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Introduction




No one stopped Michael Oliver from stalking
down the hallway toward the President's private bedroom.

 


They understood why he was there.

 


They knew what he had come to do.

 


His wasn't exactly an enviable position, but
someone had to do the job.

 


And Benjamin Lawrence was desperately
required back at work.

 


Everyone felt his pain, for the nation as a
whole had mourned with him over his wife's death, but the people
needed to see their President behind the Resolute Desk again. They
had to recognize that he was still their leader, still in command,
still steering the ship.

 


They had to heal with him.

 


They had to move on.

 


There was just one slight problem.

 


The man was stubborn beyond belief.

 


His best friend was the White House Chief of
Staff, but even he couldn't get through to his heartbroken
boyhood companion.

 


George Daniels had known Ben Lawrence from
the moment their cribs had been put side by side in the hospital
nursery, and since then they had shared everything, growing up,
exploring mutual interests, going to the same college, pursuing a
career, starting family life, discovering their purpose. Theirs had
been a long and meaningful trust, until the day George found
himself knocked on his ass outside the Executive Residence of the
White House.

 


The Secret Service Agents on duty that
night, had duly picked him up off the floor and dusted him down,
impressed that their somewhat diminutively sized President had
shoved the 6'2" square shouldered Daniels quite so forcefully into
the corridor.

 


Thankfully, George wasn't the type to take
such matters personally for long, but after that there was only one
soul left who could face the wrath of America's
Commander-in-Chief.

 


His Personal Bodyguard.

 


Michael Oliver.

 


Recruited straight out of the Army after
saving the lives of two US Senators who'd been touring military
operations in Afghanistan, he was a considerable enigma.

 


Ironically, it had been the Senators
themselves whose foolish and naive behavior under enemy fire put
everyone else at risk, but they'd come through the whole experience
with little lasting damage thanks to Michael's refusal to be in any
way intimidated by their government status.

 


That no one else on his team had been killed
then either, or even seriously injured in what had proven to be a
startlingly intense firefight, had naturally caught the attention
of others further along the Chain of Command, and three months
later he'd found himself a Secret Service Agent, guarding the newly
minted Speaker of the House, who in the course of his sudden rise
to greater power, had been the recipient of some particularly nasty
death threats sufficient to warrant the President himself ordering
protection from the Treasury Department.

 


The Speaker's name was Ronald Greer.

 


Or as Michael had christened him in
Afghanistan, 'Idiot Senator Number 2'.

 


It seemed Greer, however, liked people
around him who were uncompromising.

 


After saving the hapless Senator for a
second time, and taking a bullet in the process, promotion had come
swiftly, while Greer retired to the safety of rural Kentucky and
turned his attention to breeding horses.

 


The two guards at the President's Suite
shifted slightly out of the way as Michael strode toward them.

 


He didn't stop.

 


Didn't ask permission.

 


Didn't even pass the time of day, or make
polite inquiry into whether the President of the United States
might be indisposed.

 


Instead he slammed the heavy doors open, not
really caring about the noise, but certainly causing the entire
room to quake as he banged them shut again behind himself. Then
without actually losing an ounce of momentum, he made his way
across to the windows, jerked open the heavy green drapes, and
drowned the place in early morning sunlight.

 


For a moment, the dust began settling in his
wake, but he wasn't done yet.

 


Not by a long shot.

 


"Time to get up, Mister President!" he
barked, like a Drill Sergeant on a Parade Square.

 


The bed was an antique four-poster that the
First Lady had admired on a trip to England. It was subsequently
shipped to the White House for her as a gift from the Royal Family.
Hand carved, warm to the touch, and vast enough to get lost in, it
came complete with a canopy and curtain rails that had been
fashioned to match the drapes.

 


It was quite possibly one of the most
enormous pieces of furniture, Michael had ever seen, but being 6'4"
and sadly accustomed to beds that barely gave him sufficient leg
room, he could appreciate it for more than just its intrinsic
value.

 


"You have a meeting with your Chief of Staff
in an hour, lunch with the House Majority Whip, Economic Advisors
at 14:00, preparation for the NATO speech next week at 18:00, and a
nice dinner with the Chilean Ambassador to round off the day." As
he spoke, Michael hauled the comforter back, exposing the squirming
and grumpy mass that lay beneath. "Stewards are bringing breakfast
in ten minutes, and the early papers are laid out for you in the
sitting room."

 


"Don't you knock?" Ben Lawrence glared
myopically at his bodyguard before fumbling under the remaining
sheets for his discarded glasses, whereupon the room swam into
focus right along with the cause of his ire.

 


"Not if I can help it." Michael held out a
hand to help him from the bed.

 


The President eyed it suspiciously.

 


"Take it now, or I'm carrying you bodily and
tossing your ass in the shower myself."

 


"I get no respect around here."

 


"You're a politician, of course you
don't."

 


Ben sniffed haughtily, but started to move
at his own precise pace.

 


At barely 5'8" in his stocking feet, and
slimly built, he had no doubt in his mind that the former Ranger
who guarded his life could indeed do precisely as had been
threatened.

 


"Food is waiting, and I've had your favorite
three piece suit laid out. The one with the bright yellow pocket
square."

 


"I don't…"

 


"Mister President," Michael said firmly,
squatting down in front of him and reaching for his slippers, "I
know it hurts. I know you don't really want to do
anything, but you're not just some guy with a tech firm in
California any more. Nor are you a Senator who can take time off
whenever he wants. You are the Head of the Democratic Party, the
Commander-in-Chief, the President of the United States, and the
Leader of the Free World."

 


"But I lost my wife!"

 


"And I lost two of my men that day," Michael
pointed out, unblinking. "Men whose families are dealing with the
same loss you are."

 


It had been an accident.

 


That was all.

 


Just a stupid accident.

 


No conspiracy.

 


No threat.

 


No terrorists.

 


A stupid fucking accident.

 


The First Lady, Audrey Lawrence, had been
returning from a small ceremony to dedicate a new piece of park
land when it started raining heavily. The car in front of hers had
skidded on a slick patch of road and lost control, setting off a
chain reaction that caught her SUV, sideswiping it down an
embankment, where it rolled three times over its roof.

 


It had taken Emergency Service crews two
hours to get everyone pulled from the vehicle.

 


Her driver had died instantly as a tree
branch penetrated the windshield and struck him in the head.

 


Her personal guard had succumbed to blood
loss from a ruptured carotid artery on the way to the hospital.

 


They lost the First Lady in surgery.

 


Michael had been on duty at the White House
that night when the call came through.

 


He'd escorted the President into the
hospital himself.

 


And he'd been the one who'd held him when he
all but collapsed at the devastating news.

 


A single photograph of that moment - the
only one in existence - had gone viral.

 


Thankfully, the truly righteous glare he'd
given the Orderly who'd captured the scene on a cellphone, proved
sufficient to prevent further images from being taken, but one
picture alone was more than enough to cause problems.

 


No one questioned that the doctors really
ought to have taken the President into the privacy of a side room
before telling him his wife was dead. No one questioned the
emotional impact it would have on anyone.

 


It fact, there came a nationwide outpouring
of grief that took everyone by surprise and humbled even the
traditional spirit of partisanship that so often split the
country.

 


What seemed to bother people the most
though, was seeing their President in a moment of weakness, held
securely in the front of his bodyguard's long dark overcoat. All
Michael had done was reach out for him, and pull him close, hiding
him from what were altogether too many gaping bystanders, bloggers
and journalists clamoring for news as the poor man poured out his
grief.

 


Secret Service Agents never closed their
coats or jackets, just in case they needed fast access to their
weapons. But Michael had never envisioned such a night, or that he
would ever be required to shelter his Protectee from the world in
so dramatic a fashion.

 


Through the funeral, he had stood quietly at
the President's shoulder, as his most staunch supporter in both
physical and psychological terms, while the Press did what they
always did best, and overly speculated on the nature of that
singular image and what exactly it might represent.

 


The President had been granted six weeks to
mourn, as the Vice President stepped up to the plate and took over
many more official duties than he was ever imagining might come his
way.

 


But things were being missed.

 


It was no one's fault.

 


It was simply time for the man in charge, to
go back to work.

 


His staff had wanted him to ride the massive
wave of popularity that came with losing Audrey, in order to better
advance their agenda, but he had stubbornly refused to use her in
that way, and done sufficient yelling on the subject to keep all
but the most equally stubborn from so much as daring to invade his
grief again.

 


"I'll be right here by your side, Ben."

 


Michael had been assigned to him from the
very beginning, when Senator Lawrence had first started campaigning
for the Democratic Presidential Nomination.

 


But it had been Audrey who charmed the
world, just as she'd charmed California when her husband first ran
for office after 9/11, the pair of them wanting to do something
that would benefit the country as a whole, as well as the people of
their State.

 


Though Ben had joked that all he'd done was
stand at her side and smile brightly, it was his own frank
sincerity and sense of compassion that upset the traditional voter
base. And his background in high technologies developing Computer
Generated Imagery for Hollywood, spurred the Millennials into
supporting his Campaign in massive numbers.

 


"You have always been a dear friend to me,
Michael." Ben's smile was a little wan, but determined nonetheless.
"Okay, let's do this." He took a deep breath. "What day are we
on?"

 


"It's Monday." Michael nodded as the
President took his hand and clambered out of bed. "And it's still
early enough to make a difference."

 


"Good." Ben put his slippers on and stood up
with a slight groan.

 


"How's your leg and hip?"

 


"Nothing a bit of stretching won't cure," he
replied, staggering toward the bathroom, trying to hide his
physical weakness and failing miserably.

 


He'd broken his left leg in three places as
a result of the Northridge Earthquake in 1994, and though he'd had
pins put in, and he'd healed without major complications, it still
left him with a slight limp that became more pronounced whenever he
was particularly tired or sore. In his later years he'd developed
arthritis in his left hip, which rather aggravated the first
problem, but he'd done his best to ignore it, rather than have it
make it him feel old.

 


Michael found himself staring rather too
long at the President's pajama clad ass, before refocusing his
attention on the more immediate situation. Still, he'd always liked
the man in those blue silk pants with the jet black piping.

 


They were really quite flattering.

 


He had fallen in love with the quiet,
unassuming little Senator from California the day they'd first met,
and though he'd naturally contemplated removing himself from
heading up the Lawrence Protection Detail, he soon realized he
didn't trust anyone else with the job.

 


Audrey had actually figured it out early in
the Campaign, as she adapted to life with a set of personal guards
and a vast number of staff who concerned themselves with every
aspect of hers and her husband's lives. She had simply smiled
knowingly, and patted him on the arm, telling him she knew how very
easy it was to fall in love with Benjamin.

 


Michael had no earthly idea what might have
given his feelings away, yet Audrey had never doubted his
commitment to her husband's security.

 


She had trusted him above all others, and at
her funeral Michael had silently promised her he would stay at
Ben's side to ensure he kept on living.

 


Whatever it took.

 


Glancing down at the rumpled pillows, he
found his attention caught by the glint of something gold, and
reached out to find it was the President's wedding ring.

 


Audrey's was in a simple wooden Memory Box
that sat on the bedside table by the phone. It was an
inconspicuous, richly varnished object with a hand carved horse on
the lid, that she'd kept since she turned 18, slipping into it tiny
mementoes and the occasional photograph in remembrance of all those
moments she most valued.

 


Benjamin had talked about taking his own
ring and putting it with hers, but he hadn't quite been able to
manage it yet, and Michael could only imagine that after so many
years of wearing it, not feeling it on his finger would be weird to
say the least.

 


He sighed, turning the little gold band over
and over in his palm.

 


Widows and widowers sometimes never took
them off, or wore the other one on a different finger, or wore both
together on a necklace, or had them fused into an entirely new
piece. Whatever his choice, it would set a trend for other people
sooner or later. Even George had said so. But no one had wanted to
push it. Grief didn't always have a formula to follow.

 


Having a flash of inspiration, however,
Michael softly slid the ring into Audrey's box of treasures,
patting the lid as he closed it.

 


"Keep it safe for him," he whispered. "And
I'll do the same for you."


Chapter One




1 Year Later

 


"Well that was rude!" Benjamin glared
furiously at the door that had just closed behind a party of
particularly obnoxious representatives from the Department of
Commerce, all of whom had apparently developed some issues in
comprehending basic economics.

 


Michael slipped into the Oval Office from
the opposite door. "I thought I could sense you getting ready to
explode," he smirked.

 


"Eurgh!" The President flopped down in his
chair behind the Resolute Desk. "You know how I feel about
incompetence!"

 


"That's why I brought you some tea, before
you started yelling at your secretary for it."

 


After Audrey's death, it had been agreed
upon the advice of a specially appointed grief counselor, that
Michael Oliver be permitted more regular entry to the Oval Office,
usually in the slim intervals between meetings and greetings and
other official business gatherings. This was rather unusual
compared to the traditional way of things, but it kept the
President grounded and helped him feel psychologically more secure
in seeing a friendly face who didn't always come to him demanding
his time or attention in an official capacity. And for dealing with
the stress of the most powerful job in the world, he usually came
bearing a steaming hot mug of lavender tea, sweetened with a
spoonful of honey.

 


"Thank you!" The President almost snatched
it from his hand as it was offered. "These people drive me
crazy!"

 


"Well, you have about five minutes before
you need to get the last batch of crazy dealt with. Then you've got
a stack of things out on Carol's desk to sign, and she says there's
still a few numbers on your call sheet."

 


"When did you become my PA exactly?" Ben
arched a curious eyebrow at him.

 


In the last year, his bodyguard had started
showing a little more gray hair at the temples, in what was
actually a most distinguished manner, though some people had seen
it as more emblematic of old age than maturing dignity.

 


"You want me to take a pay cut too?"

 


Ben snorted in good humor. "You'd be a lot
safer." He could recall with startling clarity a moment early in
the Campaign for Nomination, when someone in the crowds outside
after a rally at the Los Angeles Coliseum, had pushed his way
through the sidewalk barriers with some kind of dangerous intent.
Yet Michael had literally come out of nowhere, shoving the guy back
before anyone else even realized there was a problem, including the
Candidate.

 


Though it had proven to be but the first
example of far too many other incidents along the road to the White
House, it still alarmed the President that one day his friend might
have to die for him. Michael's dedication was fierce, and deadly,
yet he remained above reproach despite everything the Media tried
to insinuate.

 


"Yeah, not really that much safer
given the way you chew people out sometimes," Michael huffed,
sitting on one of the big blue couches by the old fireplace, and
crossing his long legs. "So the million dollar question I keep
hearing right now, is whether you're going to run for a second
term."

 


The President eyed him over his tea.
"That one? Already? I've barely had chance yet, to get my
feet wet doing this job. I don't want to think about campaigning
all over again."

 


Michael smiled at him encouragingly, hiding
his concern for how the stresses of the past twelve months had
begun telling on Ben in so many subtle ways.

 


It had long since been accepted that the
Presidency would inevitably age even the strongest and most
physically fit of individuals. Some seemed to have lost upward of
ten extra years of life by the time they left office. Ben had
certainly begun limping more noticeably in recent weeks, and the
small bald spot he'd sported since the turn of the century had
grown a little thinner, prompting him to wear a Trilby so as to
disguise both it and the silver in his once dark and fluffy hair.
But he still steadfastly refused a cane, no matter how many
beautifully crafted examples he was kindly gifted by friends,
colleagues and visitors from around the world.

 


In truth, he had never wanted the
Presidency, nor had he actively sought such power until George
pushed him to take his seat in the Senate that much further.

 


When they'd started DLEfX together in
Hollywood, George had been the natural 'front man', given his
charming voice and those 1940's movie star good looks he'd never
lost. The film studios knew where they were with a man like that.
He was old school, but modern.

 


Benjamin, on the other hand, had never been
one to court attention, having long since accepted that he was
really a rather boring little geek. So he'd stayed in the
background, hiding behind his computers, developing the technology
that would eventually make them as famous as the movies they helped
to create.

 


And Ben had been perfectly fine with that
arrangement, but after 9/11, both he and his best friend had felt
restless, anxiously facing an uncertain future with the rest of
America, in a world over which there was no real sense of
control.

 


How exactly he'd wound up running for any
kind of political office in the first place, he wasn't entirely
sure, although he could only have imagined there was alcohol
involved in the decision making process somewhere.

 


Audrey had responded to the challenges that
came with it all like a consummate professional, never far from her
husband's side, tireless and unwavering, wooing the public with an
ease that stunned everyone who knew her.

 


George then became the brains of their
Campaign, working feverishly in the background, calling on all
those well made connections he had forged doing business, and those
powerful people he once worked with in throwing money behind major
film productions.

 


And suddenly the two men discovered their
roles in life had been reversed.

 


The poles around which they moved, had
simply rotated.

 


Chasing the Presidential Nomination had only
really been meant as a way for them to get their voices heard
afresh over the perpetual din of D.C. politics. They'd thought
maybe they could keep everyone else in the race at least slightly
more honest than the people were accustomed to, have a little fun
along the way, get their asses handed to them on Super Tuesday, and
call it quits.

 


When they'd won, Ben had all but laughed in
disbelief.

 


When they'd later secured the White House,
he'd burst into tears.

 


"You can do so much more with another four
years," Michael assured him.

 


"I've been doing good things now, but
I'm tired." Ben sipped his tea, startling himself that he'd
actually confessed such a thing out loud.

 


"Are you sleeping?"

 


The sharp snort he got by way of an answer,
was positively foul.

 


"Are you at least getting into bed?"

 


"I should be able to write a 'Dummies Guide
to Power Naps' by the time I leave here."

 


Michael could relate to that far better than
his friend actually knew.

 


The volume of threats made against the
President on a daily basis had risen sharply with the successful
passage of the first legislation that would eventually herald a
universal healthcare system nationwide. Tuition free community
college was currently working its way through various committee
stages, but it had set off a veritable shit storm of conservative
protest.

 


Ben had commented not so very long ago, when
his Secret Service Detail had been forced one more time to lock
down the Oval Office because someone had jumped the White House
perimeter fence, that he couldn't decide whether a constant barrage
of threats to his life meant he was doing something enormously
right or disgustingly wrong.

 


Michael had simply replied that it all
depended on whose radio show you listened to.

 


"When you're clear for the day, we need to
talk about your trip to Los Angeles." He stood up as a quiet knock
on the main door signaled their time was done. "Finish your tea,
Mister President."

 


"Do you want to have dinner later?"

 


"It's already on your schedule."

 


***

 


For private meals there was a private dining
room in the Executive Residence of the White House.

 


It had once been a quiet haven of dignified
normality for the President and the First Lady, where they could be
themselves for a while in the discreet company of the waiting staff
who had known them both for many years.

 


After the funeral, they had filled the small
room with some of the floral tributes that had been sent in
Audrey's memory from the many animal charities and children's
groups she'd once worked with.

 


The scent of them seemed to linger
still.

 


Since then, Ben had taken to eating in the
President's private study, where he could read and not be
disturbed.

 


No one blamed him for needing some space
wherever he could find it.

 


From time to time he'd eat with George, and
they'd maintain Audrey's rule that there should be no talk of
politics over dinner.

 


If scheduling allowed, at least twice a week
he'd also eat with Michael.

 


Such an arrangement stemmed from the fact
that once he'd gone back to work, he'd thrown himself into the job
with such unrelenting vehemence that he'd started skipping meals
and claiming he had no time to stop and eat. When it was quickly
determined that his actions could be considered a possible attempt
at self-harm - albeit a subconscious and not deliberate one -
Michael came up with the idea of simply snacking on half a sandwich
with him. From there they had started sharing lunch, and eventually
dinner.

 


It was the one and only time that Michael
ever turned off his communications gear and took out his
earpiece.

 


What they talked about was private.

 


No questions asked.

 


The President actually chortled that night
though, when he found his study table laid not with the Chicken
Alfredo he'd asked for, but several boxes of Chinese take-out.

 


"Now that's a sound the world could do with
hearing more often." Michael shut the door behind them both.

 


"How did you pull this off?"

 


"It was all Haley's idea. She had a craving,
and I ran with it."

 


Haley Ross was Audrey's Chief of Staff.
They'd met at an art class twenty years before, and struck up an
instant friendship, like two old souls well met.

 


Haley had been the students' nude model.

 


She was as forthright as she was
gorgeous.

 


Naturally, it had caused quite a scandal
when she was chosen to head the First Lady's staff, but Audrey had
brushed every concern aside by stating that her husband had
his best friend in the office next door, so she would
have hers. To which George had replied he was more than
willing to be painted in all his bare assed glory, just to even the
playing field.

 


No one could be certain how many online
artists had obliged him with their own works of imagination after
that, but it was a considerable number.

 


In Audrey's absence, Haley had become a more
visible personality for the Media to follow as she filled in at
galas, classroom readings, fundraisers, and other events in the
First Lady's name, continuing with the President's blessing, to
fulfill her friend's agenda.

 


Ben reached for the nearest carton and
peered inside, sniffing at it like a bloodhound. "How does she keep
her figure, eating this stuff?"

 


Michael sat down. "A gentleman is never
meant to ask things like that," he chided gently. "Chopsticks, or a
fork?" Holding up an example of each, he grinned as Ben popped a
dumpling in his mouth his fingers. "That works too, but the Chow
Mein could get a little messy."

 


Only once they were settled, comfortable and
surprisingly well fed, did their conversation turn to a more
troubling subject.

 


"There's a viable threat to the Los Angeles
trip."

 


Ben wiped his mouth on a napkin and sat
back. "There's always a threat, wherever I go."

 


"Yes, but this one's particularly ugly."

 


"You're rating them by attractiveness
now?"

 


"Mister President!" Michael growled, glaring
at him on purpose to remind him they were being serious.

 


"Sorry…" Suitably chastised, Ben reached for
the bottled water he'd been sipping.

 


"Every threat against you is real.
You know that. We check everything. But this one has us more
concerned than most."

 


"What is it?"

 


"We believe an old friend wants to make a
statement, and a couple of Dark Web chatrooms have been talking
about making that 'Communist bastard in the White House pay dearly
for what he's done'."

 


"Sounds pretty typical to me. Though
'Communist Bastard' is a new one. Yesterday, I was a 'Lash Wielding
Fascist Dictator'." He felt like he needed a shower just for
voicing such filth.

 


"Well, you know how it is, Mister President.
All that free healthcare for children is clearly a sign of the End
Times," Michael snarked. "But there's more." He reached into his
inside jacket pocket and pulled out a small, clear plastic bag,
sealed across the top like something from a crime scene.

 


It contained a piece of plain white paper
with type written lines printed in Comic Sans.

 


Dear Puppy,

 


I really admire your guard dog
characteristics but even good dogs have to sleep.

 


Tell Benny I'll be seeing him in Los
Angeles.

 


It's time to come home.

 


Love,

Coda

 


The President read it twice, fully aware
that his hands were shaking as he did. "She came back," he said at
last. "Of course she did. I should've expected her to. With Audrey
gone, she wants me for herself."

 


"Ben…"

 


"Where did this show up?" he demanded. "And
when?"

 


"Two weeks ago. My desk. All the mail gets
screened, and this passed muster. Didn't quite imagine seeing a
personal note from her though. Don't worry, it's been forensically
examined in every way we can assess it. And the envelope it
came in. No usable prints. Just mine, a half dozen mail handlers
and Post Office employees. Nothing under the stamp either. It was
sent from Manhattan. That's all we got. Nothing traceable about the
standard printer paper, and every day ink. We do know it
came off an HP Deskjet. Not that it's helpful." Michael took the
letter from the President's fingers with great care. "I would like
very much to lock you in the Oval Office for the next few years,
but that's not going to win me any style points, is it?"

 


Ben had no idea what to say.

 


"You're going to have either Mendez and
Jones, or McNeal and Lewis glued to your butt for a while, starting
now. And you will learn to like it, whether you want them there or
not."

 


The President nodded slowly.

 


"I'm sending Bell to the field office in New
York. We're going through airport security footage and port cameras
to try and pinpoint when exactly Coda came back into the country,
and what name she used when she did. We'll find her. We've gotten
better equipped at this in the last few years. Facial recognition
software alone is…"

 


Michael stopped talking as Ben stood up, and
he leapt to his own feet in response.

 


"I will not compromise the Los
Angeles trip for this crazy person, so don't even suggest it."

 


"Sir, you have to consider…"

 


"No! This isn't something I can veto with a
rubber stamp. This is Audrey's legacy we're talking about." So
imperious a tone was usually reserved for addressing Congress.

 


Michael never even flinched. "I understand
that. But your safety matters to me more."

 


Coda's real name was Davina Coughlin.

 


She went by several others but that was what
showed up on her birth certificate.

 


For about five minutes, she'd been employed
by DLEfX as a visual development programmer, until what she'd
actually developed was a disturbingly unhealthy fascination with
Benjamin Lawrence. Her skills with computer technology were indeed
most formidable, but her social skills left an awful lot to be
desired.

 


The fascination with her Boss gradually
increased to that of an obsessed stalker who wanted to be part of
the family far above and beyond the 'company family' mindset that
DLEfX always tried to promote amongst its staff members.

 


Her colleagues became steadily more
concerned, her work began costing the firm vital contracts as she
lost focus on her assigned projects, and she screwed up a major job
from nothing more than an incompetent lack of concentration. She
was finally fired when a story broke in the Los Angeles
Times about Audrey Lawrence struggling with infertility. Quotes
fed verbatim to a reporter from a private conversation between
Audrey and her Ob/Gyn from more than a decade before, had come out
courtesy of several specifically hacked medical database files that
suggested Davina Coughlin had discovered a whole new way to invade
the life of her target.

 


She'd sued DLEfX for wrongful termination,
claiming Benjamin had been the one obsessed with her, declaring to
the court that he had asked her on several occasions to be a
surrogate for his and Audrey's children. The scandal threatened to
explode beyond belief, until it was finally proven that she had
indeed committed the hacking of Audrey's medical files using DLEfX
computer systems to do it. She'd subsequently been sent to jail for
24 months under close psychiatric evaluation.

 


She was unheard from again until the
Democratic Primaries, when as Benjamin was exiting Penn Station in
New York, she'd stood at the far end of a line of people near the
doors and waved at him sweetly. It all seemed so innocuous that
Michael had been hard pressed to determine what exactly might have
caused his Protectee to pale quite so dramatically and call off a
'meet 'n' greet' in favor of getting to their hotel as fast as
humanly possible.

 


He had thought at first that Ben was coming
down sick with something, which would not have been surprising
given how intense the Campaign had become. But Audrey was already
there waiting for them, having flown in from Seattle where she'd
been addressing a dinner to raise money for an animal charity that
saved pets from overcrowded shelters. Michael had gotten a crash
course on 'Coda' that day, and gone quite justifiably batshit at
not having been briefed on the magnitude of the problem right back
at the beginning.

 


It was as angry as Ben had ever seen him,
before or since.

 


During the Campaign for the Senate, issues
had of course been dredged up about the scandal, raising questions
that demanded both Benjamin and Audrey open a dialogue on the
problems that infertility could burden a healthy marriage with. The
result had been some very positive and spirited conversations on a
topic that few people liked to talk about in public, and though it
had been somewhat mortifying for the pair of them sit side by side
and talk frankly about the most private of issues, they'd taken
comfort in knowing it could very well encourage other couples to
begin a helpful, and hopefully healing, phase in their own
relationships.

 


Miraculously, they had managed to avoid all
speculation on 'Coda' and her crimes. But after the strange
incident in New York, they had been forced to reiterate it all when
an enterprising reporter recognized Davina Coughlin in a B-Roll
news clip.

 


That in turn, had kicked off a nationwide
debate on the subject of infertility, social stigma, medical
ethics, and women's health issues. The 'Coda' problem however, got
pushed onto some low-simmering back burner across the front pages
of the more sleazy supermarket tabloids, and once it hit that
particular level of journalistic integrity, it eventually
disappeared altogether in favor of more juicy Hollywood gossip
mongering and who was sleeping with who in the British Royal
Family.

 


For the Secret Service, Davina Coughlin
became a Person of Interest, and she was later seen leaving the
country on the same night that Benjamin won the White House, having
done nothing whatsoever to either threaten him, or interfere with
his Campaign.

 


The Penn Station incident was explained away
as a momentary drop in the candidate's blood sugar levels. Ben took
a physical and was declared to be in excellent health for his age,
given the enormous strain that he was under, and he promised the
public most faithfully that he would get more sleep if his staff
permitted it.

 


When his and Audrey's lack of children
became a cause for some very lowbrow commentary, it was Michael who
held Ben back from eviscerating a senior policy advisor who'd told
CNN that the country should really be more grateful the problem
wasn't Benjamin's, because no one wanted a Commander-in-Chief with
no previous military experience 'shooting blanks' in the White
House.

 


The man was instantly fired.

 


George then made matters worse by
insinuating in an interview that as Ben's oldest friend he could
personally vouch for the man's sexual prowess. Which meant the
country had to come to terms with the newly elected Candidate being
bisexual.

 


Michael had wanted, at various points along
the way, to throttle each and every one of them for the stream of
seemingly never ending scandals that kept increasing the volume of
threats made against his Protectee. They ranged from some of the
most extreme and psychologically disturbed, to the socially
conservative and morally outraged, but they never stopped
coming.

 


Remarkably, their salvation came from
neither skilled political debate, nor disgusted sermonizing, but
from a long haired, dapple coated miniature Dachshund named
Chewy.

 


The Lawrences had adopted him as a puppy
eight years before, having agreed to fill their lives with love for
something other than the children they were never meant to have.
That they'd kept him out of the public eye from the beginning had
not been easy, seeing how he had a couple of personality quirks
that tended to make him a bit of a handful.

 


Too much excitement could have him peeing on
everything that moved - as well as a great many things that didn't
- and as his name more than amply suggested, he had a propensity
for chewing on anything left within easy reach of his nose.

 


All that aside, however, he sported a pair
of huge, dark eyes, a mischievous bark that sounded a lot like
laughter when he sneezed, and a magnificent tail with a full fan of
gloriously textured fur.

 


He was an instant hit, going far and wide as
a canine ambassador for animal rights, pet health, Service Dogs of
every conceivable variety, and the furthering of research into how
petting animals could calm the mentally disturbed, soothe the sick
and dying, and give new purpose to both the elderly and
incarcerated.

 


Even the most angry and vitriolic of
opponents, could not maintain their rage in the face of Chewy, who
even inspired his own fan club called 'Circle of Friends'.

 


It was a beautiful thing to behold.

 


George had even threatened to name him as VP
at one point.

 


To which Michael had commented dryly, in
what was a moment of unusual candor for him on the Campaign Trail,
that the dog would do a better job of it than any of their other
potential picks.

 


"I will not cancel this event! This
was Audrey's last project, and I intend it to be a celebration of
her life, for God's sake!!" Ben was seething with fury just
thinking about it, but the truth of the matter was, as he
knew full well, his wife's death had left him irrationally angry at
times, for there was no one to blame, no cause to go after, no law
to enact that could make a difference in the future, no vengeance
to seek on her behalf.

 


And there was no way to bring her back.

 


For all his power, he was still
powerless.

 


"Then we will protect you, Mister President,
as we always do." Michael utterly detested the lost and frightened
expression on Benjamin's face at that moment, though he knew it
would prove pointless saying so. His concerns would have been
brushed aside as just so much nonsense. Yet there were times when
he saw the other man's vulnerabilities far clearer than anyone else
did, including George Daniels. "Let's get some tea," he suggested
quietly. "I could use a cup too."

 


The President sat back down with a huff that
was accentuated by the sudden rush of air from inside the leather
upholstery on the big armchair he'd taken to using, as it supported
his hip well without much pain. "Was I getting that
pissy?"

 


Michael held up his right thumb and
forefinger with just the thinnest of spaces between the pad of each
one. "Little bit."

 


Ben rolled his eyes at himself. "What ever
would I do without you?"

 


"Yell at someone else?" he offered, smirking
slightly.

 


"Probably George."

 


"Definitely George."


Chapter Two


Downtown Los Angeles, California

 


As Special Agent in Charge, Michael Oliver
had handpicked the President's Main Security Detail himself,
starting with Corrine Jones, a former Military Police Officer he'd
first met in Afghanistan. She had quite a reputation for making
even the toughest of suspects cry, which was a skill she said she'd
acquired in growing up with five older brothers. She'd been in
training with the Secret Service during the Presidential Campaign,
and he'd cashed in a favor to get her fast tracked in his
direction. She liked to tell everyone that Michael had kidnapped
her, but she had no objections to being sought after for the sake
of career advancement. Divorced with no kids, she still saw her
ex-husband from time to time, and held hopes of starting a family
some day.

 


Oscar Mendez was a long term Secret Service
Agent initially recruited from the San Diego Police Department. As
a widower with a 15-year-old daughter named Mariana, he knew he
sucked at being a single parent, but he still flew home to
California every chance he got in order to spend time with her, no
matter how much it cost him. She was being raised by her maternal
grandparents, who did a very sad job of disguising their dislike
for him, but his girl was growing up too much like him to really
give a damn about their opinions.

 


Michael had recruited James 'Jimmie' Lewis
from the Uniformed Division of the Secret Service, where he'd been
bored out of his skull protecting the physical grounds of the White
House. Born and raised in New York City, he had the most
phenomenally sharp green eyes and a penchant for quoting famous
movie lines at the most inappropriate moments, both of which made
him annoying, but not debilitatingly so.

 


Patrick McNeal was a man of Chicago, who had
no problem explaining what that meant to anyone who didn't
understand. A former FBI Agent who'd been undercover for several
years with a particularly violent hate group, he'd gained some
rather unwanted notoriety for exposing their plans to attack the
then newly elected Senator Benjamin Lawrence of California, who'd
been making waves on gun control. One of their members had gained a
place as an administrative aide with a different Senator, and it
led them to believe the man would readily make a statement on their
behalf by enacting a high profile killing of Senator Lawrence on
the steps of the Capitol Building in a gesture to rival the murder
of Julius Caesar. But it all unraveled thanks to the young Irish
American they'd so recently let into their midst, and though it
forced Patrick to retire, he had finally been able to marry his
longtime girlfriend Bridget, who'd been right on the verge of
birthing their second child as they tied the knot.

 


Weirdly, he'd discovered a skill for
mimicking the voices of famous actors the day he met Jimmie Lewis,
and the two of them had bonded as lifelong friends over their
shared love of movies, old and new.

 


Then there was Tiffany-Rose Bell, whose name
made her sound like a stereotypically gorgeous, bubbly cheerleader
who'd spent her formative years dating the High School Quarterback
and bullying the class nerd, when in fact, she was nothing like
that. At 5'6" she had long blonde hair, a highly expressive face,
and a metabolism that meant 9 times out of 10 people saw her with
food in her hands. Fiercely competitive, and a first class
marksman, she she'd spent a little while with the NSA until she
failed her psychological evaluations for being 'allegedly unable to
empathize with fellow human beings'. But in truth, she'd come out
as gay, freaked a couple of her colleagues, and been quietly passed
on to whoever else might have use of her skills.

 


Michael had the sneaking suspicion he'd been
left to deal with her only because he was himself gay. Although
he'd absolutely never confirmed his sexual orientation for anyone
whatsoever, he'd long since accepted that there were those who just
instinctively 'knew' without actually needing to be told, and while
he'd gone out of his way to appear more like the type of person who
had no real interest in a sexual relationship with anyone of either
gender, he did wonder whether his superiors had simply figured him
to be as unempathic with other people as she was.

 


Either way, their first meeting had resulted
in her stealing his lunch and declaring she could work with him
fine, as he didn't seem to be too much of a dick.

 


She considered herself to be his Deputy
Special Agent in Charge, and though nothing of the kind had ever
been put in writing, so too did the rest of the team.

 


They'd arrived with the President aboard Air
Force One, landing at LAX and promptly pissing off every early
morning commuter they could possibly find, by shutting sections of
the 105 and 110 Freeways on the 26 minute drive to the
Millennium Biltmore Hotel on South Grand Avenue,
Downtown.

 


Members of the Press were camped opposite
the hotel entrance, with the rear of the Central Library just
behind them.

 


Protestors and spectators alike had been
corralled safely in Pershing Square.

 


Having dealt with more than their fair share
of celebrities, influential power brokers, and international events
over the years, the LAPD had been deployed closing streets,
erecting security barriers, and offering helpful advice wherever
they could to be useful. Their experience was considerable, and
their support a great encouragement, for Los Angeles was rightly
proud to have one of its sons as President of the United
States.

 


The Biltmore was both stately and
magnificent, having opened in 1923 as the largest hotel west of
Chicago at that time. It rose to a sedate 11 stories, and filled
just half a city block, which meant much of the Downtown area and
its enormous modern skyscrapers left it looking a little small. Its
legacy however, was huge, and venerable enough to have long since
made it an historic and cultural monument that was instantly
recognizable for its fusion of Mediterranean Renaissance, Revival,
and Beaux Arts styling.

 


Its interior was just as delightful, with
hand painted murals and frescoes, marble columns and carved
fountains, oak paneling, vast crystal chandeliers, tapestries, and
travertine.

 


In it's past were the earliest Hollywood
Award Ceremonies, Louis B. Mayer, Will Rogers, Henry Fonda, Mae
West, and more Hollywood stars than could ever be listed. Then came
Bugsy Siegel and Al Capone, The Beatles, and the International
Olympic Committee, movie sets, television shows, 'after' parties
and charity galas that cost more money per plate than an average
family sized car.

 


It all added to the grandeur and the glamor
of Los Angeles.

 


At least 6 Presidents had stayed there, and
in 1960 it hosted the Democratic National Convention that gave the
world John F. Kennedy.

 


When Senator Lawrence chose it for his
Presidential Campaign Headquarters, he was welcomed in much the
same spirit, his own political idealism provoking old memories of
'Camelot' as America once again forged itself a better future.

 


It was the most natural place then, for
President Lawrence to stay on returning home, and given that the
company he had founded with George Daniels was less than half a
mile away on Wilshire Boulevard, it was relatively straightforward
for the Secret Service to protect.

 


The crowds were somewhat larger than had
been expected, given that Los Angeles was also hosting an
internationally acclaimed 'boy band' who were performing at the
Staples Center for 3 nights, and there was a controversial play
drawing record audiences at the Ahmanson Theatre. But no incidents
were recorded as noteworthy or particularly threatening, despite
the crowd of habitual protestors who honestly seemed to believe the
country was doomed because their President had once shared a bed
with his Chief of Staff.

 


Meetings with the Governor of California and
the Mayor of LA had been planned weeks in advance, and slotted into
the timeline for the trip. The Press had been briefed. Photo ops
were duly scheduled, and there were more than a dozen things that
seemed to happen simultaneously even as Michael escorted his
Protectee to the Presidential Suite, where breakfast was already
laid out waiting.

 


He noted with satisfaction how guards had
been placed at all the corridor junctions inside the hotel, at
doorways, and in the elevators. Meanwhile Ben was assailed by what
sounded like at least two separate briefings on three different
subjects at the same time, as well as six items requiring his
signature, and a phone call from someone in Europe who had been on
hold for 90 minutes.

 


George looked for all the world like the
proverbial headless chicken running around, and yet there was
always something purposeful in his work, no matter how random it
appeared. He was in fact, the stable foundation of the White House,
managing often by sheer force of personality, to contain and
control the massive amount of perpetually flowing information and
ideas that were expected to be put before the President of the
United States at any given time. Without him, everything could
descend into chaos, which had actually been the case once or twice
back at the beginning of things.

 


He'd found an excellent deputy in a man
named Elias Tobin, with whom he was in constant contact whenever
circumstances forced him out of the office.

 


It helped that Michael liked Elias - a
short, tubby in the middle, bespectacled former history teacher,
who'd gotten into politics when his capacity to actually teach
anything, fell in sorry second place to the demands that he be more
a classroom administrator and economics expert, than a history
buff. He was blunt, a little foul mouthed, but brilliantly adept at
seeing a third option in moments where there had previously only
been options one and two. The man did, however, possess what was
quite possibly the world's most irritating voice, and he could
clearly be heard back in D.C. even as George listened rather
impatiently to him on his cellphone.

 


From the main door to the Presidential
Suite, one had to climb a steep flight of spiraling stairs to reach
the private rooms above, none of which could actually be seen from
what was a beautifully simple lobby area below.

 


It served then as a basic waiting room for
visitors, with nothing but an elegant side table, and a pair of
high backed wooden chairs to grace it. There wasn't even a painting
or a decorative mirror. And the Secret Service had also removed the
usual vase of cut flowers that sat on the table, as it could
potentially house a listening device, or be used as a weapon.

 


Benjamin, being somewhat of a bore on the
subject of his beloved city's history, knew more about the place
than most of the staff, and preferred for obvious reasons to use
the convenient little elevator in the lobby rather than the
circling stairs. He also enjoyed showing newcomers the hidden
compartment in the wall where alcohol had been stashed during
Prohibition, and fully expounding on the hotel's ghost.

 


Once he was settled in though, Michael left
him with George and the rest of the Presidential retinue, to eat
and get themselves focused. He then double-checked that everything
was in place with the previously stationed Agents on rotating
shifts in the lobby area and corridors. But his primary team were
told to go get some sleep and a decent meal before they were needed
again at the main event the following night.

 


After that, he promptly trotted outside to
see for himself how security was coming together at DLEfX.

 


It was a brisk walk, turning left onto South
Grand, crossing 6th Street, and making a sharp right
onto Wilshire Boulevard.

 


Codenamed 'Obelisk' for the duration
of that particular trip, the site was a neat, Modernist skyscraper
in gleaming black and bronze, that was quite remarkable for being
modestly slender when compared to some of its most immediate
neighbors. Yet it still ranked amongst the very tallest buildings
in Los Angeles, as well as the rest of California.

 


Though it had been built in the early
1970's, it still remained standing through it's fair share of
quakes, and managed to maintain a refined, technological elegance
to its appearance that made it an easily recognizable landmark.

 


The Daniels-Lawrence Electronic Effects
Company had bought it in 1992, and despite some difficulties that
the 1994 earthquake left them dealing with, they'd never felt the
need to remove themselves to a more spread out campus facility like
many of their competitors had done.

 


From Michael's point of view, the place was
tougher than most to protect.

 


The north entrance opened onto
6th Street, its glass frontage allowing for a perfect
view of the X-shaped escalators that rose from the lobby to the
2nd Floor.

 


The east and west sides sloped downward to
Wilshire Boulevard, while the main entrance on the south was
approachable from both a set of steps and a multi-level ramp. It
too had a glass frontage similar to the north, but the big main
entrance sliding doors were under a canopy emblazoned with the
company logo.

 


The biggest problem of all was that the
lobby could be viewed all the way through from outside, on both the
north or south, with nothing in between but those escalators,
several structural support columns, a bank of elevators, and some
fancy armchairs and coffee tables.

 


A total of 5 floors lay hidden underground,
four of which were used for normal parking needs, and one that was
dedicated to Valet. Access was from Wilshire on the west side of
the building, right next to the ramp. There was also an emergency
evacuation tunnel on what was designated Lower Level 1, but it was
a giant pain in the ass for the Secret Service, and no one wanted
to be down there guarding it.

 


Not that Michael could blame them, but there
was no other choice, and in the event of an emergency it could
prove to be a blessing.

 


He'd actually suggested using it to get the
President into the building without running external risks,
but Benjamin had tossed a book at his head, so that
particular option was clearly a no go.

 


Obelisk had 30 elevators, an
air-conditioning plant halfway up its 858 feet, and multiple floors
of variously sized Special Effects Green Rooms, as well as several
fully enclosed Motion Capture Suites. The Server Rooms filled yet
more floors, with computer labs filling several more again. Then
there were offices for administration and personnel, facilities,
kitchens, guest services, assorted technical workshops, a gymnasium
and fitness suite, day care center, two restaurants, conferencing
and meeting rooms, recording studios, and an exhibition area.

 


On top of all that, Michael had never liked
how it was a stone's throw from the Winged Horse Apartment Building
on the same block. At street level there were, amongst other
things, a cake shop, a bar and burger joint, a dry cleaners, and a
pizzeria.

 


It was also worryingly close to the office
of the Consulate General of Canada, the Library Bar, and the famous
One Wilshire Data Center.

 


But snipers were in place.

 


Dogs and their handlers were patrolling.

 


Roads were closed.

 


Construction on 6th and South
Flower had been assessed and temporarily halted.

 


Local residents had been interviewed and
background checked, photo ID'd, fingerprinted, and finally issued
bracelets that graciously allowed them access to their homes and
businesses.

 


Those unable to take the stress were told to
take a vacation.

 


The whole thing was a gigantic, time
consuming nuisance for everyone, not to mention the staff who
actually worked at DLEfX.

 


After successfully transitioning into the
White House, both Daniels and Lawrence had surrendered the
controlling interests they'd formerly shared in their company,
stepping away from it as per governmental ethics regulations.
George didn't have to do that strictly speaking, but rather than
cause a fuss or a scandal, he'd followed Ben's lead. And so with
their entire portfolios of other assorted stocks and shares safely
put in a blind trust, they had given the day to day running of
DLEfX to the one man who would have inherited it all anyway.

 


George's only heir.

 


His son, Thomas Benjamin Daniels.

 


The man was very much like his father, and
every bit as handsome. More than a few Hollywood starlets had
thrown themselves at his feet in recent years, and he'd been made
more than one or two offers from young male actors too, eager to
get close to someone with connections to power and money.

 


For the moment however, his only concern was
DLEfX, and it took up more than enough of his time to quite
effectively rule out having a real relationship. Still, he was
rather more intimidated by the politics surrounding his life, than
by the publicity garnered in his position.

 


Michael liked him, and honestly thought he
was a serious, consummate professional for a man of barely 30, but
he still had the sneaking suspicion that Tom would have much rather
followed his mother into medicine, had he been given more of a
choice in matters.

 


His mother had cheated on his father. His
father had cheated on his mother. Their divorce 18 years before had
been mutually agreed upon, but more than a touch bitchy and
vitriolic. The only stabilizing influence in his life had been, and
continued to be his Godfather, the President of the United
States, a man for whom he would willingly move heaven and
earth.

 


He had even served as a Pallbearer at
Audrey's funeral.

 


It was no great surprise then, for Michael
to find him in the lobby, busily berating a group of people who
would be giving a presentation the following night, and who had
apparently broken an expensive camera arrangement during
rehearsals.

 


The Ballroom on the Mezzanine was very
nearly ready, though there were still some lighting concerns, and
several spools of cable lay on the floor between the tables and
chairs that were still being decorated with just over 36 hours to
go.

 


The place had an air of tightly organized
chaos that was instantly recognizable as being the exact same way
wherever the President was due to show up and take part in
something.

 


Michael had once told Benjamin that the man
was a walking tsunami of other people's expectations.

 


Which was accurate, but on way too many
levels to quantify.

 


The room was bedecked in Audrey's favorite
color, showcasing so many shades of blue that it would be virtually
impossible to name them all.

 


"I just heard Archangel was in the
building."

 


Michael sighed. His codename was far too
obvious for his liking, and always made him feel like he should be
going to Confession every time he thought badly of someone using
it, especially when it was done in jest. Though Special Agent
Darren Spotyer probably didn't mean for it to sound like it did,
there was no taking it back.

 


He was trustworthy enough for even the Pope
to assign in protecting his grandmother, but a bit too desperate to
get on one of the teams closer to the President, and his eagerness
to impress gave him something of a keen young puppy temperament
that could get really tedious, really fast.

 


"How's it going in here?" Michael asked
simply, wanting only professional courtesy at that particular
point.

 


"On schedule. At least our end is. Erics is
doing the floor by floor sign off. We've got a whole bunch of
protestors ready to pour down here, and I'm guessing you saw the
Press camped out front. They've been staking their spots since
Wednesday."

 


"They were hard to miss. As long as they
stay in the designated area, it's fine. How are the neighbors?"

 


"Remarkably, they're not being too
obnoxious. That older lady in the block next door, Mrs. Taylor? The
one with the smelly white cat? She's been getting everyone who
bitches about the restrictions to put money in a swear jar, and
she's gotten enough to buy you this!" Spotyer proudly held up a big
plastic bag he'd been carrying. It sported the swirly purple logo
of the local bakery shop all over it. "She's also forced anyone who
didn't want to be near all the fuss we've been causing, to go away
for the weekend. Turns out she's quite the fan of President
Lawrence, and she said anyone in her block who wasn't, can quote,
'just bugger off for a bit and take a nice long trip to someplace
else'."

 


Michael grinned, taking the bag and peering
inside. "She remembered!" he chortled.

 


"Oh, she's never forgotten you. She
said she would like to see your ass at least once tomorrow night,
if at all possible."

 


Catherine Taylor was a 71-year-old force to
be reckoned with, who'd lived in the Winged Horse Apartments long
before DLEfX ever bought the skyscraper next door. Her place was on
the southeast corner, and offered the best view of the entire
frontage of the building she'd watched over for more than 20 years,
following her husband's death from cancer.

 


She'd seen Thomas grow up there, watched Ben
court Audrey there, and witnessed them rise steadily to win
Technical Awards across the board, as well as soaring Hollywood
acclaim. She had a huge collection of autographs from many of the
famous stars they'd worked with, as well as quite the photo album
of memories marking what was indeed a long and exciting retirement
for a woman who'd honestly thought her life was over the day she'd
been widowed.

 


When Ben ran for the Senate, she'd
campaigned on his behalf like a mad woman, not just in her block
but all the way down Wilshire and up the other side.

 


When he ran for President, she'd doubled her
efforts.

 


Her friendship with Daniels and Lawrence had
first been born the night she saw someone leave a suspicious
package outside the main doors. She'd done what every good citizen
was meant to do, and called the cops, given a full description of
the shifty little man she'd spied from her kitchen window, and
successfully prevented an incendiary device from causing the random
chaos it had been designed for.

 


After that, she'd become an unofficial
watchdog for them, and she'd found a firm friend in Audrey
Reynolds, before she became Mrs. Audrey Lawrence, often just
keeping her company as Benjamin worked late on something
unexpected, or missed a date because he was distracted by new ideas
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