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      Capitol Conspiracy—A Marine’s Daughter Sequel—A Sgt Milo Story.

      

      Capitol Conspiracy is the continuing story of Marine Sgt Jon Milo and his daughter, Sara Jane Milo. Jon is an aging Vietnam veteran and, in the first novel, was dealing with struggles from the past in Vietnam with the support and help of his attorney daughter, Sara Jane.

      In Capitol Conspiracy, the duality continues with Sara Jane Milo struggling to move forward in her quest to protect veterans and the benefits they earned so long ago. Her personal struggles with romance and her commitment to integrity test her values and personal needs.

      Capitol Conspiracy is filled with political dangers, and Sara’s commitment is tested deeply. Danger is around the corner, and maneuvering through all the pitfalls of American politics, love life, and loyalty takes its toll.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my wife Diane, and my daughters Lisa, Jennifer Lynn, Jennifer Rebecca, and my niece Shelly.

        And to all my long-time supporters. I love you all dearly!

        I did not write this story for fame. I wrote it for my family—for those who came before me and those who will come after.

        May this story remind you that honor matters, truth matters, and love is the greatest legacy we leave behind.

        To the veterans who returned and the families who helped them find their way forward. To the daughters who grew strong because their fathers stood firm. And to the extraordinary women who teach warriors how to live again. To the men and women who wore the uniform—especially those who never came home, and those who came home carrying silent burdens.

      

        

      
        Your sacrifice is remembered.

        Your honor endures.

        Semper Fidelis.

        Al Hague, Cpl USMC
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      Early mornings had always belonged to Jon. For years they carried ghosts with them—shadows that crept in with the first light and lingered at the edges of his thoughts. But most of those ghosts had finally been faced. Some had quieted. Others had been given names. After decades of avoidance, he was allowing himself to look forward instead of backward.

      He sat on the rear patio with his first cup of coffee, breathing in the crisp September air. Autumn hovered just beyond summer’s reach, cool enough to stiffen the joints and clear a man’s head. The breeze carried the faint scent of drying leaves and distant wood smoke.

      Change was coming.

      He could feel it.

      The last few months had shifted something fundamental inside him—revelations long buried, truths uncovered, old brothers reunited. The medal ceremony had done more than place a ribbon on his chest. It had closed a door he had been standing in front of for half a lifetime.

      He would never believe he deserved it.

      But he had accepted it for the men who did not come home.

      His Marine history would always live inside him. It was carved too deep to erase. But it no longer owned him.

      That future ahead… it’s more than I expected. More than I deserve.

      He smiled faintly.

      Even an old Marine can get lucky.

      His thoughts turned, as they often did, to Sara.

      His brilliant daughter had fought battles of her own to uncover the truth behind that medal. She had navigated politics, bureaucracy, and buried records with the precision of a seasoned commander. Watching her step into her strength had filled him with a pride deeper than anything the Corps had ever pinned to his uniform.

      She had inherited his drive.

      But her compassion—that had been her mother’s.

      Serena would have been so proud.

      After Serena died, he did what Marines do: endure. Raise the child. Keep moving. Don’t fall apart where anyone can see. Sara had grown into a woman of conviction and warmth, and that was the only legacy he truly cared about.

      Then there was Brie.

      He let her name settle gently in his chest.

      She had entered his life without fanfare and stayed without hesitation. She had walked beside him while he revisited memories most people would have run from. She didn’t push. Didn’t pry. She simply stood firm.

      Her grace steadied him.

      The health issues from Agent Orange lingered in the background like an unwelcome shadow, but he refused to give fear more power than it deserved. He owed effort—genuine effort—to the women who loved him.

      Maybe I should make this permanent, he thought. If she’d want an old warhorse like me long-term.

      He shook the doubt away.

      But his thoughts drifted back to Sara.

      She was strong. Successful. Newly made partner at a prestigious firm before most attorneys finished proving themselves. Yet when it came to love, she was in fresh territory.

      And the man she had chosen—a rising politician.

      Jon’s instincts did not rest easy.

      He had seen too many polished smiles conceal sharp intentions. Too many speeches delivered by men who had never smelled jungle rot or watched boys die in the mud. Politicians sent others to hell. They rarely went themselves.

      At the medal ceremony, he had noticed Devon speaking quietly with two civilians off to the side—not inappropriate, but something about the posture, the timing, had lingered in Jon’s gut.

      Maybe I’m just old and suspicious.

      But suspicion had kept him alive once.

      The rising sun spilled gold across the yard. Birds began their morning chorus. The smell of coffee mingled with the cool air.

      And yet, without warning, memory intruded.

      Wet jungle.

      Burned vegetation.

      The metallic scent of blood and cordite.

      He closed his eyes briefly.

      It amazed him what the mind refused to release.

      A soft movement behind him pulled him back.

      He turned.

      Brie stood framed in the doorway, sunlight outlining her silhouette. She looked almost unreal—a figure made of warmth and light.

      “How did I get this lucky?” he murmured.

      “Talking to yourself again?” she teased.

      “Only about how good life looks this morning.”

      She stepped onto the patio, her nightgown catching the breeze. “I tried to sleep after you got up,” she said. “But mornings are better with you.”

      He poured her coffee without asking.

      “Any grand plans today?” she asked.

      “Not unless you’ve scheduled something I’ve forgotten.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You have an appointment at the VA. Midday.”

      He sighed.

      “Ah.”

      “With a specialist,” she added carefully.

      He nodded once. “PTSD clinic.”

      She waited.

      “I don’t think I have it,” he said. “Not like some guys I’ve known.”

      “That may be,” she replied gently. “But listening won’t hurt.”

      He studied her face—no judgment, only steady concern.

      “If there’s something that helps me sleep better,” he admitted, “I owe it to you to try.”

      She reached for his hand.

      “How do you feel about Sara’s wedding?” she asked after a moment.

      He hesitated.

      “I want her happy,” he said. “But I can’t shake the feeling that something isn’t sitting right.”

      “With Devon?”

      “Yes!”

      “What kind of feeling?”

      “The kind that kept me alive once.”

      She didn’t dismiss it.

      “Then find out,” she said softly. “Before you walk her down that aisle.”

      He nodded slowly.

      She was right.

      He pulled her close for a brief kiss.

      “Go enjoy your lunch,” he said. “I’ll face the music.”

      

      The drive to the VA was uneventful.

      The parking lot was not.

      He circled for nearly twenty minutes before spotting an open handicapped space. His 100% disability rating allowed it. He rarely used it.

      Today he did.

      The VA complex sprawled like a small city—buildings connected by enclosed walkways, departments branching in every direction. He had navigated these halls for years; today felt different.

      PTSD Evaluation.

      The words on the directory board seemed heavier than they should.

      Why am I here? He wondered. Other men need this more than I do.

      But the elevator had already arrived.

      Open your mind, Marine.

      The waiting area was smaller than expected. Only three veterans sat scattered in silence. No one made eye contact.

      Denial was a powerful thing.

      A nurse called his name.

      The office did not resemble a hospital room. Lamps cast warm light. Books lined the walls.

      A tall man entered.

      “Sergeant Milo. I am Dr. Dominguez.”

      The handshake was firm. Grounded.

      “I specialize in combat-related PTSD,” the doctor said. “Let’s talk.”

      Jon didn’t waste time.

      “I’m not sure I belong here. Back in my day, it was ‘shell shock.’ ‘Battle fatigue.’ You sucked it up.”

      “We understand trauma differently now.”

      He explained calmly—the fight-or-flight response, stress hormones flooding the body, repeated exposure rewiring the brain. The amygdala enlarging. The nervous system locked into alert mode.

      “Civilians may experience two or three major trauma responses in a lifetime,” the doctor said. “Combat veterans may experience hundreds of symptoms.”

      Jon felt something settle uneasily in his chest.

      “Willpower doesn’t reverse neurological adaptation; untreated PTSD often worsens over time.”

      He handed Jon a pamphlet.

      Intrusive memories, hyper-vigilance, avoidance, sleep disturbance, anger, isolation. Triggers!

      

      Jon read slowly.

      “I recognize too much of this,” he admitted.

      “That’s awareness,” the doctor said, “not weakness.”

      Jon swallowed.

      “I’ve tried not to let it affect my family.”

      “It doesn’t disappear because we ignore it,” Dominguez replied gently. “But it can be treated.”

      Jon nodded.

      “Would you be the one treating me?”

      “Possibly,” the doctor said. “Depending on how things unfold.”

      “How things unfold?”

      The doctor hesitated.

      “There are discussions—potential structural changes to the VA. Nothing is confirmed.”

      Jon’s instincts sharpened.

      Structural changes?

      He tucked that thought aside.

      The session ended without pressure.

      Outside in his car, he sat quietly before starting the engine.

      The morning had begun with promise.

      Now it carried questions.

      He exhaled slowly.

      Time to go home.

      Brie would ask how it went.

      And for once in his life, he would try telling the truth.
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      Sara woke before the alarm. She almost always did.

      The habit had begun in childhood—her father rising before dawn, the house peaceful with only the sound of coffee brewing. Back then she had resented it. Now she cherished it. Early mornings gave her space. Perspective. A chance to measure the distance between where she had been and where she was headed.

      It had been several weeks since the medal ceremony.

      The memory still caught in her chest.

      She had never seen her father break the way he had that day—decades of restraint finally dissolving in public view. The journey to uncover the truth behind that medal had not been simple. It had required patience, leverage, uncomfortable questions, and unlikely alliances. But watching him stand there—honored, seen, finally at peace—had been worth every battle.

      Since then, something inside him had shifted.

      He seemed lighter. Almost young again.

      Brie had something to do with that. Sara could not remember seeing her father this content since before her mother died. Those years after stable endurance had defined Serena’s passing. He had carried grief without complaint and raised Sara with a steadiness that still humbled her.

      At work, however, there was no peace.

      Her promotion to partner had transformed her days into a controlled storm. Meetings. Strategy sessions. Client demands. She thrived on it—but the weight of responsibility was real. Decisions now carried consequences beyond her own career.

      And then there was Devon.

      Senator Platt.

      Rising fast in Washington.

      Their schedules rarely aligned, but the connection between them still felt solid. He respected her ambition. She respected his. There was an ease between them that had survived distance and pressure.

      Still promising.

      She stretched beneath the sheets and finally rose, crossing the bedroom to the mirror.

      “Not bad,” she murmured to her reflection. “Especially for a lawyer.”

      The private car was waiting outside when she stepped into the brisk morning air. Clint, dependable as sunrise, had already placed a steaming cup of coffee in the backseat.

      One day I need to find out why his tastes better than mine.

      The drive into Manhattan was the usual ballet of impatience—horns, flashing brake lights, taxis cutting lanes with theatrical flair. New York was abrasive and magnificent all at once. She loved it fiercely.

      At the firm, the elevator carried her to the top floor. Victoria was already stationed at her desk—perfectly dressed, sharp-eyed, and clearly caffeinated.

      “Good morning, Victoria. What am I walking into?”

      Victoria didn’t look up. “When are you not walking into something? Partners’ meeting—running late. The Congressman called earlier. Wants to ‘chat’.”

      “I’ll handle it. Give me fifteen minutes.”

      Sara dialed Devon. Voicemail, of course.

      She began leaving a message when his name flashed across her screen.

      “Good timing,” she said, warmth flooding her voice. “I was just leaving you a message.”

      “I saw that,” he replied. “Sorry. How are you this morning, my love?”

      The term still made her pulse shift.

      “I’m good. Actually… I’d like to see you. My calendar’s easing up a bit. Are you in town?”

      “In Washington. But I’m taking the afternoon train up. Dinner? Seven?”

      She answered immediately. “Seven. And you’re staying.”

      A low laugh. “You try stopping me.”

      When the call ended, she remained seated briefly smiling.

      God, I sound ridiculous.

      “Vic,” she called.

      Victoria appeared mid-muffin. “Rogue blueberry situation,” she said dryly.

      Sara laughed. “Do you have the VA documents?”

      “On your desk.”

      Sara opened the folder, and her smile vanished.

      Privatization.

      The internal memoranda outlined exploratory discussions about transitioning significant portions of VA services to private management. The language was clinical cost efficiency, streamlined operations, performance optimization.

      Sara read between the lines. Profits—what else!

      Her father had often spoken of the doctors and nurses at the VA—people who treated veterans like family, not statistics. The idea of replacing that with corporate oversight made her stomach tighten.

      The projected timeline spanned ten years. That wasn’t comforting. It meant someone was thinking long-term.

      She closed the folder slowly.

      This isn’t just policy. This is a shift in philosophy.

      Her firm had recently approved her proposal to open a pro bono legal division dedicated to veterans—claims appeals, disability disputes, housing conflicts. The timing suddenly felt urgent.

      Her phone buzzed again.

      A calendar reminder.

      And beneath it, a message from Devon earlier that week resurfaced in her mind. He had mentioned a project.

      Something sensitive. Something outside public view.

      Classified.

      She had laughed it off at the time.

      Now she wasn’t sure how she felt.

      Secrets were part of his world.

      But secrets had consequences.

      Victoria reappeared.

      “You have two visitors.”

      “Scheduled?”

      “No. They insisted. Said it was urgent.”

      “Names?”

      “McAdams and Fournier.”

      Sara’s instincts stirred.

      “Send them in.”

      The two men entered with quiet precision. Haircuts tight. Shoes immaculate. Posture disciplined. Former military, she guessed instantly.

      “Ms. Milo,” the taller one said. “Oliver McAdams. This is Ron Fournier.”

      “How can I help you?” Sara asked evenly. “I don’t usually accept unscheduled meetings.”

      “We understand,” McAdams said. “Our situation requires discretion.”

      “Go on.”

      “We represent the Veterans of America League in Washington.”

      “I know the name.”

      “We would like to retain your firm in a matter concerning the future of the Department of Veterans Affairs.”

      Sara’s pulse quickened.

      “What matter?”

      McAdams glanced briefly at his associate.

      “We believe a coordinated effort is underway to transfer core VA services to a private corporation. A corporation positioned to benefit significantly from federal contracts.”

      “How significant?”

      “Billions,” Fournier said quietly.

      Sara leaned back, studying them.

      “And your source?”

      “Confidential.”

      “That won’t be sufficient.”

      “We can provide document categories for FOIA requests,” McAdams replied. “Committee drafts. Budget projections. Contract negotiations.”

      “Do you understand the scale of what you are suggesting?” Sara asked.

      “Yes.”

      “There are 2.6 million veterans receiving care through the VA,” she said. “You’re suggesting a structural overhaul affecting every one of them.”

      “And we believe quality will decline,” Fournier added. “KPIs favoring volume over care. Reduced oversight. Increased out-of-pocket costs.”

      Sara’s mind ran through the implications.

      If this were true, it was explosive.

      If it wasn’t, it was dangerous.

      “Here’s what will happen,” she said finally. “I will speak with a senior partner. I will need documentation proving your authority to retain counsel—board verification, financial statements, and leadership structure. And yes—there will be a retainer.”

      “Of course,” McAdams said.

      “And if we proceed, you give me everything.”

      They agreed.

      When the door closed behind them, Sara exhaled slowly.

      This could blow up everything.

      Her father would have opinions.

      Devon might have more than opinions.

      She pressed the intercom.

      “Victoria.”

      “Yes?”

      “I need a background investigation on the Veterans of America League. Quietly. Funding sources. Political ties. Recent activity. Everything.”

      “When?”

      “Immediately.”

      “And Vic—don’t use the firm’s network. Work from home.”

      “Well, now I am intrigued.”

      “So am I,” Sara murmured.

      That morning, excitement gave way to something colder.

      This wasn’t just a case.

      This was a line in the sand.
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      The morning was quiet, and the sky was gray, with the kind of stillness that made any sound feel like an intrusion. Low clouds hung over the neighborhood, threatening snow or rain, depending on which way the temperature leaned. Winter had arrived early, and the cold had a stubbornness to it—as if it intended to settle in and stay.

      Jon was grateful his own town hadn’t been buried the way Sara’s city had. She’d sent pictures of cars half-swallowed by drifts, sidewalks erased into white walls. Unusual for this early in the season, he thought, though he knew his turn would come. Eventually he would be out there with the snowblower, cursing the weight of wet snow and pretending he didn’t enjoy the ritual.

      The thought reminded him: he still needed to change the oil and lube the chain drive before the real storms hit.

      At the kitchen table, he stared at the scrap of paper Sara had given him. A phone number. A name.

      Peter Bronson.

      Jon had already decided that he would call. What he hadn’t decided was what, exactly, he would say.

      He considered waiting for Brie to wake so she could be part of it, but he already knew what she’d tell him: Whatever you decide, I’ll support you. Sara would say the same.

      That wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was that letting a stranger into your story—into the parts you’d spent decades keeping locked away—was never simple.

      He picked up a pen and jotted notes, the way he always had before an operation. A plan didn’t guarantee safety, but it kept you from stumbling blind.

      In his mind, the rules were clear:

      
        
          	
        How will this interview be used?
      

      	
        When and where will it be published?
      

      	
        No paraphrasing. Direct quotes only. Final approval before going to print.
      

      	
        He would choose what he answered—and he would not identify anyone else by name.
      

      

      

      Simple. Fair. Non-negotiable.

      He looked at the list and almost smiled.

      Hell, it’s early. Maybe he won’t answer, and I can tell Sara I tried.

      He dialed.

      The phone barely rang once before a voice picked up.

      “Peter Bronson.”

      Jon’s mouth tightened. Of course, he answered.

      “Is this Peter Bronson?” Jon asked, as if he hadn’t just heard it.

      “Yes, sir. This is Peter. How can I help you?”

      “This is Jon Milo,” Jon said. “You contacted my daughter about an interview. I’m calling to discuss your plan—and my conditions.”

      There was a quick shift in the voice, a brightness that felt practiced but not necessarily fake.

      “Mr. Milo, thank you so much for calling. I’m very interested in meeting you and telling your story.”

      “Okay,” Jon said dryly. “Slow down, young man. We’ll start with whether we can even work together. I’ll share my conditions when we meet. If you’re comfortable with them, then we’ll talk about your plan—assuming you have one.”

      “Yes, sir. That sounds exactly right. When can we get together?”

      Jon hesitated only a beat. He was aware that dragging decisions out didn’t make them easier.

      “Tomorrow morning. My house. Ten o’clock.”

      “I know your address, sir.”

      That caught Jon off guard—even though it shouldn’t have.

      “Alright,” Jon said. “Ten. You drink coffee?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Polite. Eager. Controlled.

      We will see how long that lasts, Jon thought.

      He hung up and sat, taking it all in.

      “What the hell am I getting myself into?” The kitchen suddenly felt smaller.

      Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to hear the proposal. He stood, moved to the coffeemaker, and measured grounds by muscle memory. The machine gurgled and sputtered to life, filling the room with a familiar comfort.

      His thoughts, as they always did, drifted toward the past.

      Opening this can of worms might be a mistake.

      But if his memories could help another veteran feel less alone—if they could name something that had been haunting someone else—maybe they mattered.

      He stared out the back window. Winter birds hopped between bare branches, searching for stray seeds. The feeder needed filling. The pole needed grease to keep the squirrels from climbing it. Those petty thieves had a talent for surviving at everyone else’s expense.

      “Store your own damn acorns,” he muttered, almost smiling.

      He wrapped both hands around his mug and stared past the glass into nothing.

      How good was his memory, really?

      Could he trust it?

      Did he want to drag the old horrors into daylight again?

      The medal ceremony flashed in his mind. The faces. The voices. The moment his control had cracked.

      Maybe that had been risky, too.

      But it had helped the men. He knew that. It had given them a way to say: We were there. We survived. We remember.

      It had helped him too, though he didn’t like admitting it.

      And Sara—Sara had carried much of that weight for him.

      He realized he’d never asked what it had cost her to pull his past into the present.

      When things calm down, we need to talk. Really talk.

      He sensed her before he heard her.

      Brie came around the corner in her robe, hair loose, face still soft with sleep. The sight of her tightened something in Jon’s chest—warmth mixed with disbelief.

      How does a woman look that good first thing in the morning?

      “Good morning, dear man,” she said, stepping in for the first kiss of the day. “Is there coffee for me too?”

      “Of course.” He reached for a cup. “Just a second.”

      As he poured, she slid her arms around his waist. Jon stilled, letting himself take the moment. There had been years in his life when intimacy felt like a foreign language. With Brie, it felt… possible.

      “Here you go, beautiful,” he said, handing her the mug. “Just how you like it.”

      She smiled over the rim. “Thank you.”

      After a sip, she asked, “Did you contact the writer?”

      “Yes,” Jon said. “He’ll be here tomorrow at ten.”

      “And me?” she asked gently. “Do you want me here?”

      Jon studied her. She was always careful—supportive without pressing.

      “I figured you’d decide.”

      Brie shook her head slightly. “I think you should do it alone. Fewer eyes will make it easier for you to be comfortable—and honest.”

      Jon nodded.

      Smart lady.

      The next morning, Jon woke early and eased out of bed without disturbing Brie. The room was colder than it should have been. The thermostat must have dropped overnight.

      He peeked out the window.

      A fresh blanket of snow covered the neighborhood, glowing orange beneath the streetlights. More was still falling in steady sheets.

      “Damn it,” Jon muttered. “Snowblower.”

      He pulled on his robe and padded to the living room, turned up the thermostat, then started a fire. The new glass doors he’d installed over the summer would hold heat better. Good timing.

      He struck a match, watched the flame catch, and felt the room soften.

      Christmas will be nice this year, he thought—then chuckled at himself. Thanksgiving hadn’t even arrived.

      Brie came into the room as the fire settled into a steady burn. She warmed her hands near the hearth while Jon headed outside to clear the walk and dig out the Explorer.

      By the time he came back in, he was dusted with snow and breathing hard, shoulders warmed by work. Brie was dressed and ready, coat over her arm, bag in hand.

      “Honey,” Jon said, brushing snow from his sleeves, “you don’t have to leave this early. He won’t be here for another hour.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “You need time to yourself. To collect your thoughts. To rehearse those demands of yours.”

      She smiled. “I’m meeting the girls for breakfast, then I’ll stop at the mall. Text me when your interview is over. I will come home.”

      Jon looked at her for a long moment.

      “Thank you,” he said simply.

      

      At ten sharp, a pickup truck turned into the driveway. A young man climbed out with a briefcase, dressed in a way that straddled professional and practical. A good coat, clean-cut, polished but not flashy.

      Jon opened the door before he could knock.

      “Peter,” Jon said, extending a hand. “I assume.”

      “Yes, sir. Mr. Milo—Jon,” Peter corrected quickly. “Peter Bronson. Veterans of America League.”

      “Come in,” Jon said. “Have a seat by the fire.”

      Peter settled into a chair, took in the room with a brief, assessing glance, then focused fully on Jon.

      “Jon,” he began, “I’m sure you have questions about who I am and why I’m here. Why don’t we start with whatever is on your mind?”

      “Fair enough,” Jon said. “Tell me the purpose of this interview—and how it will be used.”

      Peter opened his briefcase and removed a small recording device, placing it on the table without turning it on yet.

      “I work for the Veterans of America League,” he said. “We publish a quarterly magazine focused on veterans’ lives and issues. We’d like to feature your story. I followed the account of your medal ceremony. I believe your experience could help others.”

      Jon watched him carefully.

      “I’m not familiar with your magazine,” Jon said. “And I’ve never been involved in veteran groups outside the VA. I didn’t want to be one of those men who sit around and relive how hard it was. I’ve worked too damn hard to keep Vietnam from running my life.”

      “I understand,” Peter said. “Our readership includes veterans from Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan, and their families. If you want subscription numbers, I can provide them.”

      “Not necessary,” Jon said.

      He unfolded his notepaper.

      “Here’s how this works, if it works at all,” Jon said, voice steady. “No paraphrasing. Direct quotes only. I get final approval before anything goes to print. I decide what I answer. And I won’t identify anyone else by name. If your boss doesn’t like those terms, you leave and we’re done.”

      Peter didn’t blink.

      “Those conditions are acceptable,” he said. “Frankly, they’re what I expected you’d require.”

      Jon studied him for another beat, then nodded once.

      “Alright then,” Jon said. “We have a deal.”

      Peter turned on the recorder.

      “If it’s okay,” he said, “I’ll start with what I believe I already know. You correct me if I’m wrong.”

      Jon leaned back. “Proceed.”

      Peter began.

      As Jon listened to the questions, he felt something old stir—not panic, not fear, but the sensation of a door being opened after years of keeping it shut.

      He wasn’t sure what would come through.

      But he was committed now.

      He would meet it head-on.

      When the interview ended, Jon walked Peter to the door and watched him head down the driveway, snowflakes drifting around him as if the world were trying to soften the edges of everything.

      Jon stood at the window enjoying the view, hands in his pockets.

      Was it a good idea?

      Maybe.

      If it helped even one person, maybe it was worth the discomfort.

      He picked up his phone and sent Brie a single text:

      It’s done.
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      The day was winding down for most of the firm, but not for Sara.

      Outside her office, the corridor lights had dimmed to evening mode, and the usual hum of voices had thinned into scattered footsteps and the occasional closing elevator. Somewhere down the hall, a cleaning cart rolled by with soft wheels, and the smell of citrus disinfectant drifted faintly in the air. The rest of the floor felt as if it were exhaling—releasing the day.

      Sara wasn’t.

      Her office lights were still on, bright against the glass walls. Her desk was a battlefield of open files, sticky notes, highlighted pages, and one legal pad filled with angled handwriting that only she could decode at speed. A cold cup of coffee sat beside her keyboard, forgotten. Her shoulders ached from hours of tension she hadn’t noticed until she shifted in her chair.

      What unsettled her wasn’t simply the content of the VA documents.

      It was the pattern.

      The language in those memos wasn’t written like a public proposal. It was written as if planning. Secret planning. The kind that moved forward even if no one approved it—because the people pushing it assumed approval would come later, once momentum became inevitable.

      She had spent her career learning to spot inevitability in motion.

      That was why she had sent Vic off-network.

      That was why she was still here.

      She opened her office door and crooked a finger.

      “Vic, please come in.”

      Victoria appeared a moment later, slipping inside and closing the door behind her with the instinctive caution of someone who understood how walls could have ears—especially in a law firm. She carried a thick folder and a tablet, and she looked energized, the way she always did when she’d pulled a thread and discovered the sweater was coming apart.

      Sara didn’t bother with niceties.

      “What did you find on the Veterans of America League?”

      Vic’s mouth curved into a grin—rare, satisfied, almost predatory.

      “Boss,” she said, “you’ve got a live one.”

      Sara held her gaze. “Meaning?”

      Vic dropped into the chair across from her desk without being invited, which told Sara everything about the value of the information she was carrying.

      “I dug deep,” Vic said, sliding the folder forward. “Not Google-deep. Not public-relations-deep. I went into registrations, filings, archived newsletters, conference speeches, donor reports, board minutes, employee reviews—everything that leaves a footprint.”

      Sara flipped open the folder. Inside were cleanly organized sections with tabs: Overview, Financials, Board, Litigation, Media, Operations, Personnel, Publications.

      Vic continued, leaning forward slightly.

      “They’re legitimate. Several hundred thousand members nationwide. Around ninety full-time employees, plus contract staff depending on the programs. They’ve been operating for twenty-four years—quietly, consistently. No scandals. No lawsuits worth mentioning. No weird shell subsidiaries. No sudden leadership swaps. No re-branding, three times in five years like shady groups do when they’re trying to shed a reputation.”

      Sara’s eyes scanned the page as Vic spoke. Not that she didn’t trust Vic. It was that Sara’s mind worked better when her hands were engaged.

      “They fund actual veteran support services,” Vic went on. “Counseling partnerships, housing advocacy, peer-support networks, small emergency grants, pro bono legal clinics. Their magazine is not propaganda. It’s boring, practical, and helpful—which is the highest compliment in the nonprofit world. Their financials are clean. Donations track with program spending. Executive compensation isn’t obscene. No suspicious ‘consulting fees.’ No dark-money vibes.”

      Sara’s shoulders loosened somewhat. Not completely, but enough for her to breathe deeper.

      “Board?” she asked.

      “Impressive,” Vic said. “Retired military. A couple of physicians. A former judge. A nonprofit finance guy. And at least two names that made me sit up straight because they don’t slap their reputations onto garbage.”

      Sara nodded once. “And McAdams and Fournier?”

      Vic tapped the folder.

      “Both in senior leadership. Not symbolic. Not ceremonial. They’re at the top of the operational food chain. Big-deal serious. Also, former military. Their posture alone screams it.”

      Sara lifted her eyes. “Anything that worries you?”

      Vic folded her arms, considering.

      “Only one thing,” she said. “Your Senator fiancé is nowhere on the board, nowhere in their leadership, nowhere on their major donors list. Not publicly, anyway.”

      Sara’s expression didn’t change, but something cold and familiar tightened behind her sternum.

      Vic continued, voice measured.

      “But here’s the kicker. Their latest magazine—last month’s issue—published a warning. It wasn’t explicit. They didn’t say ‘privatization’ outright. But they flagged ‘challenges facing the VA soon,’ and they urged members to pay attention to changes framed as efficiency or modernization.”

      Sara’s fingers stilled on the page.

      That hit harder than she expected.

      Because it meant the League wasn’t guessing. They were preparing their members. Testing language. Building awareness subtly. That was what people did when they believed a storm was coming but couldn’t prove it yet.

      Vic watched her carefully.

      “So,” Vic added, “I’d say they came to you because of your father. That medal ceremony and your involvement circulated everywhere in veteran circles. They connected the dots. And honestly?” She tilted her head. “If this turns into a fight, you’ll be on the right side of it.”

      Sara rose and began pacing behind her desk, slow and deliberate. The city beyond her windows had shifted into evening—skyline lights blinking awake like watchful eyes.
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