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      A Christmas message—warning of the next big attack on US soil—needs the comfort of a pastrami on rye.

      “Top Pick of the Month” – Night Owl Reviews

      Cornelia Day, still overwhelmed by her first week as the new Presidential Chief of Staff, needs help and she needs it fast.

      Damien Feinman leads the Situation Room management team. He is definitely falling for the frosty Cornelia Day. And he absolutely needs a pastrami sandwich from Katz’s Deli to make it through the holidays.

      When a Christmas message from an unfriendly foreign power warns of destruction, only together can Damien and Cornelia unravel the message before it becomes lethal.

      [Can be read stand-alone or in series. A complete happy-ever-after with no cliffhangers. Originally published in “The Night Stalkers White House” series in 2016. Re-edited 2022 for improved reader experience but still the same great story.]
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      Standing on the threshold of the White House Situation Room shouldn’t be this strange, but Cornelia could not remember a single moment of greater change in her life.

      Taking the next step seemed beyond her capabilities.

      And it wasn’t merely the Situation Room—which was actually a large complex of rooms in the basement of the West Wing. This was the entry to the President’s Briefing Room, the keystone conference room. This is where the nation’s hardest decisions were made and she absolutely didn’t belong here.

      “Well, here’s a day I never thought I’d see,” President-elect Zachary Thomas chuckled from close behind her. “The day anything would slow down Ms. Cornelia Day.”

      Fighting to keep her reactions to herself, she took the step, and the next five, her heels echoing as she crossed the pale gold marble and then onto the dark blue of the carpet surrounding the conference table.

      In her eight years as Vice President Thomas’ assistant, she had never entered this room.

      Didn’t he know that?

      The dark walnut table had six armchairs down either side. At the near end was the lone chair that must be the President’s and at the far end there was a wall of video screens. More chairs lined either sidewall as well as more large screens.

      The room felt wrong, too simple for what it was. The governor’s conference room in Colorado was several times larger and much more nicely appointed. Of course the Roosevelt Room and Cabinet Room upstairs were directly opposite the Oval Office.

      But still, the Situation Room should look like more than an afterthought. It was so small for what happened here. If all the chairs were filled it would be more cramped than the coach section on an airplane.

      Then she looked at the clock. Local time and—she barely managed a breath against the tightness building in her chest—President time. He had his own clock. Nothing so succinctly stated the purpose of this room as him having his own clock. It would always be synchronized to where he traveled in the world.

      She truly didn’t belong here. She didn’t even know which chair would be hers, or more troubling, why it would be hers.

      “This,” Zachary Thomas came up beside her and rested his hand on the head chair, “will typically be mine starting on Inauguration Day.”

      It was the Monday after Thanksgiving. They had barely seven weeks to form their new administration. Cornelia’s head hurt from thinking about how much there was to do.

      “And if you don’t think that’s scaring the daylights out of me, you’ve got another think coming. That one,” he pointed to his immediate left, the chair she’d stopped close behind, “is where my White House Chief of Staff will be sitting.”

      Cornelia rested her hand on the seat back and tried not to be physically ill. At the President of the United States’ left hand. “How did this happen?”

      “Cornelia.”

      She managed to look up at his dark eyes.

      “It happened because I need someone to keep me from screwing the pooch…too often. You’ve been with me since before I was the Governor of Colorado, almost a dozen years. You know me better than anyone, even Anne.”

      Cornelia doubted that. First Lady-elect Anne Darlington-Thomas had shown a heartfelt understanding of her future husband since the day they’d met last Christmas—an affinity that neither Cornelia, nor Anne had expected. But Cornelia wasn’t comfortable correcting the President-elect on her first-ever visit to the Situation Room.

      “There hasn’t been a policy decision in all those years that you didn’t offer something on.”

      “Even when I disagreed with you,” she managed a smile.

      “Especially when you disagreed with me. You know how many people are willing to speak truth to the Governor, never mind the President? I need someone who will.”

      “I can’t believe you did this to me, Mr. President-elect!” Daniel Darlington strode into the Situation Room.

      His hearty greeting echoed Cornelia’s sentiments exactly.

      “Hey!” Daniel aimed a finger at the chair her hand rested on. “That’s my chair!”

      Cornelia snatched her hand back.

      “Nope,” Zachary pointed to his right. “That’s going to be yours very soon, Daniel.”

      “I can not believe you conned me into this,” Daniel repeated but he moved to the designated chair and dropped into it as if there was nothing unusual.

      It fit him.

      With his immaculate suit, surfer blond hair, and charming smile, Daniel was one of the most politically savvy people, and well-liked ones, in DC. He had proven he was an exceptional White House Chief of Staff and she had no doubt that he’d make an amazing Vice President.

      “I’m supposed to be back on the family farm in two months. Remind me again how you convinced me to run with you?”

      “I asked and you said yes. You didn’t even whine much,” Zachary sat in his own future chair at the head of the table. Cornelia wished he’d at least squirm a little as he did, so that she wasn’t the only one so obviously out of place.

      “And I expect to regret it for the rest of my days. But my wife said she’d vote for me, so I caved. Sorry Mr. President-elect, but you’re not the one Alice voted for on our ticket.”

      “Likely story.”

      The two men shared smiles that told Cornelia this was going to be her life for the next four to eight years. They were both simply too pleased with themselves and each other. It didn’t help that, through Anne, they were also now brothers-in-law.

      Cornelia was halfway into her seat when Daniel aimed that charming smile at her.

      “Careful. If this all goes wrong, you’ll be the one in the Vice President’s chair eight years from now. Four if I have the good sense to quit while I’m ahead.”

      She collapsed into her seat with far less dignity than she’d intended. She straightened both her spine and the line of her best Ann Thomas suit to regain her composure before replying.

      “I will change my citizenship tomorrow,” she said with all of the aplomb she could muster.

      “Aruba’s a good choice,” Daniel suggested with a casual ease that unraveled her attempts to set a tone befitting the White House Situation Room.

      “I’d go with Australia,” Zachary riposted. “Better beer.”

      Cornelia sighed. They were here for their first Sit Room briefing as the incoming administration. And if this was any indicator for how their schedule was going to go over the next four years (never mind if there were two terms) she would go insane managing it.

      Except that wouldn’t be her job anymore.

      President Zachary Thomas would have a body man and a fleet of secretaries. Her job would be about managing his information flow, not his hour-to-hour schedule.

      Definitely time to up your game, Cornelia.

      “Personally,” a new voice sounded from behind her, “I prefer German beer. There is a beer called Rieder Dunkle Weisse—dark white—in Bavaria. Very traditional, very local. It does not ship well and should only be drunk in Munich and only in the fall. However, considering the next five-year projection for regional stability, I would not recommend an actual citizenship change to Germany at this time, Ms. Day, nor Aruba. However, I must say that I think that chair fits you very well.”

      Cornelia could only look at the man aghast. Everything they’d said in one of the most secure rooms in the world and—none of it was private. She wouldn’t forget that lesson soon. Which, of course, was the point of the newcomer’s lesson.

      The tall, dark-haired man looked vaguely professorial in a slightly rumpled suit. But in contrast his bearing and broad shoulders said military, or perhaps ex-military as he didn’t display the expected rigidity. His New York accent went well with the slightly pompous tone of his thinking he was the smartest one in the room.
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      Damien Feinman always enjoyed this moment, though he knew it was no surprise to the Gentlemen Elect. He considered this to be one of the perks of being head of the Situation Room duty watch.

      Every word said in the Briefing Room was overheard by the room’s National Security Council watch officers. This allowed the occupants to simply ask for any data and his watch would provide—one of their many duties. He’d always felt that a direct demonstration was the most effective on that point, which was very evident by Ms. Day’s chagrined expression.

      Damien had studied her file and was still scratching his head over it. Valedictorian at Claremont McKenna in three years, unheard of at that college. The debate team had won at the national level and been top three internationally for all three years she was on it—the last year as president. Straight to the Colorado Governor’s office.

      Everyone in Washington had assumed that Governor and then Vice President Zachary Thomas was dallying with her on the side. However, shortly before he began his run for President, Zachary Thomas had married Anne Darlington—and Cornelia Day had stood as maid-of-honor.

      If she wasn’t with the President-elect on the sly, then the intelligence indicated that she had even less of a life than he himself did.

      However, Ms. Day in person was a very different woman than the one in her file. One look at her upright bearing made it impossible to imagine her doing a single improper thing. She sat like a dancer—her posture Audrey Hepburn perfect.

      She stood to greet him. No, she rose to greet him; she even moved like a dancer. He’d had the hots for a girl in high school, for what little good it had done him, who went on to dance for the American Ballet Theatre. Ms. Day’s simple rising from her chair was more graceful than Jara’s dancing had been. Her merest movement made his breath catch in his throat.

      The Elects offered him friendly smiles and handshakes which was kind of them. Ms. Day followed suit. She stood six-one in her two-inch heels. Her long fingers were as slender and fine as she was. There was an elegance to her that had nothing to do with her finely tailored suit. Unadorned right down to her unpainted nails except for a simple gold necklace chain. Her face was as slender as her body. Her straight fall of dark brown hair was immaculately sliced at shoulder length and swung back and forth with the neat precision of a knife at her cautious nod of greeting.

      “I’m Marine Corps Captain Damien Feinman. Situation Room, senior duty watch officer.”

      “Cornelia Day,” her tone polite, but cautious. Using only the five syllables of her own name she managed to accuse him of intruding and his listening in to be unwelcome.

      It was easy to see why she’d picked up the nickname The Shark. Insanely intelligent, lean, and apparently lethal to anyone getting in the Vice President’s way. Damien had heard rumors that congressmen would rather face Zachary Thomas than his assistant on any day of the week.

      Dangerous and, the one thing that the file communicated least of all, beautiful. She was the killer combo.

      And ten gets you twenty, Damien, she’s as chilly on the inside as her reputation on the outside.

      “I’m one of the National Security Council duty watch officers in charge of the Situation Room,” he moved to the chair beside Daniel so that he could look at her across the table for the briefing.

      No normal human had a file of her caliber and he wanted to unravel the puzzle of what data was missing. He liked puzzles and the woman across from him presented a fine one. He hoped the mystery wasn’t too simple to solve—so many people had only a few layers to their truth.

      Even the President-elect and the Vice-President-elect were not complicated men. Skilled, absolutely. Complicated? Both were moderately predictable, straightforward alpha males mitigated by a solid layer of decency and good upbringing.

      “So, your job is to listen,” Cornelia still sounded somewhat indignant about that, but was covering it well.

      “To listen and to provide. This room is manned…” he paused a beat to tease the two women currently on the watch desk, “…or perhaps I should say peopled twenty-four hours a day by a minimum staff of five personnel. Three duty officers, a communications specialist, and an intelligence analyst.”

      “And which are you?” Cornelia’s tone said she wasn’t going to cut him a single inch of slack this side of Christmas.

      “He,” Zachary said, “is our friendly, neighborhood anomaly.”

      “We keep trying to straighten him out, but it doesn’t do any good,” Daniel agreed.

      “Details on Ms. Day,” he spoke loudly into the room and watched her for a reaction, then cursed under his breath. He should have changed the order of the presentation. If she was already offended, this was going to make things worse, but it was too late.

      The screens beyond the end of the table flashed to life. Pictures from kindergarten through the recent election day rotating on one screen and an extensive bio on the other. He didn’t bother to turn to read it, having memorized the key points. Instead he watched her, but her expression revealed nothing.

      “Parents divorced. Mother a senior-level Raytheon engineer and father a high-school math teacher, the latter recently incarcerated because he did that thing with a female under-age student that you aren’t supposed to do.” Crap! Now he was sounding like an asshole starting on the most personal point. But he’d wanted to poke at that chilly facade; couldn’t resist doing so.

      “Does your precious file also indicate that I have neither seen nor heard from him since I was three? Not child support, not a birthday card, or Christmas present?”

      It hadn’t.

      Her tone was absolutely flat, impossible to read hurt or pride into—Just the facts, ma’am. No wonder she scared the crap out of congressmen and senators alike; the woman was unreadable.

      He typically started with the most personal information as a test. Most were shocked, dismayed, put off, even angered at the volume of information he had at his fingertips. Cornelia was calm and made it sound as if she was questioning his own intelligence for choosing such a starting point.

      There was more shock from Zachary Thomas, who had employed her for over a decade, than there was from her. That degree of composure was unique in his experience. More rather than less intriguing on his puzzle scale.

      “Merely an example of the types of information we can supply.” He dismissed the rest of her file with a spoken word and spent the next twenty minutes giving the room’s three occupants a rundown of the capabilities of the Situation Room and its staff. “With the Gentlemen Elect—”

      “Gentlemen Elect?” Ms. Day asked as if that was the surprise.

      “I rather prefer it to Messrs as the plural of Mister. Messrs Elect sounds as if they’re preparing to make a mess.”

      Her nod for him to continue stated that she wouldn’t be arguing the point, or perhaps not surprised if they did make one.

      “With the Gentlemen Elect,” he started over, “both in the top tier of the current administration, there is no need to compartmentalize information during this briefing.” He’d been given authorization by the President that Ms. Day was also to be brought fully up to speed rather than awaiting Inauguration Day and her shift into the role of Chief of Staff.

      For the Gentlemen Elect this was old news.

      And it seemed no matter how fast he fed the information to her, Cornelia Day absorbed and cataloged it all. He wondered if it was a facade or if somehow her mind really was so quick and orderly that she could indeed remember the NSC staff’s capabilities when she would have need of it.

      He finished and waited, watching her.

      Her smile was infinitesimal.

      The cordovan-red leather portfolio—as slim as she was—that she had set on the table when she’d sat down had remained untouched, unopened. Now she reached out with her slender fingers, but merely turned it slightly so that its edge aligned more precisely with the table’s.

      Damien was fascinated. He’d seen plenty of men and a few women sit about this table over the years. A person, of either gender, that he couldn’t read rated as either a cyborg or zombie—at least on the inside. That tiny smile gave her away as being neither.

      Completely intrigued, he waited for what came next.

      “You, Mr. Feinman,” she inspected him with those dark brown eyes of hers. Was there a hidden laugh behind that thin smile? “Never answered my question.”

      Damien puzzled at that as her smile grew. What question?

      He burst out laughing as he remembered and slapped the table: What was he indeed!

      The Gentlemen Elect were looking at him as if he’d lost his mind.

      He supposed that it was rude to laugh in the face of the next Commander in Chief, but was unable to help himself.

      Both Zachary and Daniel chuckled along with him, but it was tentative. They didn’t get it.

      Only the woman across the table truly understood the joke and, while she didn’t laugh, her smile went completely radiant—doubly so for how unexpected it was on her serious face.

      Damien, still fighting for composure, rose to his feet and bowed deeply. It felt more like the curtain call at the end of No, No, Nanette in high school—in which he had played Jimmy the cheerful philanderer and, ironically for a Brooklyn Jew, wealthy Bible salesman.

      “As to what I am, my good Ms. Day,” he had to fight down the laugh. “I am the intelligent officer…”

      Which almost earned him her laugh but not quite.

      “But mostly—”
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      “He’s the librarian.”

      Cornelia twisted about to see National Security Advisor Sienna Arnson stride into the room, her long red hair fiery bright and her shapely figure looking great in a Diane von Furstenberg dress. A woman who wore bright summer colors at the beginning of the DC winter and could somehow make it work. Cornelia’s own charcoal slacks and jacket seemed dowdy beside the NSA.

      Sienna sat in the chair beside Cornelia and directly across from Damien. But Sienna’s answer did little to explain the man.

      “You’re…what?” Librarian was about the last title Cornelia would have expected.

      Damien sighed for his stolen thunder and dropped back into his seat.

      “You lack,” she resisted the urge to ask if he bought his suits at Sears, “the military snap and precision I would expect from a handsome Marine Corps Captain. Now I understand why.” And she should not have said handsome even if it was undeniable.

      “Story of my life,” Damien agreed and scowled at Sienna. Then he turned to Cornelia but raised his voice. “Story of my life, please.”

      In moments the briefing screens were filled with an array of images: high school photo, looking sharp in Marine blues complete with gold buttons, white hat, and sword. Damien Feinman looked good in his present suit whatever its origin, but he was remarkable in his dress uniform.

      She scanned the biographic feed. High school drama department. Library school and Naval ROTC—odd combination. He was two months younger than she was—selfless Pisces to her own overly determined Capricorn. Marine Corps intelligence at Quantico for two years. Ten years at—

      “I thought National Security Council assignments to the White House Situation Room were only for two-year tours.”

      “That’s why he’s our anomaly,” Zachary repeated his earlier statement.

      But Damien wasn’t looking at Zachary or at her. He was looking at the screens.

      Cornelia followed the direction of his gaze and sighed. She didn’t have an eidetic memory; no photograph of the information existed in her head—there was far too much of it. But she was very good at picking out what didn’t fit in an array of information.

      Many people, especially those subjected to her occasional in-vain attempts at relationships, found her ability disconcerting. She could see him wondering how she had zeroed in on his unexpected term of service here so quickly, it wasn’t marked in any particular way to make it stand out in a busy display.

      She read more during his puzzled silence. He too had been valedictorian and his climb through the ranks had been at a pace even combat officers rarely achieved. Clearly he too rose to a challenge.

      “Now that you know how this place works,” Sienna spoke up, “let’s get into our first current affairs briefing. Until now, your intel briefings have been background material and longer term issues. As the others are already up to speed on world affairs, please let me know if I’m going too fast for you, Ms. Day. Starting with Africa.”

      The screens shifted again, but Cornelia wasn’t watching them.

      She was watching Damien Feinman as he slowly turned from the summary of his life to look at her. He was inspecting her carefully as if she was of sudden interest. They each had their skills, was it now a contest to see whose were more useful?

      Cornelia arched a single eyebrow to voice the challenge and he offered a nod reminiscent of his mock bow to accept it.

      Game on.
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      Cornelia didn’t know why she was always felt a jolt of surprise whenever she saw the President in the White House, and yet she did every single time. Over the last two terms, she’d had very little to do with President Matthews. Her primary contacts were with his three executive secretaries and Daniel; the President himself she never interacted with. He probably didn’t know who she was.

      At the end of the Sienna’s hour-long briefing on the world at large, but before the meeting could break up, President Peter Matthews swept into the room.

      “All rise,” Damien called out like a court bailiff. He sent her a saucy wink. Then he snapped a Marine-smart salute to the President. “Good morning O Commander in Chief, my Commander.”

      “Sit down before you fall down, Feinman,” was the President’s easy greeting.

      Damien remained standing respectfully despite his outrageous welcome.

      Cornelia was fascinated by the various reactions as everyone rose to their feet. Zachary and Daniel became noticeably more casual in their speech—also offering cheery, even teasing greetings to the Commander in Chief—yet much more formal in their manner. Ties were surreptitiously straightened, jackets that had been over the backs of chairs were hurriedly donned. Sienna Arnson smoothed her dress carefully. She herself had neither shed her jacket nor fussed with the kerchief in her breast pocket that matched her blouse. She simply rose quietly and waited.

      Damien, who had seemed unable to sit still during the course of the meeting, had slowly discombobulated himself. His tie had been eased, off center. He’d run his hands deep into his hair while trying to make a point, leaving it thoroughly mussed. His jacket had been left back at the watch stations from when he’d gone off to assist with items that were challenging the rest of the staff. His shirt sleeves were rolled up unevenly.

      “Did I miss the surprise part yet?” President Matthews was immaculate in his three-piece pinstripe.

      Zachary and Daniel exchanged looks, not of complicity but rather of confusion.

      “The surprise part?” Sienna asked uncertainly.

      Damien was keeping his thoughts to himself and Cornelia chose to emulate his example.

      “Oh, did I forget to tell anyone?” President Matthews looked very pleased with himself as he sat in the chair that Zachary had occupied during the meeting. “Not yet, Cowboy. Move down one.”

      “That would be Flyboy. I’m from the Air Force Academy, not the flatlands of Colorado and you know it.” Zachary moved to Daniel’s chair and Daniel to Damien’s.

      Damien, rather than taking the next chair, circled around the other end of the table.

      “What?” the President asked him.

      “Boys on one side, girls on the other. Seems rather trite.” Cornelia was amused as Damien scooted Sienna down one seat and sat between them.

      “Ms. Day,” the President said courteously, proving that he did indeed know who she was.

      Realizing that she was the lone person still standing, she too returned to her seat.

      “First,” he turned to his right, “how far are you two into your transition team?”

      Zachary and Daniel exchanged worried looks.

      “They,” Cornelia used the term loosely, “have filled under two hundred of one-thousand-forty-two open positions,” and Cornelia had made most of those decisions herself because her boss had been too busy catching up with his Vice Presidential job since the election.

      “When did that happen?” The President-elect did a poor job of covering for himself, as usual.

      Cornelia kept her sigh to herself, but could hear Damien chuckle.

      “That explains the steady stream of intelligence and personnel-clearance requests we’ve been processing lately.”

      She turned, a little startled at how close he suddenly was, seated in the next chair beside her.

      “I’ve only told you part of what we do here. Those requests cross our desks as well. Never dull here, I can promise you.”

      She’d remember that.

      “You two geniuses,” the President addressed the Gentlemen Elect, she rather liked Damien’s phrase, “do have the good sense to keep Sienna as National Security Advisor, don’t you?”

      Again Zachary and Daniel exchanged quick glances.

      Cornelia read the look and made a mental note. “I’ll get that taken care of. Congratulations, Ms. Arnson.”

      Sienna looked slightly dazed for a moment. “When they hadn’t approached me, I’d assumed—”

      “That they were still too dazzled about winning the election to think clearly, even though four weeks have passed by since?” Cornelia finished the sentence for her.

      “Yes, that’s it exactly. The answer is yes, by the way, once they get around to asking me. I’ll cancel the feelers I put out to other agencies.”

      “Good,” the President thumped a hand on the table, cutting off Zachary the moment he opened his mouth to actually ask.

      Cornelia was starting to enjoy this. The President- and Vice-President-elect were both so confident; she’d have to remember the advantages of keeping them off balance.

      “You two,” the President continued, not giving them a chance to speak, “have an administration to prepare. You need to stop thinking about my lame duck operation and get moving.”

      “But—” Daniel didn’t get past the first word of his protest before the President turned to her.

      “You, Ms. Cornelia Day, are as of this moment, my White House Chief of Staff. Sorry Daniel, but that means I’ll need your formal resignation by end of day unless you want me to fire your butt.”

      “I serve at the pleasure of the President,” Daniel said it formally.

      She could see him swallow hard. By his bewildered expression, it was going to take him a while to come to terms with the change. For herself, she simply filed the fact for later consideration.

      No, there wasn’t even the need for that. It made absolutely logical sense.

      Her taking over now would smooth the often rough and occasionally acrimonious transition from one administration to the next. By naming her his White House Chief of Staff, President Matthews was showing a great deal of consideration for the incoming leadership.

      “I’ll leave it to the two of you when to switch offices but, Daniel and Zachary, make it soon—as in today. You two need to focus on the next administration. Cornelia, go to Daniel when you get stuck, but with your reputation I don’t expect that to happen very often.”

      Again, more knowledge of her than she expected, but she had sufficient self-awareness to think that she had at least some skills at her job. If not, she never would have agreed to it when Zachary had swung by her office on Election Day and said, Of course, if I win, you’re my Chief of Staff. You know that, right? Not waiting for her answer before rushing off to his next media event.

      “Ms. Day, you should be able to get much more done now that you have the power of your future job. That’s effective immediately, Damien.” The President pulled a folded piece of paper out of his jacket’s inner pocket and handed it over to him.

      Cornelia took the liberty of reading the letter over Damien’s shoulder to see that the President had already formalized her transition to his Chief of Staff.

      Damien nodded his assent. When he attempted to return the letter, the President indicated that it should go to her.

      Right. It would now be her responsibility to make sure it was properly filed. Whatever that meant.

      The President rose and they all scrambled to do the same.

      He shook her hand, actually taking hers between both of his as if to solemnize the moment.

      “Best of luck! You’re going to need it to survive these two.” He nodded at Zachary and Daniel then departed without shaking their partially extended hands, but wearing a big smile. They were all such men.

      The meeting ended. Mr. President- and Mr. Vice-President-elect were already deep in consultation regarding next steps on setting up their administration as they left the room.

      Sienna still looked a little dazed as she followed in their wake.

      Cornelia finally managed to unlock her knees and sit back down.

      “I serve at the pleasure of the President,” she whispered it to herself.

      “That was a hell of a kicker, wasn’t it, Ms. Day?” Damien asked from so close beside her that she jolted. “Sorry, guess you forgot that I was still here. A lot happening I know. No problem, we duty officers are used to being invisible.”

      When he started to rise, she rested a hand on his arm to keep him in place.

      He waited her out while she sorted out her jumbled thoughts. She knew exactly who she wanted to keep and not keep from the current administration. The list formed rapidly in her head. And now she could take immediate action on building her own team: speechwriters, assistant chief of staff, press relations... The list wasn’t endless, and thankfully it no longer felt that way. She also had a long list of appointments that she expected Zachary Thomas would sign off on with few changes, as soon as she double checked a few of them with—

      She turned to Damien who was still eyeing her hand resting on his arm.
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      The new White House Chief of Staff caught him studying her hand.

      Her file had said no attachments, other than the now dismissed possibility of one with the President-elect, and her ringless fingers were only a confirmation of that. It was ridiculous, but he liked the look of her hands. Fine but not delicate. He was—clearly losing his mind.

      “Many Chiefs of Staff,” Damien told her so that he’d have something to fill the sudden silence, “make the Situation Room into their second office.” Was he being overly forward in hoping that this one would as well? She was yet another White House Chief of Staff, after all, and he’d seen six of those in his ten years here. She would only be Number Seven, nothing more. Yet it wasn’t that simple. Was he such a cad that her gender was leading him to inappropriate preferences?

      Cornelia finally withdrew her hand as if freeing him to rise and go.

      If they had wild horses in DC, they weren’t going to drag him away. But he couldn’t think of any reason to stay beside her either. Thankfully, she spoke before good manners would make him attempt to stand once more.

      “Perhaps,” the surprise was gone from her voice at her sudden promotion.

      Over the last few minutes, somewhere in that curious mind of hers, she had either set aside or fully integrated her changed role into her identity—and he’d bet on the latter.

      “You could take a moment to explain the implications of my new role from your perspective.”

      It was a very smart question. He had learned during the course of the briefing that it was the only kind she asked.

      As he did explain, she began to relax. Not her breathtaking posture, but now removed from the powerhouse personalities of the country’s leaders, she began asking more questions. It had been hard to calibrate her silences during the earlier meetings. Her rare questions hadn’t provided sufficient reference.

      He finally pieced together what was missing: Cornelia Day was shy. He’d never have expected that of her, but the more they spoke, the more true it seemed. But shyness had nothing to do with intelligence.

      Whenever Damien had to instruct new staff, he always worked to find their level of knowledge first and then teach them starting at that level. Once it was only the two of them, he found Cornelia Day’s level easily enough—higher than he’d thought despite reading her file then sitting across from her these last two hours.

      But the more he described the NSC’s capabilities, the more insightful her questions became until she was nearly speaking on Daniel’s level—and he’d been Chief of Staff for seven years.
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