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      Gunther

      One of the most powerful politicians in the country hired me to look out for his niece, and it’s just the career break I need. But as soon as I lay eyes on Sara, I know I’m a goner. On the surface, she’s all wrong for me. I like order, and she is a bringer of chaos.  I have no choice but to compromise, because she needs to be in my life.  Forever.

      

      Sara

      My uncle, fed up with my shenanigans, hired some guy to shadow me all over the city. If I don’t comply, there will be consequences that I’m not willing to suffer. So, it’s a good thing the guy watching me day and night looks like Captain America and blushes whenever I talk to him. The question is, does he like me enough to help me with my huge, furry, rapidly multiplying secret?
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      Gunther

      

      I shake my head in disgust when I look over my garden. Every damn head of lettuce is destroyed. The broccoli? Forget about it. Will I have cabbage for my stir fry this summer? Nope.

      The only thing the little shits left alone were the onions.

      Fucking rabbits.

      Because I’m a health nut, a backyard garden was the first thing I renovated when I bought my house. I won’t make a smoothie with onions, though.

      Barring anything poisonous or inhumane, I’ll have to research how to keep rabbits away from my property. Far, far away.

      I scrub my hand over my face and give up, going inside to shower off my morning-run sweat before heading to work.

      Sentinel Security has been good to me so far. I haven’t been given any high-profile assignments, but I’ve only been with the company a few months, and already it beats my shifts as a lowly security guard at Expert Chemical Company. I don’t know what they do in the building I used to watch, but I was told I wouldn’t want to know. So I kept my head down, did my job, and waited for something more prestigious.

      Based in Washington, D.C., Sentinel is the go-to for politicians, lobbyists, and lawyers. If your position doesn’t merit the Secret Service or Capitol Police — or if you need extra peace of mind that taxpayer-funded security doesn’t give you—you call Sentinel.

      I adjust my necktie in the bathroom mirror and polish my U.S. Navy tie tack until it shines. I fuss over the fit of my clothes and shorn hairstyle more than I should, but the Academy, then rising through the ranks of the military, drilled certain habits into me. Being a fussy, buttoned-up sumbitch helps keep me anonymous in a town teeming with other buttoned-up sons-a-bitches. That’s the way I prefer it.

      My self-discipline has paid off. I spent years scraping and saving as a security guard, and now I have a small house in Alexandria. Now I’m 35 and ready for the next phase of my life. Maybe I’ll settle down and start a family—if I can find someone willing to put up with the secrecy and sometimes crazy hours of private security.

      I swipe my I.D. card through the slot at the employee elevator of Sentinel, a nondescript office inside a larger, nondescript glass and marble structure on Pennsylvania Avenue. I wait for the green light, but nothing happens.

      I try again, and nothing. That’s weird. The chip in my I.D. card seems to be malfunctioning. 

      I try yet again, and still nothing. I wait, listening and watching for someone who knows what’s happening.

      I buzz the intercom. After a few seconds, it crackles to life, and the voice of the military-grade A.I. entity that controls the doors answers me. It sounds a bit odd today but slightly more human. This A.I. shit is creepy as fuck.

      “How may I help you today?” it asks.

      “Yeah, something’s wrong with my card. Can you see what’s going on?”

      And I wait.

      The voice comes back with, “Please continue to wait.”

      Sure thing.

      I look around me at the busy lobby as men and women in dark overcoats and suits rush past to their government jobs, some of them eyeing me like a loiterer even though I’ve come to recognize many of their faces. Guess they don’t remember mine. That’s the way I prefer it, though, right?

      Damn. Am I about to get fired?

      If there’s a bug or a glitch, the bot would know and override it based on the sound of my voice alone—that’s how advanced the A.I. tech has gotten. Creepy, and makes me worry that the glitch is no mistake.

      I’m about to buzz the robot again when two big dudes, headed right for me, round a corner at the other end of the lobby. They wear the green lanyard indicative of the ones who work directly under the big boss of Sentinel.

      And they don’t look friendly.

      “Morning, fellas.” 

      They don’t return my greeting, but instead, one steps close to me and orders, “Please come with us.”

      I puff out my chest and say, “What’s happening?”

      They don’t answer, but escort me away from the employee elevator, around the perimeter of the lobby to a door marked “boiler room.” What the…

      Guess what? It ain’t a boiler room back here. We descend some stairs to a basement door leading to who knows where. Sentinel’s offices are on the fifth floor, so the descent below ground has my hackles up in a big way. 

      A long concrete tunnel resembling a bunker leads up another set of stairs, where we approach the door of a rusty freight elevator. The men with me say nothing, and my stomach flips over when the rusty door slides open, and we step inside a sleek, ultra-modern chamber with no buttons, only cameras, and a fingerprint I.D. touchpad. Where the fuck are we going?

      I soon figure it out when the elevator shoots upward to an unknown floor and the door slides open.

      This has to be the office of the big boss.

      Shit.

      But if I’m fired, why go to all this trouble? The rare fuckups at Sentinel typically get their passcodes revoked overnight, and a bank box appears on their doorsteps with any personal belongings they may have left in their cubicles.

      My escorts gesture for me to exit the elevator ahead of them, which does not put me at ease. Neither does the decor of this strange office that looks like something a movie super villain would design. It’s not in the style consistent with the rest of Sentinel’s minimalist offices. I can’t decide if the vibe is Gru from Despicable Me or Syndrome from The Incredibles. A huge, weirdly quiet waterfall feature covers the entire wall opposite the modern floor-to-ceiling windows. Everywhere else is black marble upon black marble. The built-in bookshelves that line the wall behind the desk have more screens and devices than books. I’ve only met the big boss once before, when she popped in for a minute during one of seven hours-long interviews before Sentinel offered me a job. 

      With its moody vibe, this flashy office is not something I would have guessed for the head of a company that aims to instill trust in clients. The big boss herself stands at a bar cart in the corner with an assistant.

      “Oh!” the assistant chirps. “You’re here.”

      The big boss pivots to face me.

      I nod politely. “Ms. Dunne.”

      “Mr. MacGregor.”

      The boss gives me an assessing look. This is not a firing, nor does she want to shoot the shit.

      The assistant moves forward, handing me a cut-glass tumbler of seltzer with fruit. 

      “Thanks?” I say. “How did you know….”

      Ms. Dunne gestures for me to follow her, dismissing her guards at the same time.

      The drink is a nice gesture, but it gives me the creeps that she knows I have a habit of taking seltzer with fruit in it. My personal trainer is trying to get me to drink more water, and this shit is the least disagreeable way. 

      “Unlike most employers, I watch footage of my employees, and not just when I have a concern. Have a seat, Gunther.” Ms. Dunne gestures to an uncomfortable-looking banquette along the wall catty-corner to her desk, but I do as I’m told and wait for her to talk again. The two more cushy designer chairs across from her desk are empty, and I get the feeling we’re waiting for someone more important than me to fill at least one of them.

      “You’re probably wondering why I asked you here.”

      Wow. She is really embracing the supervillain clichés.

      “That would be an understatement,” I say with a humble smile. “I haven’t had my card denied before, so it made me wonder.”

      Ms. Dunne nods. “I have a special assignment for you, and I didn’t want you traipsing all the way to your desk. No need to start gossip about you being called up to the boss’s office.” Ms. Dunne gives me what I suppose is her version of a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I looked into your background myself, and I’m quite impressed. Tell me, Gunther. Do you like internet security?”

      I’m an honest guy, so I tell her the truth. “Not really.”

      “That’s what I thought. You’re a man of action. You don’t retire from the Navy as a captain only to become a cubicle monkey. Or as a graveyard shift security guard. Especially not after what you accomplished in Iraq.”

      I really wish she hadn’t vaguely brought up “what I accomplished” in the Navy. As far as I’m concerned, it’s ancient history, and I’m not interested in playing that card to get ahead at Sentinel.

      “No, ma’am.”

      Her assessing gaze seems to relax. “I brought you here because I have a very important client who needs to clean up a family matter. Have you heard about the animal rights group that keeps breaking into Expert Chemical?”

      Oh. That’s why she picked me, because I used to work there.

      “PETA?”

      That group disrupted a job fair at a satellite campus a few weeks back. That company gave me a decent start when I didn’t know what to do with myself after the Navy, but they were all creepy as fuck. And I probably walked away with a low sperm count from whatever I was exposed to over there.

      “No, there’s a smaller, grassroots group known as D.C. Animal Friends who’s been doing more than protesting recently. The CEO of Expert Chemical has been siccing his lobbyists all over Capitol Hill, saying this group is stealing specimens and exposing them to corporate espionage.”

      Shit. I really don’t want to go back to that place. Not even on a special assignment.

      “So you want me to go there and keep an eye out? They need my expertise?”

      “Not exactly,” she says. “Here’s where the personal matter comes in.”

      Ms. Dunne turns from me and nods at the wall to no one in particular. The elevator doors open. I nearly trip over myself as I shoot to my feet in the presence of the Speaker of the House.

      “Senator Potter, this is Gunther MacGregor. He’ll be taking care of your little problem.”

      My mouth goes dry as the man third in line to the presidency strolls confidently forward and shakes my hand. “Senator,” I rasp, shifting my glass to the other hand to shake his. “Pleased to meet you.”

      He nods and gestures for me to sit. He grabs one of the comfortable seats and leans forward, his elbows on his knees, like this is a team meeting.

      “Son, I’m running behind; I have to be at the Capitol five minutes ago, so I’ll get right to the point. I need you to keep an eye on my niece.”

      Ms. Dunne goes to her desk and turns around a computer monitor for me to watch some footage. The camera follows a group of young people at night, creeping through the manicured shrubbery I recognize from my years at Expert Chemical.

      The senator points at the screen. “Do you see that girl right there?”

      I lean in and squint. I see a short girl wearing a ballcap, bib overalls, a backpack, and a mask. “Yes.” In the grainy footage, the only thing identifiable is her height and long hair in a braid hanging over her shoulder and down her chest.

      “That is my niece, Sara. God knows why she wastes her time with those gutter punks, doing vandalism, and committing theft, when she could be attending an Ivy League school, but here we are. 

      “It took a lot of convincing to keep Expert Chemical from pressing charges when they I.D.’d her. But…” Here the senator sighs like this young woman is the disappointment of his life. “Her mother didn’t set a good example, which was out of my control.”

      “And you need me?”

      He nods. “I’d like you to watch her. Make sure she’s not planning another stunt. I’d like you to ensure she doesn’t end up in jail. All it takes is one reporter digging into her background to figure out she’s my niece, and pretty soon, people will be asking…uncomfortable questions. You understand.”

      Sure, I understand. But why me? And “gutter punks”? Who talks like that? I already didn’t like the guy after watching him on C-SPAN, and now I personally don’t like the guy. But a job’s a job. And it’s my first special assignment at Sentinel, so I’ll take it. Not that I have a choice. Pretty sure.

      “Absolutely. I’ll keep her out of trouble for you, Mr. Speaker. Whatever you need.”

      He shakes my hand as he stands to leave, and notices my tie tack. “Navy man. My daddy was a Navy man. I like you already, Mr. MacGregor. Take care of my girl, okay? The only thing is…keep your distance. She’s skittish. Tends to overreact. A hysterical type. You know what I mean. She’ll react…badly…if she knows I’ve sent someone to watch out for her.”

      I nod and assure him I will. Even if the Speaker is a bit of a misogynist, classist, and has the handshake of a dead fish.
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        * * *

      

      When I leave the office, Ms. Dunne’s goons take me to a different corner of the building, fitting me with a real gun and a better Kevlar vest.

      “Really, fellas? To watch a teenager?”

      The men say nothing, but exchange a look.

      I don’t know what they’re not telling me, but this seems pretty dull for a first assignment. I doubt I’ll need this much firepower or protection.

      On the other hand, it’ll be an easy way to move up the ladder. I’ve never been a personal bodyguard before, so I might as well get my feet wet. 

      When the big boys are done with me, I make my way north and east through the city by rail, bus, then on foot to a row of rundown townhouses that match the address Ms. Dunne gave me. The Speaker has family living here? This can’t be right. Then I remember that unsavory term he used to describe her friends. She keeps company he finds unworthy. I look around and decide that yep, this is her choice. It seems like Sara Peters chooses to live in a neighborhood where dudes are cutting lines of coke on the hood of a car in the middle of the day. Well, then.

      I wasn’t given any specific instructions other than to lay low, which won’t be too difficult. Lots of people hanging around doing not much of anything here. I’m anonymous. A chameleon. I might as well be vapor. Sara won’t know I exist.

      I find a park bench near the bus stop and stake out Sara’s building.

      After about twenty minutes of waiting, Sara emerges, bounding down the crumbling brick steps. I know it’s Sara Peters because she wears the same bib overalls as she did in the camera footage, her hands shoved deep in her pockets. She brushes right past me, so close that I scent her citrusy shampoo.

      Two things I realize: Sara is no teenager. She’s in her mid-20s at least, past the typical age where any older folks should still be fretting about whether she’ll attend college. Second: she’s utterly stunning. From her scuffed combat boots to the baggy black cardigan she wears over her bibs to the light brown braid that hangs over her shoulder, she is…something.

      Is she my type? Not at all.

      She exudes chaos. 

      And me? I’m attracted to chaos. In the Navy, I loved nothing more than helping a bunch of sloppy enlistees get their act together.

      I don’t like chaos to intrude on my personal life, though. Try explaining that to the deep ache in my chest as she walks away.

      I follow her at a distance and watch her jaywalk against the light, clutching her cardigan close around her. After three or four blocks, she goes into a community center on Ninth Street.

      The bus stop is occupied with people, and there are no park benches here, so I have to watch from down the block. And I wait for what feels like hours. Because of my training, I can stand, hike, or swim for long periods without fatigue. But mentally? I’m not okay. What is she doing in there? And why do I feel like a big baby missing his favorite lovey?

      What is it about Sara that I find so appealing?

      Her eyes? Her confidence? How her full lips twisted like she was deeply thinking about something when she walked past me? 

      The longer I wait for her to exit the community center, the more I am unsettled. Untethered. Tidy on the outside, but a fucking mess inside.

      Waiting for Sara has scraped away all my starch. All that’s left of me is a charged electron waiting for his other half. She’s my atom, and she doesn’t even know it.

      Let’s just hope I don’t fuck this up and make something explode.
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