going?’

“We're taking a fieldtrip to the offices of the Lorraine Darcy Agency. | thought it
might be fun todrop in and see what kind of women make otherwise upstanding
officers act likefools.” She paused and stared at Zoey’s expression. “Y ou look mad.
Areyoumad?’



“Mad is not the word.l guess |’ m not sure why you felt compelled to lie.”

“It wasn't a lie somuch as a cover, a way to get you away from Magor Marshal
Dixon, who I’ mhoping you find as annoying as | do.”

“Trust me, he’'s notmy favorite person by any means, but what if he asks me later
about the meetingat the White House in front of General Sharp or Bloomfield?’

“He won't. Guys likehim—all that promise and nothing to show for it—don’t like
feeling inferior andthere’s no way he'll draw attention to the fact you were called to
the WhiteHouse and he was | eft behind.”

“How do you know somuch about him?”

Rook spent a momentconsidering how much to share. She'd had Eric dig into
Dixon's background forno other reason than she wanted to know more about the
people she was workingwith, but Zoey was likely to take offense at the intrusion.
What she’d foundhadn’t been all that interesting. Dixon had graduated from West
Point andserved his required five years of active duty at Fort Irvine and Fort
Polk,respectively. A West Point graduate relegated to two of the most despised
postsin the service likely meant he'd always been as much of a douche as he was
now.He' d started working at the Pentagon a year ago, and Eric hadn't been able
tofind anything about why or how he'd gotten the reassignment. “Remember what
Isaid about other ways to get information? Well, | did alittle research. | liketo know
who I'm working with.”

“ And what about me?Did you do alittle research about me too?’
Rook swore shedetected a hint of flirtation in Zoey’s voice, but she wasn’t sure she

couldtrust her reactions where Zoey was concerned. She tested the waters with
somemild flirtation of her own. “Maybe,” she said with a grin. “Is there



somethingspecia you'd like me to know?’

“Whereis this placewe’ re going?’
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With the question,Zoey edged slightly away, subtle enough to deny, but Rook noticed
it just thesame. Okay, so they were back to business. She was going to get whiplash
fromthe back and forth, but two could play this cat-and-mouse game.
“Interestinglyenough, the agency has an actual office in the business district.” She
pointedout the window, recognizing the building from the pictures Eric had emailed
toher. “It's in that building over there.” She told George to park on the streetin front,
and when the car stopped, she turned to Zoey. “Y ou ready?’

“I’m not sure thisisa good idea. What if we go in there and rattle the cage and one of
them talksto the press? Wasn't the whole point of this investigation to control the
flowof information? Once we start asking questions of a bunch of civilians, there’ sno
putting that back in the bottle.”

“Trust me. | have aplan.” Rook climbed out of the car and held out a hand. Zoey
hesitated at firstbut then grabbed on and followed her. The building was older than
she’ dexpected, architecture from the early seventies with nicks and blemishes in
thefacade that spoke of being left behind for newer, fresher office space.
SomehowRook had thought the high dollar escort service would be in one of the
fancier,trendier buildings that had popped up over the last year, but maybe high
dollarwas a relative term. As they walked through the doors, Rook said, “Let me
dothe talking. Just stand there and ook gorgeous.”

Zoey bristled at theremark, and Rook felt like a heel, wondering how often people
assumed Zoey’ sgood looks outweighed her sharp intellect. “ Sorry, that was rude. I'm
justtrying to keep you out of trouble. If anyone asks if you were here, you candeny
you said anything to anyone, and say it was al me. Fair enough?’



“Let’s do this thingbefore | change my mind.” Zoey took off without waiting for a
response.

The registry in thelobby listed the Lorraine Darcy Agency offices on the tenth floor.
They werethe only two people on the elevator on the way up, but they rode in
silence.Rook felt like every time she opened her mouth, she risked pushing Zoey
furtheraway, which was probably for the best, but the quiet between them was
noisywith unanswered questions. Thanks to Eric's skills, she knew all about
Zoey'difetime of service, but she knew little about her life outside the Army.
Whatkind of things did she like to do? What were her favorite foods? What kind
ofwomen did she like to date and why wasn’t she with someone now?

That last one washigh on the list, but she supposed she could guess the answer. Zoey
probablyliked women who were as committed to duty as she was and she wasn’'t
dating oneof these women because she had impossible standards. Rook realized she
had noreal basis for the supposition, but she'd bet the entire big ass retainer
she’ dmade from Senator Newman that she was right.

The elevator stopped andRook stepped out, leading the way. Contrary to what she'd
told Zoey, she didn'thave a plan in mind, but experience told her there was no
substitute for asurprise visit. They walked down the well-worn carpeted hall to
Darcy’ s suite,and Rook noted several vacant offices along the way.

“1 guess | neverimagined prostitutes having office space,” Zoey said. “I mean what
could theypossibly useit for? Interviewing applicants? Training?’

Rook placed a fingerover her lips and whispered, “You're hilarious. Don’t you dare
make me laughbefore | goin.”

“Before you go in?Don’t you mean ‘we’ ?’



“Sure, but rememberthe rule.”

“Right, no talkingwithout your permission.” Zoey rolled her eyes and pointed at the
door. “Are wegoing in or not?’

Rook pushed through thedoor and quickly realized they wouldn’'t be talking to
anyone at the LorraineDarcy Agency today. The large open area was littered with
haphazardly placedfurniture and desk phones. File cabinet drawers stood open, their
emptinessapparent from yards away. Rook spun in place, looking for something,
anythingto give her a clue that this space had been the headquarters for a group
ofescorts, but all she saw was the same kind of detritus that could have beenleft when
a CPA or some other equally boring business moved out.

Zoey knelt and pickedup an envelope off the floor. She read it and then handed it
over. “Y ou thinkthis means anything?’

Rook took it fromher, letting her fingers linger on Zoey’s for a few seconds longer
thannecessary before she reluctantly pulled away. The envelope had been dit
opencleanly and the contents dlid out easily. Rook skimmed the page twice
beforehanding it to Zoey.

Zoey thumped thepaper with her finger. “Thisis an eviction letter.”

“Yes,” Rook answeredsimply, her brain churning. “Look at when it’s dated.”

Zoey traced thetypewritten words. “ That’ s the day after the incident at the Ivy.”

“Exactly.”

“What do you think itmeans?’



“l don't know,” Rookanswered. She didn’'t know, but she had some ideas. “Maybe
someone reportedtheir little run-in at the vy to the building management.”

“But that’ s not whatyou readlly think, isit?’

Rook shook her head,surprised Zoey was able to read her so well. “It’s logical, for
sure, but Ikind of doubt the management of this particular building cares who does
what aslong as they have the opportunity to rent out the space.”

“Good point.”

Rook grinned. “ Thatmight be the nicest thing you’ ve said to me all day.”

“You don’t strike meas the kind of person who needs people to say nice things to fuel
your ego.”

“My ego’s fine, thankyou very much, but it's always nice to get compliments from
smart, accomplishedwomen.”

“Are you aways thissmooth?’ Zoey asked with a skeptical tone.

“Hardly ever, butdon’t tell anyone because | have a reputation to uphold.” She
reached for theenvel ope to turn the conversation back to business. “Don’t go all rules
andregulations on me, because I'm taking this with me. It feels like a clue.” Asher
hand touched Zoey’s again, she let it linger this time. The letter mightfeel like alead
in their investigation, but the charge she felt whenever Zoeywas near was a signal of
something else entirely. Something she wanted verymuch to explore.
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Chapter Twelve

Later thatevening, Rook checked the fridge for the third time, but the beer she'd
stowedhadn't moved. Beer had been her first choice because of how she'd sold
theevening as a casua work meeting, but maybe Zoey would prefer
somethingdifferent like a nice Malbec, a Champagne, or whiskey. She picked up the
phoneto call in aliquor order, but then set it back down again. She had wine andhard
liguor on hand, and Zoey sure didn’'t seem like the Champagne with burgerstype.
What she needed to do was figure out why she was so damn jumpy abouthaving Zoey
over in the first place. Her mind wandered back over every momentthey’d shared
earlier in the day, reliving the spark she'd felt at every glanceand touch and she had
her answer.

Her phone rang andshe grabbed it off the counter, hoping it wasn't Zoey, caling to
cancel .Eric’'s number showed up on the display. She answered on the second ring.
“Tellme you have some intel.”

“I'm emailing you afile with all the information I’'ve gathered so far, but it isn’t
much. Icouldn’'t find a copy of a lease for Lorraine Darcy Inc. for any space in
thatbuilding. Doesn’'t mean it doesn't exist. It just wasn't in the files where lexpected
tofindit.”

“l hear you.” Rookwas used to listening to the undercurrent of Eric’'s reports. He'd
likely hackedinto the leasing company’s files and seen where they kept their leases,

butdidn’t find one for Darcy Inc. “Maybe it’s under another name?”

“Nothing matches thatsuite number. If the office is rented out, it’s not in the books.



Not theofficial ones anyway. What | sent you is all the information | could find
aboutthe leasing agency, the building’'s other tenants, and a copy of the
buildingmanagement’ s letterhead.”

“Go ahead and spoilit for me. Isthe eviction letter legit?’

“Y ou have some reasonto think it isn't?”

She didn’t have a reason,not a good one anyway, but her gut told her something was
off. The doorbellrang. “I have to go. Keep digging, and I'll talk to you later.”
Shedisconnected the call and looked at the clock on the wall, noting Zoey wasexactly
on time—precisely what she’'d expected. Happy she didn’t have to spendany longer
contemplating her inadequate hospitality, Rook glanced around theroom one last time
to make sure she didn’'t have any client files lying around.

She didn’'t spend aot of time in her townhouse, which was a shame because it was
actually prettydreamy. Open and airy with lots of sunlight, it was the perfect place to
enjoya Sunday morning brunch or tea on the terrace. Rook didn’t indulge in either
ofthose things, but she liked knowing she could if she wanted. This place hadturned
into a stopover between her office and those of her clients, a place tohouse her clothes
and the trappings of wealth she'd accumulated over the years.Her dates were spent at
luxurious DC restaurants and overnights were for hotelsor her companions homes
where she could make a quick getaway when theinevitable text, email, or phone call
came, summoning her back to her firstlove, the business she' d created.

She pulled the dooropen at the first knock and lost her composure for a moment at the
sight ofZoey, framed in the doorway. Like the night they’d gone to Meridian, Zoey
wasout of uniform, but this time she was dressed a little more formally, in slimblack
slacks, loafers, and a crisp, cornflower blue shirt, rather than thecasual picnic wear
she’d had on for the tour of the monuments.



“You said tonight,right?’

Zoey’ s smile wascaptivating, and Rook couldn’t help but return it. “Yes.” She swung
the dooropen wider. “Comein.”

Zoey walked in andher eyes swept the interior. She sucked in a breath, and Rook felt
compelled tosay, “1 know, it’s alittle on the big side.”

“You could say that.l’m terrified to know how much something like this would cost.”
Zoey instantlyput her hand on her mouth. “Sorry, that was rude. It's just that I’'ve
beenlooking at real estate and this part of town was on my don’'t even look at itlist.”
“No worries. | boughtit quite a while back so | got a steal.” Rook allowed herself the
small lie.Even though she had purchased during a down market, the price had till
beenexorbitant. Time to change the subject. “ So you’ re looking to buy?’

“Leasing for now, butmaybe someday.”

Rook motioned forZoey to follow her to the kitchen. “If you'd like some tips, | know
the entirearea pretty well.”

“1 appreciate theoffer, but General Sharp’s wife has been an invaluable resource. |
found aplace in Vienna. I'm still in boxes, but it's home.” Zoey waved an

am.“Besides...”

Her voice trailedoff, but Rook got the point. “Y ou’ re thinking we don’t have the same
taste.”

“Don’'t get me wrong.It’s clear you have impeccable taste, just different.”

“What can | say? Ilike nice things.” Rook cringed as the defensive tone crept into her



voice. Shedid like nice things, even if she worked so hard she rarely had an
opportunityto enjoy them. Her father had sworn she’d never make anything of her
choices inlife, but her six-bedroom townhouse in Dupont Circle rivaled the
Manhattanapartment where she'd grown up.

Zoey was looking ather, a questioning expression on her face, but when she mentally
replayed thestory of her rivalry with her father, it didn't bear telling. She rushed
tochange the subject. “ Speaking of nice things. | promised you burgers and beer.Does
that still sound good?’

“Sure, I'll take abeer.”

Rook reached into thefridge and grabbed the growler George had picked up from the
new localmicrobrewery everyone was raving about. She started to tell Zoey about
theplace and how hard it was to get the stuff before it ran out on any given day,but
she had afeeling Zoey would file such a story in the category of thingsthat impressed
most people, but didn’t impress her at all. Rook had planned onordering burgers from
another hot, new place in town, but as she poured themeach some of the creamy stout,
she made a last-minute change of plans. Shehanded Zoey a glass. “Let me know if
thisis okay.”

She watched as Zoeytipped the glass to her lips. She took a small sip at first and her
eyesfluttered. A soft moan escaped and she pulled a deeper draught, sighing aftershe

swallowed. “That’ s delicious. Best brew |’ ve ever had.”

Rook tore her gazeaway from the sensual tableau of Zoey’s desire. “ Trust me to order
dinner?’

“ Absolutely.”

Rook pulled up herfavorite food delivery app and placed an order, and then invited



Zoey to joinher in the living room. Zoey glanced between the couch and the two club
chairsopposite and chose one of the chairs. Okay, Rook thought, she's here
forbusiness. That's exactly what she should be here for. All for the best. Rooksettled
onto the couch and fished for light, pre-dinner conversation. “So, whendid you find
out you were being reassigned to the Pentagon?”’

“The night of AddisonRiley’s birthday party. General Sharp asked me not to say
anything until it wasofficial.”
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“Speaking ofofficial, | hear congratulations are in order on your upcoming
promotion.” Rookwatched Zoey’s eyebrows rise and added, “ Senator Armstrong told
me the requestis sailing through.”

“She seems like thekind of person that knows a little bit about everything that’s going
on in thiscity.”

“More than a littlebit and more than just this city. Connie Armstrong is a bulldog.
Nothing getspast her. She's a good person, though, and if she’'s on your side, there's

nostronger ally.”

“Good to know.” Zoeyswallowed ataste of the beer. “Thisisrealy good. | have high
expectationsnow about your choice in burgers.”

A knock on the doorcut off Rook’s reply. She tipped the delivery guy and walked
back in holdingtwo bags. “ Shakeburgers and fries from Shake Shack. Simple, but

tasty.”

“Winningendorsement.” Zoey grinned and set her beer down. “Tell me where the
platesare, and I'll get us set up.” She pointed. “Kitchen table okay?’

“Perfect.” Rook setthe bags on the counter and started pulling out the burgers and
fries. “ Thecity’ s full of well-known burger joints, but I'm a big fan of this one.”

“Metoo.”

“Oh, you've beenthere before?” Rook supposed it was silly to think she was



introducing Zoey tosomething new. “1 was hoping | would be your first introduction
to the Shack.”

“You're a reallyclose second. Margaret Sharp took me to the one at Pentagon City
when we werehouse hunting, and I’ ve been jonesing for another burger ever since.”

“Allow me to feedyour addiction.” Rook portioned out the food and helped Zoey
carry the platesand their beer glasses to the table. For the next few minutes they dug
into thefood like hungry wolves, and Rook realized she hadn’'t eaten anything since
ahalf a sandwich grabbed during a working lunch, hours ago. A third of the
waythrough her burger, she felt fortified enough to ask Zoey if she was enjoyingher
food.

“1t might even bebetter than the first time, which doesn’t bode well for my waistline.”

Rook let her gazeroam over Zoey’s figure, taking specia note of her trim hips and
taperedwaist. “1 think you're a few hundred burgers shy of an intervention.”
Shehanded her the bag. “And you should eat more of these fries before | finishthem
off.” Zoey reached into the bag and pulled severa fries. Rook watched hersigh with
pleasure as they crossed her lips. She needed to change the subjectquickly or be in
danger of trying to kiss those lips. “So, you've known General Sharp and his family
for along time?’

“Is that more gossipor do you aready know the answer?’

“It's partly what Ihear and partly what I've observed.” Rook wasn't lying. She'd
asked Eric toconduct a simple online search for information about Zoey, and Sharp
had comeup in her past on several occasions. It was clear he'd taken a
personalinterest in her career, which explained why he elected to reassign her to
thePentagon.



“He was my firstCO—commanding officer.”

“I know what COmeans,” Rook said, letting a dlight chiding tone creep into her
voice.

Zoey shrugged. “Somepeople don’t, and | have a tendency to forget not everyone
speaks Army. But Iguess it was silly to assume you wouldn’t know the lingo. | mean
why else wouldthe White House have hired you for this job if you weren’'t familiar
with themilitary?’

“I think theyprobably hired me despite my familiarity with the military.” Rook
cocked herhead. “I'm actually a little surprised Sharp didn’t mention anything to
youabout my past encounters with the Pentagon.” The look on Zoey’s face told
hermaybe she should have kept her mouth shut.

“Encounters?”’

“More like run-ins.The brass probably has more colorful words to characterize their
interactionswith me. Let’s just say | don’t have alot of fansin your new workplace.”
Thepainful memory of the last time she’'d had to interact with the folks at
thePentagon punched her in the gut, and she cast about for a way to keep
hercomposure. She pointed at Zoey’s plate. “Can | get that out of the way foryou?’
Zoey nodded, and she took both their plates and hurried back to thekitchen, anxious
to put some distance between the painful subject and thisopportunity to get to know
Zoey better. She took her time, scraping the fewremains from their dinner into the
garbage, taking long, slow breaths to calmher anger and remind herself that Zoey
might wear a uniform but that didn’tmake her an enemy.

“Areyou okay?’

Rook dropped a platein the sink, instantly feeling stupid for being startled at the



sound of Zoey’svoice. If anything, her tone was soothing, but Rook couldn’t seem to
keep herown from being clipped and stark. “I’m good.”

“Right.” Zoey brushedclose and picked the plate up out of the sink. She didn’t move
away, insteadshe lifted the faucet handle, carefully rinsed the plate, and stacked it in
thedishwasher. “You know, if we're going to work together, it might help for us
toclear the air.”

Zoey’s tone waslight, but Rook shied from the portent. If only clearing the air was as
simpleas she implied. “I think you know it’s a little more complicated than that.” She
wagged a finger between them. “It's no secret I'm attracted to you, right?’Zoey
nodded slowly. “1 never would have acted on that if I’d known we weregoing to be
working together and | should’ ve never acted on it in the firstplace since | knew from
the get-go you’ re so gung ho about your job.”

“1 get the workingtogether part and | completely agree, but | don’t get what you have
against theArmy.”

“Army, Navy,Marines—you're all the same. Closing ranks to protect your own.
Don’'t mistakeanything that your Pentagon buddies may have told you. They're
cooperating nowbecause the White House is watching, but if we look away for just a
second,they’ll be back to their old tricks.” Rook delivered the proclamation with
firein her voice, and Zoey backed away from her like she was recoiling from asnake.
For a second Rook wondered if she'd gone too far, but she couldn’t helpadding,
“Why inthe hell did | agreeto take this case?’

“Maybe you shouldn’thave,” Zoey fired back. “Why don’'t you go back to your more
important work andleave the men and women who risk their lives for you to their

own devices?’

“Oh, plenty of yourisk your lives, but the danger is closer than you think. You of all



peopleshould know you have to watch your back.”

“Isthat athreat?”
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“I’m no threat toyou, but your kind eat their own on aregular basis. Y ou think your
fellowsoldiers have your back? Y ou need to think again.”

Rook felt her cheeksburning, and Zoey was looking at her like she’'d lost her mind.
This wasn't atall how she'd planned this evening to go. She'd overstepped, but she
didn’tcare. In spite of all her combat experience, in the ways of politics, Zoeyseemed
naive, and nothing but trouble could come from innocence. They stared ateach other
for what seemed like forever until Zoey broke the silence.

“I’m going to leave.”

Rook looked at the door,just a few steps away. Was it this case or this woman that
was causing her tolose her edge? She either needed to figure out what it was fast and
solve it ortell Julia she was done. Bottom line, she wasn’t going to figure anything
outif Zoey walked out the door.

“Please don’t go.”

“1 fed like you' replaying tug-of-war with me. First I'min, then I’'m out.” Zoey’s eyes
reflectedhurt. “1 don't know what’s going on with you, but if | did something to
pissyou off, I’'m sorry.”

“It'snot you. You'reright. | never should' ve taken this case.”

“Because of yourdeep-seated hatred of all things military?”’

“Because they killedmy brother.”



Zoey shot alook atthe door. She needed to make a decision now and stick with it, but
Rook’s wordswere weighted with pain, and only a heartless bastard would walk out
on hernow. Acting purely on impulse, she grabbed Rook’s hand and led her to the
couch.

“Where' s yourliquor?’

“1 need to stayfocused.”

“Y ou need somethingto take the edge off.”

Rook leaned back andlistlessly pointed to a cabinet across the room. Zoey opened the
doors andsurveyed the contents. There wasn't a whiskey under twenty years old, so
shepoured a couple of glasses of booze she would've had to save for
specialoccasions. She carried the heavy glass tumblers back to the sofa and sank
downbeside Rook. “Drink up and tell me what’s going on.” At the last minute, shebit
back the words “that’s an order,” sensing the phrase might send Rook overthe edge.

While Rook took a sipshe did too, savoring the slow, smooth heat of the expensive
alcohol andwondering what it was like to have a cabinet full of expensive liquor in
anexpensive townhouse in one of the most desirable neighborhoods in the
capital . Apparently, none of these trappings were enough to mask any troubles one
mighthave.

She waited as theminutes ticked by. Rook continued to sip slowly from her drink, but
she didn'tappear to be inclined to talk. Finaly, Zoey took charge. “What was

yourbrother’ s name?’

11 Rory.”



“Older or younger?’

“Older.”

Zoey studied Rook’ sface, searching for clues. Her drawn features and the faraway
look in Rook’seyes spoke of difficult memories, and Zoey wondered if digging
deeper wouldonly unearth more pain. Deciding it was better to get the poison out,
shepressed on. “Y ou were close?’

“The closest. He wasmy best friend. The first person | came out to and the only one
in my familywho didn’t give me shit for not wanting to go into the family business.”

Zoey rememberedRook’ s mention of her family full of lawyers during their picnic at
MeridianPark. “ So, I’'m guessing he wasn't alawyer.”

“Oh, we're dllawyers. He was a third-year associate at Chamblee and Ives.” Rook
paused,apparently detecting the blank stare and then added, “It's a white shoe
lawfirm in midtown Manhattan.”

Zoey nodded eventhough she didn’t have a clue what “white shoe law firm” meant.
“He' d been at workfor several hours when the north tower was hit,” Rook said. “By
the time thesecond plane struck the south tower, he was organizing a group of
associatesfrom his firm to head downtown to do whatever they could to help out with
therescue effort. A year later, he quit the firm, and after ten weeks of
OfficerCandidate School at Quantico, he was shipped out to Afghanistan.”

“Marines?’

“The few, theproud—that’ s the one. Rory fell for the whole line.”



Zoey started to saymaybe he really believed he was joining a worthy institution, but
she wascertain the observation would only upset Rook. “You want to tell me
whathappened or should | look it up?’

Rook grunted amirthless laugh. “Good luck with that—looking it up. If you find
anything inthe official record, it won’t be true.”
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Okay, now they weregetting somewhere. Zoey still didn’'t have a clue what was going
on, but nowthat she’'d identified the source of Rook’s anger, she was ready to
pressfurther. “Rory died in service and the information about the circumstances ofhis
death has been sealed?’

“That's one way tospin it. But it would be more accurate to say Rory was
killedbytheservice and the information about the circumstances of his death have
beenmanipul ated to protect the men who killed him.”

Zoey schooled herfeatures to keep from exhibiting the shock Rook’s proclamation
elicited. Shetook a deep drink from the whiskey and set the glass on the coffee
table,settling on the kind of direct approach she believed Rook would employ with
oneof her clients. “Are we going to keep dancing around each other?’

She watched Rookshift in her chair and figured there was an equal chance she'd
either fess upor completely shut down. The seconds ticked by and Zoey let the silence
hangbetween them, certain if they didn't clear the air now they never would.
Wasn'tlike she had anywhere else she needed to be. The only furniture in her
newplace consisted of piles of boxes, and if she was being honest, she didn’treally
want to be alone. Working with Rook, rocky as it may have been so far,made her feel
a part of something, a feeling she hadn’t experienced since she’ dblown the lid on the
Nine Tech scandal. Even before she'd come forward, she’ dbeen feeling isolated in
her command, having moved around so many times she nolonger had a core group of
friends or even acquaintances with whom she couldsocialize or commiserate.
Watching Rook struggle with her demons, she wonderedif Rook felt isolated too. She
softened her tone. “Look, you don’'t have to talkto me, but—"



Rook’s voice, low anddeliberate, stopped her. “Rory’s unit was attacked in an
apparent ambush on aroad outside of the Tani District of the Khost Province, near the
Pakistanborder. After valiant efforts to save the other soldiers in his unit,
Rorysuccumbed to enemy fire.”

“I"'m so sorry.” Zoeyflinched inwardly at the empty phrase of sympathy and reached
for Rook’s hand.She squeezed, certain she’'d heard only the scrubbed up version of
events. “lassume there smoreto it.”

“You mean like how hereceived a posthumous elevation of rank and was awarded a
Silver Star and aPurple Heart for his efforts? Oh, and let’s not forget that |1 got a
neatlyfolded flag.”

Rook’ s voice drippedsarcasm and she punctuated her remarks by pointing across the
room at thebookshelf where a triangular shadow box displayed a flag given to
relatives atmilitary burials.

Zoey was certainshe’d only just started to peel back the layers and braced for more.
“I"d liketo say all the losses we suffered over there were for agood cause, but | getit's
hard to see that considering how things are still so messed up.”

Rook jerked toattention. “Is that your officia version? Things are bad, losses are
hard,sacrifice for the greater good?’ She stood and started pacing. “I just want
tomake sure I’'m clear on the official version, because it can change on a dime. Afew
weeks after Rory’s funeral, some of his fellow soldiers were drunk andmouthing off
in a bar about how his death was actually the result of friendlyfire. Apparently,
another squad patrolling in the region either didn't know orwas too careless and
wound up barraging Rory’s unit with firepower under themistaken impression they
were al Taliban smugglers.”

“Let me guess,” Zoeysaid. “They weren't just mouthing off.”



“Bingo, Mgor. Theywere telling the truth. Part of it anyway.”

“$0 his death was theresult of friendly fire?’

“Yes, but the mysteryremains regarding which of his ‘friends' fired on him and why
it happened inthe first place.”

“Y ou have some reasonto doubt the revised story?”’

“1 have a bunch ofreasons.” Rook stopped pacing and counted out her points. “There
have beendozens of friendly fire incidents during the war in Afghanistan, but this
isthe only one we know of where servicemen actively hid the facts. They
burnedRory’s body armor, his journals, and his command rushed to award him the
SilverStar and Purple Heart which they have yet to revoke even though he didn’t
earneither.” Her voice cracked. “We weren’'t informed Rory was shot by one of
hisown until two months after we buried him.”

“What was theofficial line?”’

“The usual. ‘Evidencehas come to light.” ‘Further investigation revealed.” All the
usual catchphrases authority uses to create spin.”

Zoey bit her lip tokeep from pointing out that spin was what allowed Rook to livein a
house likethe one they were sitting in now. “Did you ever find out what really
happened?’

“No, but not for lackof trying. I’ ve filed countless FOIA requests. Connie Armstrong
personallyrequested the file, but what they gave her was so heavily redacted, it was
liketrying to get insight from a block of Swiss cheese. I've never been able to geta
complete list of the soldiers who were in the unit that laid down the fire. Ihave alot of
clout in thistown, but if a US senator can’'t get access, | don’ thave a chance.”



“Have you thought ofasking Julia?’

“It’s one thing forthe chair of the Armed Forces Committee to ask for information
about asoldier’s record, but for the White House to get involved?” Rook shook
herhead. “1'd tell any client of mine similarly situated to swing wide away fromthis

one.

Zoey nodded like shegot it, but she didn’t. Julia Scott was arguably the most powerful
person inthe country aside from the president. Surely there was some way for her to
getwhat Rook needed without causing a backlash, but it wasn't her place to arguethe
point. It was time to face where things stood between them. “I can’t evenimagine the
pain you' ve suffered.” She paused and then plunged into the hardpart. “I’ll concede
you’'ve got decent reasons to hate anyone in a uniform, butyou accepted this job so
I’m guessing you don’t think we're completelyirredeemable.”

“No, not al of you,” Rook said, shooting her a half smile.

Zoey met the smilewith one of her own, feeling the air ease between them now that
she understoodRook’s reluctance to work with the military wasn’'t about her
personally. “I canassure you I’ m not interested in being part of a cover-up. Should we
get towork?’

Rook stopped pacingand shot her a half smile. “Y ou're good at that, you know?”’
“Good at what?”

“Focus. | thought Iwas the master of drilling down, but you' re better.”

“Years of beingwhipped into shape will do that to you.”

Zoey was instantlysorry for the flippant remark, but Rook greeted it with a smile so



she supposedit was okay. Rook settled beside her on the couch. “Can you focus here
orshould we move into my study?’ Rook asked, this time with afull, broad smile.
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The voice in herhead, the one that kept her life ordered and on track, said she should
easeaway and insist on structure, boundaries to guard against her growing
feelings,but a much louder voice, one that usually gave in, yelled for her to stay
hereon the couch, by Rook’s side. Zoey cast for the right words to state her
honestfeelings. “| have no ideaiif | can focus, but | want to be here. With you.”

“Good,” Rook murmuredas she drew closer. She dipped her hand over Zoey’s and
gently extracted theheavy tumbler still full of whiskey. She set it on the coffee table
with herother hand, never letting go of Zoey’s. When she turned back to face her,
hergaze was dreamy and she said, “ There are times that focus is overrated.”

The heat ofattraction melded them closer. Zoey tugged at Rook’ s jacket and drew her
in asthe differences between them receded against the urgent need to touch her, tofeel
her lips pressed against hers. She was focused all right, like alasertracking its target.

When their lipstouched, Zoey groaned with pleasure, certain she’'d never felt this
good beforeand never would again. This moment, this mind-numbing pleasure, was
the perfecterasure, removing the lines she'd been so careful not to cross. She dipped
hertongue between Rook’s lips, seeking, claiming, wishing for more, and Rook
mether with forceful strokes, stoking their heat to new levels.

“Y ou taste so good,” Rook murmured, trailing kisses along her neck. “Best ever.”

“You can say thatagain,” Zoey said, sucking in a breath as Rook found the sensitive
spot justbelow her ear.

“You'reticklish,” Rook said with glee, diving back in to kiss the spot.



“Ticklishisn't theword |I'd use for it.”

Rook drew a long,slow circle around the area with her tongue. “What word would
you use?’

“Imagine a line goingdirectly from the spot you just discovered to...” She didn’'t get
to finish thesentence before Rook was back at the spot. Zoey gripped her shoulders,
certainif Rook kept it up much longer there would be no such thing as focus
everagain.

A piercing ringfilled the air, startling them both.

“Your phone,” Zoeymurmured, but Rook seemed determined not to stop.

“It can wait,” Rookwhispered, but her voice was already starting to resume its
crispprofessionalism.

Zoey gently easedback, out of Rook’s grasp. “Y ou should get it. Maybe there' s been
adevelopment.” She hesitated adding, “ Or maybe someone el se needs you.”

Rook looked up intoher eyes, and Zoey saw kindness and compassion mixed with
raw desire. The blendwas nice, new, and completely unfamiliar to her. She didn’t
want Rook to answerthe phone, but she also didn’'t want to be the kind of person who
stood in theway. She picked up Rook’s phone, slid the answer button, and handed it
over.

Chapter Thirteen
Rook tore hergaze away from Zoey and spoke into the phone, adopting a casual tone

like doingso would keep her friend from knowing she’'d just been lusting over her
Pentagonliaison. “Hey, Julia, | was just ditting here with that liaison from



thePentagon, Magor Granger. I'm happy to report, we seem to be working
welltogether.” She shot Zoey a smile, but it faded quickly at Julia s no-nonsensetone.

“Rook, | need you andyour team to get to this address, right now.” Julia' s voice was
thick withurgency. “One of the people on your list of intervieweesis dead.”

Rook listened asdulia filled her in and then reached for a piece of paper and scrawled
theaddress. After she hung up, she sent a quick text to Blake, studiously
ignoringZoey’ s curious gaze. Once she' d sounded the alarms and notified George to
pickher up downstairs, she slipped the phone into her pocket.

“What was that allabout?’ Zoey asked.

“1 need to go.” Rookleaned in and kissed her softly. “I'll call you later.”

“Has there been somekind of development?’

Rook had made asplit-second decision she was going to handle this on her own, but it
wouldn’thurt to have a little more information first. “Did you or Dixon wind up
talkingto Colonel Mitchell this afternoon?”

“No,” Zoey saidemphatically. “I mean, he came by my office late yesterday and
yelled at me foreven trying to talk to him, but | don’t think that counts.”

“Yesterday? Why didn’tyou mention that when we discussed him this morning?’
Rook shook her head,instantly zooming from zero to furious Zoey hadn’t shared this
detail with her."Never mind. What exactly did he say to you?’ Rook watched while
Zoey cycledback through her memory and wasn’t surprised when the slow burn of
realizationhit. “He told you something about the case, didn’t he?’

“He said somethingabout how he knew the students that were involved with the



Lorraine DarcyAgency, but he didn't have anything to do with them. Blamed his
name being intheir files on the fact he is a hard grader and his students might want to
gethim in trouble. He sounded like he was posturing a little, trying to keep outof the
fray. Why? What’ s going on?’

Rook shook her head,and Zoey pressed harder. “Y ou can’'t keep me in the dark. This
is myinvestigation too. One way or another I’m going to find out.”

“You're right,” Rooksaid, not disguising her annoyance. “We're supposed to be
working together,which is why you should’ ve told me he came by your office. I'll do
you onebetter than you did me. Colonel Mitchell put a bullet through his head
thisevening, so whatever conversation you had with him was the last. | hope
you' reprepared to answer questions about exactly what you two discussed.”

Rook was instantlysorry she'd delivered the harsh words when she saw Zoey’'s
shocked expression.She sincerely doubted Zoey had anything to do with the colonel’s
death, but shehad to be suspicious about everyone until they were eliminated, whether
she’ dkissed them or not.

She'd planned to headto Mitchell’ s house on her own, but with Zoey’ s revelation that
she’ d spokenwith Mitchell the day before, she had second thoughts. Before she could
changeher mind, she said, “Come with me, but know this: | don’t care about your
rank.I’m in command on this particular operation. Get it?’ She didn't wait for
ananswer before heading to the door, hoping she wouldn’t regret any of herdecisions
this evening.



Page 41

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:55 pm

Zoey sat in the backof the car with Rook, steaming. She needed to call Sharp, but she
didn’t daremake the call when Rook or George, for that matter, could overhear her
everyword. Damn Rook for trying to shut her out, especially after their kiss. She
feltlike afool for letting her guard down.

Rook was on the phonethe entire ride to Mitchell’ s residence, talking to everyone but
her. From thesound of it, she was rounding up an enormous team to dea with any
contingency.Zoey started to rethink her decision not to cal Sharp, but before she
couldact on it, the car stopped and George announced they’d arrived at
theirdestination.

Rook started to openher door, but she turned back to face Zoey. “Follow my lead and
don’t sayanything to anyone without running it by me first. Understood?’

The harsh tone, thebossy words—everything about Rook’s changed demeanor—put
Zoey on the defensive,which was exactly the opposite of where she needed to be. She
was here as anofficer of the Army, a direct report to the Joint Chiefs, and she wasn't
takingorders from a civilian, no matter who she thought she was. She assumed a
sharptone of her own. “No. I’'m not here to follow your lead. I'm in charge of
thisinvestigation. My bosses might report to the White House, but none of us reportto
you. If Colonel Mitchell’s death is related to this case, then we can talkabout how
we'll work together, but if it isn’t, then the local police caninvestigate and we can
move to the next name on our witness list. Understood?’

For a second, Rooklooked surprised at her blowback, but then shook her head.



“Okay, Mgor. Comeon in. | think you're going to bein for abig surprise.”

Zoey scrambled tofollow Rook up the walk. The house was a modest two-story with
awraparoundporch decorated for spring with newly planted flowers in bright ceramic
pots.Zoey was indeed surprised not to see any signs of police activity on thestreet.
Maybe they’d parked in back? The front door had a gatekeeper, a tall,thin man in a
dark suit with an earpiece. His lips were moving, and Zoeywondered if he was telling
someone they were coming in. Rook flashed her ID andleaned in close to whisper
something, after which the man propped open the door and motioned for them to go
inside.

The place wasswarming with activity. A few men in suits were busy searching every
nook andcranny while a huddled group consisting of a woman and two children that
Zoeypegged as Mitchell’s family stood in the corner. Rook walked over to one of
themen. They spoke in low, whispered voices, and then Rook strode towardMitchell’s
family and took the woman’'s hand. “Mrs. Mitchell, I'm so sorry foryour loss.
President Garrett asked me to give you his condolences. You can beassured your
husband will receive a service befitting his command, but rightnow we need to deal
with some housekeeping items. Do you have someone, a familymember maybe, that
you could stay with for a few days?’ At Mrs. Mitchell’s nod,Rook turned to one of
the men in suits and signaled for him to come over. “Thisgentleman is going to take
you and your children wherever you would like togo.”

Zoey watched theirfrightened faces, clearly hesitant to follow the stranger from their
house.Deciding it was time to contact Sharp and involve the Pentagon, she pulled
outher phone and scrolled to find his number. Before she could connect the call,Rook
grabbed the phone from her hand and pulled her into the hall.

Zoey struggled fromher grasp. “We have protocols when an officer dies. | need to
make some calls.”



“Don’'t even thinkabout it. No calls, no texts, no emails.”

“Not your decision tomake,” Zoey said, reaching for her phone. “Either you give me
back my phone orl’m out of here.”

“What do you plan todo when you leave? This death didn’t occur on a base and it's
not yourjurisdiction. It’s being handled.”

“By whom? | don’'t seeany DC Police.” Zoey pointed to one of the suited men
searching the house. “Idon’t know who these people are.”

“Trust me, you don’ twant to.”

“What about thefamily? Should we have spoken to them about what happened?’

“They came home andfound him already dead. Arrangements have been made for
them to give fullstatements, but not here, not now.” Rook pointed down the hall.
“Come with me.”

She took off, andZoey watched her go, torn between protocol and practicality. Fact
was shedidn’t know what to do in this situation. For all she knew someone well
aboveher pay grade was aready involved. Should she trust that they knew what
theywere doing, or was not calling Sharp a dereliction of her duty? Either way,
itappeared that if she wanted to get to the bottom of why Mitchell was dead, heronly
hope was to go with Rook and find out what she could.

Rook, face grim,stopped her at the door and shoved a pair of paper booties at her.
“Put theseon and don'’t touch anything. Prepare yourself. It’s not pretty.”

Zoey leaned down toslip the booties over her shoes and nearly slipped. Rook grabbed
her hand,gently this time. “Here,” she said, motioning to her shoulder. “It’'s easier



ifyou hold on.”

“Thanks.” Zoey heldon tight to Rook’ s shoulder and managed to get both booties on
her shoes. Withno further reason to hold on, she let go and immediately felt a sense of
lossat the broken connection from Rook’s grounding force. Rook was so in
controland in charge, like she visited scenes of violence every day. Zoey pointed
intothe room. “Isthiswhere he...?’

“Yes. Step carefullyand stay right next to me.”

Zoey followed Rookinto the room, sweeping her gaze slowly and carefully from side
to side to takeeverything in. The space looked like a study with a large roll top desk
againstthe far wall and bookcases lining the rest of the room. As she looked
around,the sour, metallic smell of blood hit her nostrils, but it didn’'t entirelyprepare
her for the gruesome scene that served as the focal point.

The man on the floorlay on his side, a macabre sight. The profile of his face was
recognizable asColonel Mitchell, but the back of his head was a large, gaping mass.
Graymatter and blood were splattered to the rear of the chair situated in the
exactmiddle of the room. If she hadn't met him, she might be able to hold back
areaction, but this man had been in her office only yesterday, pleading with hernot to
involve him in her investigation. Guilt gripped her, but she'd had noreason to think
his entreaty was a matter of life and death. “Did he |eave anote?’

“We're not sure yet.”Rook’s dark eyes bored into her own. “We're not ruling
anything out at thispoint. We don’'t have to stay in here, but | thought it might be
helpful if youwere present when we went through his desk, you know, in case we find
somethingthat you might have special knowledge about.”

“Y ou mean top secretmilitary stuff?’



“Something likethat.”

Zoey nodded, butRook’ s words about not ruling anything out played on aredl in her
head. Wasthere some reason to think Mitchell’s death wasn’t a suicide? She wanted
toask, but the presence of the other people in the room gave her pause. “1 canlook, but
| don’t think I’d know if anything he has is important. Where shouldl start?’

Rook waved at a womanon the other side of the room. “Maor Granger, this is Blake
Wyaitt. She'll staywith you and process anything you find that might be helpful .”

Zoey assessed thestranger. Tall, blond, and model-thin, Blake wore a skin-hugging
midnight bluedress that hit mid-thigh and she looked like she'd come straight from a
party.General instinct told Zoey not to trust a civilian, but despite the way she
wasdressed, this woman'’s rigid posture and economical movements screamed some
kindof law enforcement and maybe even a military bearing. With no specific
reasonnot to trust her, Zoey decided to play along for now. “Show me what
you'’ vefound.”
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Blake led her over tothe desk. The roll top was pulled back, and Zoey asked if it had
been like thatwhen they arrived.

“Yes. Everything isexactly how we found it. The paperwork 1I’d like you to look at is
there andthere.” She pointed at two desk drawers and then proceeded to tug them
openwith her gloved hands. “I’ [l hold the paper while you read. Okay?’

Zoey nodded andresisted the urge to hurry her aong as Blake slowly opened the
drawers andextracted an envelope from each drawer. She meticulously opened them
and pulledout a few sheets from each. Zoey recognized the first one immediately as
itbore the seal of the Department of Defense, denoting orders. She motioned forBlake
to hold it closer and she skimmed the page and then read it again morecarefully.
Colonel Mitchell was being reassigned to the base in Kobani, Syriaeffective the
following day.

“What isit?’

Zoey looked back atRook who was reading over her shoulder. “I’'m not sure.” She
had a theory, butshe didn’'t want to say it in front of the woman. Like a mind reader,
Rookjerked her chin at the woman. “I’d trust her with my life. Y ou can speakfreely.”

“Let me think aboutit.” Zoey wasn't going to be pushed. “Let's just say this is
important and itshould be collected. Let me look at the other one, please.”

The second piece ofpaper didn’t bear an official seal, but was on Colonel Mitchell’s
officialletterhead and it shocked her from the very first line. The rest of the
wordswere a blurry mess, and she shook her head as if by doing so she could clearthe



words on the page like shaking aMagic 8 Ball. It didn’t work.

“It's okay.” Rookfocused on keeping her voice gentle and soothing, which was
difficultconsidering what she’d managed to glean from a skim of the page. “You
don’tneed to read it now. Blake, make sure you pack this one up with the other.
I’llmeet you at the office.” She started to steer Zoey away, but she stayed firmlyin
place.

“No, | need to knowwhat it says.”

Rook caught sight ofBlake shaking her head, but she knew a ssmple denial wasn’t
going to be enoughfor Zoey. “Let me haveit,” she told Blake who handed her a pair
of latexgloves and waited for her to put them on before giving her the letter.
Rookread the contents, taking her time to digest each word. Mitchell’s message
frombeyond was a sucker punch of near revelations. When she finished reading,
Rookmoved the paper into Zoey’s sightline. “1 don’t understand all of this, butmaybe
you will.” Rook held the single sheet of paper steady, reading the wordsalong with
her.

Major Granger,

| don’t know ifyou realize the Pandora's box you’ ve opened, but now that it’s done,
you willhave to face the consequences. There really isn't anything | can say to
helpexcept to warn you to trust no one. Anyone who professes to be on your side
oroffers to be of assistance to you is very possibly an enemy of the state andwill
likely view you as athreat once you begin to discover the truth.

I’m telling youall of this because despite your current position as inquisitor and the
way Ireacted in your office yesterday, | admired the fact you took a stand and choseto



reveal the dishonesty going on in front of you. But know this: the fraudperpetrated
behind the scenes is a thousand times worse than anything thepublic sees, and the
consequences of standing up to the forces that drive itare dire. | did not have what it
takes. Maybe you will, but no matter what, youwill not escape unscathed.

Rangers lead theway,

Colone NicholasMitchéell

Rook watched Zoey’sface for signs she'd finished reading, and when her eyes
shuttered, Rook handedthe paper to Blake and mouthed for her to keep searching.
The agents were stillconducting their search, and Rook guided Zoey past them until
they were at thefront door where Harry stood waiting, his eyebrows arched in
question. BehindZoey’s back, Rook shook her head, willing him not to ask any
guestions. “Major,this is one of my associates, Harry Etheridge. Wait here with him.
I’ll beright back.”

Rook strode back toMitchell’ s study and pulled Blake aside. “I’m going to go. | need
to get astatement prepared and figure out who's going to give it.” She gestured at
thedesk. “Y ou think there' s anything else in there?’

“If thereis, we'llfind it.”

“You have access towhatever resources you need. The suits are doing their thing and
eventuallythey’ re going to want in here, but | don’t want that |etter to leave yoursight.
Understood?’

“Got it. Are theyNSA?’

Rook flashed back toher conversation with Julia in the car. NSA had picked up
chatter about theshooting when Mitchell’s wife placed a call to 911, bawling that



she’'d come hometo find her husband lying dead in his study. Because Mitchell’s
name was on thelist of potential witnesses to be interviewed in the McNair case,
whoever wasmonitoring the chatter ran the information up the line, al the way to
Juliawho’d sent in the troops, but instructed them Rook’s team would have
carteblanche at the scene. She had no idea how they’d circumvented the local
copsand she wasn't sure she wanted to. “Yes, but it doesn’t matter though. We're
incharge. Consider yourself deputized by the president.”

“Deputized is astrong word,” Blake said. “It’s a suicide, not a crime scene.”

“Maybe not, but treatit like it is. Eric’'s on his way over to copy al the hard drives.
Have himsearch for any reference to Zoey on any of the computers here at
theresidence.”

11 ZOW?’

Rook silently cursedthe misstep. “Mgor Granger. She's a key to whatever’'s going
on.” She pressedon. “Bonus points if Eric can bust the Pentagon's firewall and
connect toMitchell’ s account there. If we assume no one there knows he's dead yet,
weshould have a little time to gather what we can.”

“Onit.” She wavedRook toward the door. “Go on, we got this.”

Rook walked backthrough the house toward the front door where Zoey was waiting.
She had fullconfidence in her team, but under normal circumstances she would stay
here withthem, triaging information as it was gathered. But the circumstances
weren’tnormal and one of the key pieces of information was Zoey Granger. Whether
sheknew it or not, Zoey held some piece to the puzzle and it was up to Rook tocoax it
forward.

Zoey was standingstraight and tall, but her hooded eyelids and mussed hair gave



away her worryand exhaustion. Rook took her arm again and guided her out of the
house andinto the waiting car. Zoey didn’'t protest when she pulled a blanket from
behindthe seat and tucked it around her. It wasn’t until Rook told George to takethem
back to her place that Zoey came alive.

“1 need to go to theoffice,” she said, her eyes wide and darting.
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Rook put a hand onher leg. Zoey might be used to seeing the carnage of battle, but
this death, soout of context, seemed to have taken her completely off guard. “Y ou’'ve
suffereda bit of a shock. Let me take you back to my place and get you warmed up
andthen we can sort out the best plan.”

“Thereis no bestplan. | need to prepare areport.” She gripped Rook’ s hand. “Did you
get acopyof the letter? They’ re going to want to seeit.”

Rook stared intoZoey’s eyes. She detected fear, but she also saw a strong sense
ofdetermination. Zoey was driven by duty, but if she let a blind allegiance toauthority
guide her, there was a strong likelihood she would place herself indanger. The
backseat of the car was no place for this conversation, so sheneeded to stall.
“The...uh, police need to catalog everything. | asked them tohurry. They should be
finished soon so why don’t you wait with me? | need tocheck in with Julia and she's
probably going to want to talk to you too. We canmake the call from my place and
then do whatever we need to do after together.Okay?’

Zoey seemed relievedat the suggestion she didn’t have to face whoever with whatever
the lettermeant on her own. She nodded and sank back against the seat, pulling
theblanket tight around her. In that moment, Rook was filled with a strong desireto
protect Zoey from whatever came next, whether it was threats from Mitchellor
repercussions for not reporting Mitchell’ s death to her commanders. Rookonly hoped
Zoey would forgive her when she learned their investigation hadturned in a whole
new direction and Zoey was no longer in charge.

Chapter Fourteen



“Would you likeme to park the car and help you in?’

Rooklooked out the window at the sound of George's soft-pitched question,
surprisedto see they were aready in front of her townhouse. She glanced over at
Zoey.Her eyes were closed and her head was resting against her shoulder. She
hatedto bother her, but they couldn’t just sit out in the car. “If you don’t mindgetting
the front door, | think | can handle the rest.”

She kept an armaround Zoey until they were inside where she eased her onto the
couch, theblanket still wrapped around her. Rook smoothed out the blanket and
murmuredsoftly to ease her back to rest. “Wait here. I'll be right back.” Zoey’'s
eyeswere closed again, and Rook dropped a quick kiss on her forehead before
shestrode off toward her study.

She should make thiscall from the office where she knew the phones were secure, but
she wasn’tabout to leave Zoey alone so she decided to risk it. Julia answered on the
firstring.

“What the hell, Rook? thought one of your signatures was discretion. What did you
say to this guythat had him eating his own gun hours later? This isn’t going to stay
quiet forlong.”

Rook took a deepbreath. Julia was right. No matter what steps they took, the human
elementmeant someone was going to talk about what had happened tonight at
theMitchells' house. The wife, the kids, possibly a neighbor who'd overheard
thesound of the shot that tore through Mitchell’s brain. Who would blab wasn't
theissue, but it was only a matter of time before someone burst from the strain
ofkeeping ajuicy secret. “You'reright. The story will break soon, so we need towork
fast. He didn't leave a suicide note per se, but he did leave a letter.It’s vague, but
loaded with clues, and I’ m working on it.”



“Clues? Are yousaying thiswasn't really a suicide?’

“Blake says there’ sno question he fired the shot.”

“She should know,”Julia said, echoing Rook’s thoughts. Blake had seen enough
brutal killings inher capacity as a CIA operative to know how to read a crime scene.
“Okay,”Julia said. “So, this guy was on your witness list and he offed himself.
Anychance he was depressed about something else? Wife? Girlfriend? Boyfriend?’

“Remember | mentionedthe clues?’ Rook started at the sound of a loud clatter from
the other room andshe rushed to get off the line. “I’ve said as much as | can say right
now, butthere’s more to all of this than we originaly thought. I'll keep you
posted.” She hung up before Julia could respond and dashed back toward the living
room,but Zoey wasn’t there. She tried the kitchen next after matching the sound ofthe
clatter with the sound of dishes and found Zoey standing by the sink.

“I'm sorry,” shesaid, her voice quiet and still. “1 knocked over a plate when | was
trying toget a glass out of the cabinet.” She held up a smal blue melamine
dish.“ Luckily, not breakable.”

Her lopsided smiletore at Rook’s heart and she stepped closer until they were only
inches apart.She placed her hand over Zoey’s, eased the dish from her hand, and
placed it onthe counter. “Why don’t you go sit back down and I'll get you something
todrink?’

“l got it.”

“Serioudly. It’s beena crazy long day. Let me help you out.”

“1 don’t need yourhelp.”



The strain in hervoice belied the words and Rook reached for her arm. “Come on. |
got this.”

Zoey jerked away. “lcan get my own damn drink.” She started pacing. “And | can
make my owndecisions about who to call and what to report. | don’'t appreciate you
managingme. Isit because you hate the Army or isit just me you don’'t trust?’

Warning bells soundedin Rook’s brain, and she cast about for ways to deescalate the
situation. “ltrust you. If | didn't trust you, | wouldn't have brought you to
Mitchell’ shouse tonight. For that matter, | wouldn’t have you here in my house.”

Zoey shook her head.”It’s not your call whether | get to go to the house of a fellow
servicemember.” She ticked off her points. “He was onmywitness list.Iwas one of the
last people he talked to. He left a note tome. He ismyresponsibility.”

Rook wished she couldturn back time and give Julia a big fat no instead of agreeing
to work on thiscase. What in the hell had she been thinking? She had other clients,
from largecorporations to well-heeled celebrities and politicians who provided a
steadyrun of work. It could only be hubris that made her cast aside her disdain forthe
military on an ask from the president. Did she honestly think gettinginvolved with a
case from the White House was going to be the pinnacle of hercareer? All it was
going to do was crater her practice and drive a wedgebetween her and Zoey.

That last realizationleft her alittle stunned. Why did she care about distance between
her andZoey? Zoey epitomized everything she didn't like about the military from
blindallegiance to orders to absolute faith in a system designed to fail from thesheer
weight of covering its own tracks. Sure, Zoey had bucked the system a bitand become
a whistleblower, but even that had been done through militarychannels. She wasn't
set up to see the bigger picture or relate to civiliansinany way.

“Nothing about thisinvestigation is yours,” Rook said. She heard the growl of



frustration in hervoice but didn't care to hide it. “The military is an arm of the
government,not the government itself. You don’'t get to pick and choose who you
investigateand who you don’'t.” She stepped closer until they were inches apart. “Y ou
sayit’s not my call? Well, it’s not your call either.”

“Maybe you should dropthis case. Surely you have better things to do like prop up
cheating husbandsand drunk drivers?’

The words stung. Rookbalked at Zoey’s barb, but she couldn’t deny the truth in her
words. A largepart of what she did seemed frivolous to some. She'd rationalized her
work wasimportant because she was there to help people in the midst of crisis when
theywere most vulnerable, but was her role as a savior diminished if the crisis wasof
their own doing? If so this case was no different. No one had made Bloomfield’ sson
risk his father’s future by purchasing the services of a call girl, butshe’d shown up to
help just the same. If Zoey couldn't see the similaritiesbetween the cases Rook
usually handled and this one, then they would neverbridge the differences between
them.

They stared at eachother for what seemed like forever until Zoey broke the silence.
“I'm sorry. Ishouldn't have...” Her face flushed and she rushed the words. “I
shouldn’t havecome back here with you.”
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Rook filled in theblank she'd left unsaid. They shouldn’t have kissed. She'd brought
Zoey backhere, partly because they needed to talk about the letter Mitchell had
left,and partly because she had been worried about Zoey’'s physical state
afterwitnessing the scene at Mitchell’ s house, but there was a completely separatepart
of her that had hoped they might fall back into the easy intimacy they’ dshared before
Julia called to tell her about Mitchell’ s suicide.

She’ d been wrong tohope. Zoey’ s anger was natural, and it was pretty clear she didn’t
need Rook tohold her hand, but they still needed to talk about Mitchell’s letter,
todebrief about exactly what Zoey had said to Mitchell yesterday that hadprompted
him to kill himself and leave his final words for awoman who' d onlymet him once.

But Rook didn't wantto do any of that. She just wanted to hold Zoey and tell her
everything wasgoing to be al right. Not the way she comforted clients in trouble, but
like alover, soothing away the trouble of her partner. But Zoey would never fill
thatrole, and she wasn’t even sure why she wanted her to.

Zoey fumbled to putthe key in the lock and then waved at George as she walked
inside her dark andempty house. On the drive over she wondered what he thought of
her, spending somuch time with his employer and in her personal space. Did he often
drive womenhome from Rook’s townhouse, late in the evening or was she an
exception to therule? Rook had insisted that he drive her home and she'd been too
tired toargue. Now that she was here, stepping over boxes, she wished she'd
checkedinto a hotel for the night.



The first thing shedid was change clothes. Even though she hadn’t touched Mitchell’s
body, shefelt as though she reeked from the scene of his demise. She shuddered at
thememory of his body on the ground, bits of brain splattered across the floor.Who
commits such a gruesome act when they know their family will find them?He' d
either been desperate, apathetic, or both.

She walked into thekitchen and rummaged through boxes, looking for a glass and the
one nice bottleof whiskey she kept around for specia occasions. It didn’'t measure up
toanything Rook had in her fancy liquor cabinet, but then again she was merely
apublic servant, not a high-powered fixer paid big bucks to ensure outcomes.

Okay, that was dlittle unfair. Rook had had opportunities she hadn’'t and made
choices that hadnever been available to her. Who was she to say that her life might
have takena very different path if she hadn’'t relied on her connection to the service
toget her out of Imperial, Texas, and the chains that bound her there.

As if on cue, herphone rang. She pounced on it, but it wasn't Rook. “Good evening,
GeneraSharp. | was just about to call you,” she lied, projecting assurance into
hervoice.

“Figured you would' vecalled me a helluvalot earlier, Major.”

“I’'m sorry, sir. |—"

“l don’t want to hearit tonight. Report to General Bloomfield's office at oh seven
hundred, sharp.”

He clicked off theline before she could respond, and she was both relieved and
frustrated at thecall. Now she had al night to come up with a reason for not calling
him fromMitchell’s house—something besides “Rook Daniels told me not to,”
because thatwould go over like aton of rocks.



Resigned to asleepless night, she dug through boxes until she found a juice glass, one
of amismatched set she'd collected over the years, and a bottle ofeighteen-year-old
Balvenie her last CO had purchased directly from thedistillery on a family trip to
Scotland. He'd given it to her on the occasionof her promotion to major and she'd
rationed it over time. She poured the ambergold into a glass, doubling her usual dose.
Was Rook enjoying a similarindulgence right about now, like the one they’d had
before their kiss?

The kiss. As shesipped her Scotch, she relived every detail of their touch, from the
soft, yetforceful press of Rook’s lips against hers to the way she teased with
hertongue. She'd wanted more and had been prepared to ignore the cautionary
voicein her head warning against getting involved with Rook, but the call from
Juliaghad waylaid her plans. Considering how the evening wound up, the
interruptionwas a godsend, but in the moment, she'd felt robbed, and now she was
missingthe connection.

The realizationstruck her. She’d lived her life with so little real connection to anyone
el se thatthe instant pull to Rook surprised her. Yet from the very moment she’'d seen
herat the airport, Zoey had been drawn to her. Cool, confident, effortlesslycharming,
Rook had won her from the start.

What had changed?Rook was still the same person who'd thoughtfully arranged a
personal tour ofthe monuments along with a private picnic in a beautiful park.
Nothing aboutthat night had seemed designed to impress, only to please. And tonight,
evenafter her burst of anger a finding out Zoey had spoken with Mitchell
withouttelling her, Rook had come around to comfort her after the shock of seeing
hername mentioned in Mitchell’ s suicide note.

Maybe she was thejerk, not Rook. Maybe her lack of connection wasn't a factor of
time and place,but because she didn’t want to get too involved in the messiness of
being apart of other people’s lives. If that was the case, Rook was better off



withouther. But the real question was, was she better off without Rook?

All signs pointed tono.

Chapter Fifteen

The nextmorning, Zoey found Lieutenant Louden lurking outside her office.
“They’ rewaiting for you in General Bloomfield' s office.”

Zoey held back acurse. She'd arrived an hour early, hoping to have a few minutes to
make a listof bullet points about what she'd seen at Mitchell’s place before she had
toface what was certain to be a dressing down. “How pissed off are they?’

“Hard to tell. Iheard loud voices, but | couldn’t make out if it was both of them or just
one.Care to share what happened?’

Zoey briefly consideredwhether the details of Mitchell’s death were something she
should keep private,but decided Louden, in his capacity as Sharp’s assistant, would
see everyreport that was filed anyway. “I guess you know by now, Colonel
Mitchellcommitted suicide.” Louden nodded and she continued. “He came by to see
me daybefore yesterday. He was pissed off and he tried to get me to agree to
leavehim out of our investigation.”

11 Bal |W.”
“1 guess,” Zoey said,although she thought desperate was a better descriptor. “He left a
note for mein his study where he...you know...Anyway, it was very cryptic and I'm

not surewhat to make of it.”

L ouden nodded. “I’msure you' Il sort it out. Do you have the note? | bet the generadl is
going towant to seeit.”



“1 left it at thescene.” She started to say with the men in suits and Rook’s team but
thenrealized how that would sound to two generals who were used to running
theirown operations. The full extent of how much trouble she was in settled
squarelyon her shoulders. Not wanting Louden to witness her meltdown, she said, “I
hateto say this, but do you mind showing me the way to Bloomfield’'s office? |
swearl’ll learn my way around at some point, but it's only my first week and
there’ sbeen alot going on.”

The walk toBloomfield's office took about ten minutes—enough time for Zoey to
sort throughthe events of the last two days. The volume of activity—the initial review
ofthe case file, the trip to the White House, the interviews both here and atMcNair,
and her confrontation with Mitchell and his suicide—had beenoverwhelming even
before she added the push and pull with Rook. She wonderedwhat Rook was doing
right now. Was she getting an earful from Julia about thestatus of the investigation?
Had sharing the story of her brother’ s deathexposed emotions she' d preferred to have
left buried? Did Rook regret theirkiss or did the memory still linger, despite the
brewing conflicts betweenthem?

“Comein,” Bloomfieldbarked when Louden rapped on his office door. With alook of
sympathy, Loudenpeeled off and left her to enter the lion’s den on her own.
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Zoey drew in a breathand shoved all other thoughts to the corners of her mind where
they belonged.“ Good morning, General.”

“Not as good as itcould be,” he said. “Major, is there some reason you decided to
traipse allover Colonel Mitchell’s house without contacting anyone in your chain
ofcommand?’

Zoey stood in frontof his desk and glanced around the room to see if she could get a
boost fromSharp, but he was seated across the room with his arms folded over his
chestand a blank expression. She had no desire to tell either of these men thatshe' d
arrived at the scene with Rook, but she had to find a way to explain howshe'd found
out about the shooting and why she'd ceded authority to Rook oncethey’d arrived at
Mitchell’ s house.

“l was told we wereto work directly with the White House on anything related to
thisinvestigation.” She cast about for a tactful way to say what was on her
mind.“ Respectfully, sir, we should keep you out of this as much as possible to
avoideven the appearance of impropriety.”

“Areyou telling meMitchell iswrapped up in this stupid situation out of McNair?’

“1 have afeelingeven answering that is a minefield you don’t want me to cross.”

Bloomfield turned toSharp. “You were right about this one. She doesn’t hesitate to
speak her mind.”

Zoey couldn’t quitetell from his tone whether he considered that a good thing, but she



washeginning not to care. If they didn’'t want her in this position, the solutionwas
easy—send her back to Fort Bragg where she could work on arm wrestling herCO
into assigning her another deployment. Of course that would probably meanher
promotion would be stalled indefinitely. And they’d have to assign someoneelse to
work with Rook Daniels or leave Dixon in charge. She was confident Rookwould
hate that, but would Rook miss her if she were reassigned?

Ugh. What was shethinking? She’d never considered her career in terms of another
person. Onekiss and she was losing all sense of practicality. But it had been one
veryhot, addictive kiss.

Zoey shook off thememory of Rook’s lips on hers and focused on the generals who
held her futurein their hands. “Respectfully, sirs, you put me in this position because
Ispeak my mind. I’'m as good as any other soldier when it comes to followingorders,
but when it comes to righting a wrong, | can't help but speak out, andif that's a
problem, I’m not the right person for the job.”

Bloomfield's laughwas a loud roar. He punched Sharp in the arm and pointed at
Zoey. “Oh, you' rethe right person for the job. When thismessis all cleared up, | want
there tobe no doubt that every stone was turned to make sure | wasn't involved in
anywrongdoing. My son never should have gotten involved in this mess, but I'll
bedamned if that boy is going to muck up my career when he can’t even handle
hisown, no matter how many opportunities are handed to him.” He raised his handsin
the air. “That's all | have to say on the subject. Go with General Sharp andtalk about
the rest out of my presence. Fair enough?”’

“Yes, gir.” Zoeysaluted him and followed Sharp from the room. Despite the early
hour, shespotted plenty of people in the halls and wondered how many of them had
beencalled in to deal with a crisis of their own. Sharp walked briskly, withouttalking
until they were back at his office. They passed Louden. Did he ever gohome? He shot
her an encouraging smile, and she filed it away for comfort asSharp closed his office



door behind them.

“l heard Rook Danielswas at the scene,” he said without preamble. “Is that how you
knew aboutMitchell eating his gun?’

“Yes, dir.” No senselying since he probably already knew the answer. “She and |
were going overinterview notes when she got the call.” Partly true since they'd
intended to dojust that. She prayed he didn't ask for more details, certain she
wouldn’t beable to conceal her whirling mix of emotions where Rook was concerned.

“Who called?’

Again, she hesitatedand felt silly for it. “Julia Scott from the White House.”

“Tell me what you sawat Mitchell’s.”

Zoey thought fast,but couldn’t come up with an excuse not to tell him what he likely
areadyknew. She relayed the details in a sharp and concise manner. Mitchell’s
wifeand kids escorted from the house. No signs of foul play. Mitchell shot with
hisown gun.

“Did he leave anote?”

And just like that,her matter-of-fact recollection stalled. There was no practical
reason not totell him about the note, but it felt like a betrayal somehow. Mitchell had
toldher to trust no one, but he'd meant the people directly involved with the
case.Right? Telling herself she just wanted to find out more details beforementioning
the note, she settled on a half-truth. “The agents on scene werestill investigating when
we left. I’ ve requested afull report of theirfindings.”

“ Agents? What agency Were the DC Police there?’



“1 don’t know andno.” She dreaded saying the next part. “| assumed the agents at the
scene wereeither FBI or Secret Service, but | don't know for sure. It was pretty
clearthey’d been notified by the White House.” She stopped talking since al she
hadto offer were suppositions, and at this point Sharp was shaking his head.

“I’m not telling youhow to run this thing, but this is not a situation like Nine Tech.
Innocentpeople aren’t getting ripped off. Some soldiers couldn’t be bothered to keep
alid on their libidos and they embarrassed the service. Not only that, but theirstupidity
could cost a good man from achieving a post that could benefit themission of this
administration and the Joint Chiefs. | think you know whatneeds to be done, so I'm
leaving it to you to take care of things and get thiswrapped up pronto. Are we clear?’

They were as far fromclear as they could possibly be, but Zoey knew she’ d exhausted
the tolerance ofher commander and there was only one correct answer. “Yes, Sir.”

L ouden stopped her onthe way out of Sharp’s office. “Everything okay?’

She looked back atSharp’s door. “It will be. Did you ever get hold of Colonel
Mitchell’ s personnelfile?’

He shook his head.“No. It's still showing restricted, and I'm pretty sure that’s not
going tochange anytime soon.”

“Of course.” Sheshould ve known there would be a hold on the file until the
circumstancesregarding his death were officially certified. “Thanks for checking.”
Shestarted to walk away, but a thought popped into her head. “Do you happen
toknow if Colonel Mitchell was a Ranger?’

Louden raised hiseyebrows and she quickly added, “ Strange question, | know. It's
just...” Shefatered for a moment, not wanting to share the contents of the note with
himwhen she hadn’t yet told Sharp. “I’d heard somewhere that he was and | may



havehad a friend who served with him.” Lame response, but it was all she could
comeup with on the fly.

“1 have no idea,” Louden said. “I didn’t know him, but maybe you could ask General
Bloomfield sson. He was enrolled in one of Mitchell’ s classes at McNair.”
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Zoey filed thatinformation away as she made her way back to her office. The
reference to theUS Army Ranger’'s motto in Mitchell’s letter—Rangers lead the
way—had beenscratching at the edge of her mind since she’'d read the words. It was
such anodd way to sign off any kind of letter, let alone a fina missive, and
shewondered if Mitchell had been trying to send her some sort of message withthose
last words.

She did plan to talkto Donny Bloomfield again, but she didn't want to ask him
guestions aboutMitchell’s suicide with Dixon sitting next to her. Sharp had said
Dixon wasassigned to help her find her way around, but that she was in charge. After
herwhirlwind start, she knew her way around well enough. It might be time to
ditchDixon and do the interviews with just Rook.

No, not a good idea.She needed to figure out the meaning of Mitchell’s message on
her own. Sherummaged in her desk for a pen and paper to make some notes and she
uncovered abusiness card. Mgor John “Jack” Riley, Intelligence. She remembered
his wordsfrom her first day, which seemed so long ago.This place can be a littlecrazy
to get used to when you’ ve been out in the world. Understatement ofthe universe.

Zoey stared at thephone and considered her options. Her first instinct was to call
Rook and talkto her about what they should do next, but she couldn’t decide if she
was lettingdesire eclipse duty. Rook didn’t trust the military, and Sharp had made
itabundantly clear he didn’t trust Rook. Zoey glanced again at Jack’s card and,before
she could change her mind, picked up the phone and dialed.



Rook started at thesound of a door opening, and it took her a moment to figure out
shewas in heroffice and she’ d been fast asleep with her head on her desk.

“You look like hell,” Lacy said as she shut the door behind her.

“What timeisit? Andplease tell me that’s coffee in your hand.”

“It's eight am. andthis is indeed coffee. I'll give it to you if you tell me why you
worked hereall night.”

“1 didn’t work allnight,” Rook said, reaching for the mug. “I just got here very early.”

“Are you doing solowork on the side?’

Rook had the goodsense to look sheepish. She'd worked hard to foster a team
approach on thecases that came into the firm, but aside from calling them out to
Mitchell’ shouse last night, she hadn’'t shared much on this one. “l guess it’s time
tohave ameeting.”

“Already on it. Drinkyour coffee and take a shower. They’ll be in the conference
room in thirtyminutes.” Lacy shut the door behind her when she left, and Rook
reached for thecoffee. It would have to do double duty today because she was
exhausted. She'dspent the balance of the night after Zoey left sorting through
everything sheknew about the McNair case, including the preliminary findings from
Mitchell’ shouse, but so far she hadn’'t been able to make sense of Mitchell’s death.
Itwas time to brainstorm, and there was no better group to do it with than herteam.

When she walked intothe conference room she found Harry, Blake, and Eric already
assembled,reviewing the information gathered at Mitchell’s house, she briefly
consideredcalling Zoey and inviting her to join them. Another brain could only
help,right?



She dismissed thethought as fast as it came. The White House had hired her to make
sure thisscandal was contained. Zoey had failed to tell her about her encounter
withMitchell, and if she'd gotten wind of Mitchell's death first, she
probablywould’ ve alerted the local police and her superiors, no doubt letting
theambiguous letter Mitchell had left behind leak into the public domain beforethey’d
had a chance to decipher its meaning. Zoey wasn't part of her team; shewas the arm
of a bureaucracy Rook had been hired to work around. The searingkiss they’ d shared
last night was proof she had become a distraction.

Pushing all thoughtsof Zoey aside, Rook took her seat at the head of the table and
pointed atBlake. “Tell me everything you have.”

Blake consulted oneof the tiny Moleskine notebooks she always carried. Rook used
to give her crapfor using pen and paper to keep case notes when she’ d come from the
high-tech CIA ,but Blake insisted she’'d be the only one with any good intel in the
event of aterrorist attack on the power grid or a simple power outage. “Not much to
tell.Gun was registered to him. We found an aging box of the same caliber ammo
inhis desk missing only one bullet. His were the only prints on the gun and theangle
of the shot was consistent with a self-inflicted wound.”

“And the note?’

“I'll take this one,”Harry said. “I showed it, along with some confirmed samples of
his handwriting,to an analyst | know. Best in her field. She says he wrote the note.
There area few letters and words that are shaky, but that’'s to be expected
consideringthe circumstances.”

“Okay, we know twothings for sure,” Rook said. “He shot himself and he left a note.
Here are thethings | want to know: what does the note mean and what was his
involvementwith the Lorraine Darcy Agency?’



Eric raised his hand.“My turn. | examined the computers at the house. The one in the
main studyappears to be for family use and it was clean, but the one in his study was
atreasure trove of inappropriate material.”

“Let me guess. Heused that computer to hook up with ‘escorts from the Darcy
Agency?’

“More than that.”

“Really? Y ou'retelling me he had even deeper secrets?’

“The deepest, for ahigh ranking military officer.” Eric punched a button and the
images from hislaptop were projected onto the built-in screen at the front of the room.
Thedisplay showed a cascading series of emails, but many of the sentencescontained
in the messages had words redacted. Rook squinted at the strings ofincomplete
sentences and tried to make sense of them.

“What are we lookingat?’ Blake asked.

Eric set his cursoron the first sentence and pointed at the blacked-out spaces. “I
haven't had alot of time to analyze this, but at first glance it looked familiar so
Istarted working on a theory.” He divided the information on the screen into

twosections. “Over here,” he said, pointing to the left side of the screen. “Thereare
three emails Mitchell exchanged with the Darcy Agency. Notice the dates.”

“Two years ago.”

“Yes. Just FYI, Ifound some chatter online saying that was the same time the Darcy
Agencystarted renting space at the address you and Major Granger visited yesterday.”

Had it only beenyesterday? “Okay,” Rook said. “So, he's like a charter member of



Escorts-R-Us.I’m not getting where you' re going with this.”
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“Read the text ofthese three emails and give me your first impression.”

Rook started to tellEric to blurt it out or she was moving on, but she held her tongue
in the faceof his earnest expression. She'd indulge him for five more minutes, but
thenshe was pulling the plug on this little detour. She shifted her attention backto the
screen and started reading. “The language is stiff, broken. Like theauthor is not a
native English speaker.”

“Exactly.”

“So what you' resaying is the escorts at Lorraine Darcy might be well skilled in other
areas,but drafting emails in English, not so much.”

“I’m saying way morethan that.” He pointed again at the redacted words. “There's a
pattern herewith the missing words. I've seen something like this before.” He
startedbanging on the keyboard. “Hang on.” More typing. “Here it is. Take a look
atthis.”

Rook stared at thescreen, the right side of the screen showing the emails from
Mitchell’ scomputer and the left a letter on some official looking letterhead with
ascattered series of small redactions. The pattern didn’t make sense to her, butit was
eerily similar. “What is this?’

“Bear with me becausethisis going to sound crazy.” Eric pushed his laptop to the side
and facedthem. “It’s code.”

“1’ve seen somethinglike this before too,” Blake said, her eyes trained on the screen.



“I bet you have,”Eric replied. “I heard the CIA still trains their operatives in old-
styleSoviet coding systems, you know, for historical perspective. Betcha didn’t
knowthey were still using it.”

Harry struck hisknuckles on the table. “Hold up. Are you two trying to say Mitchell
was workingfor the Russians?’

Rook kept staring atthe screen while the rest of her team started talking all at once. If
Eric andBlake were right and they’d uncovered messages utilizing a Russian
codingsystem, then this case had suddenly mushroomed into way more than her firm
wasequipped to handle. She let them talk for a few more minutes then held up ahand
to signal it wastime for her to talk. “Eric, can you break the code?’

13 YeS_”

“How long would ittake?’

“1 can write aprogram—a few hours, tops. But if you want me to do that, | should get
an air-gappedcomputer.”

“| have no idea whatthat means.”

“It's a computerthat’ s never been connected to the Internet. That way we can be sure
that noone will get access to the information once the code is broken unless they
havephysical possession of the computer.”

Rook paused, her mindspinning through a list of options. She could call Julia right
now, set up ameeting and tell her what Eric had found. They’d turn over the emails
and NSAhackers could break the code and let the White House know if there really
wassome kind of Russian meddling with the Pentagon. And the Daniels Agency
wouldbe free to go back to dealing with Senator Newman's public relations



nightmareand whatever new scandal was due to hit the evening news.

That’'s what sheshould do. But once she turned the information over, she'd never
know what themessages were or what they meant. Her other option was to have Eric
break thecode here at the office. Once they knew what the messages were, they
couldnotify Julia and assist with managing the fallout. The practical choice wasoption
A.But then you might never know if Zoey was involved or in danger.

Did Zoey know aboutany of this? Why had Mitchell mentioned her specifically in his
suicide note?Rook didn’t think she could let this go until she had more answers,
butdepending on what this information was, hanging on to it could constitute afederal
offense. She looked at the three faces staring at her and made a snapdecision. “I want
to know what these messages say, but | have a feeling our clientwould prefer that we
turn over the information we've got so far and let themsort it out. Whatever decision |
make impacts all of us, so let’s take a vote All in favor of stopping now and handing
this off to whatever agency the WhiteHouse wants to involve, raise your hand.”

She waited, but everyone of them—the hacker, the lawyer, and the former CIA
agent—sat perfectlystill, hands flat on the table. “Okay, then.” She pointed to Eric.
“ Someone gobuy this man a new computer.”

Chapter Sixteen

Zoey sat at herdesk with her eyes trained on the door, wishing she' d arranged to meet
MajorRiley somewhere else. She'd managed to avoid Dixon most of the day, but
hecould show up any minute and she wasn't interested in discussing her theoriesabout
Mitchell’ s death with him.

Not that she had anyworkable theory. Mostly all she had was a hunch that Mitchell
had left a cluein the letter he'd left behind. A clue meant for her and she was
determined tosort it out, hopefully, with Mg or Jack Riley’s help. Like she'd conjured



him,he poked his head in the partially open door. “Major Granger?’

“Come in, please. Andit’s Zoey.” She motioned for him to sit. “Thanks for coming
by.

7

“Happy to.” Hestepped into the room and pointed at the door. “Y ou want this open or
shut?’

“Closed is good.”

He shut the door andsettled into the chair in front of her desk. “I would have invited
you to mycorner of the building, but there are a lot of gatekeepers. It's
definitelyeasier thisway.”

Zoey cast a quicklook at his card that she had positioned on the corner of her desk
and read thesingle word under his name. “Intelligence, like if you tell me what you
reallydo, you haveto kill me?’

He assumed a superserious expression. “Absolutely, but | don't think | was even
supposed to tellyou that much.” He broke into a smile. “To be honest, most of what |

do ispretty boring. Analyst stuff.”

She wondered if thatwas really true, but played along. “ Quite a change for you.”
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“1t’ s definitely beenan adjustment from running ops in the field, but I’m not as young
as | used tobe.”

Zoey wanted to askhim about his experience running a Delta Force unit, but she
suspected likemost soldiers who'd worked in Special Forces, he wasn't big on
sharing.Besides, as interested as she was in his service, she'd asked to meet with
himfor another reason entirely. Before she could get to the reason for theirmeeting,
she was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“Comein,” she calledout, scrambling for an excuse to get rid of Dixon. But it wasn't
Dixon. LieutenantLouden strode in and started walking toward her desk, but he
stopped abruptlywhen he saw Major Riley.

“I’'m sorry,” Loudensaid. “I didn’t realize you were in a meeting.”
“It's okay. MgorRiley, thisis Lieutenant Louden, General Sharp’s assistant.”

Jack reached his handout to Louden who stared at it for a moment before accepting
the handshake. “lknow Major Riley,” Louden said. “Nice to seeyou, sir.”

“Of course you do,”Zoey said, remembering Sharp was Jack Riley’s godfather and
probably knew mostof the general’s staff. “I forget everyone around here is
connected in someway. Lieutenant, how long have you worked for General Sharp?’

Louden shuffled inplace as if he was uncomfortable to be in the spotlight. “For a
while now,maam. The genera and | have developed quite a productive
workingarrangement.”



Odd way to phrase it,but Zoey understood what he meant. It wasn’'t unusual for an
officer moving hisway up the ranks, like Sharp had, to single out other soldiers to be
part ofhis inner circle and support them along the way. If she'’d been more
interestedin setting down roots than seeing the world, she imagined she would have
beenby Sharp’s side all along as well. Asit was, she’'d benefitted plenty fromSharp’s
at-a-distance assistance over the years in the form of severa belowthe zone
promotions.

“1 brought the filesyou requested,” Louden said, handing over a sealed envelope.
“Are you going towant the conference room again this afternoon?’

“No, not today.” Zoeyknew she should schedule interviews with the higher ranking
officers who' d usedthe Darcy Agency, not to mention set up a re-interview of Donny
Bloomfield assoon as possible, especially in view of Sharp’s admonition to bring this
matterto a close, but she wasn't up for spending the afternoon sitting across
fromRook, acting as if nothing had happened between them. Not yet.

L ouden looked at thedoor. “If you don’t need anything else then.”

Zoey dismissed himand waited until the door was firmly shut before she resumed her
discussionwith Jack.

“He seems like a niceguy,” Jack said. “Has he been helping you find your way
around?’

“He's been great. This place is so big | forget what a small world it can be. Louden
worked withthe general al these years, you and your sister are both Sharp’'s
godchildren.Did | hear correctly that your father served with General Sharp?”’

“You did. They wereboth part of the Ranger unit that led the invasion of Grenada.
Genera Sharpreceived the Medal of Honor for saving my dad, along with the rest of



theirunit when they were ambushed by the resistance forces.”

“Wow, | had no ideal mean I've seen the medal, but he doesn’'t talk about it.
Grenada, huh? Thatwas a long time ago.” She marveled at the fact she’d never heard
the story ofSharp’s heroism. There were a lot of soldiers who would’ ve traded on
thetelling, but he had never breathed aword of it asfar as she knew.

“Yep. My dad wasbarely out of West Point and had just finished Ranger training. It
was hisfirst assignment and he wound up dropped in a hot mess, pinned down
betweenresistance fighters. Sharp risked his life to draw enemy fire and saved all
butone man from a certain death. Dad and the rest of the guys who served with
himstill call him Mr. Hero whenever they get together. Sharp hatesit.”

Zoey filed the storyaway, determined to look up the details at some point as a way of
gainingfurther insight into her mentor, but for now she seized on the mention of
theRangers to turn the conversation back to her original purpose. “Thanks for
tellingme about this. | don’'t want to keep you longer, but | had a question about
theRangers | was hoping you could help me answer. Do you happen to know
ColonelNicholas Mitchell?”

“Isn’'t he aninstructor at McNair?’

“Hewas.” Zoeyhesitated before blurting out, “He committed suicide last night.”
“You'rekidding.That’s horrible.”

Zoey nodded, as thememory of seeing Mitchell’s body in a pool of blood and brains
came floodingback. Words couldn’t convey how horrible it truly was, so she only

nodded inagreement. “ Thisis going to sound like a strange question, but do you know
ifColonel Mitchell was ever part of a Ranger unit?’



If Jack thought thequestion was odd, his expression didn’t show it. “I don’t think so. |
mean ldon’t pretend to know everyone who is, but | do know of him and | think
I’dknow if he'd been a Ranger. Are you investigating his death? Have you looked
athisfile?’

She didn’t know theanswer to the first question. Did investigating Mitchell’s death
fall under hermandate to sort out the Darcy Agency mess? If it did, surely she had the
rightto talk to anyone she thought might have valuable information and
shareinformation she had. She wasn't entirely convinced that was the case, but
Sharphadn’t given her much guidance other than she needed to “wrap it up.”

“His file is onrestricted status,” she said. “And it has been for at least the last few
days,but he left a note. I’d show it to you, but | don’t have a copy.” She took abreath
before plunging ahead. “It was addressed to me.” She reeled off asummary of the
points in Mitchell’s letter, ending with, “He signed off withthe motto, ‘ Rangers lead
theway.’” | checked his public profile, but | don’tsee anything about having served as
a Ranger. Even if he was a Ranger, it seemsa bit odd, but if he wasn't, then | think he
was trying to tell us something.”

“Like a codedmessage?’

“Exactly, but I’'m notequipped to figure it out. | thought if he was a Ranger, then at
least I’d havesomewhere to start.”

“Where is thel etter?’

“1 don't know.” Thelast time Zoey had seen it, the tall, leggy blonde on Rook’s team
had beendlipping it into an evidence envelope. Several times that morning, Zoey
hadcontemplated texting Rook to see if she could get a copy so she could study
itsome more, but reaching out to Rook now after she walked out on her last nightfelt
weird.
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But Jack knew Rook.Zoey remembered the way the two of them had kidded around
at Addison’s party.Maybe he could get the letter from her.

But this wasn't hiscase. He had his own work to do, but the voice in her head
prompted Zoey toblurt out, “I think Rook Daniels has a copy, but | can’'t ask her.” At
hisquestioning look, she said, “Long story. But if you asked her, maybe she'd
giveyou a copy.” A few beats of silence passed and she had a feeling she was
losinghim. “ That letter is the key to his death and...”

Thiswas it. Time todecide if she was going to tell him everything or just enough bits
and piecesto get him to acquire a copy of Mitchell’s letter. The letter would be
valuablesure, but if she told him the rest, he might be able to help her sort throughthe
information she and Rook had gathered so far and determine what to do next.Since
Rook wasn’'t around to be her sounding board, she needed someone and hewas in
intelligence after all. She took a moment to organize her thoughts andthen started to
tell him the story of the late night call to the police fromthe Ivy Hotel. She told him
everything, from how much Dixon's annoying presencebothered her to her
dissatisfaction with the lack of guidance she'd received.

When she finished,she stared at him and waited for a reaction. She didn’t have to wait
long. Hisdrawn expression told her he believed some, if not all, of what she’'d told
him,but she could tell he was also conflicted.

“And you’ ve beentalking to witnesses?’ he asked.

“Yes, but we've onlyscratched the surface. | could use your help. | know you have
your own work,but if there's any way you could help me get a little of the



information | needto put thisto bed, | would appreciate it.”

“Don’'t you have ateam assigned to work on this?’

Zoey thought abouther “team.” Dixon, who she'd planned to ditch as soon as
possible. And Rook.Rook had a team, but they reported to Rook, not her, and so far,
she wasn'tgetting any information from Rook’s team. “It’s just me. Look, | know
youprobably have better things to do, more important things, but | sure could usethe
help. If you'll just point mein the right direction and sit in when Ire-interview Donny
Bloomfield, that’ll do. Okay?’

Jack looked at thestack of files on her desk and raised his eyebrows in question.
“Yes,” shesaid. “That's part of it. Go ahead, take alook.”

He pulled the filestoward him and flipped the first one open. His expression didn’t
change, butshe detected a subtle increase in the pace of his breathing as he

flippedthrough the pages. “ Are these officers who used the agency?’

“Yes. Those are therepeat customers.” She pointed at another stack. “The one-offs are
over in thispile.”

“Some of theseofficers are very powerful people. Are you sure you want to do this?’
“Want to? No, but Idon’t see that | have a choice.”

“There' s dways achoice.”

He was right. Shecould disobey Sharp’s orders and refuse to work on the case, a
move that wouldsend her career tanking. Of course, confronting some of the people

on this listmight have the same effect, but at least she’d have answers. Mitchell had
beenin trouble, and she'd ignored his cry for help. Now he was dead and if shedidn’t



follow the lead he' d left, his death would be on her conscience for therest of her life.

Rook paced heroffice, unable to concentrate on anything else while she waited for
Eric tocrack the code he'd found in Mitchell’ s letters.

“You'rewearing ahole in the carpet,” Lacy called out from the doorway.

“He said afew hoursand it’ s been four.”

“It’s been less thanthree hours total and we had to get the computer, that was one.
He'll be doneany minute. Genius takes time.” Lacy picked up the coffee mug from
the edge ofher desk. “No more of this stuff until we have some answers.”

Rook started toprotest, but Lacy was right. She was so amped up on caffeine and
adrenaline shewas due for a crash any moment. She needed something to keep her
mind busyuntil Eric was done. “Can you try to reach Mg or Granger again?’

“1"ve called twice,but she' s been in meetings. Have you tried sending her atext?’

Rook sighed. She'dcalled Zoey severa times since she'd insisted on leaving last
night, but allshe got was the canned outgoing voice mail message that came standard
withevery phone, and her texts had gone unanswered. She'd resorted to having
Lacytry to reach her, but apparently that was a dead end too. Zoey was eithercutting
her out of the investigation or cutting her off personally orboth—neither of which
were good. She started to insist Lacy try her one moretime, but the sound of Lacy’s
desk phone ringing cut her off. “Maybe that’ sher.”

“Hang on.” Lacypicked up the call from Rook’s desk. “Daniels Agency. How may |
direct yourcall?’ A few beats of silence passed and Lacy shook her head in Rook’s



direction.”Yes, Senator. She's right here. One moment.” Lacy punched the hold
button andheld out the phone. “Senator Newman. His office has just been informed
that agrand jury has been convened in Columbus to look into the death of
SheilaEdgar.”

“Tak about badtiming. He needs a lawyer.”

Lacy shook thehandset. “Uh, last | checked you were alawyer.”

“A real lawyer. Youknow, the kind that actually goes to court and does lawyer
things.”

“Dammit, Rook, heneeds you. Even if he's looking at criminal charges, make that
especialy ifhe's looking at criminal charges. He's going to need you to handle
thefallout.”

Rook shot a look atthe office door. “I can't leave right now. What if Eric finds
something orZoey—Magjor Granger calls?’

“It's an hour flight.I’ll book you a private plane. You'll be there in no time, hold his
hand, andfly back in the morning or tonight if you can stay awake that long. Take
Harryand then Harry can stay over and babysit.”
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Rook took the phone.She barely got two words out before Newman's panic took
over. What if an arrestwarrant was issued? What if the sheriff showed up at his office
or, God forbid,one of the many functions he had scheduled with his constituents this
week?

She let him ramble onfor a few minutes, but cut him off when she couldn’t take it any
longer. Lacywas right. It would be much easier to cam him down and control the
damage inperson. As much as she trusted Eric’'s expertise, she also believed
he' dexaggerated a bit when he said he could write a program and crack a code in
afew hours. Taking care of Newman might be the perfect solution to her
growingimpatience at not having answers and not hearing from Zoey. Decision made,
sheinjected her voice with calm and said, “ Senator, | don’t think you haveanything to
worry about, but I’m going to fly out to help you through this.I’ll be there in a couple
of hours.”

By the time Rookcombed her hair, brushed her teeth, and squirted eye drops in her
eyes, Georgewas waiting to take her and Harry to the airport. On the drive, she tried
onelast text to Zoey, abandoning all pretense that she was trying to get in touchwith
her for professional reasons.

I’ll be out oftouch for a while. Miss you. | have no regrets. Hope you don't either.
Talk toyou soon.

She spent the rest ofthe ride to the airport pretending she wasn't waiting for a
response, which wasjust as well since none came. It was for the best. She needed to
focus onSenator Newman’'s problems and then clear her head for whatever Eric
found. Thenext few days were going to be busy and she needed to be at her top form,



notmooning over some infuriating woman, even if that woman was super
attractive,captivating, and one of the best kissers she’ d ever met.

Chapter Seventeen

“1 can’t believeyou made me come all the way out here.”

Zoeyresisted the urge to roll her eyes at Donny Bloomfield' s sulking disposition.He' d
started grousing that morning when she'd called him to say they were doingfollow-up
interviews and his presence was ordered at the Pentagon this afternoon.She was
actually surprised he hadn’'t ratted her out to his daddy, but at thispoint she cared
more about answers than diplomacy, which was why she’d demandedthe meeting on
her time and her turf.

Funny how she alreadyconsidered the Pentagon her turf. It wasn't really. She’'d been
here only afewdays and didn’t at al know her way around, but she had an office here
and, inaddition to the helpful Lieutenant Louden, she now had a friend in Magjor
JackRiley. She thought back to her first day when she'd tried to fake knowing herway
around to keep from looking foolish in front of Rook.

Where was Rook nowWas she working her own angles on this case? Zoey could
hardly blame Rook ifshe was working without her since she’d ignored Rook’s texts
and calls sinceshe’ d stormed out last night. Kicking herself for cutting Rook out, she
itchedto call her now, to see if they could connect, but shed have to wait.
DonnyBloomfield was in the hot seat, and Jack was waiting for her to take the lead.

After looking throughall the files earlier, Jack had excused himself from her office
and cleared hisschedule. She didn’t know what he was working on, but she did know
that he hadautonomy because he’'d told her that much. He'd escorted Lieutenant
Bloomfieldto the conference room, and she could tell that Donny was a little
intimidatedby the buff and handsome major who didn’t look like he took shit from



anyone.All it took was one fierce glare from Jack and Donny quit his whining.

“Tell me everythingyou know about your professor, Colonel Mitchell,” Zoey
commanded.

“You'’ re barking upthe wrong tree there. | don’t know anything about him.”

Zoey held his gazelong enough for him to start squirming in his seat before she
pressed on.“ That's funny. We have information that he was a customer of the Darcy
Agency.With that in common, you would think you might have some other details
abouthis personal life.”

Donny shrugged. “Newsto me. | may not like him, but I’m not going to lie to get him
in trouble.”

“Why don'’t you likehim?’ Jack asked, his tone deceptively light and friendly.

An oh-shit expressioncrossed Donny’s face as he realized he’'d revealed too much.
“He' s ahard-ass. Treats us like plebes instead of officers. The guy never letsup.”

Zoey reflected aboutDonny’s continued use of the present tense to refer to Mitchell.
She supposedit was possible Donny didn’t know about Mitchell’s death, but she'd
besurprised if word hadn’t made it around among his students. She decided to waiton
revealing the truth to see how this interaction played out. “He says youdon't take this
program seriously. That you and your friends think your time atMcNair is a pass to
party and he’s only pushing you to be better.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“l agree.” She letthe statement settle for a moment and then pressed on. “I mean the
guy ismarried and he' s paying prostitutes for sex? Who's he to lecture you?’



Donny’s eyes gleamed.” Exactly. Especially since he's the one who hooked us up in
the first place.”

Now it was Zoey’ sturn to be surprised. She glanced at Jack, but his face was stone.
Not surewhat else to do, she played along. “We thought that might be the case. What
doyou think was up with that?’

“l have no idea. Likel said, | don’t know jack about the guy. Maybe he was getting a
kickback or aittle something something on the side.” He punctuated his remark with
a lewdgesture. “All | know is he dlipped us the number for the hookers with our
lastexam. At the time | thought he was cool, but then when we got busted at thathotel,
he went bat-shit crazy. | guess he figured he was going to get introuble for hooking us
up in thefirst place.”

Zoey stared at him,focused on keeping her expression neutral which was pretty damn
hardconsidering the bombshell he'd just dropped. Mitchell, who'd stormed into
heroffice, pissed off that he'd been swept up into this investigation, had turnedhis
students on to prostitutes? But why?

“Ishe?

“What?" Zoey asked,confused by the question.

“Is Mitchell going toget in trouble?” Donny asked, his tone sounding sincere for the
first time.” Are we? My dad’s aready pissed off enough. | don’t need a disciplinary
actionin my jacket to fuel hisfire.”

Angry that all hecared about was his record, Zoey growled, “I don't know what’'s

going to happento you, but Colonel Mitchell ate his gun last night, so you don’t need
to worryabout him anymore.”



“1 don’t understandwhy you can’t represent me,” Newman said for the tenth time.
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Rook groanedinwardly. She’'d been in Ohio for three hours and she couldn’t wait to
leave.Since the senator’'s driver had picked her up from the airport, she'd
beenanswering the same guestions about his future with a lot of “I don't knows’
and“it depends.” After their car dlowly nudged through the crowd of
reportersblocking his street and delivered them safely to the house, Newman switched
toasking her to represent him before the grand jury, and she was growing weary
ofrepeating the same answer, over and over.

She injected hervoice with all the patience she could muster. “You need a lawyer
thatspecializes in this kind of case. That's not me, but I'll help you findsomeone.
Whoever it is needs to be local, not some big DC firm. This caseinvolves someone
who died here in Columbus, so the outcome will be more aboutrelationships with
local officials than about how much they bill per hour. Infact, the bigger the show
you put on, the more likely walls will start closingin around you. Having me here is
pushing it. The Franklin County prosecutingattorney isn't going to be impressed
when a bunch of lawyers show up in suitsthat cost more than he makes in several
months.”

“If you say s0.”

“You have to trust meon this,” Rook said. “Have you talked to Jeanine?’

“1 would if youhadn't sent her to New Y ork.”

She ignored the edgein his voice, thankful he was following her instructions by not

talking aboutthe case on the phone to anyone but her. “Lacy has already booked her
flightback. She'll board a plane right after her speech at the conference and she’llbe



here later tonight.”

This was the perfecttime to bring up her planned departure. Harry was up to speed on
everything heneeded to know to shepherd Newman through the next couple of days.
She'dalready come up with a list of local attorneys and scheduled meetings for
thenext day. She only had to convince Newman he would be in capable hands with
hergone.

Her phone buzzed witha text and she took it as a perfect opportunity to slip out of the
room and letHarry take point. “I’'ll be right back,” she said, not waiting for a
replybefore walking out of the senator’ s study.

The text was fromZoey and it was short and simple.Sorry about last night.
Developments here.Signal sucks in the building—Call me on the landline and I’ Il fill
you in.A few seconds passed and another text came in.Miss you too.She glancedback
at the study door, but decided to wait to call Zoey until she was on herway to the
airport where she'd have some privacy. She started to tuck her phoneback in her
pocket, but it rang. A quick look at the screen showed only thewords unknown caller.

“Where are you?’ Julia barked.

“Don’'t you peoplewatch the news? OnWest Wing, there’s like a million television
setscrowded into your offices and everyone's always staring at them.”

“In case you haven'’tnoticed, thisisnot a TV show, it’'sareal White House and | need
a realupdate. | heard you're in Ohio, but | find it hard to believe you would
traipseacross the country while you have an active case pending here. Any updates
forme?’

Rook resistedpointing out that Ohio was hardly across the country. No need to make
Juliamadder than she already was. Instead she settled on a half-truth. “ There's beena



development, but we should talk in person.” She looked at her watch. Even ifshe left
now and met with Zoey as soon as she landed, it would still be late.“1’ m flying back
tonight. Let’s meet in the morning. Okay?’

“Seven thirty am.Just you—I| want to get a full update without anyone from the
Pentagon lookingover our shoulders trying to distract us.”

Rook clicked off theline and stared at the phone, rereading the text from Zoey, trying
hard not tobe distracted and failing miserably. A second later, her phone rang again,
butthistime it was Eric. “Grand Central Station,” she answered.

“Rook?”’

She laughed. “ Sorry,it’s me. It s been alittle crazy here.”

“Got it. When are youcoming back?’

“Tonight. I'm meetingMajor Granger—apparently there have been some
developments. Y ou have news forme?’

“Yes. | was able tocrack the code. Our guy was heavily involved with the agency, but
he was reportingto someone else. I’'m convinced there was more to the agency’s
businessenterprise than providing entertainment.”

Rook appreciatedEric’'s attempt to be vague because they were talking on an
unsecured line, butwhat she really wanted were straight answers, and she needed to
get out of Ohioand back to DC if she was going to get any.“Have Blake drop the
laptop off atmy place and I'll review the files.”

Twenty minutes later,she was in the car on the way to the airport for her private flight
back to DC.Sherisked aquick call to Zoey on the ride.



“Granger.”

“Y ou sound tired,” Rook said. “Have they got you working around the clock?’

“Pretty much. I’mglad you called.”

“Me too.” Rooksettled into the familiar rhythm of their conversation. “I’'m sorry
about lastnight too. I’'m used to handling things my way without much input from

anyoneelse.”

“Ill take fiftypercent of the blame. | know you were just doing your job, which is
important,even if you areacivilian.”

Rook heard the smilebehind Zoey’ s pseudo-jab and laughed. “Duly noted. So are we
okay?’

“Yes. Now, are yougoing to come back and work with me? | had to drag in other
resources to helpin your absence.”

Rook’ s senses went onalert. “ Other resources?”’
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“Jack Riley. Hehelped me re-interview Donny Bloomfield. Good thing too since
Bloomfielddropped a couple of bombshells and no one would believe me if Jack
hadn’t heardit too.”

Suddenly consciousthey shouldn’t be having this conversation on a cell phone, Rook
stopped her.“Hey, | want to hear all about it, but I’'m about to get on the plane. I'll
callyou when | land and we can meet. Okay?”

“Sounds perfect.”

Minutes later, thecar pulled up to the private hangars at the John Glenn Airport, and
Rookthanked the universe for charter planes and the ability to afford them. She’dland
in DC, meet Zoey, learn about the new developments, review the files Erichad sent,
and prepare for her meeting with Julia. With any luck, she’d get thework part done in
time for ado-over of last night’s dinner with Zoey.

Chapter Eighteen

Zoey idled hercar near the hangar, pretending to read messages on her phone while
castingsurreptitious glances at the runway to her left. She checked her watch for
theumpteenth time. Nine o’clock. George had said Rook was due to land at eight
andZoey had been waiting since then. If Rook didn’t show up soon, the securityguard
she' d seen looping the building was going to have her tossed out.

Thiswas a stupididea. Talking George into letting her pick Rook up at the airport was
likely toget him in trouble and annoy Rook. Besides, her little sports car was hardly
aplush town car full of Rook’s creature comforts, and her attempt to re-createpart of



their very first meeting was a foolish sentiment. Since when had shebecome
sentimental ?Y ou’ re going soft, Granger.

Nope. She had solidplans to focus on business. She needed to bring Rook up to speed
on her meetingwith Donny Bloomfield, and picking her up at the airport was a
practical andefficient way to have their conversation in private. She tapped the
steeringwheel, pounding out her nerves, and decided to wait ten more minutes before
shebailed on Mission Surprise Rook at the Airport.

Seconds before herself-imposed deadline ran out, a G6 roared to a stop on the
runway, and Zoey’sgut clenched, certain this was Rook’s plane. She stared at the
door, willing itto open, and finaly released her breath when she spotted Rook
descending thesteps. Her stride was sure and easy, like she descended from expensive
privateplanes on a daily basis. Maybe she did. Zoey remembered waving to Rook as
she’' dascended in a chartered helicopter the day they met, and she thought again
howtheir worlds were miles apart. The first time she had the realization, ithadn’t
mattered much, mostly because she didn’t think she’d ever see Rookagain, but now
the gap between them was more of a challenge, and bridging itwas a mission she
wanted to accomplish.

Rook scanned theparking lot with a perplexed frown. As much as she enjoyed
watching her, Zoeyfigured she better send a signal or Rook was likely to call George
and ask himwhere the hell he was. Zoey stepped out of her car and |eaned against the
door.As she waved in Rook’s direction, she felt a shiver down her spine spurring
herto admit she hadn’t come here to expedite business. She'd come because
shehadn’t wanted to wait the extra hour or so it would’ ve taken Rook to drive intothe
city and the time it would' ve taken to arrange a place to meet. The pastday with no
contact had seemed much longer, and Zoey wished she could go backin time to
before they’d learned of Mitchell’s death, to the intimacy of Rook’sliving room, to
the kiss they’ d shared.



“Hey,” Rook said, asshe drew closer. “Y ou're not George.”

“No one could beGeorge but George. He's amazing. | was thinking of stealing him
from you.”

Rook made a show oflooking around. “Looks like you already have.”

Zoey jingled her keysinthe air. “Any chance | can take you where you need to go?’

Rook smiled broadly.“ That depends.” She leaned in close, her whisper leaving a trail
of heat alongZoey’s neck. “I’m supposed to meet up with this amazing woman. She's
beautifuland smart and | need to see her in person to apologize for being a
controllingass last time we were together. Any chance you could help me out with
that?’

Zoey turned slightlyand met Rook’s eyes. Her gaze was questioning, and despite her
flirty manner,Zoey could tell Rook was the tiniest bit insecure about where things
stoodbetween them. She started to offer reassurance, but the heat between
themsucked up all the air, and instead she raised her hand and tucked an errantcurl
behind Rook’s ear. Big mistake because once she' d touched her she didn’twant to let
go. But they had work to do and they had to do that first or theywould never get to it.
Reluctantly, she dropped her hand slowly away, alowingher fingertips to linger
against the skin of Rook’ s neck as she gently pulledback. “I think | can get you what
you need,” she said, pointing to the car.“ Shall we?’

Rook’ s body shudderedas she released along, slow breath. “ Sure,” she said, her voice
low and husky.

They climbed into thecar and Zoey drove out of the parking lot, turning onto the road
before sherealized this was as far as her plan went. She knew they needed to work,
butthe minute she'd seen Rook walk off the plane, thoughts of work had flown



fromher mind. Left to her own devices, she would check into the nearest hotel, soshe
said, “Where should we go?’

“That’s a goodquestion. Are you hungry? | figured out Senator Newman keeps his
trim, athleticfigure because he doesn’'t believe in eating. The last thing | had to eat
was afat-free, gluten-free protein bar that tasted like flavored cardboard. Maybe
wecould talk about the case over dinner?’

“I'm starving,” Zoeysaid. She wasn't really, not for food anyway, but after the long
travel dayRook had had, it was the considerate thing to say. And of course Rook
wouldwant to get right to work. Zoey fast-forwarded to them sitting at a crowded
DCrestaurant where politicians and other notables stopped by the table every
fewminutes to say hi to Rook. She could think of no more miserable way to spendthe
evening.

“Great. | hate to askthis, but do you mind if we work at my place? My officeis full of
half-doneprojects and we can get pretty much anything delivered in Dupont Circle.”
Rookgrinned. “We can even have burgers again if you insist.”

Zoey flashed to herearlier memory of Rook’s couch. “Y our place is perfect. And why
don’t you pickthe food? I’ [l eat anything you want.” She hoped the dark of the car hid
theblush she felt fanning across her face at the double entendre. She had only
thelength of the drive to get her libido under control and she started by changingthe
subject. “Everything okay in Columbus?’

“It will be. | leftHarry behind to handle things.”

Zoey took the turnthat Rook pointed out to her. “Would you rather have stayed
yourself?’

“Once upon a time Ithought | was the only one who could handle a case from



beginning to end.”

Rook paused and Zoeyinjected, “ Control freak much?’

“Big time. But then Irealized | couldn't handle more than one or two big cases
without somesubstantial help. If | was going to grow my firm, | needed to start
trustingsomeone else to help with the work and the best way to learn is by doing.
Harry’ sbeen watching me for a while now. He'll have his own style, which is how
itshould be, but he'll cover all the basesjust like | would.”

“How did you startdoing this kind of work?’

“Lucked into it. Afew years out of law school, | got a job at the White House
counsel’s office,which turned out to be more about problem-solving than the law. |
developed atalent for making lemonade out of lemons, and when that

particularadministration’s term ended, | opened my own shop.”

“Have you everthought about doing anything else?’
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“Have you?’

Zoey caught theslight edge and wished she hadn’t ventured down this road. She
reached out ahand and took Rook’s in hers. “Sorry, that came out wrong. | didn’t
mean toimply there was anything wrong with what you do. | was only curious.”

“It’s okay. I’m tiredand possibly cranky. Babysitting can do that to a person.”

Of course. Rook hadbeen going nonstop all day. Zoey felt foolish for imagining this
evening wouldbe about anything other than bringing Rook up to speed. “Y ou’ve had
a longday.” Zoey glanced over at Rook who was opening her mouth to interrupt,
butZoey plowed ahead. “Why don’t | fill you in and then drop you off at yourplace?
We can go over anything else tomorrow. Okay?’

Rook dlid her handonto Zoey’ s thigh and gave her alight squeeze. Not overtly sexual,
but loadedwith possibility. “Not okay. | am tired and cranky, but seeing you waiting
forme at the airport made me forget about everything else and now I’m reallylooking
forward to spending the evening with you. Please?’

Zoey heard anundercurrent of desire in Rook’s simple plea that reflected her own.
Shecouldn’t possibly say no, and the realization both scared and thrilled her atthe
same time.

Rook watched from thekitchen as Zoey settled onto the couch and hugged one of the
pillows to herchest, wishing she were that pillow. “Would you like something to



drink?’ sheasked. “I’'m having coffee, but | have a full bar and there's still some of
thatbeer from last night.” Had it really only been last night since they’ d beenhere and
she’ d been sharing the details of Rory’ s death?

“Coffee sounds good.”

Rook poured them eacha cup, grabbed a stack of menus, and walked into the living
room. Zoey leanedlengthwise against the arm of the couch with her feet crossed at the
ankles,careful to keep her black leather boots from the upholstery. She'd shed
thematching leather jacket, but she still looked sleek and sexy in her dim darkjeans
and curve-hugging black T-shirt.

“Is that coffee forme?’ Zoey asked with a dly grin, sitting up and pointing at one of
the cups inRook’ s hand.

Rook handed it overand settled onto the couch beside Zoey. “Sorry, | got a little
distracted bythe whole biker chick look.” She nodded. “It suits you.”

“Y ou soundsurprised.”

“1 am, alittle. Imean you seem so all about the rules and regulations, but I’ m thinking
when youget out on the open road you break sound barriersin that car.”

“Maybe.” Zoey sippedher coffee. “Maybe everything isn't how it appears on the
surface.”

Truth, Rook thought,but it was time to change the subject because she was way too
close to testingthe boundaries between them. She handed over the menus. “I know
it's oldschool, but I'd much rather flip through a paper menu than try to
readdescriptions on the tiny screen of my phone. What are you in the mood for?”’



Zoey brushed throughthem quickly and then handed them back. “Everything sounds
great. | trust youto pick something good.”

Their fingers touchedwhen Rook reached to take the menus back. There was that heat
agan—Rook didn’twant to let go, and food was now the last thing on her mind.
“How about thisAWhy don't you fill me in about your meeting with Donny
Bloomfield and thenwe' Il relax and order dinner?’

“That soundsperfect,” Zoey said. “He came to the office today, and | interviewed him
withJack Riley. At first, Donny acted like he had nothing to say, but after wepushed,
he started talking. Apparently, he and his friends don’t like Mitchellmuch, but it was
Mitchell who turned them on to the Darcy Agency. Slipped anote with the contact
information into one of their exams. He never mentionedanother word about it, but
according to Donny, after the incident at the Ivy,Mitchell went off on them.” Zoey
shook her head. “I guess| could’vetold youall that in the car.”

Rook reached for herhand. “If you' d told me everything before we got here, | have a
feeling Iwouldn’t have been able to get you to comein.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Zoey laced her fingersthrough Rook’s, and Rook prayed for the strength to stay
focused. “Did Donnysay anything else?’ she asked.

“No, but | thinkafter the way Jack Riley stared him down, he would' ve told us if he
knewanything else.”

“Makes sense.” Rooktread carefully with her next question, not wanting to break their
connectionby seeming to challenge Zoey’s decisions. “How did Jack end up being
there?’



“He was doing me afavor. 1'd just cut Dixon out, but | wasn’'t smart enough to find a
replacementfirst. I'd called him because | wanted to know if he knew anything
aboutMitchell having served as a Ranger.”

Rook raised hereyebrows.

“You know because ofthe way he signed off his letter, suicide note, whatever you
want to call it,”Zoey said. “‘Rangers lead the way’—it’s the Army Rangers official
motto.”

“What did he say?'Rook asked, not realy following Zoey's train of thought,
probably because shewas way more interested in the press of her hand than business.

“Jack didn’'t knowhim. Maybe I’'m making too much out of that part of the note.
Anyway, since |’ dalready involved him, | asked him to help me out with Donny. Jack
was theperfect fit, plus | got to find out the story behind how Sharp came to be hisand
Addison’s godfather. Did you know that Jack’s dad and General Sharp werepart of
the same rapid deployment force that invaded Grenada?”’

“| had no idea.”



Page 54

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 1:55 pm

“According to Jack,that’s where Sharp got his Medal of Honor. Sharp never talks
about it, but Jacksays his father often tells the story of how Sharp saved their entire
squad.Apparently, they all started calling him Mr. Hero after that. | bet he hatesthat.”

Rook nodded, but herthoughts were back on Mitchell and Donny Bloomfield’s story
about Mitchell.“How did you leave things with Bloomfield?’

“We told him we' d beback in touch soon, but I’'m not sure he's going to be any help.
He strikes meas kind of dumb, and | bet he got into McNair by trading on his name,
not hisgrades.”

“1 bet you're right,” Rook said, “but | think we should re-interview the other students
who were atthe Ivy that night. | don’'t believe for a second that none of them knew
aboutMitchell’s involvement.” She started to mention the coded emails Eric had
foundon Mitchell’s laptop, but decided to wait until she’'d had a chance to look
atthem first. Right now she wanted to look at Zoey, not a bunch of emails. Shelooked
down at their hands and then back up at Zoey who was watching her with asteady
gaze. “Do you think we could take a little break? Maybe talk aboutsomething other
than work—just for alittle while?’

Zoey smiled andinched closer. “Y ou do that? Take breaks?”
“Sometimes.”
“Did you havesomething in particular you'd like to talk about?’ Zoey asked, tracing

Rook’ sthigh with her free hand. “Or maybe you’'d like to go ahead and order dinner?
Wecan do whatever you want.”



Rook’ s entire bodyhummed with anticipation as Zoey’s hand moved farther up her
leg. She couldn’ttalk, she couldn’t eat, she couldn’t concentrate on anything except
thewhite-hot heat coursing through her. She took Zoey at her word, pulled herclose,
and claimed her with hungry lips.

* * %

Zoey pressed her lipsinto Rook’ s—fierce, demanding, unable to get close enough.
Their first kiss hadbeen extraordinary, but the hours in between, waiting, imagining,
andfantasizing a repeat performance had every nerve in her body on high alert.
Theresult was mind-blowing. She teased her tongue along Rook’s lips and
groanedwith pleasure.

“This,” Rookmurmured, her whispered voice rough with desire. “This is what |

want.

Zoey placed a handbehind Rook’s neck and drew her closer. She dipped back in for
another kiss andthen met Rook’ s eyes, summoning the courage to ask for more. “Just
this?’

Rook answered bytugging at Zoey’s shirt, pulling it up over her head, and gently
removing her braZoey sat perfectly till, letting Rook’s gaze sweep over her naked
chest. “Y oulike?’

“More than like.” Rook placed a hand behind her and lowered Zoey back to the couch.
She leaneddown and traced her tongue slowly across her breasts, her touch growing
moreurgent with each pass. “Y ou are so beautiful,” Rook said.

“You're making mecrazy,” Zoey said, arching into Rook’s tongue and pressing
against Rook’s kneenestled between her legs. “Show some skin, Daniels, or I'm
going to loseit.”



Rook |eaned back andgrinned. “Isthat an order, Major?’

“Yes,” Zoey gasped asRook dlid a finger along her crotch causing her to twitch with
excitement.

“1 guess | can followorders as long as they apply to both of us.” Rook sat up and held
out a hand,ignoring Zoey’s pleafor her to stay. “Come on, we need a bigger space for
whatl have planned.”

Zoey took her handand allowed Rook to pull her into her arms. They kissed again,
and now it feltmore like a prelude to a deeper connection rather than a once in a
lifetimeexperience they had to grab before it vanished. When they broke for air,
Rookled her through the house and up the stairs, pausing at the threshold to
adoorway .

“Change your mind?’ Zoey asked, praying that wasn't the case.

“Not even,” Rooksaid. “Just checking the situation. When | left here last, | didn’t plan
onhaving guests.”

Zoey smiled andpushed past her, gawking at the size of the room. “I’'m not sure how
you'd knowif something was out of place. Your bedroom is bigger than my entire
house.” She spun around to take it al in. “But if you need a minute to look for
someother woman's lingerie...” She watched as Rook’s face fell and she wished
she’ dnever started the sentence.

Rook ducked her head.“I’m no virgin, but my home is my sanctuary. Very few
people have ever beeninside the front door, and none in this room.”

Zoey stepped closerand lifted Rook’ s chin. “I only care about right now.” She waved
her handbetween them. “1 want this. Do you want this?’



“l can't rememberever wanting anything more,” Rook said, pulling Zoey into her
embrace. Her handgrazed the zipper of Zoey's jeans. “Weren't we talking about
skin?’

“Why yes. Yes, wewere.” Zoey started unbuttoning Rook’s shirt, which required
extraconcentration since Rook was unzipping her fly at the same time. She
didRook’s shirt off and kissed her shoulder while Rook dlipped her hand into
herbriefs.

“You're so wet,” Rookmurmured.

“1 bet you are t00.” Zoey took Rook’s free hand and led her to a king-sized platform
bed. She pushedRook back gently onto the comforter and while Rook watched, she
shucked off herboots and jeans and crawled between Rook’s legs to unfasten her
trousers.“Clothes are so overrated,” she said, pulling a Rook’'s pants, her
handstrembling.

“l1 completely agree,” Rook said in a breathy voice as she lifted her hips to help her
along. Zoeydropped Rook’s pants to the floor and slowly stretched out over her,
achingwith want as her breasts brushed Rook’s tight, smooth skin, and her
thightouched Rook’ s slick wet center. Rook hooked aleg over hers, pinning hercloser
and whispered, “Tell me what you want.”

“1 want you to touchme,” Zoey placed her hand over Rook’s, unable and unwilling to
prolong thewait, “everywhere.”
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Rook answered with aslow, lingering drag of her fingers between her legs and then
she flipped Zoeygently onto her back, bent down, and took one of her nipplesinto her
mouth.Zoey shook with arousal as Rook’s tongue teased while her fingers played
withher throbbing folds, dlipping in and out in a steady, building rhythm. “ Thatfeels
amazing,” Zoey said, her breath ragged.

Rook looked up andsmiled. “Yes, it does.” She held Zoey’s gaze as she trailed her
tongue down herchest to her abdomen. When Rook’s tongue circled her aching clit,
Zoey threwher head back and moaned. Rook drew her closer and closer to climax
with long,slow strokes, taking her almost to the brink before pulling back to
beginagain, each pass making Zoey crazy with desire. When she couldn’t stand it
anylonger, Zoey pulled Rook back up until they were lying face-to-face, and
shedipped her fingers into Rook’s swollen sex, loving the way Rook arched into
hertouch.

As she stroked Rook,Rook reached for her again. Zoey tried to slow her own
reaction, to give Rookher full attention, but she was so close, so ready to come. She
twisted thecomforter in her fist, torn between holding the pleasure tight or letting
itconsume her, but within moments, she let go and bucked against Rook’s
hand,urging her to take whatever she wanted and offering it freely. As the waves
ofarousal crested over her, she threw her head back and cried out, feeling alevel of
freedom and release like she’ d never known before.

Chapter Nineteen

Rook woke beforeher alarm and took advantage of the extra time by allowing herself
a fewminutes to linger next to the warm, naked body beside her. Slowly opening



hereyes, she absorbed the reality of someone elsein her bed.

Zoey’s head wasresting on her shoulder and the rest of her body was tucked up
against Rook’sside. Her eyes were closed and her face was relaxed and peaceful,
which Rooktook as a sign of satisfaction after the hours they’d spent in the throes
of passion the night before.

She' d been satisfiedtoo, more than, but seeing Zoey this morning had her longing for
more, wishingshe had nowhere else to be but right here, in her bed with Zoey in her
arms.The feeling was new and strange and she wasn't sure what to do with it.
Neverbefore had she wanted to shut the rest of the world out. Usually, she invitedit in
as a welcome distraction from her bedmate's desire or demands for moreintimacy,
but last night with Zoey left her in a different place. Now she wasthe one craving
intimacy, against her natural instinct to pull back once herphysica needs were
satisfied.

For the first time inher life, Rook realized she'd drawn all of her passion from her
work, but workcould only give so much. Ironic since work would have kept her from
Zoey ifshe'd followed her steadfast rule not to get involved with clients. But
she'dbroken the rule and the sky hadn't falen, and now she wanted to push
theboundaries even further.

The vibration of herphone broke into her musings. She reached over and shut it off,
but try as shemight, she wasn't able to resist checking the screen to see who'd
called.Relieved that she didn't recognize the number, she started to set it down,
butnoticed the time. Six am. She quickly calculated how long it would take to
getready and get to the White House for her meeting with Julia and thought shemight
be able to steal a little bit longer with Zoey, but then she rememberedthe files Eric
had sent. Damn. She needed to review those before her meeting incase she needed to
provide Julia with an updeate.



She glanced over atZoey again and cursed the timing. She'd have to save more
boundary-pushing forlater. She brushed a soft kiss against Zoey’s hair, gently
extracted her arm,and rolled out of bed.

By six forty-five,Rook was showered and dressed. She'd packed the laptop with
Eric’'s files toread in the car and penned a note for the still sleeping Zoey. She
yawned asshe wrote, but the exhaustion was the good kind, leaving her feeling
dlightlyeuphoric and like she could conquer the world if it weren't such a happy
placethat it didn’t need conquering.

When Rook walkedoutside, she spotted George sitting in the car with his window
rolled down,talking to a woman carrying a steaming Starbucks cup. As Rook strode
over tothe sedan, she heard the woman call out “thanks for the directions’ and wave
asshe walked away. Rook smiled as the woman passed her and resisted the urge
tograb the coffee and gulp some much needed caffeine before she opened the doorand
climbed in. “Good morning, George. | hope you enjoyed your evening off.”

“l certainly did.” Ifhe felt bad about letting Zoey take over his chauffeuring duties the
nightbefore, it wasn't evident from the grin he flashed in the rearview mirror.
“Howabout you?’ he asked. “Did you enjoy your evening?’

She returned hissmile. “Matter of fact, | did. Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” hesaid. As he pulled away from the curb, Rook stared back at the
house,conflicted about whether she should have woken Zoey before she left, but
shehadn’t had the heart to disturb her. She closed her eyes for a moment andimagined
a time in the future when, having been together longer, they found itnatural to wake
each other before they left for their respective jobs, but thenher eyes popped open and
she pushed aside the fantasy.One night togetherand you're acting like a love-struck
teenager. Get it together, Daniels.



Rook fished thelaptop from her briefcase and flipped through the files Eric had
compiled,hoping the work would divert her attention from the distraction that was
ZoeyGranger. She needn't have worried. Eric had provided extensive
annotations,showing how the code the Darcy Agency had been using worked, but she
spedthrough that to get to the meat of hisfindings. Eric had found severaliterations of
agency files attached to Mitchell’s emails and provided her witha breakdown of the
information they contained, including references to theirclients' ranks and security
clearances and notes about their pleasurepreferences listed right along with their other
vulnerabilities, including pastmisdeeds and family connections. He'd concluded that
the escorts at the DarcyAgency weren't offering prostitutes for pleasure, but rather as
spies for anelaborate scheme of intelligence gathering and blackmail across the
entiremilitary structure.

Holy shit. Rook’s gutclenched as she considered the implications. If these files were
accurate, thisscandal could rock the entire military, and as much as she dreaded
having todeliver the news to Julia, she dove back into the files to make sure she was
asprepared as she could be for their meeting.

Much of the code wasin Russian, and Eric had included a table of those words and
their Englishtranslations. Two words in particular jumped out at Rook—hero
andranger—sparking a memory. Wishing she’'d paid more attention to what Zoey
hadsaid last night instead of concentrating on getting her into bed, Rook thoughtback
over Zoey’s recounting of her interview with Donny Bloomfield. No, thatwasn't it.
Zoey had used the words when she' d described her conversation withJack Riley, and
the story he'd relayed about General Sharp. What had she said?Something about
Sharp having won amedal and his squad dubbing him a hero.

Another memorysparked, and she typed Sharp’s full name into a Google search to
confirm herhunch. As she scrolled through the results, she did some mental
calculations.Before he'd been assigned to Fort Bragg, where he'd been Zoey’'s
commander,Sharp had served in the 75th Ranger Regiment. Wikipedia gave her a



quickrundown of the regiment’'s history, but it was the Ranger motto, located in
thecenter of the page that sprang out a her as if it were surrounded by
blinkinglights.Rangers lead the way.

Mitchell had signedoff his letter to Zoey with the exact same words. Zoey had
mentioned somethingabout it last night, and now Rook wished she’'d listened more
closely, but she' dheard enough to know that Sharp was not only a Ranger but also a
hero. Was it acoincidence the corresponding words in Russian were popping up in
Mitchell’ semails? Was Mitchell’s final letter a coded message to Zoey that Sharp
wasinvolved in what was turning out to be a spy ring posing as an escort service?She
needed answers and she needed them now.

They were only aboutten minutes from the White House. Rook pulled out her cell and
called Eric,launching in the moment he picked up the phone, letting urgency
overridesecurity concerns about discussing the case on an unsecured phone. “The
filesyou sent me, is there any chance there was someone above Mitchell’s pay
gradedirecting the show?’

To his credit, Ericdidn’t act offended at her curt manner. “Absolutely. Mitchell
recelved orders,but wasn't giving any of them. Someone else was definitely calling
the shots.”

“Any way to find outwho?’

“I"ve tried to backtrace the emails, but | can't locate the ISP they were sent from.
Y our pals atthe White House may need to get NSA involved.”

“I"m on my way therenow, but in the meantime, | have another project for you.” She
reeled offeverything she knew about General Sharp. “Put together whatever you can
find onhim, and I'll take alook at it when | get back to the office.”



“Do you think he'sinvolved in this?’

“1 don’t know, butl’m working on a hunch. Go as far back as you can on his service
record andwhatever personal information you can find.”

“Got it. Anythingelse?’

Rook looked up to seeGeorge had just pulled into a line of cars near the guard gate.
An image ofZoey, peacefully asleep, flashed in her mind. If Sharp, her mentor,
wasinvolved with a Russian spy ring, was Zoey involved as well? She squashed
thethought as quickly as it had come. The Zoey she'd come to know was
forthrightand honest and there was absolutely no way she’ d betray her country, but if
shestumbled onto the same information Rook now had and chose to confront
Sharp,she might be in danger.

She should warn her,but if Sharp was a spy, there was a better than even chance he or
someone hewas working with might have access to Zoey’s calls, texts, and emails,
and Rookcouldn’t afford to tip him off.
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“Rook, are you stillthere?’ Eric asked.
“Sorry. Yes, let metalk to Blake if she'sin.”
A moment later, Blakewas on the line. “Rook?’

“Hey, Blake, | onlyhave a minute. | need you to go to my place right now and deliver
the followingnote to Zoey Granger.” She gave Blake a second to find a pen and paper
and thendictated her message to Zoey. “I'll explain later, but she needs
thisinformation before she goes into work today. Got it?’

“Got it.”

Rook gave her afewmore instructions, and by the time she hung up, they were inside
the gate andGeorge was parking the car. In a few minutes, she'd be expected to
provide afull accounting of everything she'd learned so far, but all she could
thinkabout was Zoey and the night of lovemaking they’d shared. For the first time
inRook’s life, work wasn't claiming most of her headspace, and her heartdefinitely
longed to be back with Zoey. Maybe when this case was over, she' dtake a break, do
something fun. She couldn’t remember the last time she'd takena vacation that didn’t
involve hand-holding one of her clients. Her mind playedpictures of her and Zoey,
stretched out on the beautiful white sands of Seychelles—no phones, no clients, no
responsibilities—and the only hand-holdingwould be the kind between lovers as they
explored the island together. Beforeshe climbed out of the car, she offered up a silent
vow to bring this fantasyto life.



Zoey padded her waydownstairs to Rook’s kitchen, having searched the rest of the
house for herwithout success. The kitchen was empty, but she spotted a tented piece
of papersitting by the coffeemaker.

Coffee's ready.All you have to do is push the button. Had to make an early meeting,
but I'llcall you when I’m done. Last night was amazing. Rook

Zoey turned on thecoffeemaker and reread the note, wondering what time Rook had
left and howshe'd managed to get ready for work without waking her.Because you
weresleeping the deep sleep of someone who just had multiple orgasms.Shesmiled at
the memory, the many memories they’ d created across the expanse of Rook’ s bed last
night. They’ d both been insatiable and, astired as she was, ifRook had woken her this
morning, they would still be in bed, immune to the callof duty.

The coffeemakerdinged and Zoey broke out of her daydream and glanced at the
clock. Seventhirty. She couldn’t remember the last time she'd slept this late. She'd
haveto hurry to make it to the office before Sharp started looking for her.Surprisingly,
the prospect of being late didn’t make her anxious. In fact, shefelt incredibly relaxed
like she could handle anything the world threw her way.Was this the post-sex haze
she' d heard about, but never experienced? Normally,she spent the hours after a sexual
encounter thinking of ways to extricateherself from the other woman's bed and
expectations of something more, unless she' dbeen lucky enough to find alike-minded
woman who was only interested in acasual hookup, no repeat performance required.

She poured a cup ofcoffee in ato-go mug she’' d found in the cabinet and was looking
for her phonewhen she heard the sound of a key in the front door. Excited at the
prospect ofseeing Rook again before she had to tackle the drudge of work, she strode
overto the door and threw it wide open, but instead of Rook on the other side, itwas
the blonde that had been collecting evidence at Colonel Mitchell’ s housethe night he
committed suicide.



The woman stuck outher hand. “Magor Granger, | don’t know if you remember me.
I’m Blake Wyaitt. Iwork with Rook Daniels.”

Zoey looked down atthe hand and gave it a quick shake. Who could forget such a
gorgeous woman, butwhat was she doing here so early in the morning? And why did
she have her ownkey? “Rook’ s not here.”

“1 know.” Blakelooked away. “Uh, would you like to change and then we can talk?”’

“What?" Zoey askedbefore looking down and realizing she was dressed in only the
T-shirt she'd hadon last night that she'd plucked from the floor this morning. Shit.
She didn’ tsee much point in changing now since Blake had already gotten an eyeful.
Sheshut the door and motioned for Blake to join her in the kitchen. “1s Rookokay?’

Blake looked puzzled.“Sure, she's fine, but she asked me to give you this.” She
handed over a note.

Zoey took the note,placed it on the counter, and looked back at Blake who showed no
signs ofleaving. “Anything else?’

“She wanted me towait while you read it and then take you wherever you wanted to
go.”

The nerve of thischick, acting like she was in charge. Zoey stood tall and assumed as

powerful astance as she could while dressed in only a T-shirt. “Actually, I'm good.
I’llcall Rook when I’ ve had a chanceto read it.”

“If she wanted me tostick around, she had a good reason.”

Wow, she was going tohave to be really direct. In her most commanding voice, Zoey
said, “I'll behappy to tell Rook you did her bidding and were a great messenger, but



rightnow | want to drink this coffee, get dressed, and go to work. The faster youleave,
the faster | can accomplish those goals. Understood?’

Blake held up herhands in surrender and started backing toward the door.
“Understood. Butpromise me you'll read the note before you talk to anyone else
today.”

“Sure, fine,whatever.” Zoey waved her off. Blake set the key on the counter next to
thenote and strolled out like she was completely unaffected by Zoey’'s display
ofauthority. When the door closed behind her, Zoey tossed her coffee down thesink.
Blake's surprise visit had woken her up way faster than any caffeinecould. She
slowly unfolded the paper Blake had left behind and scanned thecontents. It wasn't
the same handwriting as the note Rook had left with thecoffee, so if this message was
from Rook, she’d dictated it to someone el se.

Headed intomeeting at White House. Found new evidence on Mitchell’s computer
that theDarcy Agency was a front for a Russian spy ring and have reason to
believeSharp may be involved. Try to avoid him until we can come up with a plan.
I’lIcall you as soon as I’ m done with this meeting.

Zoey read the noteseveral times before she tossed it back onto the counter and picked
up herphone. She punched the buttons for Rook’s number and waited impatiently
throughthe rings, hoping she wasn’'t in her meeting yet. When Rook’ s voice came on
theline, it wasn't live but the outgoing message on her voice mail, and Zoey hungup
without leaving a message.

Russian spy ring? Wasthis some kind of joke? The questions kept coming. Why was
Rook meeting at theWhite House without her? Surely all these new developments
hadn’t happenedwhile she was sleeping. Why hadn’t Rook told her what was going
on? Setting allthat aside, what was this bullshit about General Sharp?



She picked up herphone and dialed Rook’s number again with the same resullt.
Frustrated, shestabbed out a text.Got your message. WTF? Hoping this isn't some
kind ofsick joke. Then again, hoping it is. You better have a good explanation
forcutting me out. CALL ME.

She read it againbefore hitting send, debating over the all caps at the end but decided
therewas no sense hiding her anger, so she left them in place. Ten minutes later,Zoey
was dressed in her clothes from the night before and walking to her car.When she'd
woken up in Rook’s bed less than an hour ago, she'd imagined a verydifferent
scenario, one that involved lingering touches and a slow, easyreentry to the real
world. Everywhere she looked, people were rushing off towork, engaging in their
normal routine, oblivious to the fact her world wascrashing in around her.

Chapter Twenty
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“Do you thinkthere’'s any chance you could stop pacing so we can figure this out?’
Rook askedas Julia marched by her once again. She'd spent the last hour filling Julia
inon everything Eric had found on Mitchell’s network and she'd topped it off
bytossing in her theory about Sharp.

“You're not alowedto come in here, ruin my day, and then tell me how | should
react,” Juliabarked.

Rook didn’t take thereaction personally. Every client was different, and her many
years offriendship with Julia alowed her to be as frank as the situation demanded,
soshe barked back, “Dammit, Julia, sit down. We'll figure this out.”

“Where's Mg orGranger and that other one, the guy, Donald? Davis?’

“Dixon,” Rooksupplied, stalling because she didn't want to admit she’'d last seen
Zoeytangled in her bed sheets. “I didn't include anyone from the Pentagon
becauseyou specifically asked me not to, remember?’ She held up a hand as
Juliastarted to speak. “And for the record, | don’'t think Mgor Granger is involvedat
all, but if we drag her in then Sharp may start to suspect she knowssomething.”

“How can you be sureshe’ s not involved?’

Rook scrambled for ananswer, but it was easier than she thought. “Well, first off,
she’'s beenstationed overseas, which isn’'t definitive, | know, but it doesn't make
sensewith the pattern we're seeing. This agency targeted officers at the
Pentagon.Their only deviation that we can see was the students from McNair, but |
have atheory about that as well.”



“Spill.”

“Mitchell may havebeen instructed to compromise Donny Bloomfield to taint his
father’s nominationor gather blackmail material. Any chance you have Sharp on a
backup list ofnominees?’

“Great, so now theRussians are trying to pick our nominee for the Joint Chiefs?’

“1 could be wrongabout the McNair thing, but I’'m certain I’'m not wrong about
Zoey.

Rook caught the dlipthe moment it fell from her lips, and she could tell by the sy
smile ondulia s face that she did too. “Zoey, huh?’

“Don’'t even.” Rookshook her head. “We ve become...close. Trust me, Julia, she's
not on the insideof this, and | haven’t even shared my theory with her.”

“1 do trust you, butin a minute we're headed to the Oval to explain to the president
and the headof the NSA what’s going on. They’re the ones who need to trust you
because ifyou' re right, all hell’ s about to break loose.”

“Give me five minutesto check in with my team,” Rook said, “and then I'll be ready
to answer anyquestions you or anyone else has.”

“Take the room. I'mgoing to do my pacing in the hall. The operator will connect

you.

Rook called heroffice, and Lacy connected her directly to Eric. “Any luck on the
emailtracing?’

“No. It' s going totake someone with alot more infrastructure to break this chain.”



“Well, I'm about tomeet with the man in charge of the biggest spy network in the
country. Heshould be able to help. Once we get the all clear, I'll put you in touch
withhis people and you can put your heads together.” Without waiting for
hisresponse, she asked, “Is Blake back at the office?’

“Just walked in.”

“Put her on.” Rookdid some pacing of her own, as much as the phone cord would
allow, while shewaited for Blake to come on the line.

“Hey, Rook”

“Did you find her?’

“Oh, | found her alright. Not in avery good mood, that one.”

Alarm bells sound inRook’ s head. “Care to elaborate?’

“She was still atyour place, but | got the impression she misunderstood me showing
up andletting myself in. Of course, she might just have been embarrassed that she

washalf-dressed when | walked in the door.”

“Jeez, Blake, did youever think of knocking?' Rook tried not to imagine what Zoey
must have thoughtwhen Blake walked in like she owned the place.

“Sorry. | gave herthe note, but she wouldn't read it while | was there. She refused a
ride andshe practically shoved me out the door. | hung around outside and picked up
hertail.”

“| asked you todeliver a note and offer her aride, not spy on her.” She took a breath
andhated herself for her next question. “Where did she go?’



If Blake caught theincongruity of her question, she didn’'t let on. “She drove to a
house in Viennaand about fifteen minutes later, she was in uniform and drove to the
Pentagon.Once | saw her go past the guard gate, | headed back here.”
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More detail than sheneeded, but Rook was happy for it. Now if she only knew
whether Zoey had readher note and would heed her warning about Sharp. When she
hung up from Blakeshe stared at the phone. She could call Zoey and check in, but she
didn’t knowanything about the phone system at the Pentagon and whether whoever
answeredthe phone could stay on the line and listen in. A vague text would be
betterthan an overheard call. She pulled her cell out of her pocket and cued up hertext
app to see she had a new text from Zoey. She readWTFand knew shewas in for
trouble, but by the last few words, she realized things werespinning out of control.
She should have expected the fallout. After all, Sharpwas Zoey’s mentor. Springing
the news the way she had had been thoughtless.

A text wasn't goingto do. She needed to call Zoey and risk whatever happened. She
picked upJulia’ s phone and had the operator connect her with the Pentagon. After a
fewconnections, she finally reached a Lieutenant Louden who informed her
thatMaor Granger wasn't in. She declined his invitation to leave a message as
hermind sifted through possibilities for where Zoey could be since Blake had lastseen
her.

Before she could giveit any further thought, Julia came back in. “Change of plans,”
she said.

“What’s up?’ Rookasked.
“Can’t tell you, butPresident Garrett and | have to get to the situation room.”

Rook went on highalert. “Related to this?’



“Something completelydifferent.” Julia pointed at the door. “One of the deputies
from the NSA iscoming in and you and your hacker are going to fill him in on
everything youtold me. He'll want copies of all the files you have, and when this is
over,someone over there is getting fired because they didn’t catch this before yourguy
did.”

“Don’'t even thinkabout trying to hire Eric.” Rook had an idea. “1 know you want me
running pointon this, but Eric really is better equipped to explain and it would be
easierif the tech geeks talked one-on-one.”

“Y ou have somewhereyou need to be?’

Rook considered alittle white lie, but Julia had been her friend way longer than she'd
been theWhite House chief of dtaff. “I'm a little worried about Major
Granger—Zoey.Sharp has been a mentor to her, and | kind of sprung the information
about hispotential involvement abruptly. | need to go see her. Plus | want to make
sureshe doesn’t talk to him until we figure out what to do next.”

Julia cocked her head.“You really like this one, don’t you?’

“It's not aboutthat,” Rook lied, hoping the warm blush curling up her neck wasn’t
showing.

“Right.”

“Don’t you have to besomewhere?’

Julia started backtoward the door, but stopped before she left. “You know, | used to
think Icouldn’'t have it all, but look a me now. I'm in a relationship with the
mostamazing woman in the world, and | manage to make it work while running
thecountry at the sametime.” She grinned. “A slacker like you should have iteasy.”



Julia was gone beforeRook could shoot off aretort, leaving Rook to reflect before the
NSA showedup. She knew Julia was kidding about the slacker part, but she'd been
sincereabout the rest of it. The short daydream Rook had had earlier about lying on
abeach with Zoey came roaring back, but Rook realized for the first time shedidn’t
want to share only fun and sun. She wanted to wake up in the same bed,discuss the
day ahead over coffee at the kitchen table, share a ride towork—the little building
blocks relationships were made of, and she wanted toshare all of those things and
more with Zoey.

* % %

Zoey walked into heroffice and switched on the light. Only yesterday she'd let herself
imagine thisob was permanent, that she’'d finally found a place to settle
down—things thatweeks ago she didn’t even realize she wanted.

And then last nightwith Rook, the possibilities broadened further, opening the door to
fantasiesabout making a home, having someone to share it with, being in love.

She’'d been foolish. Foolishto believe her assignment here would be different from
any other. Temporary andtransient—those were the hallmarks of her existence, with
her career thecentral core. Now even that was starting to fail her.

She'd read Rook’ snote a dozen times and still it didn’t make sense. When had Rook
uncovered thisso-called information and why hadn’'t she shared it? And was Zoey
reallysupposed to believe General Sharp was involved in a Russian spy ring? That
waslaughable. Rook was so used to representing reprehensible people, she'd eltherlet
her imagination run wild or she’'d allowed her loathing for the military tobleed over
into her work. Whatever the case, Zoey wasn't going to sit aroundand wait for
something to happen. The best way to get to the bottom of aproblem was to confront
it head on. She left her office and headed for Sharp’s.



The corridors stillconfused her, but she managed to shave some minutes off her usual
time. Whenshe arrived at the office suite, she practically ran into a captain who
wasrushing out the door. “The staff’s all at Colonel Duncan’s retirementbreakfast,”
he called over his shoulder as his brisk strides carried him downthe hall.

Zoey stood in thecenter of the quiet office space and contemplated her next move.
Louden wasn'tat his desk and Sharp’s door was closed. For a brief moment, she
consideredbacking away, but she decided to press on and risk interrupting, just in
caseSharp was in. She raised her hand to knock on the door but stopped when
sheheard the raised voices within.

“She knows. It’ s onlya matter of time before your cover is blown.”

“If 1 go down, you gowith me. Besides, you don’'t know the full extent of what she
knows. It was yourname on the recording, not mine.”

A loud slam. “We canonly hear half of what they’re saying thanks to your slipshod
listeningdevice.”

“We were lucky to getany information at al. The driver amost never leaves his car.
Our agent onlyhad a moment to place the device, and she had to do it with him
watching her.”

“Whatever. Y our carelessnessis going to get both of us arrested.”

The last voice wasSharp’s. Zoey was certain of that, and she was pretty sure the other
voice wasLouden’s. Zoey leaned closer, careful not to make any noise. The
conversationwas riveting and strange and private, and she couldn't walk away

withouthearing more. She didn’t have to wait long.

“What are you doing?’ Sharp asked.
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“I’m going to callher in, and you'll talk to her. She might not have talked to Daniels
yet, but Iwant you to find out what she knows, and then we'll figure out what to do
fromthere. Understood?’

Zoey played the wordsover in her mind until they tumbled into place, and she
realized Louden wastalking about her. She was the one they wanted to talk to and
find out what sheknew, and he was probably headed to his desk to call her. She
stepped to theside just as the door opened and assumed what she hoped was a
nonchalantexpression, which wasn't easy considering her insides were frozen with
fear.“Lieutenant,” she said with a nod.

A flicker of surprisecrossed his face before it molded into an icy stare. “Major
Granger. Have youbeen waiting long?’

“Not too long,” sheanswered. She needed to call someone and let them know what
she’'d just heard.Not just someone—Rook. She wished she could reach back through
the data linesand grab back the text she’d sent this morning and replace it with
another. Onethat said she trusted Rook and her judgment, trusted that the woman
who'd spentthe night making tender love to her wouldn't steer her wrong. She'd
spent somuch of her life relying on a team in her profession, but only on herself
whenit came to personal matters that she no longer knew when to draw a line
andwhen to cross it. Determined to remedy that right now, she took a step towardthe
door. “It’s not important. | have a meeting. I’'ll come back later.”

She made it one morestep before an iron fist clenched her aam. “You do have a
meeting, Major. Thegeneral isinside waiting to see you. Pleasego onin.”



Zoey contemplated heroptions, none of which were good. She could run for the door
to the suite, butLouden’s grip on her arm told her she wouldn't get far, or she could
walk intothe general’s office and confront the man who she'd thought was her
mentor.Rook was investigating Sharp. At some point, if Rook had hard evidence, she
wasgoing to tell someone else what was going on, and if they believed her, theymight
send someone to talk to Sharp. A lot of “ifs,” but Zoey decided if shetalked to Sharp
now, it might buy Rook some time.

She walked into theoffice and found Sharp sitting behind his desk, but instead of his
usua ruddycomplexion and smile, she spotted worry lines crisscrossing his ashen
face." Y ou wanted to see me, General ?’

“Yes, Mgor. Have aseat.” Zoey caught the two of them exchanging eye signals,
which she assumedwere meant to warn Sharp that she’ d been lurking outside. Louden
then abruptlyannounced he had to make a call and shut the door behind them.

“Do you have anythingnew to report?’ Sharp asked.

Zoey stared at him,incredulous. Was he really going to pretend like she didn’t know
what was goingon? “Y ou’ re kidding, right?’

“Watch your tone,soldier.”

She took a breath.She didn’t care about obeying his orders, but she’d be more likely
to getinformation out of him if she wasn’t an ass about it. “Sorry, General. | dohave a
few questions.” She had more than a few, starting with why a general waskowtowing
to alieutenant, but she started with something more subtle. “What doyou know about
Colonél Mitchell’ s background?’

Before he couldanswer, Louden burst back into the room and strode over to Sharp’s
desk wherethey engaged in a whispered conversation. Zoey eyed the door, but



decided tostick with her original plan to stay and gather as much information as
shecould. She felt in her pocket for her cell phone and pulled it out far enoughto see
the screen. She set it to record and started to dlide it back into herpocket, but stopped
and opened the text app instead. She typed the words withone thumb, while stealing
glances at Sharp and Louden.In Sharps off. U werert.After she hit send, her thumb
hovered above the keyboard. Having noidea where things would lead from here, she
took a giant leap and she typed anew text—Iluv u—and hit send.

Rook shouldered herway to the security window in the Pentagon lobby, ignoring the
annoyed |looks of people she’' d pushed past. Eric had called while she was on the way
here to tellher that the NSA had found additional information to implicate Sharp and
theywere in the process of “exploring their options,” which probably meant gettinga
FISA warrant to pick him up and interrogate him on possible charges ofespionage.
Certain that if he was tipped off, he might do something desperate,she’d tried to call
Zoey several times from outside the building, but she keptgetting put through to voice
mail.

“Maor Granger isn’tanswering,” the officer at the window announced. “Are you sure
your appointmentwas for today, ma am?”’

Rather than explainshe didn’t actually have an appointment, Rook took a different
tack. “Try MaorDixon.” She fumbled through her wallet for his card and handed it to
him. Shetapped her foot while the officer dialed the line, and sighed with relief
whenshe heard him talking to someone on the other end.

“She says she’ ssupposed to meet Major Granger, but we can’'t reach her...Okay, I'll
tell her.Hang on.” The officer tapped on the window. “Major Dixon says he doesn't
havean appointment with you either.”



Rook stifled a nastyretort and reached through the opening. “I think there’'s been
amisunderstanding. Let me talk to him.”

“Can’t do it, butl’ll be happy to pass along a message.”

“Tell him there sbeen a significant development in the case and | need to brief him.
Tell him ljust came from the White House.” She listened to the officer convey
hermessage, certain the message about the White House would pique Dixon'’ sinterest.

“Strike two. He saidhe’'s been reassigned, and you should get in touch with Major
Granger.”

Rook shook her headand started to walk away, but the officer’s choice of words gave
her an idea.“l get one more strike, right?’ She grinned to try and win him over. “Try
MajorJack Riley, Intelligence.”

Her third swing was ahit and the officer handed her a badge and told her Mgor Riley
would be downto get her shortly. Now that he was on his way, Rook had to think fast
abouthow she was going to explain to Jack that his godfather might be
committingtreason.

He showed upquickly—not enough time for her to come up with a plausible cover.
“RookDaniels,” he called out with a smile. “Last time | saw you, you were
sippingancient Scotch with my sister.”

She managed to returnhis smile. “ Pretty sure you were right there with us.”

“What can | do foryou?’

“1 need to find MajorZoey Granger and she’' s not answering her phone.”



“Maybe she' s nothere?’

“She is.” Rook felt agrowing sense of urgency and she knew her explanation—I
know she's here becausemy ex-CIA operative employee followed her here—wasn’t
likely to garner hisassistance. “It's imperative that | see her. It's a matter of
nationalsecurity,” she said, knowing that last statement was just dlightly less
crazythan the other explanation.
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He stared at her,puzzled, and then shook his head. “All right then, let’s go find her.”

Ten minutes later,they were standing in the doorway of Zoey’s empty office. Jack
walked in andlooked around, picking up a cup of coffee on her desk, and placing his
handsaround it. “It’s still warm, so she probably hasn’t gone far.”

“1 think 1 know whereshe s, but before we go looking, | need to tell you something.”
* Sounds ominous.”

“It is.” Rookmotioned for him to take a seat, dreading what she was about to say,
butfocused on getting it out as quickly as possible. She started with the reviewof
Mitchell’s coded emails and ended with the news she'd just received aboutthe NSA
investigation, taking the time to answer his careful, pointedquestions. When she told
him everything she knew, she finished with, “I knowhe's your godfather and maybe
thisisall abig mistake, but if it is, then thefaster we can clear it up the better, right?’

“Julia knows allabout this?’

“Yes. She's briefedthe president and the director of the NSA. To tell you the truth,
this isprobably all code-word clearance now and neither one of us should know
aboutit, but | need your help to find Zoey.” She started to correct that to
MagorGranger, but decided she no longer cared about pretending her relationship
withZoey wasn’t personal. “Will you help me?’

She watched a paradeof emotions cross his face, but ultimately it was stoic expression
of thededicated soldier that won out. “Yes.”



Sharp’s office suitewas a brisk five-minute walk away, and when they entered, a
sense of dreadsettled over Rook. No one was seated at the desk outside the door to
Sharp’ soffice, but they could hear raised voices from within. She and Jack lined up
oneither side of the door and she heard a male voice she didn’'t recognize
saying,“She's trying to send a text. Why didn't you take her phone?’ followed
byZoey’ s voice shouting, “Give that back to me, right now!”

Rook reached for thedoor handle, but Jack pushed her back, placing afinger over his
lips. Shenodded that she understood, but willed him to hurry up, and when he jerked
thedoor open and burst into the room, she was right on his heels.

“Jack!” Sharp calledout. “What are you doing here?’

While he was focusedon Jack, Rook surveyed the room. Sharp was seated at his desk,
and the otherguy, the lieutenant, who'd escorted her to Zoey’s office the first day
they’ dworked together, was standing beside Zoey who was seated in a chair across
fromSharp’s desk. If they hadn’t heard the loud voices, the tableau would
seemperfectly innocent, and Rook wondered if she’'d overreacted. “Zoey, are you
okay?’

Zoey grabbed herphone out of the lieutenant’s hand and nearly toppled the chair to
get awayfrom him. “1 am now. We need to get DCIS in here right now.”

“Maor Granger isunder a great deal of stress,” Sharp said in a commanding tone to
no one inparticular. “We were just discussing ways to make things easier on her. It
wastoo much to ask her to work on this McNair thing so soon after the Nine
Techdebacle. I’'m thinking a short leave isin order, right, Major?’

Rook watched Zoey forher reaction and Zoey looked her directly in the eyes. “I think
Magor Grangermight be taking aleave,” Rook said, “But only because she deserves it
for heract of heroism in uncovering your act of treason. The NSA should be



hereshortly.” She reached for Zoey’s hand and pulled her to the door. “1 need tomake
some calls. Jack, you got this?’

“Yes, maam,” hereplied, pulling up a chair right next to Sharp.

Rook and Zoey werestanding in the doorway when Zoey whipped her head around.
“Where's Louden?”’

Rook looked around.“1 didn’'t see him leave. Is he part of this?’

“Yes,” Zoey said. “Idon’t know the specifics, but he's definitely involved.”

“On it,” Jack calledout. He picked up the phone on Sharp’s desk. “This is Generdl
Sharp’s office We need to initiate a lockdown. General Sharp’s assistant, Lieutenant
L ouden,has gone AWOL. Presume that he’'s armed and dangerous, but he needs to
beapprehended alive. Send DCIS to Sharp’s office pronto.”

Satisfied Jack hadthe general under control, Rook led Zoey from the room,
determined to put somedistance between her and her traitorous boss. Rook tucked her
arm around Zoey.“| guess we can't leave the building right now. Do you want to wait
here orback in your office?’

“l don’t know. I"'msorry, Rook. | should’ ve listened to you.”

Rook placed a fingeron her lips. “It's okay. | shouldn’'t have sent Blake to give you
the bad news.Are you sure you' re okay?’

“1 will be. There' sprobably going to be a shit storm to wade through first.”

“You're probablyright about that.” Rook motioned for Zoey to have a seat at
Louden’s desk, andshe took a deep breath as Julia's words from earlier echoed



through her head.Youreally like this one. Not quite accurate. Maybe it was the
knowledge thatZoey had been in danger or the rising emotion from this whole
situation, butRook was certain what she felt for Zoey was way past like, and she
wanted tobring to life her fantasies about sharing everyday moments with her.
Thiswasn’t the time or the place, but they had a few minutes alone and she had
toknow if Zoey felt the same way. “We need to talk.”

“We will, but notnow.” Zoey hung her head. “ Sharp was like a father to me and he's
been spyingfor the Russians for God knows how long. How could | be so stupid?’
Her voiceshook. “I"m not cut out for this.”

Rook wanted to ask if“this” included her, but she was scared of the answer. Zoey was
grieving aoss, and she had to let her be no matter how much she wanted to discuss
thingsbetween them. Before she could form a suitable reply, her phone buzzed with
thesound of an incoming text. She checked the screen and saw a text from
Zoey.InSharps off. U were rt.She laughed and held her phone where Zoey could
see.“If I'd gotten this message earlier, | would’ ve known for sure you were introuble.
Abbreviated words, barely any punctuation—so unlike you.”

Zoey smiled. “You trytexting under duress without looking at the screen and see what
happens. To behonest, | didn’t think there was a chance it would go through, but |
had totry.”

Rook reached over andsgueezed her hand. “I’m glad you're okay. | don’t know what
| would' ve doneif—" Her phone buzzed again, saving her from speaking out loud the
unthinkablethat Zoey might not have been rescued. She took it as an omen, and
rather thanfinishing her sentence, she looked at the phone which was sitting on the
deskbetween them.

“Oh, Rook,” Zoey’ svoice was strained and low. “About that...”
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Her words trailedoff, but it didn't matter because Rook was no longer listening, her
entirefocus trained on the second text Zoey had sent. Two simple words—Luv
u—andat the sight of them, Rook’s heart pounded, her chest tightened, and
heatsurged through her.

This. This was thetipping point. The signal that her growing feelings for Zoey were
mutual, andit was up to her to make the next move. But Zoey’s hesitancy, the edge in
hervoice, and the fact she’' d pulled her hand away, forced Rook to recalculate.

She studied themessage. The spelling was casual, juvenile even, but by her own
admission, Zoeyhad been under duress. But she' d taken the time to send the message.
It had tobe true, right? Or had duress, not love, been her sole motivator? Rook
knewbetter than most that people said all kinds of things in the heat of themoment,
not all of them true.

She looked up intoZoey’s eyes, knowing she'd find answers there, and she wasn’t
wrong. Reflectedback at her was true affection, but it was mixed with a healthy dose
of regret,which didn’t bode well as building blocks for the future.

A loud crash startledthem both, and Rook jerked her head around, looking for the
source of thesound. Louden lurched out from behind a file cabinet, heading toward
them. Shestared, unable to move, and Zoey grabbed her, pulled her out of the way,
andran toward Louden. Rook yelled for her to stop, but Zoey’s arm was aready
inmotion and she landed a punch sguare on Louden's face, knocking him to
theground.

Rook ran to her side.“Are you okay?’ But Zoey didn't answer, instead pointing to



where Louden lay,his face red and his body wracking with uncontrollable seizures.
As Loudenthrashed on the floor in front of them, the door to the corridor flew open
andarmed soldiers burst in yelling for them all to hit the deck.

Chapter Twenty-one

Zoey heard thecall to attention and stood ramrod straight waiting for the rest of
theceremony to begin. There was a time, when she was a young soldier, thatstanding
in this position for any length of time had been an amost intolerableburden, every
thought a distraction, every fluttering breeze a tickle designedto make her feel like
she was coming out of her skin, but she'd learned towelcome the peace and serenity
of having nothing more to do than stand still.In the calm she was able to dig deep and
push out all distractions. She used tojoke that standing at attention was like military

yoga

Not today. Today, aweek after she’d watched Lieutenant Louden, a Soviet agent, take
his own lifewith a cyanide pill after she'd confronted his asset, she was acutely
consciousof her surroundings.

Normally, a promotionceremony would be conducted on base and the full company
would be inattendance. But today she would receive her silver leaf in the Rose
Garden atthe White House, in the presence of less than a dozen people, and the
persondoing the pinning wouldn’t be her mentor, but a man she’'d only met a few
weeksago.

When GeneraBloomfield called her name, she broke her formation of one and
walked towardhim. Then and only then did she glance into the audience, seeking out
the oneface she truly wanted to see. Rook was behind and to the left of the
general,looking as dashing as she had the first time Zoey had seen her. Dressed in
get-black suit with aroyal blue shirt, Rook sat with her legs crossed, Ieaningback in
her chair, looking completely at ease here in the center of power.



They’d had onlycasual contact over the past week. Both of them had been debriefed
extensivelyby severa federal agencies, and Rook had traveled to New York for
FarahHamil’s mayora candidacy kickoff event. When she and Rook had spoken,
they’ dboth danced around the subject of anything more than the next conversation,
thenext meal, and they certainly hadn’t talked about their uncomfortable sceneoutside
of Sharp’s office.

Zoey knew the lack ofconnection was mostly her fault, if fault was even the right
word. Sharp hadbeen right about one thing. She was suffering from a bit of trauma
and wasstill reeling from the one-two punch of having to turn in peers for fraud,
andthen finding out her mentor was a kept asset of the KGB and had been for
years.The system she'd spent her life to support had failed her miserably, and
shewasn’'t sure of her place in it anymore. If she wasn't sure about the rest ofher life,
she knew for certain she had no business making promises to Rook shedidn’t know if
she could keep.

The receptionfollowing the ceremony seemed elaborate, considering Zoey was the
only officerwho’ d been promoted, but she supposed the genera’s presence was a key
reasonthe White House was putting on a show. Bloomfield had announced his
retirement theday before and pledged to help the president find an unimpeachable
candidate toserve as Head of the Joint Chiefs. Although nothing about the
investigation sofar implicated Bloomfield in the scandal, he felt responsible for not
knowinghis deputy was engaged in espionage and, according to Julia, he'd stated
hisoversight as the reason for his retirement. Zoey was sad to see him go, but
sherespected him for his decision.

“I haven't been tomany of these, but usually the person being promoted looks
happier,” Rook said,handing her a glass of champagne.

Zoey reached for theglass and let her fingers linger over Rook’s for a moment,
wondering if theheat between them would ever fade. She met Rook’s hopeful



expression and wishedshe could return it with one of her own, but she was leaving
and Rook’ s lifewas here with the clients whose controversies demanded her attention.
If shecouldn't have Rook, Zoey wanted a mission, a 24/7 distraction from the
outsideworld, preferably in a desolate foreign country where there was no
possibilityshe would be in the public eye. “Sorry, | am happy for the promotion,
butconflicted about what’ s next.”

“Whatisnext?Although before you answer, you should know there’'s arule that if you
savesomeone' s life, you have to spend the rest of your life at their side toprotect them
from further harm.”

Zoey smiled. “I’mpretty sure that’s just in the movies, but even so, | didn’t save your
life.Louden must’ ve bitten down on the cyanide pill the minute he left Sharp’ soffice.
The poison takes a few minutes to take effect.”

Rook waved a hand inthe air. “Don’t confuse the issue with science. Seriously, you
charged that guyand punched him in the face. Pretty damn impressive. | heard
Bloomfield ismaking sure you get whatever assignment you want.” She lowered her
voice to awhisper. “So what is next for you, Colonel?’

“1 asked fordeployment.” Zoey blurted out the words, hoping rushing the news would
make itless painful for both of them. “I can do the most good when I’'min the field.”

Rook’s smilevanished. “How many times have you been deployed? Don’t you think
it's someoneelse’ s turn to risk their lives for their country?’

Zoey uttered a silentcurse for her insensitivity. Of course Rook was thinking about
Rory. Sheinjected her voice with what she hoped was a soft, comforting tone. “I’'m

inlogistics, not combat. No real danger there.”

“You're smart enoughto know there' s always danger.”



“Maybe, but it's thekind | can handle, not the back-biting controversies that swirl
around in thistown.”

“Sounds like it’s meand my work you want to get away from.”

“Look over there.” Zoey pointed across the room at the press corps lining up waiting
to catchphotos. “I’'m supposed to talk to them later so they can all write stories
aboutthe fresh faced soldier, new to the Pentagon who punched out a Soviet
spy,while helping blow the lid off a major scandal. The headlines won't beaccurate,
the stories will only contain the most sensational details, and theywill all gloss over
the careers that were compromised along the way. That’swhat | want to get away
from.”

“What about the textyou sent me from Sharp’s office?’ Rook said, her voice shaking.
“You said youlove me.”

“1 did. | do, butwhen | sent that...” Zoey grappled for the right words to explain she'd
sent themessage in the heat of the moment, without considering the consequences.
Shecertainly hadn’t factored in the poor cell signal that caused the message toshow
up after the danger had passed. “1 didn’t think, | didn’t know...”

Rook finished forher. “You didn’'t know if you'd ever see me again. So it was like a
good-bye.”

“l guess s0. Yes.”Zoey sagged with relief that Rook understood, but at the same time
sadnesswashed over her at the thought of saying good-bye to Rook. Nevertheless,
shehad to do it. She couldn’t straddle Rook’s world and hers. “Please tell me
youunderstand.”
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“l can't, but | don’tsuppose that matters.” Rook raised her glass and her smile was
forced. “It wasa pleasure knowing you, Colonel Granger.”

She touched her glassto Zoey’s, took a drink, and walked away. Zoey stood, torn
between chasingafter Rook, and standing her ground. Before she could decide,
General Bloomfield appeared at her side.

“Colonel, may | havea word with you?’ he asked, effectively making the choice for
her.

Duty called and she' dpledged her life to it. Someday Rook would understand or
maybe she' d justforget her. Zoey wasn't sure which one she wanted most.

Rook sat across fromJulia’ s desk and pretended to listen to her fill in the final details
of theinvestigation into General David Sharp, but she was distracted by thoughts
ofwhen Julia had first called her here and she'd learned she’d be working thecase
with Zoey.

“Are you listening toa word I'm saying?’ Julia asked, her raised voice cutting
through Rook’ sthoughts.

“1 heard you. Sharpwas a Russian spy. | thought you’ d already figured that part out.”

“Yes, but we didn’tknow why. Contel,” she said, referring to the attorney general,
“agreed tooffer Sharp a life sentence in exchange for a full accounting of all the



leakshe' s been responsible for over the years. Aren’t you the slightest bitinterested?’

“Sure.” She wasn't,but she knew Julia didn’t want to hear that. Rook hadn’t been
interested inmuch of anything since she and Zoey had parted at the reception
followingZoey’ s promotion ceremony over a week ago. Since then she'd started, but
hadn’tsent, over a dozen texts to implore Zoey to reconsider her decision to
gooverseas, but every time she was paralyzed by doubt.

Maybe she just neededto focus on something else to take her mind off wondering
about Zoey. “Tell meeverything.”

“Turns out thealleged act of heroism that got Sharp the Medal of Honor was the same
thingthat got him caught up with the Russians,” Julia said. “The KGB had officers
iInGrenada at the time of the US invasion, and one of them witnessed what
reallyhappened when Sharp’s squad was attacked. Sharp threw an injured man, one
ofhis own, into the line of fire to avoid being hit himself. He may have actuallysaved
them all in the end, but only because he sacrificed one of them to savehimself. Hardly
ahero.”

“So what, theRussians blackmailed him?’

“Exactly. They waiteduntil after he received the medal and then started sending him
messages. Theyhad photos seized from local journalists and alleged witness accounts
that theythreatened to release if he didn’t work with them. Who knows if they really
hadany evidence, but apparently, he believed they did and that was enough. A better
man would have faced the consequences of his actions, buthe worked with them over
the years, providing mostly small bits of intel tovarious Soviet spies. They were
careful to keep it small until lately when hewas poised to either be the right hand of
the Head of the Joint Chiefs or be thenominee himself.”

“And Louden?’ Rookasked. “How did hefit in?’



“We may never knoweverything, but it appears he was a sleeper agent, activated to
work Sharp asan asset once Sharp was assigned to the Pentagon.”

“Unbelievable. Andmost of this information will never see the light of day, correct?’
Rook asked.

“Not for a long time.The files have been ordered classified. ThePostis no longer
interestedin the McNair sex scandal since Bloomfield is retiring, so we dodged a
bulletthere.”

“Is this the partwhere you try to get out of paying me because you don’t need me to
spin thestory?”’

Julia leaned forward.“Actualy, this is the part where we play let's make a deal.
Would you like tocollect your fee for this case or see what’s behind door number
two?’

Rook felt a surge ofanticipation at the prospect of a new case, but her excitement was
temperedwith apprehension. But she quickly realized she was being silly. What were
thechances whatever Julia was proposing involved another beautiful woman in
uniformwho’d steal her heart? Still, she proceeded with caution. “I'm willing to
hearyou out. That’s the best | can do.”

“Fine. | want you tocome work with me.”

“Didn’'t we just dothat?’

“I'm thinking ofsomething a little more permanent. We've been rocking along
without acommunications director since Timmons retired. The president hasn’t been

happywith any of the names I’ ve floated for consideration until | happened tomention
yours. You' d be doing me abig favor.”



Rook’s mind startedspinning in a dozen different directions. “A few things come to
mind startingwith, working for you would hardly be permanent since you only have a
few moreyears left until you're all out of here.”

“Exactly my point.” Julia started talking faster. “When you’'re done here you can go
back to fixingthings for regular people, but in the meantime, your team can handle
yourcurrent clients. Turn the firm over to them and come work with us. You'll be
incharge of crafting the official White House message for everything from
climatechange to the economy to civil rights. When we're done, you can start
anotherfirm or whatever else you want. Y ou’'ll be able to write your own ticket.”

“Stop.” Rook playedback Julia’'s pitch in her head and examined every crazy word of
her proposal.But was it redlly that crazy? She had been grooming her team to take the
leadon her cases and she was growing weary of pulling people out of the holesthey’d
dug with their own stupidity. Granted, the White House had its share ofthose, but this
second-term, well-liked president had an aggressive,progressive agenda, and the job
Julia was offering meant she’'d have theopportunity to be a part of some major
change-making. “You don’t need to sellit anymore, but you do need to give me time
to think about it.”

“Fair enough,” Juliasaid, raising her hands in surrender. “I promise not to call you
untiltomorrow.”

Rook stood. “Then I"'mgetting out of here now so | can have some peace between
now and then.”

“Wait, there’ ssomething else.” Julia reached into her desk and pulled out a folder.
She dlidit across the desk, but kept a hand on it. “The president declassified thisreport
this morning. The official declassification won't go into effect for afew weeks, but
counsel said we could provide you, as afamily member, with anadvance copy.”
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Rook’ s hand shook asshe reached for thefile. “Isthiswhat | think it is?’

“1t’s the full reportregarding your brother’s death. I'm warning you that shit may hit
the fan whenthe news comes out because a certain pro athlete who left a lucrative
NBAcontract to enlist was involved. Of course, there's also a chance no one el sewill
think to request it.” She placed her hand over Rook’s. “I’'m truly sorrythat the
circumstances were kept from you.”

“Why now?’ Rookpaused, trying to figure out what was bugging her. “And how did
you know?’

“Y ou can thankColonel Granger. She contacted me specifically to ask.”

“1 would thank her,but | don't know where she is.” Rook had considered severa
times using Eric’sskills to find out, but a stubborn part of her said that if Zoey had
wanted herto know she would've told her, and at this point a text or phone call
seemed sohollow and possibly pointlessif Zoey was aready overseas.

She’'d even gone sofar as to have George drive her to Zoey’s house in Vienna. When
Zoey didn'tanswer, she’'d peered through the front window only to see stacks of
boxessitting in a room with no furniture. Clearly, Zoey had already deployed or
shewas getting ready to, and either way, she’d moved on.

“She’'sat McNair,” Julia said.

“What?’ Rook wascertain she'd misunderstood.



“She took ateachingposition at the college. She started this week.”

Rook reeled at thenews. Zoey was working in DC, not at a base overseas. A
permanent job onlymiles away. “Okay then.”

“What' s that supposedto mean?’

“| don't know.”

“A minute ago when Isaid she was at McNair, your whole face lit up, but now you
look like someonestole a client from you,” Juliasaid. “1 thought you liked this one.”

“Like doesn’t beginto cover it.”

“Then what’ s the problem?”’

What was the problem?Rook circled through all the possible responses. Zoey hated
the work she did.Zoey was till in the military. There was more, but most rang
hollow. “She toldme she loved me, but then she took it back.” Not entirely true, but
close.

Julia sighed. “Y ousound like a twelve-year-old. What did you do when she told you?
Did you say itback?’

Rook started toexplain that when Zoey said it, she'd been in the middle of a high
stresssituation, that by the time she received the text she was no longer sure Zoeystill
meant the words.

But if she lovedZoey, why hadn’t she taken the time to tell her how she felt? She'd
had plentyof opportunities during the days after Sharp had been arrested. She
could’ vesaid the words at the reception when she' d asked Zoey to stay.



Julia was right. Shewas acting like a child—insecure about admitting her feelings
until she knewthey’d be returned. When Zoey had made it clear she was leaving,
Rook hadcrawled back into her comfortable world of no personal commitments. But
itwasn't comfortable anymore, and it never would be again now that she’'d had
aglimpse of what could be. If she’'d had the courage to tell Zoey the depth ofher
feelings, would Zoey have given them a chance?

There was only oneway to find out. Rook grabbed the file from Julia's desk and
headed for thedoor. “I'll let you know what | decide,” she called out as she left, but
shealready knew exactly what she had planned, and for the first timein her life,it had
nothing to do with work.

Zoey reminded theclass about the reading assignment and dismissed them exactly on
the hour. Whenthe last student left the room, she sat behind her desk and drank in the
quiet,finding she liked it much more than she could have ever imagined.

The professorship hadbeen General Bloomfield’s suggestion after he politely denied
her request for adeployment. “Y ou’ ve done your part,” he’'d said, echoing the words
Rook hadspoken at the reception after her promotion ceremony. “Now share what
you’ velearned with other officers.”

He' d insisted, andshe’ d agreed. The fact was, the idea of going back to a base—even
oneoverseas—after her face had been in every paper and cable news channel
wasdistasteful. And there was no way she was working in the Pentagon again.
Herearly career dreams of moving up the ranks were the product of naiveté, andshe'd
been clueless about the collateral consequences advancement would have onher

psyche.

So now she taught thelogistics she'd learned in the field, along with ethics, to officers



at awarcollege. They’d go on to apply the lessons she’d learned and she would have
thespace and time to explore having a personal life. Once she got over
RookDaniels—not an easy feat since Rook’s face showed up in the news amost
daily.She'd considered caling several times, but nothing had realy
changed.Classroom or not, she was still a soldier and Rook still thrived on the kind
of public controversy Zoey struggled to avoid.

“Y ou look good behindthat desk.”

Zoey stared at thedoorway, unable to believe her eyes. “I was just thinking about
you.” Thehonest words tumbled out.

Rook stepped into theroom. “Word is you've abandoned the front lines for the
classroom.”

“It’ strue. | mighthave been strong-armed alittle, but I'm kind of liking it.”
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“I'm glad.”

Rook’s voice was softand low, and Zoey wanted to wrap up in its warmth. The
distance she'd placedbetween them dissolved. Seeing Rook standing here, close
enough to touch, madethe wall she'd erected between them seem like a stepping

stone. She stood andwalked toward her. “I’m glad you're here.”

Rook smiled. “There'sa lot of glad between us.” She shifted in place. “Julia gave me
acopy ofRory’ sfile this morning. She tells me | have you to thank.”

“1 knew it wasimportant to you.”

“It is, but I'mlearning that | don’'t always know what’s most important to me until
I’velet itdip away.”

Zoey reached forRook’ s hand and laced their fingers. “1 walked away, not you.”

“You didn't walk veryfar.”

“1 know.” Zoey willedRook to hear the subtle acknowledgement of hope in her voice.
“But | let you andmaybe that’s what you wanted,” Rook said. “Maybe it's what you
still want, butl had to come here and tell you that | love you. | love you and | want to
seeif we can make a life together. And if it means | need to change what | do fora

living, then—"

Zoey leaned in andkissed Rook, brushing her lips softly at first, but then claiming her



with hardstrokes of her tongue to send a sure signal she no longer second-guessed
thedepth of her feelings. When they broke for air, the words came rushing out. “llove
you too.” Zoey jabbed afinger at Rook’s heart. “Y ou. And whatever youdecide to do
with your life won't change that as long as | can be by yourside.” She pulled Rook’s
hand and pointed to the door. “Now, let’s go make alife together.”

THE END



