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He smiled as he closed the door. This was to be his reward after a long day’s work. But for Jake Pierce, it was a triumphant moment. He had been after Talia Kaplan for months. And nothing thrilled him more than a woman playing impossible to get. His debonair good looks and beaming smile did not captivate her. He did not impress her. And it emasculated him. She crushed his ego, unlike any woman. And that was all it took for her to get his undivided attention. From that moment onwards, he pursued her with single-minded determination. She became his obsession. And the more he did to get to her, the more confused and amazed, all in one, he became. He knew little of Talia. And it turned out few did as well. The thing he discovered was she worked for a secret organization. She graduated from Harvard and served as a military attaché in Europe and the Middle East during the eighties. Her age was in question. The official report was she was forty-one years old. He, however, was forty-five. So, that was a good thing. She was Jewish. He was, too. But she looked ten years younger and had no evidence of plastic or cosmetic surgery. And she had the vigor of a young college girl eager to enjoy life to the fullest. He was one lucky bastard. Jake knew he won the lottery. She was perfect: dark hair and slender. 

Talia proceeded to unbutton her silk dress; her plump breasts were provocative, alluring. He grazed her hair which cascaded over her naked shoulders that perfected her appearance accentuating her body. Her breasts were firm, her thighs and legs strong. She removed her silk dress and draped it on the bed. She wasted no time and got on top of him. She swayed riding, draining him, and ensuring she rejuvenated. But how? He was older, not younger? But she shrieked as she came. His muscles cramped, and he could go no further. And her claws dug deep, leaving her marks on his chest. She leaned over and sauntered naked into the bathroom. She smiled; Jake remained in bed. His heart throbbed, and he kept rubbing his leg. He wanted her to take her time. But she returned hastily, ready for another go at it. Jake breathed deeply. She deceived him. He thought she was frail, shy, and submissive, yearning for him to teach her things. And here he was in bed at her mercy. And she slowly climbed on top of him and smiled. And she was rough and rode him hard, waving her hands in the air, howling. He preferred them in the air. But she had to hold on, or she’d fall off her horse. And her claws tore once more at his thighs, neck, and arms. She had endless real estate to play with. The more he squirmed, the more she pulled, and the harder she rode. Jake groaned as she choked him. It thrilled her. She stopped when his eyes widened, and he turned blue. And his groaning made her come with unending ecstasy. Finally, she released him, satisfied she got her fill. 

She was athletic if her tales were to be believed. She was an excellent swimmer, and she could rival any man in the pool. In bed, she proved that much. And college girls half her age envied her, for she had a fine taste for expensive things. And Jake felt like a cheap whore, used. What she did next pissed him off. She threw an envelope beside him. He had placed his pants on and was buttoning his shirt. He glanced and stared at the envelope. He shook his head. She smiled and waved a kiss to him, and left. She wasted no time, as she had a meeting to attend. Jake opened the envelope, and it had money inside. He speedily counted. She gave him two grand. And left a note: “It’s for your services.” 

Jake clenched the money and flung it on the floor. Moments later, he found himself on his knees, picking it up. He intended to return it to her. He realized she enjoyed playing games. It was about having the power. And she pulled the rug under his feet. Now the ball was in his hands. Jake was no fool. He had dealt with many women in his life. Most were not headstrong. But Talia was no ordinary girl. She was more than she let on. All she confided to him was she was a former elite special ops agent turned private security consultant. It surely impressed him. He dated a rainbow of women from the mindless blondes, the proverbial bimbos, to brunettes with more sense, to exotic Latinas. And he had his chocolate shakes as well. They were something else. He learned rapidly never to piss them off. When they posted him to Europe, he enjoyed the French ladies. The Spanish were rumbustious. The Germans were frigid and less affectionate in public. He went to Turkey and refused to leave. Kicking and screaming, they shipped him to Morocco. He arrived and was equally thrilled. And he visited the famed location where they filmed Casablanca. And he imagined himself with his Ingrid. But Talia was more of a Lauren Bacall, despite she was blonde, or Elizabeth Taylor.  Her presence could never go unnoticed. Talia was passion incarnated in the deadly body of an ambitious woman. Jake shook his head, he had to forget her. Remembering her did him no good. She abandoned him, and he had to despise her. 

Jake had to focus on the present and his job. He had to protect Senator Brooke McCarthy candidate for the Republican Party. She was a college friend who sought his professional services. She felt she needed protection as she had gotten death threats she could no longer ignore. She floored him when she told him she ran for Senator and won. He couldn’t believe it. But when she said she would run for president he raised his eye brows. At first, he laughed. But when she stared and kept silent, he knew she was serious. And today was her eating the cake moment. She won the nomination for a candidate for the Republican Party. Against all odds, and they were endless, she defeated the long-time Senator Matt Hayward. No one gave her a slim chance in hell she’d win. She came dead last in all the polls. It remained that way for the first year. But one by one, the candidates dropped, or ill-fated circumstances forced them to concede defeat. Jake counted with his fingers. There were five candidates, six if anyone took hers seriously. The first to leave the race was the Florida Governor, Matthew Havelock. His entry into the race died at inception. He was embroiled in a sex scandal that came back to haunt him. Jake wondered if men had short-term memory. He knew women certainly didn’t. His high school ex reminded him each time they met she despised him and wished him immeasurable suffering for using her. And that was two decades past. 

The second to be pushed out was Senator Rick Bradford. The government charged him with tax evasion and soliciting bribes for favors from businesses in California, his home state. With two gone, four remained in the race. Her chances increased marginally. 

The third candidate to concede was Arthur Davis. He was a member of Congress. He was unpopular. Brooke said so herself. And sure enough, he stepped aside as he made no gains at the polls, so three remained. Despite this, the pundits and news reporters derided Brooke. She did not get a free pass for being a woman. The female reporters were the most brutal in their relentless attacks. Yet again, Jake wondered if jealousy guided women. He cheered for Brooke. Of course, he benefited when she was happy. When she was sad, he benefited by cheering her up. He always ensured she was on top. He did not want to hurt her ego. In the end, he gained. But the women felt compelled to belittle her, calling her nasty names. And it irked them greatly Brooke had no sordid drama they could step on. She proudly served the country. She was highly educated, far more than any reporter could seriously claim. And when she spoke, she spoke with authority. So, they did what was to be expected, and asked questions they believed she would have no knowledge of: basketball and rap music. Everyone knew a blonde white woman born and raised in Richmond, Virginia was the proud descendant of Confederate slave owners. The reporter asked Brooke what she thought of black men dominating white men in sports. To Jake the choice of words was intentional. Brooke smiled. She did not fall for the trap and ignored the reporter. Jake shouted, “Bitch that is race baiting. Brooke, don’t answer the question.” But he would offend every black person in the US or the world if he spoke his mind freely. To be fair, Jake was not a racist. What he despised was people playing the race card. Granted, he knew racism was a thing and existed. And like the Native Americans, African Americans were served a terrible deal and hurt immeasurably. But he strongly believed people of all colors had to hold themselves accountable as well. He particularly disliked the pervasive and degenerative gangster culture that usurped African American values. He knew African Americas had contributed greatly in music and culture. Music and Rock and Roll, in particular, owed people like Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, and Fats Domino among many others for their invaluable contribution. He bemoaned the new culture that to him was a far cry from the good old days. But he loved sports and idolized Michael Jordan. So he was not a racist. There was plenty of blame to go around. And he knew other minorities, primarily Asians, often arrived not speaking a word of English and in a generation or two succeeded. So he did not buy their excuses. But Brooke kept her composure everywhere she went, except in the bedroom with him. 

And the shockwave came when another candidate dropped out of the race. He, too, was embroiled in another scandal. Someone recorded him having an affair with a prostitute and not a high-priced one in a luxury hotel in Manhattan or in a remote island paradise. An officer captured him with a cheap prostitute at the back of his SUV. And that went as well as anyone could expect. It shocked not only his wife and kids but the Republican Party. Everyone had to take Brooke seriously at this point. All the men kept falling by the wayside, embroiled in scandal. 

Senator Matt Hayward, however, was not in any scandal. He, too, was a patriot. He had served in Iraq with distinction. He had his medal to prove it. He wore it, as well. Beyond that, he was a successful and wealthy business executive. He invested in tech at the start when Dell was riding high. And he made millions. He married a church-going evangelical lady, Jennifer Gross. She was from a wealthy family. Her family owned steel manufacturing plants in Wisconsin and factories across the country. He had two children, nine and twelve year of age. It was the perfect Polaroid image. Brooke stood alone. Some wondered why? And she reminded everyone who insinuated anything foul afoot that she did not need a man to fulfill her. But Jake knew he tried, and he could never fill her bucket packed with holes. And those holes were endless goals, impossible dreams. But he froze and stared at the television and remembered something she said when they first met. She made a ten-year plan. And the final part of her ten-year plan was to become president. All the other objectives, she had accomplished. The bucket had but one remaining hole. But she had another bucket waiting with more holes than he cared to count.  

But the shocker came when they went to the debate. Everyone expected it to be a walk in the park for the Senator. But she stunned him and the world, knocking him out like Tyson did Marvis Frazier. Brooke prepared. He would know. He was there. She prepared months in advance. She had no family to worry about, and no children to pick up from school. Her only mission was winning the debate. Jake knew she was ready for it. What he did not expect was the surprise blow below the belt she gave. Senator Matt Hayward was an intractable man. They could not say the same things about his bible-carrying wife. And he was guilty by association. His wife had an affair years before. Exactly, the church-going woman was less than perfect. And Brooke pounced on it. But she did not bring it up. Not personally. She had the interviewer do her dirty work the moment the bell rang. And he lost it. He went off, live on national television. She kept silent, holding back a smirk. Everyone held their hands to their mouth. The polls were savage. And it resulted in his downfall. And she was, to all her detractors’ dismay, nominated as the candidate of the Republican Party to contest the election for President of the United States.

So Jake was in an awkward position. They hired him to protect her. He refused at the beginning, given they had already tasted each other. Now he understood why she met him with extreme secrecy. And she had someone wire money to his account to cover the costs. Jake thought high-powered women got high paying men.  It was their way of making it clear they were in command. Talia did it to him, and he did not appreciate it. They were not in Virginia. They were in Florida in an expensive hotel. When she left, she placed her black wig on and changed completely. He would not recognize her if he tried. She learned many things by being around undercover operatives like him. He stared out the window, and she walked past the Olympic-size swimming pool on her way to her SUV. She had a meeting to attend in DC later in the afternoon and had a plane to catch. Jake smiled. He kept thinking about the election two months away. The polls were tight, neck and neck. He sighed. Deep down, he wanted to believe she would win. He saw it in her eyes. To her, failure was not an option. But he was no fool. Powerful interests wanted her to lose. They feared her strong stance against corruption. She decried the pervasive interests of the few at the expense of the many. She sounded like a socialist to many and for someone representing the Republican Party; it rattled many. For ordinary Americans suffering massive pressures because of unemployment, unbearable inflation, and insecurity, it was a welcome change.
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Jake knew his job required constant vigilance. And he had more reasons than his paycheck to protect Brooke. And he arrived in D.C. on another plane. By the time he did, his assistant and right-hand, Marshall Roughan, briefed him on everything. Jake was thorough and went over every minute detail. He could not take any chances. He received a report they would target Brooke. The update was disquietingly ambiguous. And it was nothing new. Every candidate was at risk. But his years of training told him he had to take the loud chatter seriously. He was in an arena where the unsuspecting enemy could attack at a moment’s notice. Everyone had their orders and knew what to do. He had snipers on the rooftops. He and his team checked the grounds before her arrival. The bomb squad checked for explosives and dangerous chemicals. His dogs sniffed for anything unusual. And he doubled down, ensuring they left no stone unturned. Gradually, the large arena filled. It brimmed to capacity. It was a rally they had planned. Brooke had attended hundreds of rallies across the country. And they ravaged each other in many hotels and in the back of rented SUVs, in parking lots, or dark alleys across the nation. He smiled. If they only knew what she was truly like? But that was his privilege and their secret. But Jake wondered if she won what she would do. She spoke little of her plans. He heard her speeches and could recite every word she said ad nauseam. But she never spoke about her plans with him. And he wondered why. Was she hiding something or simply focusing on their physical union as an escape from the pressures she felt? He shook his head and kept hollering commands. His men learned to ignore him. He barked and irritated them and checked on them at regular intervals. And he, too, was obsessive. He had his mental checklist, and he went over it like clockwork. By the time he got to Marshall Roughan, he got an answer to the question he had yet to ask.

“Jake, we accounted for everyone. There is nothing to report. Relax.”

“No, Marshall, my gut tells me something is off. Who were those men wearing a turban?”

“Those are shikhs. They are Indian, not Muslim.”

“Same difference.”

“Are you racist Jake?”

“No. But whoever wants to harm her could pose as a shikh, and we would not know the damn difference. That is what I meant.”

“I hate when you speak that way. You make me uncomfortable. I have friends who are Muslim and not everyone is a terrorist.”

“I will not discuss that right now. Focus on spotting likely threats. But to be honest, that girl standing there is acting suspiciously. Maybe I should frisk her.”

“Which girl?”

“The one with the yellow blouse.”

“Are you kidding me? That is my sister asshole.”

“I got your attention, didn’t I?”

“Jerk. Stay away from my sister, or I will blow your ass.”

A man wearing a dark-colored overcoat, with glistening black hair exuding wealth and elegance, stood motionless as the crowds cheered. Brooke made her way to the podium. She waved her hands in the air. And she shook hands with the people at the front. Each was wisely selected, screened, and searched to ensure her safety. But Jake did not recognize the man in the dark overcoat.

“Marshall. Who the hell is that man?”

“Which man?”

“The damn man with the dark overcoat. I don’t recognize him, and the front should only have women and children. That was the arrangement. What is he doing there? We need an intervention. Move it, Marshall. Get the men there, pronto!”

Jake stood on an elevated platform to give him a bird's-eye view. He jumped off and ran to the stage area, cleared to allow them easy access. But he could not advance swiftly enough. Marshall was closer, and beat him to it. Brooke kept shaking hands, hugging, and standing for pictures as everyone cheered. They showed her image on the large screen. They broadcast everything live. And a sea of red vertical banners with her name pervaded the arena. Marshall arrived and pushed the man in the overcoat away. Jake arrived, and both scuffled with him briefly and shoved him out. And four officers grabbed him and took him to the interrogation room. They hastily searched him, forcing him to undress. They found nothing. His ID showed him to be a member of the Republican caucus. Whilst he was not authorized to be at the front, he was approved to be there. The man was irate at the humiliation they inflicted on him. Jake, however, stayed at the front. He glanced. His eyes scanned everyone for markers. Anyone not cheering was a suspect and worse a person standing motionless. He kept seeing shadows. Was he losing it, or had he gotten too involved? He preferred to think he was exhausted, as she did not let him sleep. How she kept her composure with all the cameras focused on her puzzled him. Jake had his men do a sweep at the front. The snipers kept a watchful eye, flicking through the crowd for any signs of trouble. Jake sounded harried. He kept baying orders. He froze and stared solicitously at Brooke. And he agonized as she separated from the crowd. She was an open target. He glanced at the upper decks and the box up high. He had his snipers doing the same. But all those were empty, and no one was allowed there. It ensured they focused on those below and did not give an intended assassin a clear line of sight. 

Brooke approached the podium, kept waving, and gave her speech. Jake sweated, and his heart throbbed violently. He never felt this way before. Was it his perfectionist attitude or his personal concern for her safety? If he kept it up, the curtain would come crashing down, and their charade would be out in the open.

And she spoke. “Our country needs drastic change. We are heading down a dangerous path. Previous leaders have been mired in corruption, pandering to the wealthy elite. Whilst ordinary Americans suffer from unbearable inflation, insecurity, and high unemployment rates, corporate America has profited. China is overtaking us. We are but a shadow of our former selves. Corporate greed gutted our manufacturing and outsourced it. Now, we are vulnerable like never before. We are no longer respected. We have fought our friends and allies. I propose to turn the ship around. We must forge bridges with our longstanding allies, not alienate them. We must invest more to restore our country’s infrastructure. China is modernizing while we lag with crumbling roads, bridges, and archaic transportation networks. We are at a point where we can halt the bleeding. But it will take courage. The country needs someone who is not afraid to tackle the corrupt elite strangling our people and country. My fellow Americans, I come requesting your support.”

She kept going, highlighting everything she saw wrong with the country and presented her plan for a better future. And as she had adoring fans cheering her on, she kept smiling. She brimmed with confidence. And Jake closed his eyes briefly as she paused, the same way she did during her rehearsals. It was to emphasize her next point. But a loud bang shattered the pause and silence that served as an interlude. And another shot resonated. Jake rushed to the podium, late to the show. Rapid fire assailed them. A bullet pierced her right shoulder and hit the wall behind her. Her body squirmed instinctively, and she stood motionless in utter disbelief. Jake tackled her and covered her with his body. Two shots hit him in the back. In total, the gunman fired five shots. Everyone ducked, and people at the front ran in fear. The secret service, his secret service, scrambled. She bled, and he kept his hand on her wound to prevent her from bleeding to death. But he also bled. They rushed them out to an awaiting ambulance. The medics attended to them. Jake blacked out as he lost a lot of blood. Marshall and the others did everything to contain the situation. The gunman was in a box at the top, the one they had checked twice. Marshall and four officers rushed up the stairs with their pistols in hand. The snipers shot the gunman, but they had to ensure he was neutralized. Marshall shot the door open as the gunman had barricaded himself and knew he would not make it out alive. An explosion rocked the room where the gunman was. The explosion blasted Marshall and the four officers, who rushed to the scene, to the afterlife. As if the attackers wanted to make a statement, another explosion rocked the arena’s entrance. People wailed and rushed out. People were bloodied. A young woman held her head. An older man gasped as the billowing dust suffocated him. It was complete pandemonium.

They showed the images live, and the nation was in utter disbelief. Who could be responsible? And everyone wondered if Brooke was alive or if the attacker succeeded. And the wait was agonizing for the nation. Reporters kept narrating the devastating turn of events. They questioned people, stunned by the happenings.

“I was standing six feet from her. I heard a bang. I thought little of it, as there was so much noise and excitement. But when she held her shoulder, and I saw her white blouse turn red, I froze. My husband pulled me down. I heard more shots. The secret service agent rushed to the stage and threw himself to cover her. I didn’t see if he was shot or not. My husband said two bullets hit the Secret Service agent. I suspect they will confirm that. I heard five shots,” said an onlooker.

“Yes, it was five. I counted. It went bang and bang. Then bang, bang, bang, in quick succession. I covered my wife with my body. We stayed down for long. I feared the attacker would fire more shots. Fortunately, the gunman fired when she was at the podium. It sounds terrible, but if he had fired when she was shaking my wife’s hand, he would have killed multiple people.”

“Thank you, sir and Mam. For RTV News, D.C. I am Jennifer Dilallo.”

And that was but one
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