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      When she becomes the target, can he stop the bullet?

      Sienna Arnson feels supercharged by the challenge of becoming the new National Security Advisor.

      Roy Beaumont views DC from his sniper station atop the White House roof and has never looked further. When dragged from his high perch to protect the new NSA, he discovers a new target centered in his sights.

      But when their lives are on the line, he discovers that nothing protects his heart.

      [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 2021 for improved reader experience but still the same great story.]
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      “Check out this. Southwest Gate.”

      By the tone over his radio headset, there was no question what Roy was being asked to check out. Not some depressed loon looking for suicide by cop achieved by jumping the fence. Nor some a-hole who thought he could actually cover the seventy yards between the fence and the White House without tripping a dozen alarms and alerting the ground teams.

      Secret Service officer Roy Beaumont swung his sniper rifle around until he could see the Southwest Gate. He had the broadest field-of-view of the grounds from his perch on the roof of the Residence.

      Hank lay on the East Wing roof and wouldn’t see squat, which would seriously bum him out.

      Fernando’s post on the West Wing roof had prime sightlines to the Southwest Gate.

      Mike was on the other side of the roof facing Pennsylvania Avenue and Lafayette Square and couldn’t see this direction at all. Mike’s was the most boring post because idiots always came across the wide South Lawn, rather than bolting for the short crossing to the North Portico, probably because of the attraction of the Oval Office overlooking the South Lawn.

      As Secret Service counter snipers, they were set up for overlapping fields of surveillance and fire. They provided overwatch protection for the ground security teams, but their primary duty was to monitor the distant stretches of DC in search of threats. Any decent sniper could attack from a half mile away, a good one from a full mile or more. The shot could be taken from a hotel window or a parked van. It was the counter sniper’s job to find them before they found the White House.

      And on the incredibly long, boring watches, they also had overlapping views of any distractions. Sometimes it was a cute kid with a balloon out on The Ellipse (and it never hurt that cute kids often had cute moms in tow). Or a gaggle of dumb-ass protestors whining about something the Secret Service snipers couldn’t even figure out from their signs—they really needed better PIOs, Public Information Officers. It could even be a cool car, though after a while it took a lot to be cool. By the fortieth or fiftieth Ferrari to swing past the White House even that sweet ride began to pale. Only one thing didn’t.

      Roy spotted her through his open left eye and let instinct guide the rifle scope to her face so that he could see her with his right eye. No question who Fernando was on about, the way the woman walked was something special.

      Monday morning on the last day of June had dawned beneath a brilliantly blue sky which left Washington, DC sparkling. By midday it would be cooking his brains lying out on the roof on overwatch, but for the moment the day felt fresh and alive.

      And the woman walking up from the Southwest security gate embodied life. There was a spring in her step. She wore professional clothes, which at the White House seemed to be synonymous with damned dull, but even they couldn’t hide this woman. A shock of dark red hair, which gathered fire-gold highlights from the summer sunlight, framed her fair complexion. Her shape was very nice indeed and not even the most professional clothes could hide her overall fitness.

      He scanned down.

      Good legs wrapped in sheer hose, runner’s or cycler’s legs. Despite the youth of her face, hers wasn’t the wild energy of some teen or twenty; this was a woman grown and powerful, and she absolutely knew it.

      “Damn!”

      “Told ya,” Fernando sounded very pleased, as he should. This woman was prime material.

      “Shit, man. Can’t see a thing from here.” Hank was definitely missing out.

      Abruptly the woman was gone from the scope. She’d jinked sideways out of his view fast enough to mistrack even his sniper instincts.

      Roy scanned the sidewalk, but he saw no cause such as someone else in her way or an unexpected mountain lion on the South Lawn. He re-centered on her face.

      This time she was looking straight at him with brown eyes beneath strong brows and she looked eight kinds of pissed. She gave him the finger, then disappeared out of sight into the West Executive Avenue entrance to the West Wing.

      He laughed. Not one in a thousand noticed the snipers lying on the White House roof—though they were always there if the President or First Lady was in residence. If either of them came out, whether to walk the gardens or to cross to Marine One, a full SWAT team would be up here as well. No planned movement today, so it was just the snipers and the sky.

      The few people who picked out the counter snipers typically cowered down and scuttled a bit. Not this one.

      Attitude.

      A hot redhead with attitude. A seriously fine start to a long summer watch.

      “Enjoying something about the view, Agent Beaumont?”

      Any warmth of the morning drained out of Roy as he rolled over to look up at the speaker. How six-two of barrel-chested, bad-ass senior agent moved so quietly was a constant mystery to all of the counter snipers. Dressed in a charcoal gray three-piece, the head of the Presidential Protection Detail looked completely out of place on the White House roof and yet there was no question that he absolutely ruled the roost.

      “It’s,” Roy cleared his throat and tried again. “It’s a beautiful day to be sitting overwatch, sir.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      The guy must be getting way too old if a hot woman didn’t do it for him. Though Roy had seen his wife, Agent Beatrice Anne Belfour, and she too was a seriously fine piece of agent.

      “It’s not nice to be pointing your weapon at civilians.” Rumor was the President wouldn’t even make the crossing to the Marine One helicopter if Frank Adams wasn’t at his side. It would take a better man than Roy to argue with the leader of the Presidential Protection Detail. Or maybe a dumber one—as he could feel himself about to do just that.

      “How else are we supposed to assess civilians on the grounds without pointing our weapons at them?” He did his best to sound completely innocent. He had binoculars close to hand, but the Nightforce rifle scope on his heavily modified Remington 700—called a JAR by the Secret Service for Just Another Rifle—was much stronger and offered a superior view.

      And why in all creation was he teasing his boss? Maybe he really enjoyed getting in trouble as so many of his ex-girlfriends had told him. Crossing Frank Adams was a sure way to pull guard detail on a Congressional aide—a truly meaningless assignment.

      Frank Adams’ eyes scanned the distance over Roy’s head as if reprimanding Roy from turning away from his post. How was he supposed to please a guy who wanted everything perfect all the time and wouldn’t even respond to a bit of banter?

      Roy sighed and rolled back onto his stomach. The guy was a typical, senior-level square with no sense of humor…or of hot women.

      The silence was so long Roy almost turned to see if Adams still loomed behind him or had slipped away as silently as he’d appeared.

      “Yep. I never solved that problem,” Adams finally broke the morning stillness. “Beware pretty women; they can be hell on ya.”

      Roy did glance over his shoulder to see a bemused smile on Adams’ face—the guys would never believe him because it was a known fact Frank Adams didn’t smile. He decided silence was his best option and turned back to his sweep of the grounds.

      “Met my wife at the wrong end of a gun, Roy,” Adams sounded pretty damned pleased about it. “So be damned careful of what you’re looking at.”

      “Yes, sir.” Hard to imagine someone pulling a weapon on Adams and expecting to live through it. Though considering Agent Beat Belfour—the head of the First Lady’s Protection Detail—maybe Adams had been the one lucky to survive.

      It was only after Adams silently departed that Roy realized that the head of the PPD had actually used his first name. Roy hadn’t known he even knew it.
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      Sienna Arnson made it from the White House entrance to the Oval Office without taking a single breath. Ten minutes in security, another fifteen to sign and countersign the receipt of her permanent badge, and seven more waiting in the outer office with the President’s three secretaries for company. New breath-holding world record! And if she didn’t remember how to breathe very soon…

      “Maybe I’ll be the first ever person to faint on the Oval Office rug.”

      “No. You wouldn’t be the first,” an amused voice said from close by her elbow.

      She’d thought she was alone except for the secretaries diligently focused on whatever mayhem lay on their desks this morning.

      “Good morning, Daniel,” She’d met White House Chief of Staff Daniel Darlington III several times before, enough that she felt more at ease for his presence. She risked a small breath that did nothing to ease all of the tension of her first day serving in the White House.

      He was the sort of person who everyone called by his first name. Daniel did that to people, even angry senators demanding Presidential access and being told no. At the moment she appreciated it. He was desperately handsome, surfer blond, intensely brilliant, and invariably kind.

      “Who before me?”

      “Well, me for one,” he bowed as if fainting in front of the President would be an honor. “My first time in the Oval was the interview that jumped me from being the ex-assistant to the President’s recently deceased first wife to being the new Chief of Staff. In fact, maybe I’m still locked away in a rubber room and dreaming all of this. Oh, I do like the sound of that. Is this Walter Reed Hospital by any chance?”

      Sienna laughed with him, but knew the feeling. She’d worked her ass off to get here, but it still didn’t seem real. To make it to—

      “You can go in now,” one of the secretaries waved her forward.

      She took the first step, but Daniel didn’t accompany her. “Aren’t you coming?”

      “In a minute. You go ahead,” he waved her on.

      “Bravery is taking action when you’re scared spitless,” she whispered to herself as there was no way she could spit right now even if her life depended on it. Just one of a hundred lessons her father had drilled into her over the years; drilled being the operative word.

      Dad had been a Marine Corps captain by the time she was born. Now he was a brigadier general. Being a grownup in her mid-thirties hadn’t slowed down his need to provide advice for every single occasion. The wonder was that this piece actually had relevance at the moment.

      Squaring her shoulders—and ignoring Daniel’s friendly chuckle as if he had read her mind—she proceeded through the door. And made it two steps before stumbling to a halt.

      You’ve been here before! The internal shout did nothing to unglue her feet from where they’d become rooted on the glossy hardwood floor. Five years ago she had accompanied her father here when he became the commander of HMX-1—the group responsible for the Marine One fleet of helicopters. Kathrine Matthews had still been alive then.

      Oddly, the first First Lady of President Peter Matthews had left the Oval Office décor untouched. It had looked as plain as day on Sienna’s first visit.

      The President’s second wife had clearly taken a hand. The bulk of the Oval Office lay to her right. The two couches and circle of armchairs that had been in blah-beige were now a rich, chocolate-brown leather. Their sharp contrast to the light walls and bright parquet floor felt much more powerful, as if to say serious work is done here. The prior administration’s selection of soothing pastel paintings had once again been replaced by the portraits of George, Abe, and J.F.K. who all looked down at her from their perches high on the wall as if to ascertain she wasn’t about to royally screw up.

      First day on the job, boys. No promises.

      There was no fire in the grand fireplace, but the broad mantel had two stunning bouquets of peonies that somehow only emphasized that this was the seat of Presidential power.

      Geneviève Beauchamp Matthew’s hand was masterful and Sienna wanted to grow up to be just like the First Lady. But as she was neither a tall, curvaceous French-Vietnamese, nor a senior level director of UNESCO World Heritage Centre, that wasn’t going to happen.

      The view to her left was even more daunting. Backed by the morning sunlight sweeping in through the curved windows, President Peter Matthews was standing by his desk, leaning down to make some quick notes. It was alarming how much he’d aged.

      Elected as one of the youngest Presidents in history, barely past the legal age of thirty-five. The seven long years since had definitely taken their toll, but there was still an intensity and a liveliness to him. With little more than four months until the elections, he’d be retired in January either way.

      When that happened, she’d be out of a job, but she didn’t care.

      Sienna felt a gentle shove against her back and stumbled forward as Daniel gave her a push. She turned to tell him to cut it out and she had only the briefest moment to see his smile before he closed the door on her heels.

      She wished she’d thought to flip him the finger before it closed, as she had to that sniper on the White House roof. Her father had taught her situational awareness, making the sniper easy to spot. But when he had aimed his weapon at her, it had been completely infuriating. Who did the swine think she was?

      It was also her first day on the job and being treated as a threat had pissed her off all the more. Then, when he’d quickly recentered his aim on her, she somehow knew he wasn’t looking at her as a threat but rather as something to leer at. It had tipped her over the edge. If he thought for a second that—

      “Hello, Sienna,” the President tossed his pen down as if the Roosevelt Desk was merely…his desk.

      “Hello, Mr. President.” She’d get a handle on this in a minute.

      “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to call me by my given name?” He made it sound sad and plaintive. “My wife will barely use it because I was already President when we met. Please?” He tried a pout which didn’t work at all on his strong face.

      “Not a chance, Mr. President.” Maybe she’d never get a handle on this.

      “I was afraid of that. Well, I do apologize for bringing you in so late in the administration, but your predecessor as my National Security Advisor seemed to think a shot at being the next senator from North Carolina was more important. Can’t imagine why.”

      It was something of a surprise that the home of the nation’s largest fort, Fort Bragg, actually liked the former NSA. While the National Security Advisor wasn’t actually a part of any intelligence agency—rather an appointee of the President—the military still generally despised NSAs on principal. The fact that he had been a retired two-star Army general before becoming the NSA probably hadn’t hurt, but it would also put her at a distinct disadvantage having no direct military service herself.

      The President was clearly awaiting some sort of a response. It was definitely her turn to speak so she took the deepest breath she could manage.

      “It will be,” another lame breath, “an honor, sir.”

      “I am very glad to have you aboard. I really do appreciate the skillset you bring and not as an interim fill-in. I can’t afford anything less than the best in your position.”

      “Thank you, Mr. President.” Sienna felt about six feet tall with the compliment, but her nerves downgraded that to her normal five-six within seconds. Then they once again threatened to make her feel seven years old and four feet tall.

      “The nerves go away eventually,” he remarked with disarming empathy. “You can ask this man,” the door opened behind her.

      Daniel, at last. Thank the lor—

      “He’s lying,” Vice President Zachary Thomas said as he walked into the Oval. “I didn’t hear a word, but I wouldn’t trust him if I were you.” His flat Coloradan accent gave no hint as to whether he was joking.

      “Why not?” Sienna was feeling too disoriented to make sense of anything at the moment.

      “Eight years ago he chose me as a running mate. It puts me in a prime seat for this election, unless I can think of some way to screw up the last few primaries.. Care to tell me how me as President makes the least little bit of sense? You tell me and I’ll take back what I said about him.”

      “I can’t imagine how it would, Mr. Vice President.” Which the moment she said it, she knew it had come out all wrong. “I meant—”

      “No. No.” The Vice President laughed aloud and held out his hands to stop her. “That was perfect, don’t mess it up by trying to straighten it out.” He dropped into one of the two armchairs at the head of the room, the other clearly for the President by its dominant position.

      Sienna studied the two men. Both were tall, dark-haired, and dressed in immaculate suits, but they were impossible to mix up.

      All of the President’s Washington, DC upbringing showed in a formality that defined him despite his attempt to put her at ease.

      Zachary Thomas looked as if he was ready to slouch his way onto a horse, though she knew he’d barely ridden prior to meeting Daniel’s sister last winter. They had been married in May at a small ceremony on her family’s farm. The fact that the Darlingtons were one of the first families of Tennessee and the Vice President was the presumptive nominee of his party, had of course made the event into headline news around the world.

      There had been a great deal of scuttlebutt about the wedding being motivated by the upcoming election, but her father had put the kibosh on that. “Never seen a pair like the two of them. They both get so mushy together a man has to look the other way. The President’s no less in love with his wife, but they are two very driven, very serious people. The Vice President and Anne Darlington-Thomas are…” he had searched for a word he was comfortable with, “…gentler. No less impressive, but gentler.”

      Sure enough, while waiting for the meeting to begin, the two men were talking about their wives.

      “Anne and the First Lady are plotting something for the Fourth, but they aren’t letting me in on it. How about you, Peter?” So, the Vice President was on a first name basis with the President. Braver man than she was.

      “Not a word, Zack. Of course with our luck, it will all be for the World Heritage Centre and not a thing for us. Maybe we need a plan of our own.”

      “I’ll bring the beer if you bring the dogs…but I’ll wager they’ll surprise the hell out of us like always.”

      The two men shared a smile of happy complacency, so sure of their spouses.

      The President and the Vice President had an almost Laurel and Hardy smoothness to them as they continued bantering with the other people arriving for the meeting. The two men had grown very close since the Italian avalanche that had rocketed the already popular Vice President into the stratosphere for his rescue efforts. Again, something had changed behind the scenes that she’d only been able to observe externally.

      Well, now she was a step closer to the inside for all the good it did her.

      And her father had been right, the Vice President was completely mushy about his wife. Why couldn’t she ever attract mushy? She attracted either the ones so driven that their career meant far more to them than she did. Of course, she was the same way, so the driven types made for a bad combination both ways. The other kind she fell for were the total dogs, like that damned sniper. Worse, she fell for them every time. Well, not this one, mostly because she wouldn’t have time.

      She was now the new National Security Advisor to the President of these United States of America and by God she was going to be the best one ever, even if it only lasted seven months. Six months and twenty-one days technically. A lot could happen in so much time.

      With only a slight hint from Daniel—once he finally arrived—she took the position on the couch closest to the President’s chair as the others settled in their familiar places. Secretaries of State, Defense, and Homeland Security. Treasury, economics advisor, and the Directors of National Intelligence and Drug Policy. Even the White House Chief of Counsel and the UN Ambassador were in attendance.

      Last in was General Brett Rogers, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, arriving precisely one minute early. His preferred place was standing between the Vice President and Daniel. Everyone had come to the first meeting with the new NSA.

      The entire National Security Council was in attendance, the statutory attendees and the regulars, as well as the advisors and the additional participants who were typically present only when needed.

      But no pressure.

      It was probably too late now to get out of the meeting by fainting.

      There would be no nice smooth handoff from the former NSA to herself. He was spending the start of his new senatorial campaign at home with a late spring flu. She was on her own.

      Greetings of different qualities vibrated through the air and she did her best to calibrate and quantify them. Directors of Homeland Security and National Intelligence were old college frat buddies who could barely stand each other.

      General Brett Rogers didn’t smile at anyone and kept strictly to himself. She knew from prior meetings with him over the years at her father’s house that he was taciturn by choice, not temperament. He would speak when he had something to say but not a moment before or after.

      For the thousandth time Sienna wondered at the tack she herself should take. There were many here ready to discount her. She was the youngest NSA of the four female NSAs there had ever been and the only woman in the room this morning. She also knew from a lifetime of experience that the only female types discounted more thoroughly than blondes were redheads. She’d considered dying her hair to brown, but for better or worse had stuck with natural, dark red, and it was too late to change it now.

      She would be…

      She glanced at the gorgeous grandfather clock that stood guard by the door closest to the President’s desk and would have overwhelmed any lesser room than the Oval Office. It was straight up eight a.m., the scheduled start of the meeting.

      She would be…herself, precisely as her father always described her: a natural-born hard-ass.

      “Good morning, gentleman. Mr. Vice President and Mr. President.” She raised her voice to cut through the conversations. The room quieted as she flipped open the cover on her tablet computer and tapped it awake.

      General Rogers gave her a terse nod of approval for the timely start—an unexpected show of support.

      “Item One on today’s agenda: the South China Sea and what the Chinese are doing there this time.” A hard-ass with a sense of humor. That worked for her.

      Daniel snorted with a suppressed laugh.

      That was a better start than she’d expected. Then she started in on the reports she’d spent most of last night and this morning assembling into a coherent presentation.

      It only took a few minutes before she and the rest of the group were fully engaged by the information she had assembled. Input and suggestions sounded in rapid-fire succession and she fielded each one, able to answer most and flagging the strays for further research. Thoughts of anything else faded away: May morning, Oval Office, new job, and jerk Secret Service snipers.

      Sienna had many lovers who had accused her of being the job. It had never been more true than her first moments as the National Security Advisor sitting in the Oval Office.

      And she was fine with that.
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      Ninety minutes on. Ninety minutes off.

      Roy’s sniper detail rotated down into the Secret Service room in the basement of the West Wing every hour and a half. Not that time off was actually off. Lunch hour was the only true break they ever came close to having, and even that rarely happened.

      There was always paperwork, studying new threats, or helping the prep team for the next Presidential outing. It would be so much easier if the country’s leaders simply locked themselves in on Inauguration Day and didn’t come out of the White House until their replacement trundled their belongings in the door four or eight years later. It didn’t work that way so the preparation tasks were endless.

      By his final watch on the roof that day, he was sure he’d missed her departure—best looking woman he’d seen in a long while. A bummer, but that was the job. Wouldn’t have minded another look no matter what Frank Adams thought about it.

      The city was emptying. Rush hour madness had set in.

      Roy didn’t exactly relax his vigilance, but for some reason, crazies tended to stage their attacks early in the day. Maybe by the time they had their cappuccino or overdose of McGrease, the little aliens in their heads would leave off with their special instructions for a while. Now it was just the steady drone of distant traffic. The White House and the wide grounds made it a relatively quiet haven among the commuter madness.

      This bubble of silence always made him think of hunting back home in Hardwick, Vermont. He and his father had spent endless hours tracking through the forests around the backside of Lake Elligo. Sometimes with rifles, sometimes bow and arrow, but most often simply armed with fishing poles. His father rarely spoke, except to instruct, and Roy had come to love the peace of those times.

      Lying here atop the White House roof, much of his view was of the big white oaks on the White House lawn. A manicured reminder of the oak, maple, and Norway pine forests of home. As evening settled over the city, he tried to imagine himself setting up camp under a lean-to alongside a fast rushing stream thick with dinner still swimming in the cool water.

      Fernando’s double click over the microphone had his attention swinging before he even wholly returned to DC. A little more circumspect, he kept his rifle close to hand and slipped out his binoculars.

      Again, there was no mistaking her. She’d been inside the bubble of the White House for a full day, which he knew to be exhausting, but she was still going a mile a second.

      Halfway to the gate, she glanced back over her shoulder and slammed to a halt as if she’d hit a glass wall.

      For a long moment, she was looking at the White House itself, her grin as wide as a little girl’s given a brand new toy. Then her eyes tracked upward.

      Her smile shifted. No less radiant, but now she looked…dangerous.

      She very deliberately scratched at the side of her nose with her extended middle finger, then whirled on her heel and was gone.

      He could hear Fernando’s laugh on the murmuring DC air though he was stationed over a hundred feet away.
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      Sienna lay on her Georgetown bed, her body vibrating with exhaustion. The National Security Council meeting had been scheduled at a full hour, and she closed it at exactly fifty-nine minutes. It was an act that seemed to take everyone by surprise, except for Daniel who nodded in thanks—clearly very protective of his boss’ schedule.

      The President had welcomed her once more and they’d all filed out as his next meeting filed in. General Rogers fell in beside her as they moved through the outer office.

      “If you have a moment?”

      She’d hoped to try and find her office. She had met with the former NSA a number of times there. It was also where Daniel, the President, and others had interviewed her, but now it was finally hers and she wanted to see it. Instead, she followed the general.

      That moment had led to two hours in the Situation Room. She’d been too busy trying to keep up with his sharp mind to be shocked by the plainness of the room. So many movies and television shows portrayed the darkly mysterious room with hand scanners, mahogany tables, leather armchairs, and massive screens covered in situational analyses. Beyond the pair of Marine guards standing at attention outside the door, it was about as undramatic as could be.

      In truth, it looked like any standard wood-panel-and-white conference room with a few too many phones and a few too many television screens against one wall.

      The general, who must have had a detailed awareness of her resume, had proceeded to grill her as if for a job interview. Dartmouth, Yale, Oxford. Rand Corp think tank. Some time in Stratfor studying geopolitical influences to forecast military hotspots.

      Through her father’s connections and her own, she’d arranged for a three-year study on normalizing the six US Commands. She’d spent six months each at: USNORTHCOM and USSOUTHCOM which covered North and South America, USAFRICOM, USEUCOM which included all of Russia, USCENTCOM which was the hell of southwest Asia, and USPACOM from the West Coast to Japan, China, and Australia with Antarctica tossed in for good measure.

      At some point she couldn’t identify, her interview with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had shifted from interrogation to consultation. Having proven her understanding of the big picture to General Roger’s satisfaction, he was soon testing his own understanding of power centers and friction motives against her own observations.

      Unlike any other conference room anywhere, each time the general called out to the apparently empty room, We need to see a map of the distribution of Chinese forces from Hong Kong to Australia, or What is the current estimated stability of the ruling regime in the Congo?, hidden Marine Corps intelligence officers would leap into action. Within moments the information would be on the main screen. At her own request, a key tabulation of activities of NATO versus EU alliances was pushed down from the big screen onto her tablet computer. She could get used to this.

      When the general departed with no more than a solemn nod of approval, she suspected she’d passed a test more stringent than Daniel’s and the President’s original interviews.

      She’d spent a quiet hour in the Situation Room—in the Situation Room!—working on better answers to some of the general’s unresolved questions. Or at least unearthing better questions of her own.

      Her next foray to reach her office passed close by the Vice President’s. His assistant, the rather daunting Cornelia Day, had flagged her down and asked if she had plans for lunch.

      She didn’t have plans to eat—ever, especially not with the way her head was already whirling. She’d only met the Vice President a few times and had never sat with him one-on-one. Cornelia took advantage of Sienna’s brief hesitation to conduct her into Zachary Thomas’ White House office, decorated in what she finally decided might best be called, early tongue-in-cheek style.

      The very first thing she noticed was an N-gauge train set on a lovely 1700s table of Quaker simplicity and craftsmanship. It resided in a place of honor close by the big window facing the Eisenhower Executive Office Building and she suspected that if she asked about it, they might never find another topic. So she glanced at the rest of the office.

      There were stunning photos of the Colorado Rockies and also the softer hills that she could only assume were near his wife’s family residence in Tennessee. There were photos of skiers and the two of them on horseback. If she’d seen a full set of horse tack or a pair of downhill skis tucked behind the door—she checked and there weren’t—she wouldn’t have been surprised.

      There was one picture of the former Captain Zachary Thomas, looking very official and handsome in his dress blues with an alarming number of service ribbons. It had cropped up in the news a lot after the Italian disaster. But it was another photo, hung close beside the trainset, that caught her attention and finally gave her the ability to speak.

      “Why haven’t I ever seen this one?” Not the most gracious of openings. To cover her gaffe, Sienna pointed to the image of a very handsome and somewhat younger Zachary Thomas with three other men all clowning around. They wore flight suits and were clearly enjoying each others’ company too much to pose seriously in front of the massive Air Force rescue helicopter that must be theirs.

      “Always struck me as a bit disrespectful. Our job was hauling out a lot of very hurt people. But my Anne”—again with the mushy tone—“insisted I put that one up.”

      Obviously she’d done all of the decorating, but Sienna wasn’t going to tease the Vice President about that. “No. It makes what you did in Italy and before more human. You should definitely release it.”

      “Well, that makes two votes to my one. The President always said not to argue with women who we don’t have two shakes of a rattler’s tail chance of understanding anyway. I’ll give it to my people.” And Sienna learned that the Vice President gave full respect to his President when outside of Peter Matthews’ presence.

      His smile was easy to return. They spent most of lunch discussing favorite DC restaurants. In his own way, that too was an interview only a little less demanding than General Rogers’. In the hour she had gained a real sense of the man and learned that he probably deserved all of the respect he received in the press.

      Daniel had snagged her as she once more entered the hallway a mere twenty feet from her own office—at least she’d been getting closer. He’d led her back to his office, thanked her for keeping the meeting on time (apparently the first National Security Advisor to do so in this administration—and perhaps any other), then introduced her to… She’d have to check her notes.

      All afternoon she’d felt as if she’d been targeted by that sniper. This advisor… Wham! That superintendent… Bang! The Secretary of Defense (who clearly felt her age, gender, and having a pulse completely disqualified her for the job, though having a chest at least gave him something to look at)… Kaboom!

      There were only three large offices on the west side of the West Wing’s first floor: White House Chief of Staff, Vice President, and her own. She didn’t make it there until six o’clock in the evening.

      And yet as she’d walked out of the White House, with little more brain activity than one of her brother’s zombie movies, she couldn’t help but look back and smile.

      Day One as the National Security Advisor.

      Check!

      And if she could avoid screwing up, there were still two-hundred and three more days to go until the next President’s inauguration.

      That’s when she’d remembered the sniper and glanced up. Was it the same one? She had no idea as he was little more than a silhouette far above. At least there was no sniper rifle aimed at her this time, but his binoculars weren’t exactly cruising back and forth across the lawn seeking trespassers. Flipping him off this morning in full view of the White House had been perhaps a little rash. So, she was more subtle about it this time.

      She’d heard a second counter sniper on the West Wing’s roof laugh, but for some reason it was the one stationed on the Residence who had caught her attention. She supposed it proved that the girl still had it if she kept him riveted so.

      It had put a bounce in her step, which was all that sustained her until she had made it home.

      She shouldn’t have laid down in her suit; it would be too wrinkled to wear to the White House again without a trip to the dry cleaners if she lay here much longer. However, the thought of moving was even worse. Maybe if she lay very still then it wouldn’t crease. Not a problem; she wasn’t sure if she’d ever move again.

      Sienna didn’t have time to worry about suit wrinkles in the morning as she awoke with barely time to change out of her crumpled clothes before rushing out to the CIA for a round robin of briefings and meetings there. Next time she’d set an alarm before she lay down.
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