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Chapter 1
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Ben, on high alert, scanned the crowd. The old Olympia community center’s windows rattled. It was only the gusty wind, not some lunatic preparing to burst through and attack the senator. As a personal protection agent, Ben protected Washington State Senator Hollis Graff, which meant keeping an eye out for all possible threats. 

The audience consisted of a mixed bag of polite smiles, permanent frowns etched on faces, and enthusiasm that pushed people to the edge of their seats. He watched them all.

The ancient, glaring lights hung on rusty chains and deepened the creases of people’s faces, casting shadows that gave their expressions a sinister edge. With the room filled, Ben kept his eyes moving. He knew the exact position of Mrs. Nora Graff—almost fifteen years younger than her husband—in her pale blue designer dress and precisely curled dark hair. She stood off to the side, in line with Hollis who stood at the lectern. 

Ben moved closer to the senator, not so much as to cause a disturbance. Hyper-alert, his adrenaline spiked. He was in his element.

Hollis, eloquent and charismatic, smiled graciously at the crowd. His gray-peppered hair and tailored, but not ostentatious, suit gave him a dignified yet every-man quality. Ben flicked his eyes from the senator to the audience. 

The environment-friendly folks in their name-brand down vests and fleece jackets looked on, anxious to hear Hollis’s next words. The tougher, Carhartt-clad loggers were also focused on the senator, but they seemed to know what was coming and they weren’t happy. Ben knew the senator’s speech word for word, and how it was not going to be received favorably from the loggers. 

Hollis had practiced the speech, with Ben as his audience, before a comfort level had been reached. Now, each word drifted effortlessly to the real audience. Hollis pushed his eyeglasses further up his nose with his index finger and Ben knew the conclusion of the speech had arrived.

Hollis cleared his throat and continued, “Let me end with this. While preserving one hundred thousand acres of woodland will indeed affect area logging, the benefits to the environment far outweigh this impact. In conjunction with money raised by the Pacific Northwest Stewards for Environmental Responsibility, I’m pushing to allocate some money for retraining displaced loggers in the conservation industry. Preventing the destruction of our forests is vital to my platform.”

People in the audience shifted in their seats and Ben twitched, his eyes on the three uniformed cops standing watch at the doors for security and crowd control to make sure they were as ready as he was. A few men wearing scowls stood and moved closer to the lectern. Some people headed toward the exit, muttering, or flipping Hollis the bird. Other attendees cheered. Ben shifted to loosen his jacket, freeing access to the Glock G17 in his shoulder holster. 

Hollis maintained his smile, regardless of the increased angry rumbling from a few of the loggers, and continued, “I’d like to extend my appreciation to you all for coming here this evening to support my efforts to save our woodlands.” He gave the audience a nod and stepped back from the lectern.

Ben edged into position between Hollis and the audience, a human shield, should things get ugly. Before Hollis went more than a few steps, a middle-aged man in a black knit cap pulled low, leapt forward, and rushed right at the senator. 

Ben assessed the situation in an instant. No visible weapon. Shorter in stature than himself. With a sweep of his leg, he knocked the man to the ground with a thud, knelt on his back, and went for the handcuffs on the back of his belt. But the man fought back and smacked Ben in the jaw with his fist, shouting obscenities and threats of “I’ll kill you” and “Die, asshole”. 

Ben ignored the pain in his jaw and put the guy in a chokehold while Hollis hurried to his wife. The guy lashed out again with his elbow and caught Ben in the ribs. Ben didn’t loosen his grip, but damn his ribs hurt.

“Ease up, guy, I know you’re pissed, but this isn’t the way to handle things.” Ben maintained his hold.

A cop rushed to Ben. The others hustled the remaining attendees outside. Ben relaxed when the cop aimed a Taser at the assailant. The guy sat up and surrendered, one hand raised, the other rubbing his throat. Ben accepted the cop’s handcuffs and shoved the man to the ground again. With a knee on the guy’s back, he secured the handcuffs, got up and stood over him.

The guy, his cap now covering one eye, spat at the ground near Ben. “You’re protecting a dickhead. How can I feed my family if my job’s gone? Huh, how? This is only the beginning. They’ll keep buying up land until there’s nothing left to log. I’m nearly forty, I can’t learn a new trade.” He spat again.

“Not my problem.” Ben paused. He was almost forty, too. How would he feel if he lost his job and couldn’t feed a family? He shook the thought from his mind and turned to Hollis. “You all right, sir?”

The senator exhaled. “Yeah. Good. Thanks.” He took his wife’s hand. “Are you okay, Nora?”

She nodded, breathing heavily, and sucked in a deep breath. Ben watched them both for a moment to make sure neither would pass out from anxiety. Nora, he knew, was prone to nervousness, and judging by her trembling, it was fifty-fifty that she’d faint. Or blame him, like she always did, for everything.

One cop with outdated sideburns approached Ben. “We got it from here.” 

“Thanks. Careful, he’s a spitter.” Ben handed the guy over to the police and strode to the senator, rubbing his sore ribs where he was elbowed. 

Hollis let out another breath and fiddled with his tie. He pulled Nora a bit closer. “That guy came out of nowhere. You’ve earned your pay, Ben.”

Ben nodded. He wasn’t a personal protection agent for accolades, but it had its perks; a high salary and the gift of a flashy car—an Audi R8—but they weren’t the reason he liked the job. In addition to being friends with Hollis, he was born to look for trouble and stop it. That’s what made him content. 

The perks were a way to say thank you, and Ben accepted that because it made Hollis happy. He’d known Hollis for years and knew he could well afford it, having inherited a fortune from the family business in the shipping industry. 

Hollis’s salary as a state senator was inconsequential. It was less than he paid Ben, who grew up without a monetary safety net, and no shiny silver Audi R8. Yeah, the luxuries were nice, but mostly, the friendship—playing chess, watching football, talking about world affairs—was worth more than simple luxuries. Although hanging out with Hollis had become a rare occurrence since Nora entered the picture a year ago. She dominated Hollis’s time. Expected with a marriage, but still.

With the community center almost empty, Ben finally relaxed but stayed close to Hollis in case another hostile rushed back in. “Not a friendly crowd tonight, sir. Probably best to get going.”

Hollis let go of his wife’s hands and gave her a peck on the cheek.

Nora glared at Ben. Her hands knotted together and her body trembled. “That was too close,” her voice hard. A moment later, her face reddened. “How come you didn’t see that man coming? Are you blind? What if he had a gun?” Her eyes widened. “I’d be dead. We’d be dead.” She pressed her lips together and smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from her designer dress. She hugged her husband, her eyes still on Ben. “Maybe you need a new bodyguard, darling.”

“Personal protection agent, ma’am.” Ben stepped away and stifled a groan. 

Before escorting the Graffs out to the car, he got information from the cops, the assailant’s name, address, and employer. He’d do a thorough investigation at home to see if the guy had priors or posted anything of concern on social media. 

Outside, he hustled the Graffs into the back seat of the Lincoln Town Car parked at the curb. He kept an eye out for any suspicious characters, then hopped into the driver’s seat and sped off. He rubbed his jaw where he got hit, knowing damn well there’d be a bruise.

It was that time of evening when the sun had barely set and the streetlights hadn’t come on yet, giving the city a dim, colorless feeling. The city of Olympia was historic and the county seat of Thurston County, but to Ben, it was home. He’d grown up in the not-so-great area near downtown, in an old apartment building with his mother. 

He shook off the memory and headed toward I-5 North, the most direct way home to the Bainbridge Island mansion. “Senator, we’ll be at the house in about an hour and a half.” He glanced in the rearview mirror. The Graffs sat close together, with Nora’s head leaning on her husband’s shoulder. Whatever Hollis saw in Nora made him happy, and for that, Ben was glad. Finding someone to love sometimes seemed impossible.

The senator said, “Hey, thanks again, Ben. I was expecting a few angry constituents, but that was a bit more than I bargained for. I’m still shaking.”

Ben focused on the road ahead. “I’ll make sure that never happens again, sir.”

Nora chimed in, “You’d better. You never saw that man coming until it was almost too late. Damn you, Ben,” she spat the last words.

“Nora,” the senator’s voice was soft but stern. 

Her words only served to increase the tension in the car that Ben already felt, and the growing evening darkness matched his mood to a T. His neck grew stiff and his fingers were sore from gripping the steering wheel too tightly. He looked one more time in the rearview mirror at Nora staring back at him and wished she’d stayed home, or better yet, never married Hollis in the first place.
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[image: ]




The next morning, Ben woke at five-thirty and plunged into his routine; fifty push-ups, weights, and a three-lap jog around the Graff Bainbridge Island mansion. It usually took him twenty minutes, but today, with his jaw and ribs aching from last night’s punch, he’d slowed. 

The old brick mansion with its imposing black tiled roof, grand columned entrance, and surrounding lush landscape that required two full-time gardeners, had been Ben’s home for nearly six years. Well, he lived in the guest house. The mansion was excessive, but Hollis inherited the place and couldn’t bear to part with it. The private dock was only a hundred yards from the mansion and had a view of Seattle, a few miles east across the Sound, which provided a spectacular view of the sunrise.

Ben stopped periodically during his run for perimeter checks and to catch his breath. He loosened the pressure bandage he’d wrapped around his ribs so he could breathe better and decided to take a minute to enjoy the fresh, briny air drifting in from the Sound. 

He’d worked for Hollis long before he became Senator Graff. The only difference now was that people hated the senator’s progressive ideals and didn’t try to hide the fact that they’d love to see him six feet under. Threats came in letters, phone messages, and shouts at events. Hollis had been a barely newsworthy rich guy with lofty environmental proclamations and philanthropic endeavors, and back then, Ben’s main focus had been to prevent kidnapping for ransom or burglaries of Hollis’s extensive art collection. Times sure had changed.

He finished his run and got back to the guest house—the comfortable and luxurious living quarters nestled amongst the tall western hemlock and alder trees close to the pool that only he used—and showered and prepped for the day. He made sure the Glock was in tip-top condition. It always was. And checked the magazine was fully loaded. It always was. He settled in to eat a hearty breakfast prepared and delivered to the guest house by the French chef, Emma. They’d been hanging out more in the recent months, which filled his down time now that Nora occupied Hollis’s time. Emma usually came a good hour before the Graffs got up and today was no different. Her visits always brought a sense of calm, and he found himself wishing she’d come around more often.

Emma, her chin-length black hair framing and accentuating her delicate features, lingered. She added an extra sugar cube to his coffee, fiddled around with the silverware, and wandered around looking at the photos above the mantle. Her crisp white chef’s jacket had her name embroidered on the left side in violet thread. 

He’d done a background investigation when Nora hired her and gave his findings to Hollis. Emma had no idea he’d poked around in her past and he wasn’t about to torpedo their budding relationship by telling her. Luckily, there hadn’t been anything untoward.

She sat at the table across from him and leaned forward. “Benjamin, I heard what happened yesterday.” 

The faint scent of oregano and freshly baked bread drifted off her jacket and across the table. 

“It was nothing. Started and ended quickly.” Ben inhaled the rich aroma of the coffee and took a sip. “Dark roast?”

“Yes. But about yesterday. This job is dangerous, no?” Her eyebrows drew together as her gaze focused on him. “I worry about you. You know that, don’t you?”

He sipped the coffee again. “I can handle myself. I’m more interested in discussing this delicious coffee.”

“Don’t make light of this.” She sighed, looked him in the eyes, and took his free hand, squeezing tightly. “You risk your life for this man. He wouldn’t do the same for you.”

Ben smiled. “He doesn’t have to. It’s my job to protect him. He has his own job.” He wrestled his hand free.

“I know, but—”

“He’s also my friend, Emma.”

She gave him a slight frown. “Benjamin, the fact that you’re so willing to put yourself in danger worries me.” She put her hand up when he started to object. “I know, I know, it’s your job.”

He wanted to change the subject. Discussing the danger of his job wasn’t necessary, he knew damn well how risky it could be. “How about a game of Scrabble? I’ve yet to beat you and have a feeling today’s the day.”

“After work.” Her growing smile told him she knew to drop any further mention of his job. “But you won’t win.”

“We’ll see. I’ve been studying the dictionary.”

“You have not!” She laughed.

He laughed along with her until a shrill alarm sounded from his cell phone. He slammed the coffee cup onto the table and pulled the phone from his pocket. He rushed to his array of monitors in the spare room and shut off the alarm, scanning through the feeds. The perimeter cameras hadn’t detected breaches in the fence, but the dock camera wasn’t transmitting. The house alarms were...triggered. The west side door closest to the dock had been compromised.

He shouted, “Stay here, Emma!”

He grabbed the Glock, burst through the door, and raced across the manicured lawn toward the mansion. Screw the sore ribs. He had to make sure no one sneaked up from the dock, the only vulnerable spot. A quick look showed the camera disconnected. He raced to the mansion and found the French doors open a crack. 

An intruder got into the mansion.

He slipped through the door into Hollis’s library, pistol in hand, and listened. The only sound came from the ticking of the grandfather clock in the foyer. Ben checked the first floor, looking in each room. Nothing. He went through the foyer to the curved staircase to make sure Hollis was safe, but before he’d climbed all the way, a creak from behind made him react. He spun around and aimed the gun directly at Nora standing with her foot on the bottom step.

She gasped and covered her head with her hands. “Don’t shoot me, you ass.”

“Mrs. Graff,” said Ben, lowering the gun. “You went outside through the library. Opened the French doors. Disconnected the security camera at the dock.”

“Excuse me?” She put her finger to her lips and kept her voice in a whisper, “I don’t want to wake Hollis. I couldn’t sleep and went for a walk on the dock to see the sunrise. I hate you spying on me, so I pulled the camera’s power cord. Sue me. When I came in, I heard someone in the house and thought Hollis was up. It was you, I suppose, creeping around.”

Settling the gun into the holster, Ben let out a silent breath. “You have to punch in the code to disarm the system. Or I get alerted.”

She stepped down, walked to the center of the foyer, turned to Ben, and frowned. “I know that, asshole. I guess I forgot. My nerves are all jangled, and I wanted to get some fresh air. Hollis needs his sleep, so I sneaked out.” 

Ben shook his head and went down the stairs. He’d fix the dock camera when he was done. “Don’t ever sneak out. I’m here to protect the senator and you.”

She scoffed and pulled her silk robe tighter around herself, kicking off her slippers. They skittered across the marble floor and landed at Ben’s feet. “The grass is wet and my slippers are soaked. Dry them.” She tossed her head, and stared, unblinking, at him with her steely blue eyes.

“I’m not the maid, Mrs. Graff.” He stepped around the slippers and walked over to the alarm box on the wall near the front door. “You punch in the code whenever the alarms are activated. It’s ORCA75. An alarm goes to the police station in a few minutes if I don’t shut it off.” He’d shut it off in time, but it would serve her right to have the cops swarm the place.

“Don’t treat me like a child.” She huffed and pushed past him, her wet bare feet squishing all the way up the stairs.

What did Hollis see in her? Hollis was forty-three and married her in a hurry, not because of pregnancy, but because he claimed he couldn’t let her get away. In one week, they’d celebrate their first wedding anniversary. Ben knew Hollis longer than she had, and while his was an employer-employee relationship, it was built on friendship, trust, and loyalty. Hollis appreciated that, but his wife didn’t seem to care about such alliances. 

Ben and Nora’s relationship had always been strained, but he did his best to be cordial for Hollis’s sake. She had a way of badmouthing him to Hollis about minor perceived issues. One day, Ben feared Hollis might listen.

Losing the job would be devastating, and so placating the wife became necessary, as uncomfortable as it was to do so. Ben shut and locked the French doors, reset the alarm, and left the mansion through the kitchen, which had its own alarm system so Emma could come and go. After another quick perimeter check, with a stop to reconnect the dock camera, he went to the guest house. 

Emma stood, her eyes wide. “What happened?”

“Mrs. Graff.”

With a sigh, Emma nodded. “I’ve been here only seven months, but that woman will be the death of me before I make it a year.”

Ben did his best to hide a smile. “She’s challenging for sure.”

“You know, she has me make her an egg white omelet and then complains that I didn’t use the yolks as well. What does she think egg white means?” Her voice rose on the last word.

Ben sat at the table and resumed his breakfast while Emma wandered around the living room, straightening the cushions on the couch, apparently not wanting to go back to the house. Ben didn’t have time for their usual talks or flirting, which he ordinarily enjoyed. He had to plan for the anniversary and make sure security was buttoned up.

He leaned back and wiped his mouth on the cloth napkin. “I’ve reset the alarm, so only use the kitchen door.”

“I always shut it off and reset it when I come out.” Her thin shoulders shrugged. “You don’t need anything else? Company?”

“No, I’m good. For now.” He smiled. “Thanks. Oh, you look lovely this morning.” He tried to remember to compliment her every now and then. He genuinely liked Emma but had a hard time understanding what women expected from a man. He hadn’t dated since his last breakup and found his flirting to be rusty. 

Emma certainly had beauty, with sultry dark brown eyes, silky black hair, and an accent that caused his knees to buckle. But most important, her sharp mind drew him in. She was quick to laugh and had a great sense of humor, and she always beat him at Scrabble. She made him smile. Something he’d been missing in his life lately.

“Much appreciated, Benjamin but you don’t have to say that.” She sighed. “I suppose I should prepare breakfast for the senator.” 

“And Mrs. Graff.”

She nodded and straightened her chef’s jacket. “And Mrs. Graff. A touch of cyanide in her eggs perhaps?”

Jokes were all well and good, but there was no humor in murderous jokes. “How about making a healthy breakfast. I’ll talk to you later.” He smiled and went directly to the monitor room with a pastry and his coffee.

Emma’s shoes tapped across the living room floor, followed by the sound of a closing door. 

He checked the dock footage. The last thing recorded was Nora reaching up to pull the power cord. With that settled, he concentrated on the anniversary trip. Nora wanted it to be special and gave explicit orders—down to the last detail—of her plan. First, a romantic lunch at the way-too-dimly-lit Maria’s Italian restaurant in Olympia, then a stroll among the strange hills at Mima Mounds, a 700-acre preserve, where she and Hollis had their first date. Ben knew it well because he’d spent time there as a child. As an adult, he frequented a shooting range at the western edge of the preserve where he competed in sharpshooting contests. 

The dome-like mounds made up of soil and gravel were otherworldly, at least as a kid it felt that way. To date, the mystery of how they were created hung over the place with theories ranging from giant gopher mounds to glacial interactions. 

When he’d visited Mima with his mother, running as children do along the trails, weaving around and over the earthen mounds, she’d tell him stories, like how the name Mima came from a word in the Chehalis Native American language. He’d always imagined native children running around like he did, in awe of the mounds, giggling and chasing one another.

He sighed. Childhood memories. They weren’t all good memories though. His mother had died in a fire years ago, something that always preyed on his mind because he wasn’t able to save her. He was fourteen. He’d come home late from hanging out with a friend and found half the apartment on fire. A kitchen fire he later found out. Without thinking, he grabbed the doorknob, burning his hand, and was met with a wall of flame. A neighbor pulled him back and held him tight until the fire department arrived. His mother’s screams still haunted him.

No time for bad memories. He finished scanning through the routes to the restaurant and Mima Mounds, and jotted notes of where there could be choke points or exposure. Lastly, he contacted the local authorities to let them know he’d be the security detail for the senator. Once that was done, he opened his gun safe and decided which weapons, in addition to his trusty Glock, to bring along. 

Other than one online town hall appearance scheduled for next week, Hollis had no major appointments until the anniversary. Ben locked the safe and began his mid-morning patrol of the mansion’s grounds, past the tennis courts that were never used, and back to the dock. He stood for a moment looking across the Puget Sound to Seattle. On a clear day, if he looked southeast from the end of the dock, he could see Mount Rainier. Not today though, clouds obscured the view.

He resumed his patrol, but when he got to the driveway gate, a white pick-up truck he didn’t recognize stopped in the driveway. The driver, however, he knew. The guy in the knit cap who’d rushed them at last night’s speech leaned out the window and made a gun with his fingers. He faked the recoil and sped off. Ben grabbed his phone to call the Olympia Police Department to find out why the guy had been released from jail so fast. He should have sat there for at least twenty-four hours. Something wasn’t right.
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Extra vigilance had been Ben’s mantra for the following week after seeing the guy in the pick-up. Apparently, the guy had a good lawyer and got bailed out in under twenty-four hours. The background check Ben did included a DUI, an assault, but nothing else concerning. By reporting the threatening behavior at the mansion, the bail had been revoked and the guy ended up back in jail. Learned his lesson? Hard to tell. 

After that, Ben increased his patrols around the property, carried two weapons instead of only the Glock, and added an extra security camera at the driveway gate and the dock. There were no other threats, but Ben stayed on high alert anyway.

By Saturday, Hollis’s anniversary, Ben hadn’t slept much and downed two cups of Emma’s high-octane coffee in preparation for the day’s activities. Between the caffeine and the adrenaline, he was primed and ready to go. He checked the time, 10:15. He stared at the security monitors and downed his third coffee. They’d leave in half an hour for their 12:30 reservation at Maria’s. 

His phone rang. Hollis.

“Yes, sir.” Ben looked out the guest house window at the mansion looming in the distance.

“Nora wants to leave now. You know how she hates being late anywhere.” Hollis sighed. “Will that mess with your plans?”

It would.

“No, sir. Not at all. I’ll bring the car around.” Ben ground his teeth. He’d have to call ahead to let the restaurant know of the early arrival. Typical Nora, screwing with him for her own entertainment.

“Thanks, Ben. See you in a bit.” Hollis hung up. 

Ben imagined Nora, high heels clicking across the marble foyer, snickering at upsetting his to-the-minute organization. Nothing he could do about it except put his contingency in place. He always had a stand-by at the ready. This time all he had to do was call the restaurant and let the local cops know that they’d be in Olympia and Mima Mounds earlier than planned in case he had to call them in an emergency. After placing the requisite calls, he sat for a moment.

There was a soft tap on his door.

“Benjamin, it’s me, Emma.”

“One minute.” Ben holstered the Glock and opened the door. “Did you need something? I’ve now got to leave early thanks to Mrs. Graff.” He slipped on his tailored black jacket, the one he saved for special occasions, like the Graffs’ anniversary, and stood aside to let Emma in.

She shook her head and glanced back at the mansion. “No. Coming to collect your breakfast dishes. And to vent for a second.” She held out a paper bag. 

“Mrs. Graff?” He took the bag and looked inside. His lunch.

“Mrs. Graff.” She walked over to the table and let out an exasperated sigh. “Her toast was burned, it was not. The eggs were runny, but they were not. Her Earl Grey tea had less honey than usual. It didn’t!”

Ben tried to hide a smile and failed. “Okay, let’s not shout. If I shouted every time that woman did something, I’d lose my voice.”

Emma’s lips turned up in a smile. “We both would. Do you know what she did? She’s been moving the artwork all over the house. You know that painting I love, in the dining room? The one with the pond and bridge and water lilies?” 

He nodded. “The Monet.”

“Yes. She took it and filled the gap by having the staff move the other paintings closer together. It looks all, what’s the word, haphazard. I loved seeing that painting every day. Oh, and I saw a boat yesterday sort of circling near the dock.” 

“There are a lot of boats in the Sound, but I’ll check the dock camera. Probably a fisherman.” He didn’t like the idea of anyone hanging around near the grounds. If it was up to him, he’d fence off the entire area around the dock to prevent anyone from getting too close. But putting fences in the water would require a lot of permitting and Hollis gave a firm no to the idea. “And Nora’s the lady of the house. She can do whatever she pleases with the artwork. Did the senator say anything?”

“I don’t think he’s noticed. You know him, always busy with his projects.” She sighed and motioned to the paper bag in his hand. “I made you a pulled pork sandwich since I know you won’t get to eat at the restaurant.” She picked up the tray of breakfast dishes. “Please be careful.”

“Always am. Wearing a tac vest today.” He patted his vest under his shirt. 

“Bulletproof?” Her voice had a tinge of concern.

“Of course. Look, it’s lunch and a stroll through the hill mounds. That’s all.”

She nodded and put the tray down. “Why don’t you take me to a nice restaurant when you get back?” Her eyes gazed into his and one corner of her mouth ticked up, a coy look that drove Ben crazy.

A date was a great idea. He’d like to get to know her better, outside of work. He should have asked her first though. “You’re on. You pick the place.” They’d briefly kissed only once, and he’d like to change that.

With a grin, she hugged him, the smell of her vanilla-scented shampoo teasing his nose. She was a good foot smaller than him, so her head rested perfectly against his chest. She eased out of the embrace, grabbed the tray, and left. 

He watched her through the open window, stepping delicately on the path to the kitchen. The first time he met her, she’d had long hair trailing down her back, a starched white chef’s jacket buttoned up to her throat, and a smile that drew him in. She’d been flitting around the kitchen preparing a sample meal for the Graffs, or rather, for Nora, as a test of her cooking abilities. Emma passed the test and was officially hired. And Ben couldn’t have been happier. 

They’d never had an actual date, but flirted back and forth for months, only sharing that single kiss one evening after they watched a movie on his TV. He hadn’t been so attracted to a woman in a long time. His usual dates were veterans, women with similar backgrounds to his. Time for a change.

He turned away and took the Town Car keys off the hook by the door and pushed Emma from his mind. For now. His focus had to be on the Graffs and doing his damn best to keep them safe. He checked the time again, sighed, and went directly to the garage on the south side of the mansion.

He’d filled the gas tank last night, made sure to top off the oil, water, and brake fluid to make the trip hassle-free. The circular driveway let him pull the car up to the front door, where Nora pointed to the glittery watch on her wrist. Her knee-length dress, high end, as was her entire wardrobe, had a satiny sheen. Ben chuckled at the sight of her in three-inch spike heels. Not exactly the footwear to hike through grass and gravel pathways winding through the mounds. Part of him looked forward to seeing her trip and stumble, maybe even sprain an ankle. He shouldn’t think like that. But he did.

He climbed from the driver’s seat and opened the rear passenger door. “Good morning, Mrs. Graff.”

Her pale red lipstick-covered lips turned into a frown. “I wanted to leave five minutes ago,” she said with a haughty air that Ben had become used to. “If it was up to me, I’d fire you.”

He remained stone-faced; he didn’t want her to see him bristle. “Where’s Senator Graff?”

“Coming. Did you remember to bring cold water bottles?” She stepped off the expansive landing and peered into the back seat. “I need to hydrate.”

“In the refrigerated compartment.” He knew she’d ask, so he’d kept the refrigerator between the rear seats plugged in overnight. “Thirty-seven degrees, ma’am.”

“Jesus! That’s too cold. I want cold water, not ice.” She tossed her oversized designer purse onto the seat and slid inside.

Hollis came out with a pair of women’s flats dangling from his fingertips. He looked at Ben and shrugged ever-so-slightly as if to say he’d become his wife’s porter. “She’d forget her head if it was possible. We good to go?”

“Yes, sir.” 

“Sorry again about the change in time.”

“Not a problem, sir.”

Hollis leaned over and handed the shoes to his wife, then went around the other side and got into the car. He sat behind the driver’s seat, where Ben could get to him faster if need be. No running around the car, just get out of the driver’s side and have quick access to his friend. Protecting the wife came second.

With everyone buckled up, Ben started the car, gave Emma a nod as she waved from the kitchen doorway, and opened the gate with a click of the remote. Before pulling onto the street, he scanned up and down the road. Nothing but a scattering of fallen October leaves and playful squirrels darting about. When satisfied all was clear, he accelerated and drove off.

Each time he checked the rearview mirror, Nora was on her phone or gazing out the window, while the senator leaned back with his eyes closed. Hollis put in too many hours working on his pet projects, especially his support of the land preservation deal that pissed off the loggers in the area. Ben sympathized with the loggers since his working-man past wasn’t too different, but he also agreed with preserving land. Thankfully, he’d never have to make decisions like that.

The drive was easy, very little traffic. According to the GPS, they’d arrive at Maria’s in ten minutes. He used the GPS to avoid traffic or construction, not for directions since he could drive to Olympia blindfolded. He switched to the slow lane and prepared to take the next exit. In a flash, a blood-red lifted truck zoomed up on him. Ben pressed his brake pedal a bit to get the guy to back off. It worked for a second, but the truck crept up close again. With the exit only a hundred feet ahead, Ben sped up and swerved onto the ramp. The truck kept speeding down the freeway and didn’t follow. Ben slowed down.

“Ben?” the senator called out. “What’s going on?”

“Thought you were sleeping, sir. Tailgater. Getting him off my ass.” Ben stopped at a red light and glanced back to see if anyone else was coming up on him. Nobody was. When the light turned green, he accelerated and felt confident that it was an isolated occurrence, only a guy using his big truck as an extension of his small dick.

Nora grunted. “Next time, give me a warning. I could have been putting lipstick on.”

Hollis chuckled. “But you weren’t. We’re okay, sweetheart.”

Ben drove to downtown Olympia, and within a few minutes, pulled up in front of Maria’s. He hopped out, looked around, and opened the senator’s door. 

Hollis climbed out of the car. “Thanks, Ben.” He lowered his voice, “You sure that was nothing back there?”

“Yes, sir. A guy trying to use his truck to intimidate.” Ben flashed a smile and walked with the senator to the other side of the car, opened the door, keeping vigilant, and waited for Nora to exit. 

She handed him her purse and eased out. With her voice barely above a whisper, she said, “I know I don’t say it, but I appreciate you keeping my husband safe.” She took the purse, looped her arm through Hollis’s, and strolled into the restaurant.

Ben stood stunned. She never expressed any appreciation. He shook it off and strode after them. Maria’s was a mix of old Italian décor and modern touches like pendant light fixtures and a glass wine cellar against the wall. The Graffs were seated immediately at a table near the back, the one Ben insisted on. He wasn’t to join them and would eat the sandwich Emma packed when he had time. First though, he had to verify the restaurant was secure, which meant a quick circuit around the tables, into the kitchen, the bathroom, and the supply room. His duty done, he nodded to Hollis and exited, standing on the sidewalk to the side of the entrance where he could see inside through the plate glass window.

From his vantage point, Ben watched passing cars in between glancing into the restaurant. Being lunchtime on a Saturday, the restaurant was packed. Patrons arrived, departed, lingered inside and out. All the while, Ben wore his sunglasses so they wouldn’t see his eyes searching them up and down. With the weather unseasonably warm for October, most people were lightly dressed in thin jackets or sweaters, making it easy to see if they had concealed weapons. It made his job simpler, and as a bonus, he wasn’t cold standing guard.

A woman—blonde hair in a ponytail, sunglasses—walked by herself along the sidewalk toward Maria’s. She caught Ben’s attention, not because of the summery dress she wore, but because she had a black leather fanny pack around her waist. It did not match her outfit. He’d learned that much from watching Nora’s perfectly coordinated clothes. The woman stopped in front of the plate glass window and peered inside. Ben moved closer, reached under his jacket for the Glock, and unsnapped the shoulder holster’s thumb-break strap.

The woman put her fingers on the zipper of the fanny pack.

Ben took another step toward her.

She worked the zipper fully open and slipped her hand inside.

Was that the shiny metal of a gun glinting? Or maybe a silvery lipstick case?

Ben hadn’t realized he’d moved in front of the door until a customer pushed past him on their way out, causing him to momentarily shift his focus. In a blink, the woman had a small pistol, a .22, in her hand, partially hidden in the folds of her dress. He leapt forward, grabbed her wrist, and wrestled the gun free. The woman screamed. He shoved the gun in his pocket, his grip tight on her wrist.

“Shut up,” Ben ordered, dragging the woman away from the front window. 

“Who the hell are you?” She tried to yank her wrist free. “Let me go!”

“Senator Graff’s personal protection agent. You are?”

“None of your fucking business, that’s who I am.” She continued to pull her wrist from his grasp.

Ben shoved her against the brick wall and loosened his grip a little. “You are my business.” He withdrew the Glock, slid the safety off, and kept his arm partially hidden by his jacket. 

The woman rubbed her shoulder where it had scraped against the brick wall. Her breath hitched, “Don’t shoot me! I’m not here for the senator.” Her eyes darted around.

“You came here with a gun. Care to explain that if you’re not here to hurt—”

“I...I...” she stammered. She glanced at Ben, back toward the restaurant, back at Ben. “I’m here for...Nora Graff.” She looked him dead in the eyes. 

“I protect Mrs. Graff as well.” He slipped the Glock back into the holster when he didn’t see an accomplice anywhere.

“Let me explain.” She kept her eyes focused on him.

Ben studied the woman’s face. She didn’t exhibit any of the tells to indicate she was lying. Liars blinked rapidly, sweated, shrugged, shrunk down trying to be invisible, stopped talking about themselves, and avoided eye contact. She looked directly at him, stood straight, shoulders back. She was either telling the truth or had perfected disguising her deceit.

“All right, explain.” He scanned the area again. Still no one else around.

The woman tried again to get free. “Nora doesn’t deserve to be protected.”

“Why do you say that? And how did you know she’d be here?” Ben dialed 911 on his cell, keeping a loose hold of the woman.

“Hey, you don’t need to call the cops. I’ll leave. Okay? Let me go and I’ll leave.” The woman let out a deep breath. She seemed on the verge of tears, squeezing her eyes closed. Her fingers swept across her face, under her eyes, over her forehead. 

Ben didn’t buy her sad, distraught, act. Something about her demeanor was off like she was acting or doing her best to throw him off. He pressed, “Why Mrs. Graff?”

She blurted, “She stole my husband.” She fidgeted with the fanny back, pulling the zipper back and forth. Her eyes met with Ben’s. “Let me go.”

“I don’t think you’re being entirely truthful.” Ben gave his location to the 911 operator with a brief explanation.

“Nora’s a bitch. She slept with my husband. Happy now? That bitch fucked my husband.” Her dark eyes—no tears—stared into his, challenging him to believe her, hinting that she told the truth.

“You want to kill her for that? Why not go after your husband? Takes two, you know.” Ben swept his eyes around the vicinity again. “What’s the real reason you’re here?” 

Ben always kept close tabs on Nora, so it was unlikely she could have sneaked away for a rendezvous. 

Red-faced, the woman looked down, her voice wavering, “Before she married the senator, she slept with my husband. I know Nora from college and met again at a reunion. My husband told me about the affair when she broke it off to date Senator Graff. She was cruel, told him she only dated him out of boredom and that he was a lousy lay anyway. John took it hard, took up online gambling, drinking, and staying out all night. Spent all our money. I’ve got nothing left because of Nora Graff. He spiraled. I wanted a divorce, but he...he died in a car wreck a month ago. Driving drunk. If you’re really here to protect Nora, you should have stopped her from posting on social media that she was coming here for her anniversary lunch.”

Shit. He’d neglected to check Nora’s social media. Careless. Way too careless.

He glanced through the restaurant window to make sure the Graffs were still there. “Why not move on with your life?” Ben nodded to a group of customers leaving the restaurant, letting them know there was nothing to look at.

The woman’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t. She took everything from me. I still check her social media though, so I’ll never forget what she’s done. She’s got a great life while I’m widowed and broke.” She kicked her foot absently at a small pebble on the sidewalk.

He let out a breath, the tension releasing. “Fair enough. But killing someone over that is still murder. I hope you realize that.” He arced an eyebrow and let go of her wrist.

She shrugged. “I don’t care anymore. I wouldn’t have gone through with it. There aren’t any bullets in the gun.” The woman paused. “She ruined my life. I wanted to scare the shit out of her. She’ll rot in hell one day.” She sunk to the ground and sobbed into her hands.

Ben commiserated with the woman, understanding that it seemed entirely possible that Nora would do something like that. But he had a job to do and couldn’t let her go. When a patrol car arrived, he showed his ID, gave the cops her gun, and explained what the woman told him. They handcuffed her and escorted her to the patrol car.

She turned to Ben before getting in. “Watch your back.” 

She climbed in and stared straight ahead. The door slammed shut and the cop checked the gun, no bullets as she said, and nodded to Ben. A moment later, they left, the woman never turning around.

Was that a warning? A threat? 

Ben sighed and resumed his watch, making sure to peek into the restaurant a few times. He prided himself on being a good judge of character and while the woman didn’t seem a threat to the senator, he’d follow up with the police and do a thorough background check on her anyway. How would he feel if he’d been cheated on? If Emma...ridiculous. He wasn’t exclusive with her. Not yet anyway.

For all appearances, Nora seemed to be the doting wife, holding hands across the table, leaning in for a kiss. What if she wasn’t what she seemed? He’d checked her out before the wedding and hadn’t found anything alarming in her background. Her dalliance with the woman’s husband hadn’t shown up, not that it would. But what else might Nora be hiding? That was a question that needed an answer.
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Chapter 4
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With the Graffs safely in the back seat, Ben pulled away from Maria’s, his eyes constantly moving, scanning, and surveying everything and everyone as he drove. The day was only half over and already there’d been two incidents, although the truck on the highway turned out not to be anything to worry about. Still, not a good start. 

Mima Mounds wasn’t far, maybe twenty minutes or so. Even though he’d called the Department of Natural Resources three days ago to make sure there weren’t any school groups parading around the area, he decided to check with them again, as a precaution. Crowds made it hard to create a buffer around the senator. Satisfied after a quick call, he kept his focus on the day ahead.

“Ben, I want you to take some anniversary photos of us.” Nora paused. “If you don’t mind.”

Ben shrugged. “Not a problem.” Experiencing civil words from Nora was unusual, but he gladly accepted it. “I’d be happy to, Mrs. Graff.”

Driving through the tiny town of Littlerock—post office in a portable trailer, a stark white church with a tall steeple, farms on either side of the road—felt like another world, a step back into the past when life was simpler. The simple life certainly had advantages, then again, a lack of excitement would drive him nuts.

Ben turned into the single-lane entrance to Mima Mounds. The tall trees and undergrowth bordered the road in a dense wall of green providing cover for an assailant. He circled the parking area. One pick-up truck in the small bus parking zone that would likely get a citation, one SUV with a child seat in the back and those family stick figures stuck on the rear window parked in the regular lot. A family out for a stroll. He’d keep vigilant anyway. He pulled into a spot near the trailhead, shut off the engine, and stepped outside into the warm air. 

Before letting anyone out, he peered into the surrounding forest of trees. No voices, no rustling, only the chitter of birds and squeaks of squirrels chasing one another.

Then the sound came. The pop-pop of practice gunfire from the range across the way. A 300-acre property, it was close, but the shooting bays faced away from the preserve. He didn’t mind the noise, in fact, it comforted him, but many visitors found it annoying and disturbing. Guns were second nature to him. He’d racked up a fair few wins in the competitions at the range and often volunteered to help those less experienced in precision marksmanship. 

He opened the senator’s door. “All’s clear, sir.”

Hollis stepped out and took a long breath. “Ah, I love this piney smell.”

Ben smiled. “I do, too, sir.” He went to the other side of the car and opened Nora’s door. 

She turned in her seat, kicked off her heels, which fell to the ground outside, and slipped on her flats. “Can you please get those, Ben?”

Since she said please, he nodded and picked up the shoes. She climbed out, took the shoes from him, and tossed them onto the back seat. 

She stared toward the shooting range and rolled her eyes. “Why would anyone put a gun place right here? I hate it. I want peace and quiet. It’s not safe.” 

“It is safe, ma’am. Been here years before Mima became a preserve. Never any incidents.” Ben closed her door. A small part of him enjoyed her annoyance, especially since it wasn’t directed at him.

Hollis came around, held her hand, and together they headed to the trailhead. He stopped and turned. “Hey, Ben, can you hang back a bit? It’s our anniversary and...you know.” He smirked.

Ben ordinarily wouldn’t entertain the idea, but being their anniversary, he agreed with a nod, locked the car, and let them move ahead. Maybe he’d misjudged Nora, she genuinely seemed to love Hollis and she made him happy. The woman at the restaurant had been rightfully upset, but Nora ended the affair once she met Hollis. People change, mellow, and improve themselves. Maybe Nora did, too. As far as he could tell, she hadn’t stepped out on Hollis. She still had a hard edge, one that Ben experienced daily, but nobody changed overnight.

While the two strolled hand-in-hand, Ben unsnapped his holster and moved his jacket aside a bit in case an unfriendly appeared, no matter how unlikely that might be. More likely to have a black-tailed deer bound out from the shrubs than an assassin. But, best to always be prepared. 

The clouds drifted away and the sun warmed the air even more. So much so that he sweated under his tac vest. He slipped on his sunglasses and breathed in the earthy scent of the land. The mounds, hundreds of them in varying sizes dotted the open prairie land, some small enough to see over and others larger than a grown man, were everywhere, covered in low-lying plants. In the summer, sprays of wildflowers grew over them, but not now, they’d all died away, leaving the mounds bathed in dead-grass yellow.

When the Graffs disappeared as the trail wound around one of the larger mounds, Ben picked up his pace. Can’t have them out of his sight for long. But when he came around, they weren’t there. He snatched off his sunglasses and jogged along the trail, his eyes moving constantly. Soft voices nearby caused him to stop and home in on the direction they came from.

A second later, he saw the couple standing at the top of a large mound maybe twenty or thirty feet away. He crept a little closer but not too close since they were in an embrace, doing what loving couples did, kissing and whispering. They certainly wouldn’t want him interrupting.

Hollis caught his eye and motioned for him to turn around. Ben smiled and nodded.

He turned and noticed a lone, half-dried-up prairie lupine at his feet. A tenacious flower holding on for as long as it could. He listened to the nearby forest, alive with twittering birds, and other than the incessant pop-pop from the shooting range, it was a peaceful place to be. He should bring Emma. She’d never been to the preserve and said she’d love to go when he told her about it. She also wanted him to teach her how to shoot. Probably her way of joining in with something he liked. Whatever her reason, he looked forward to an outing with her.

A sharp crack overhead made him automatically whip out the Glock. An errant bullet from the range? Nobody would shoot toward the mounds. He rushed along the trail, keeping his eyes on the senator.

“Senator Graff! Hollis! Get off the mound!” Ben ran full speed. “Down, senator, down!” He lost sight of Hollis when a large mound towered above, blocking his view.

Another crack.

A thud.

A scream from Nora. 

A third crack.

She screamed again.

Ben bounded up the mound and saw Hollis face down on the ground. Nora stood, clutching her shoulder, blood seeping between her fingers. He shoved her down and attended to Hollis, staying low. 

Blood. A lot of blood.

It pooled on the gravelly ground and dripped from the blades of dead grass. He gently rolled Hollis over. Blood stained the front of his white shirt, spreading from the center to the edges. Ben checked for a pulse. Nothing. He attempted CPR. He applied pressure to the wound. No use. Gunfire from the range continued in the distance.

His friend lay dead. Shot right through the heart. He’d seen that type of wound before in the army. He listened for footsteps, watched for movement in the distance, hastily wiping his eyes. 

“Is he...?” Nora sat up and stared at Ben, her face ghostly pale. She drew in a ragged breath.

He hesitated. “Yes.” The word hit him and took the breath from his lungs.

“Why aren’t you doing anything?” She crawled to her husband, her shoulder soaked in blood, her crimson fingers digging into the soil.

Ben shook his head and watched as blood trailed down the mound, soaking into the soil, leaving it a brownish-red. “I tried! He...he’s—”

“Jesus Christ. No.” Nora sobbed and drew her knees to her chest. She grabbed her shoulder again. “Who...who could do this?”

“No idea.” Ben pulled her hand away and checked her wound. “You’ve been shot, too, ma’am. What happened?” He tore a strip from the bottom of his shirt and pressed it to her shoulder. “Did you see anything?”

She stared blankly. “What? No, I didn’t...how could...I don’t know.”

“Lie flat, ma’am.” He pressed her hand to her shoulder. “Keep pressure on the wound.” He stood and did a quick scan of the area, then slid down the mound in a crouch, and circled around, listening for anything to give away the shooter. All he heard was more gunfire from the range. 

The reality of Hollis being dead numbed him, heavy sadness pressing down. He sucked in a deep breath and stared at the Glock in his hand. Nora was alive, also shot. Could she have been the intended target? Maybe three stray bullets? A hunter illegally looking for game at the mounds? So many questions ran through his mind.

He crawled back up the mound, fingers gripped hard around his gun. “Ma’am, slide down on your butt, keep your head down.”

He slid down after her and called the Thurston County Sheriff’s Office as he moved in front of her. The details came out in a halting, strained way, his voice cracking. One dead—Senator Graff—one wounded—Nora Graff. 

He turned to make sure Nora hadn’t fainted. She stared at him through glassy eyes. He exhaled to get the metallic tang of blood from his nose. No use.

He found his voice, “Follow me, stay low and stay close.”

Moving slowly forward, Nora right behind him, he scanned every inch around them. Muscle memory took over and his senses sharpened, attuned to the air, the sounds, the smells. A child’s cry. Where? The parking lot. The family whose SUV he’d seen. 

He hurried down the trail, Glock aimed ahead. Nora stayed right behind him, one shaky hand gripping his jacket. Once near the trailhead, he stopped, turned, and pressed a finger to his lips.

“Step to the side, hide behind that big tree right there. I’ll be back to get you.”

“Wait...wait—”

“Go. Now.” He gave her a gentle shove off the trail.

In a full sprint, he made it to the parking lot in seconds. 

“Stop!” He yelled at a man buckling a child into the rear seat. Ben pointed the Glock and planted his feet solidly on the pavement.

“What the hell?” The man’s arms shot up. “Shit. I don’t have any money. You can have the car but let me get my son out first.” The man’s arms shook, and his face paled.

Ben took a step closer. “Do you have a weapon?”

The man looked in his early thirties. Down vest, ball cap.

“Weapon? Like a gun?” The man shook his head. “No. Please, let me get my son.”

Ben lowered his gun. “Step away from the car.”

The child cried louder and struggled in the car seat.

The man shook his head. “You’re not taking my son.”

“I don’t fucking want your son.” Ben wiped his sweat-soaked face and pointed the gun at the man again, with a motion for him to step aside. “I’m going to search you and the car.”

Ben pushed him against the car, handcuffed him, did a one-handed pat-down, and told him to sit on the ground. After a search of the car, including as much of the underneath he could see by crouching, Ben stood over the man on the ground. 

“I’m a personal protection agent, not here to rob you.” He called out, “Mrs. Graff! We’re clear! Come to the parking lot!” 

Ben kept his eyes on the handcuffed man. What a goddamned mess. He wiped his forehead again with his sleeve and put the gun back into the holster. 

Nora stumbled into the parking lot, ashen, and clearly in shock.

“What the hell is going on!” shouted the handcuffed man.

Ben ran to Nora and supported her to the Town Car. He opened the passenger door and let her sit, then checked her wound. A single bullet, through and through, like Hollis. A beat later, sirens filled the air.

Three sheriff patrol vehicles and an EMT van sped to the parking lot and screeched to a stop. Ben went toward the EMTs first but halted when a cop shouted for him to freeze.

He raised his hands. “I’m Senator Graff’s personal protection agent. Mrs. Graff is in the car, gunshot wound to the right shoulder.” He paused. “Senator Graff is...deceased.”

Three cops hurried to him, guns drawn. Two others went to the handcuffed man on the ground.

Ben kept his arms raised. “I have my ID if you’ll let me get it. The man on the ground is a suspect. I told you, I’m Senator Graff’s personal protection agent. The senator was shot, fatally. Mrs. Graff is also wounded. I searched the guy and his car. Found nothing.”

A slim deputy with sergeant stripes on his sleeve stepped forward. “All right. I’m Sergeant Rubio. You’re Benjamin Simons? Senator Graff’s bodyguard? You called in an alert for the senator’s anniversary trip, correct? And it was you who called us?” Rubio took out a small notebook. “Get your ID.”
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