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			For those who dream.

			For those who hope.

			And for those who persevere.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Tarryn Blue gazed out the white-gridded windows of the White House Press Briefing Room as she waited for the news conference to begin. It was another brilliant, blue-skied day in Washington, DC, and she was glad to be one of the journalists invited to a reception later in the Rose Garden. She enjoyed being outside on nice days, something she wasn’t used to since starting her new job at the U. S. News Chronicle a few months ago. Her busy schedule kept her on the move and indoors much of the time. But she didn’t mind. She was thrilled to be doing the people’s work, covering important stories and keeping the public informed. It was what she’d studied to do at Georgetown, and now she was doing it in this exciting venue. She couldn’t believe her luck at securing her dream job right after she graduated with her master’s in journalism. That way, she didn’t have to return home to Michigan and the family that had broken apart after her parents’ divorce. It still saddened her to think about it. 

			She turned when she heard a familiar voice.

			“Hey, Tarryn. Great story last week. Very well-researched. And a byline already? They must think you’re a real up-and-comer over there.”

			Grady Pellington of the Pellington Review sat down next to her in one of the padded, theater-like seats. He reminded her of a sidekick movie actor from the fifties with his slick, dark hair and sleazy grin. She didn’t want to talk to him because she preferred to keep to herself, but her editor had told her it was important for her to network and keep her eyes and ears open for future stories.

			“Yes, thank you. They put me on an international banking and finance story because I majored in finance as an undergrad,” she said, mentioning just enough to impart her background. “I got interviews and quotes, and it all came together.”

			“Good deal,” he said, smiling widely.

			She looked away as she tucked a recalcitrant lock of brown hair into the low ponytail she’d tied back with a flowered silk scarf and tried to look professional. It was flattering to receive a compliment from such a well-known reporter, but she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. She had a boyfriend, her wonderful college sweetheart, Todd, although much to his chagrin, she hadn’t seen a lot of him lately. Her new job had kept her busy, but luckily, it seemed to be slowing down a bit. She’d finished her article and was only occasionally sharing the political beat with another reporter. Hopefully, she could spend more time with Todd before she got started on another article. They were going to be married as soon as he bought the ring she’d picked out a few months ago.

			She pulled a pen out of her purse and sat back with her notebook poised to record answers to the questions she’d written in it and to the ones others asked. Just in time, too. The press secretary stepped in on her high heels, followed by a very good-looking, sandy-haired man in sunglasses. He stopped near the door and put his hands behind his back as she walked over and stood behind the podium. For a moment, it seemed to Tarryn that he was looking straight at her, but then he turned his head. She wondered why he was wearing shades inside and dressed in khakis, but maybe he was undercover for some reason or didn’t want to be recognized if a camera panned over to him. That wasn’t unusual in DC.

			“Not too many questions today, please. There’s an unfolding situation that requires my attention,” the press secretary said, shaking her red hair back. “Yes, Grady,” she continued, pointing at him.

			Grady stood. “What are the president’s thoughts on the rumors of an economic downturn and possible recession? Is this partisan politics talking, or is this the real deal?”

			“Glad you asked that. This is something the White House takes very seriously, and we’re working on a solution with our economic advisors. There’s nothing to be concerned about at the moment, and we’ll keep you posted.” She pointed to someone else.

			“But…” Grady said.

			Before he could continue, another reporter shouted a question, and Grady dropped into his seat and slapped his notebook on his knee.

			“Were you referring to my story?” Tarryn leaned over and whispered when it seemed he’d calmed down a bit. She caught a hint of cardamom and supposed he’d slapped on some cheesy aftershave over his slight shadow of a beard. 

			“Yeah. I’ll get more out of her later,” he said, “whenever that World Reporter guy shuts up. What a loudmouth.”

			Tarryn nodded. It was cutthroat in the Briefing Room, with everyone vying to ask questions. She wasn’t as aggressive as some because she was new and didn’t want to ruffle too many feathers. And this was only her second press conference. It seemed to her, though, that the press secretary was avoiding answering questions about the international economy, and she wondered why that would be. Could the article she’d written have something to do with it? She made a note to herself to talk about it with some economic and financial researchers she knew. She was about to try to ask a question herself, but the press secretary suddenly held up her hand and walked over to the man with the sunglasses who seemed to have signaled to her. He cupped his ear with his other hand and appeared to be listening to something through an earpiece. After quickly conferring with him, she returned to the podium.

			“No more questions for now. An urgent situation demands my attention. Those of you who are staying for the reception can head out to the rose garden now.” She turned and followed the man out of the room amidst a clamor of questions from reporters.

			It seemed like an odd thing to do, and Tarryn wondered if there was more to the press secretary’s leaving than what she’d said. Maybe it was actually due to a security issue about the information she was relaying, given that the security guard had signaled to her. Or was he from the Secret Service? Anyway, she made a note to herself to check on the reason.

			“I wonder what that was all about,” Grady said, stuffing his notebook in his pocket. “Hey, do you want to go get something to eat with me? They usually put out quite a spread here.”

			Tarryn stood and picked up her purse. She didn’t want to be rude, but, on the other hand, she didn’t want to spend much time with Grady. She had a pretty good idea he wasn’t just interested in her professionally with the way he was leaning toward her, and people that tried to get too close to her made her uncomfortable. Sometimes it even brought out a slight stutter she was embarrassed about and tried to avoid. She often wondered if that was why she had turned to writing as her main form of communication.

			“Maybe I’ll see you out there. I want to talk to somebody first,” she said, heading for the ladies’ room. She could ditch him there. It wasn’t that he was so bad. She was just a very private person and careful about who she shared her thoughts with. And she didn’t want to share her thoughts with him. He was too pushy, and she didn’t want him using or possibly publishing anything she might say about the international banking scene or the stock market.

			She freshened up in the ladies’ room, making sure to smooth the wrinkles out of her pale pink sheath dress and adjusting her neutral, kitten-heeled pumps. When she returned, the Briefing Room was nearly empty. She headed outside into the warm, early afternoon sunshine and walked down the white-pillared colonnade to the rose garden, where a number of people were talking and eating delectable-looking scones and pastries. The flowers were beautiful, and the sweet, musky scent of roses wafted through the air.

			“Tarryn, you made it,” Grady called out, walking toward her.

			She cursed her luck. But it was too late to hide. What was she going to do now? He obviously wasn’t going to leave her alone. She glanced around. The man with the sunglasses who had been in the press conference was standing by himself near the punch bowl. He appeared very professional and somewhat menacing with his shaded eyes. He looked like he worked out, too. And there was obviously a concealed weapon under a bulging vest. She still got the feeling from the way he glanced at her before scanning the crowd that he was singling her out, but she didn’t know why, given that she hardly knew anyone there. Maybe if she squelched her misgivings and stood near him, Grady would stay away. And maybe, if she was discreet, she could find out why the press secretary had left in such a hurry. After all, she was a reporter, and she was supposed to ask questions. She flashed Grady an apologetic smile and hurried over.

			“Excuse me,” she said. “You’re a security guard, aren’t you?”

			He looked over at her and paused before he answered.

			“In a way,” he answered and took a sip from his cup.

			She wasn’t sure what to make of the amusement in his voice, but she didn’t have time to figure it out.

			“Could I stand next to you for a minute? There’s a guy I want to get away from, and I really need your help,” she said breathlessly, hoping he would agree, even though she was mortified at having to ask him. He was so handsome he probably had women coming on to him all the time. She hoped he wouldn’t get the wrong idea. But that’s what a security guard was for, wasn’t it? He was supposed to protect people.

			He appeared to stare at her from behind his mirrored glasses.

			“I wouldn’t ask, except my boyfriend isn’t here, and I don’t know what else to do,” she added quickly to fill the awkward silence.

			“Sure,” he said after a moment. “What’s his name?”

			“Who?”

			“Your boyfriend.”

			“Oh,” she said, feeling even more awkward. “His name’s Todd.”

			Grady came over, and before she could say anymore, she felt a strong arm encircle her waist. 

			“Let’s get out of here, babe,” the security guard whispered loudly just as Grady walked up. “There are all sorts of unsavory characters around.” He held her to his side in a proprietary embrace.

			“Is this man bothering you?” Grady asked, and Tarryn nearly rolled her eyes at the irony. She was even more surprised that the security guard had called her ‘babe.’

			“Who are you, anyway?” Grady asked.

			“Name’s Todd. I’m her boyfriend.”

			Tarryn tried not to blink at what he said. He was really playing along.

			“Is that right? What’s her name?” Grady asked, sounding suspicious. “I thought I saw you at the press conference.”

			“Fiancé,” Tarryn said quickly before he could answer. “This is my fiancé, Todd. He works here. Todd, Grady.”

			Grady stared at him for a moment.

			The arm tightened around her waist, and despite herself, she leaned into him, nearly swooning as she felt his muscular chest.

			“Yeah, all right. Email me at the Pellington Review if you need any notes from the press conference. I’m in a pool with a few other reporters, and I’d be happy to pass some along,” Grady said brusquely. He gave a casual wave and backed away.

			Tarryn looked after him before turning back to the security guard, who hadn’t let go of her yet.

			“Thanks,” she said, looking up at him, glad that he’d rescued her. She’d figure out how to explain the situation to others later if it came up. For now, she breathed a sigh of relief as she contemplated him. He had quite a chiseled chin with a little cleft in it, along with a tiny, white scar. She wondered what it was from, but she didn’t want to ask him a personal question and risk having him think she was interested in him. He was already holding her pretty close. He was very attractive, but she had Todd to think about. He was attractive, too, in his lawyerly way. “You really saved me,” she added, feeling a rush of gratitude and maybe, to her dismay, something more. Perhaps she should ask him a question about the press conference and steer her feelings in another direction. But he started talking to her before she could do that.

			

			“That’s what I do,” he said, grinning through a very slight shadow of whiskers. She briefly closed her eyes so he wouldn’t guess that she wondered if it was smooth or scratchy.

			“If you need anything else, call me. He reached into his pocket, still keeping a firm grip on her.”

			She opened her eyes just as he handed her a business card with an insignia on it. As she took a step back to take the card from him, he released her.

			“FBI?” she asked, surprised to see the address on the card. “Special Agent? I thought you were a security guard.”

			“I’ll keep you secure,” he said, grinning again.

			“Oh. Really,” she huffed, turning away from him. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with another pass, even though the hard muscles she’d felt while he held her gave her shivers. But he had gotten her out of a tough situation, and she didn’t want to get on his bad side in case she needed information from him in the future. She still wanted to find out if the press secretary was in danger for some reason, although she didn’t know if he would tell her given that he was FBI and not a security guard. But it might be worth a try some other time. “Thank you for your help,” she said over her shoulder.

			“Keep in touch,” he called after her as she walked away.

			“Hey Tarryn, over here,” a reporter she’d met at the last press conference called out.

			She picked up a cup of punch from the other end of the table and headed over to mingle with the crowd. A few people complimented her on her financial story, and she thanked them, glad she’d made an impact. But something about the press reaction to the story bothered her. She didn’t know what it was, and thinking about it tired her out. She sipped her drink. It was a warm day, and the delightfully fizzy pineapple juice punch revived her. She contemplated some more. The questions about the economy that the press secretary had dodged in the Briefing Room also concerned her. 

			Something was wrong. She liked to keep on top of the economic situation, which was why she was still part of the secret research group she’d belonged to while she was doing her graduate program in journalism at Georgetown. She thought it was funded by a government grant, but she didn’t know for sure its specific origin. All she knew was that she could research to her heart’s content as long as she shared her findings with the research group, and that was fine with her. She trusted them, and they trusted her. They helped each other out. And they used their findings to better the world and increase economic and financial knowledge in whatever way they could. At least, that was her understanding.

			Her interest in the economy started when she was an undergraduate in a business program back home in Michigan and continued when she came to DC. Maybe she’d stop by the research office on her way home. She could say “hi” and see if anyone knew of something unusual going on. She looked up to see Grady standing near some perfectly manicured bushes off to the side, staring at her. He might be even more interested in her than she realized. It seemed like a good time to leave. She said ‘goodbye’ to the people she was talking to and headed in the other direction. She glanced around, but she didn’t see the FBI agent, whose name was Brock Spencer according to his business card, anywhere. Maybe that was for the best, too. She didn’t want to end up in another awkward situation with him. She set her punch cup down on the table and made a quick exit.

			She took the bus to DuPont Circle and caught the Metro where she slumped in her seat and scrolled through her emails as the train headed toward Foggy Bottom. She noted one from Todd asking her to meet him at one of their college hangouts later. She couldn’t wait to see him again. It had been a while, and she missed him. But she had her job, and he had to study for the bar. Despite promising herself she’d let it happen when it happened, she couldn’t help wondering if tonight would be the night he popped the question. It could be anytime. It could be this time. Sure, Todd was more of a fancy-dinner, get-on-his-knee traditionalist — a true gentleman, which was one of the things she loved about him — but that didn’t mean he was entirely incapable of spontaneity. She smiled to herself.

			Her parents liked Todd, and she was sure they would approve of the marriage. He fit in with the Georgetown crowd, and his parents, who had also graduated from Georgetown, knew people her parents had known. Her father had held a diplomatic post for several years when she was a child, and they had visited Washington often during that time. She hoped it wouldn’t be as awkward at the wedding with her parents as it had been at graduation when they didn’t sit together. She was pretty sure they wouldn’t want to be around each other at the wedding either, although she still wasn’t clear about what had caused their marriage to fracture. It probably wasn’t any of her business, anyway.

			She got off the Metro and took the escalator up to the street. The economic research “lab,” as they called it, even though it was just a few floors with a small kitchen and no “lab” at all, was in a nearby brick townhouse. It was where she and other students, various professors, outside advisors, and professionals gathered with their laptops and iPads using an extra-secure server. It was like their own secret society of brain power, accessed by invitation only, that wasn’t directly affiliated with any universities or institutions. And yet they did fascinating research. They shared extremely sensitive information, and Tarryn was continuously amazed at the things they found out and came up with together.

			Today, she walked past the petunias planted in the small plot of land between the sidewalk and the street and turned down a short path that led to stairs and the front door. A small pot of red geraniums struggled to survive on the landing. She walked in and was immediately greeted with the cool silence of the townhouse. It smelled like dusty wood and coffee.

			“Hello? Carla? Paul?”

			There was no answer, which was somewhat odd because there was usually someone in the kitchen or in the living area at one of the tables they had set up to play chess, but maybe they were all in the research room on the second floor. She continued up the wooden stairs to find that she was right. Carla, a friend and colleague from another newspaper, was typing furiously at a desk and bobbing her head in time with some tune on her headphones. A few people were reading books in shabby, overstuffed armchairs or lounging on the sofa.

			“Hi, guys,” she said.

			“Tarryn,” a few people said, waving and smiling.

			Professor Hall, their resident international banking expert and chess club leader, came over to her. He’d answered a difficult question for her about the economy one time for school and saved her hours of studying in the library. And she’d picked up a few killer chess moves from him, too, over the years. A lot of students went to him for help and advice, and he always made time to see them. He’d helped many students navigate the difficult curricula of their respective universities and achieve their degrees. And they’d won more than a few chess tournaments against other clubs because of his excellent instruction. As a result, he’d built up a great deal of goodwill in the research lab, the chess club, and elsewhere.

			“Great article,” he said, removing his thick, black-framed glasses to look at her. “I’d like to discuss it more in-depth with you. Could we get together and talk when you have the time? I know you’re busy with your new job, but there are some points I’d like to go over. How’s your stint covering the White House going, by the way? I know a few economic advisors over there. I’d like to talk to them, too. Very interesting analysis.”

			“Thank you, Professor Hall,” Tarryn said, pleased that someone so well-versed in the economy felt that way about her writing. “The job’s going fine. I just covered another press conference. I’d certainly enjoy talking one-on-one sometime, and I appreciate your input and the input of everyone here on the research for the article. That’s what I came here to talk about.” She looked around.

			Carla waved and went back to her typing.

			“Have you heard any reactions to the article that I might not know about? I’m getting a funny feeling about it, and I don’t know where it’s coming from.”

			The professor nodded and put his glasses back on. “I can understand why you feel that way. Upon reading the entire article and your previous analysis of the information, I came to my own conclusion. That’s what I’d like to discuss with you. Perhaps we can set up a time later this week. I have a class soon that I need to prepare for.”

			“Okay, sure,” Tarryn said, suddenly wary that she’d made some sort of grave error in her reporting. Visions of having to publish a retraction swam through her mind, and she felt herself flushing in anticipation of the embarrassment. Would the paper fire her? Or was she going to have to spend the next few years rebuilding her credibility with sources when her career had only just gotten started?

			Professor Hall went over to a shelf of books near the window where he picked one out and began reading it. She was about to join him and ask him what previous analysis of hers he was referring to but decided to talk to Carla instead. She walked over. Carla stopped typing and took her headphones off when she saw her.

			“Hi, Tarryn, what’s up?” she said, brightly.

			“I just wondered if you wanted to play chess sometime. I haven’t played in a while, and I’m looking for a game.”

			“Sure. I’ll text you later this week.” Carla said. “I have to finish this paper first. Nice article, by the way,” she added, tucking her thick, blond hair behind her ears and putting her headphones back on.

			“Thanks,” Tarryn said. She looked forward to a game with Carla, the resident chess master. She was really good and made a worthy opponent. Tarryn was known to be a pretty good player herself, but she didn’t publicize it. She walked over to Paul and Jamie who were playing chess by the window. They had been in the international finance class she’d fit in last semester amongst her writing classes. Jamie looked up at her when she got there.

			“I didn’t know our research was going to get put together that way in your article,” Jamie said, dimples depending as she grinned. “What a coup. Bet you’ll be hobnobbing with the big guys now.”

			“What do you mean?” Tarryn asked, keeping her voice low so as not to interrupt Paul’s concentration on the game.

			“Only that people are going to want to find out more about you now that you’ve been published. You didn’t tell anyone about the research lab, did you?” Her eyebrows furrowed slightly.

			“What? Well, no,” Tarryn stammered. “Of course, I kept it a secret. Why?” Was there a hint of fear in Jamie’s expression?

			“No reason. I just wondered,” Jamie said. The dimples returned.

			“Yeah, great writing,” Paul added after placing his knight in front of a pawn. “I’m looking forward to reading what you write next. Great stuff, especially about the fluctuations of the rates of return in the stock market over time. Let me know if I can help in any way.”

			“Thanks,” Tarryn said. “I’ll let you know.” But she wasn’t sure if she would. He was smart, but he was better at chess than finance.

			She was glad Paul and Jamie didn’t seem to think anything was upsetting about the article, but the conversation had left her more unsettled than Professor Hall’s suggestion that they have a “discussion.” Of course, she’d kept the lab a secret, but why was Jamie worried about it? Did it have to do with fear that political pundits commenting on the article might express agreement or disagreement with their economic work based on their political leanings? Or was she more likely afraid that the source of funding for the lab could be leaked? There were rumors that it was funded by the National Security Agency (NSA) who didn’t want the research or its backing known, and that’s why secrecy was so important. If it was and that fact was exposed to the public, the lab could be scrapped, and they’d no longer be able to do research together. It didn’t bother Tarryn where the money came from. She just wanted to do research. But maybe it would bother other people, and maybe the NSA would shut down the lab if there was a risk of it being exposed. She made a note to try to find out more at another time. For now, she needed to get back to the off-campus apartment she had rented for the summer and prepare for her date with Todd. She scheduled a chess game later in the week with Paul before saying goodbye and heading down the staircase. As she reached the last step, she decided she was worrying for no reason. Her article had gotten people talking, and that was what she wanted, wasn’t it? To influence the public conversation?

			Feeling surer of herself, she exited onto the sidewalk and waited for a taxi to pass before crossing the street. Maybe the article’s positive reception among her colleagues at the lab was a sign that she should be bold in other areas of her life, too. Maybe instead of waiting for Todd to propose, she’d...

			

			Without warning, a black Mercedes screeched past her, reached the intersection, and whipped through the turn. Where did it come from, out of nowhere? Had the driver been waiting for her? Watching her? It suddenly hit her that someone could have recognized her because of all the hype about her article. If it hadn’t been well-received by everyone, maybe Jamie’s concerns about secrecy were even more appropriate. She glanced behind her at the second-floor windows. The white curtains gave the appearance of a residence with no hint of the presence of the lab. She glanced back down the street and saw no indication of the car. How silly of her. It was probably just someone late for class. She shook her head and started for home.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Brock Spencer strolled down Pennsylvania Avenue, heading for his favorite restaurant after a long day at the White House. A number of very urgent situations had arisen recently, including one involving a potential banking crisis that had everyone on edge. Because of that, he’d been bombarded with a great deal of detailed information about the economy, much of which he didn’t fully comprehend, and he needed to relax and take it all in.

			From what he’d gathered in a meeting he’d sat in on with the press secretary and members of the Cabinet, a recent article had hinted at financial instability, which had frightened the public and led to fears of a panic and a run on the banks. There were even fears of a stock market crash due to the discovery of possible shell firms with dubious origins being used to obscure trades and financial transactions. These transactions could all be on paper and not a reflection of actual cash flow which meant people could be being led astray as to where their money was, if it was anywhere. Unauthorized investment firms catering to wealthy clients and promising attractive rates of return had also been uncovered. All of these companies seemed to lead back to the same source. If the source ever took these shady companies out of business or they simply ceased to exist, the resulting adjustments could send ripples through the US economy as consumers and the government realized they were unable to access their money. The question many of those in the Cabinet asked was who was doing this and why and how dangerous would they be if they feared discovery because of the article. It was possible that someone was making a lot of money at the expense of a lot of people. But they didn’t know how. 

			In the meantime, Brock had been assigned to shadow the press secretary, who had to comment on the controversial article, and to dig into the story’s background and find the sources of the journalist who’d written it. It seemed it had made some very powerful people very upset. He wasn’t thrilled with the assignment, which, for one thing, he’d been pegged with at the last minute, leaving him unable to dash home from the field office and dress the part. He was winging it in his khaki chinos instead. Shadowing the White House press secretary was fine, but getting stuck with the grunt work of pulling up information on a story by a newbie journalist, no one had ever heard of was ego-shattering. But he swallowed his pride and agreed to do what he’d been asked to do.

			He’d imagined Tarryn Blue, the journalist who’d written the story, to be some stuffy economic wizard who kept her head buried in a book. However, the attractive thumbnail image of her on the Internet had made him wonder if he was wrong. He’d planned to find her and come up with a story that gave him a valid reason to be around her without revealing his identity. The news conference had started before he had a chance to do that, but he’d glimpsed her scribbling notes in the crowd.

			As it turned out, the deception wasn’t necessary anyway after she ran to him for help at the reception in the Rose Garden. Now she knew who he was, although she didn’t know he was assigned to find out who her sources were. But that didn’t matter. He could keep that a secret. It didn’t seem like that was something she’d be happy about.

			He smiled when he thought of the light scent she wore that he’d caught a whiff of when he pulled her to his chest in the Rose Garden. Was it gardenia or maybe jasmine? He wouldn’t mind experiencing that heady feeling again. He wondered if she really had a boyfriend or had just been using that as a ruse to get away from the jerk at the reception. He hoped she didn’t, for some reason. He wasn’t sure why. Or maybe he did know why and didn’t want to admit it. She hadn’t turned out to be the stuffy bookworm he’d imagined at all. She was very alluring. But he needed to keep things professional if he was going to do his job right. Even though he wasn’t officially investigating her personally, socializing with her was still a gray area, given that she’d written the story. And he wanted to do his job right, even if the menial tasks were beneath his pay scale.

			

			He reached the restaurant and stepped into the cool, dim atmosphere of the bar, where he ordered a scotch straight up. He needed it after the day he’d had. He thought he’d have a drink and maybe a burger before heading back to his apartment near Capitol Hill. Mickey, the usual bartender, pulled a couple drafts and sent them down the counter before setting the scotch in front of him.

			“So, what’s happening in the high echelons?” Mickey asked, good-naturedly, grinning through his short, brown beard and wiping his hands on his apron.

			That was how he typically referred to Brock’s government job. 

			“Couple of senators came in earlier, but they kept to themselves in a corner booth. I didn’t get much of a lowdown yet today,” Mickey continued.

			In Brock’s experience, bartenders often witnessed people — even seasoned politicians who should know better — at their most loose-tongued, and Brock had learned quite a few secrets swirling around Washington from him.

			“Same old, same old,” he said, answering Mickey’s original question and leaning his elbows on the polished wood counter. He took a sip of scotch.

			The enticing smell of french fries and beer reminded him that he was hungry. He hadn’t had much to eat since the reception earlier that day. He’d have to remedy that soon. But first, he savored the scotch for a moment, enjoying its smoky warmth and contemplating whether to say more. Mickey was good at giving advice, but he didn’t always keep confidences, so he was careful about what he told him. Much of Mickey’s charm was in his storytelling nature, which kept Brock and seemingly others coming back to the bar to find out what was happening. But Brock preferred to be on the receiving end of the stories and not part of them. Mickey didn’t even know he was FBI. He thought Brock had a desk job. But today, Brock needed to tell someone about the girl he’d met.

			“Hey, Mickey, what would you do if a beautiful woman threw herself at you, but she already had a boyfriend?” he asked. “Would you go after her anyway or back off?”

			Maybe Tarryn hadn’t thrown herself at him, but it didn’t hurt to embellish the facts a little bit. He didn’t have a whole lot of experience dealing with women, and he didn’t want to be obvious about it. He supposed the reason had to do with keeping people at a distance. He’d learned to do that as a kid to protect himself from being emotionally hurt by his erratic father, who he’d loved desperately. His father had loved him, too. Brock knew that. But he’d been so caught up in his own problems he didn’t really understand other people’s feelings. Brock suffered because of it. He had wanted his father’s understanding. And when he didn’t get it, he put up a wall. His girlfriend in college thought he didn’t like her because he was so distant and broke up with him even though he’d tried to explain that it wasn’t her. He didn’t want that to happen again. It had hurt him a lot. Being misunderstood made him feel like an emotionally abandoned child again, and the only way to keep that from happening was to maintain a suitable distance from people, especially women.

			“Just a second,” Mickey said, turning and pulling a draft for someone.

			Brock sipped his scotch and thought about Tarryn as he watched Mickey wait on a few customers at the other end of the counter. He wondered what she was like outside of work. But he didn’t have the nerve to ask her out. He’d stick to investigating the background of the story and keeping things professional. That seemed like the safest way to go.

			A well-dressed woman sitting a few chairs down from him at the counter smiled at him, and he smiled back but looked away quickly. He didn’t often talk to women at the bar, even though people usually assumed he got around for some reason. He’d been told in jest by a colleague that it was because of his dreamy blue eyes and chiseled chin, although she’d made no mention of the small scar on it. That was fine with him because he preferred not to talk about it or its grim origin. But the truth was, he was by himself most of the time and not just because of his painful past. Due to the nature of his job, it was easier and safer to keep to himself and not trust too many people. He had a bit of a reputation as a hardnose at work because of it, although he really wasn’t. At least, he didn’t think so.

			“Oh, man, not a bad problem to have,” Mickey said, returning to his spot in front of Brock. He dried a glass mug with a towel and set it on the counter. “Is she someone from work?”

			

			“Yeah,” he answered. “You could say that. She’s radiant. I’ve never met anyone like her.”

			“Well,” Mickey said, dropping the towel and combing his fingers through his beard. “Here’s what you want to do. You probably already know, but let me reinforce it.” He put his hands on the counter and leaned forward. “You go after her.”

			“What? Really?” Brock asked, surprised that Mickey was so adamant.

			“Yeah, really. Otherwise, you’ll never know if things could have worked out, and not knowing is worse than finding out one way or the other.”

			“You sure?”

			“I’m sure,” Mickey said. “I let my angel, Marlene, go, and she married someone else. She used to wait tables here. I never found out if I would have had a chance with her. Here I am now, just me and the bar, wondering if I could have had her with me. I’ll always wonder. You gotta find out, man.”

			Brock took in his sorrowful expression. “Thanks,” he said. “Sorry, that happened to you. You could be right.” His stomach growled. “You got any beer nuts or anything?”

			“Yeah, just a second,” Mickey said, turning to wait on someone else.

			Brock took another sip of scotch and glanced around, taking in the maroon cushioned bar stools and the stained-glass hanging lights that cast a dim glow over the polished wood tables and booths of the bar. It was still relatively early for the dinner crowd, but a few people straggled in. One of them looked over his head and pointed. Brock turned back around and sucked in a breath when he saw the featured story on the news channel streaming behind the bar. Mickey set the beer nuts down in front of him.

			“Mind turning it up?” Brock asked.

			“Sure,” Mickey said, reaching for the remote.

			A news anchor reported the story. 

			“Billionaire Leo Harrington was spotted at a New York auction yesterday walking away with a contemporary piece of art for which he reportedly bid $500,000,” he said, while a video played of a tall, dark-haired man in an Armani suit leaving a skyscraper with two other men. “This could quell rumors about the financial health of the Harrington hedge fund, which is known for its wealthy, often famous investors. The hedge fund was mentioned in a bleak financial analysis in the U. S. News Chronicle last week along with several other investment instruments and institutions.”

			“You can mute it again if you want,” Brock said, when the reporter went on to talk about other things. “That’s all I wanted to see.”

			“Do you know him?” Mickey asked, muting the TV. “I don’t know what kind of guy would drop a half mil on a painting.”

			“Yeah, really,” Brock said, agreeably. He did know of people who spent that kind of money — and far more — on art. His degree in art history had opened the world of art and art commerce to him. But he didn’t mention that now. He wanted to stay low-key about his background. “I don’t know him, but I’ve heard he’s pretty flush and has homes in France and Italy as well as the U.S.”

			“That’s not all,” Mickey said, dropping his voice. “He may have recently plunked down some cash for a mansion in Georgetown. Rumor is he’s bankrolling a relative running for Congress soon.”

			“No kidding?” Brock asked. “Who told you that?”

			“Oh, I can’t tell you that. I have to keep my sources close to the vest, you know, or no one will tell me anything.”

			“Right, right,” Brock said, smiling. He’d wait it out. Mickey would probably let it slip sooner or later.

			Harrington was obviously rolling in it if he paid cash for a mansion in Georgetown. The ones he’d been in for political fundraising parties with his grandmother, who lived across the Potomac River in Virginia, were nice — nicer than the apartment he crashed in any way. But most places were. They were homier anyway. He didn’t like to be there because he hadn’t decorated it much although it did have a nice view of the district from his balcony, but it was lonely. He didn’t know many people. Most of his fellow renters were government staff who worked all day or newly minted congressmen and women who headed back to their districts when Congress was no longer in session. Some of them had little kids they pushed on the swings in the small playground area set up in back. He smiled when he thought of it. Maybe someday he’d have children if he found the right woman. He liked kids, and if he had a chance to have a happy family, he’d give it a try.

			“And I know about the article he was mentioned in,” Brock added after a moment.

			“Doesn’t everybody?” Mickey asked. “I’m a little queasy about my 401K after hearing all the hype lately about a financial collapse.”

			“Did you read the article the anchor mentioned in the Chronicle?” Brock asked.

			“Yeah, I keep up on things,” Mickey said. “I have to know what’s going on in the world with the clientele we get in here.”

			“I suppose that’s true,” Brock said. He turned when he felt a tap on his shoulder.

			“What’d you think of the press conference?” A man with curly blond hair and a neatly trimmed mustache stood behind him, a pint glass in one hand. “I saw you walk in there when I left to go to the Hill.”

			Riley Keagan was an economic advisor to the President. Brock knew him from when they went to college together out east. Most people were surprised to find out he himself was Ivy League, so he usually kept that part of his background quiet even though a lot of people in DC had prestigious degrees. He’d had to go through a lot to get there, and he didn’t like being put on the defensive about it by people who thought he was putting on airs. There were also those who thought he got in because of his grandfather’s endowment to the university. He didn’t think that was true, although his last name probably hadn’t hurt anything.

			“Hey, Riley. It was good but short,” he said. Riley was the kind of guy who would keep a confidence — and who very well might have insight into what was causing the economic fears. “Can we get together sometime and talk about it?”

			“Sure,” Riley said. “I’m here for dinner with the economic club, but I’m up for another time if you want.”

			“I’ll call you,” Brock said, raising his glass as Riley walked away.

			He gulped the last of his drink and stood up.

			“Leaving already?” Mickey asked. “Happy hour isn’t even over yet.”

			“Yeah. Put it on my tab. You got me thinking. I have to go see a girl,” he answered, grinning.

			Mickey smiled. “You do that,” he said, lifting the glass and polishing the counter. “Let me know how it goes.”

			Brock gave a backwards wave and left. He put on his sunglasses as he stepped outside into the warm, late afternoon air and walked across the street to catch the bus toward Georgetown. He preferred the convenience of DC’s mass transit system over driving and usually kept his car parked at his apartment in the Capitol Hill district. He knew Tarryn’s address, and it might be a good idea to check on her, even if that wasn’t officially part of his job. If the TV news was picking up the story, it was probably all over the Internet by now, too. There could be people who didn’t have her best interests at heart looking for her. It wouldn’t bother him to see her again, either. He was glad it wasn’t a long ride because he was still hungry. There were a few good places in Georgetown where he could grab a quick bite after he made sure she was safe.

			As the bus headed through town, his phone pinged. It was a text from his brother, Stu, in Detroit asking him to call him when he got out of work. He would. It was always good to hear from family back home. He and his brother had been through a lot together, and Brock trusted him as he did few other people. They’d had each other’s backs at the rough, local school they’d attended until their father died, and their grandfather stepped in to pay for a private prep school for them both. Their loyalty to each other had stuck with them into adulthood.

			Not many people knew that he’d grown up in the inner city. Those that did attributed his street smarts and the toughness that he seldom showed to it. He could be tough when it came to criminals, criminals like the ones who had beaten his father dead over a stupid gambling debt. He often wondered if the reason he’d gone into law enforcement was so he could arrest guys like that and put them away. It probably was.

			It was also probably why he shied away from advertising his roots. His wealthy grandfather had disinherited his father for a similar reason to gambling but on a much larger scale. His father had lost all his money in the stock market in a shady deal, and his grandfather refused to give him any more despite his grandmother’s objections. That was why his father turned to a life of petty crime and gambling that had devastated their mother and their family and eventually gotten him killed.

			Brock’s father hadn’t been perfect. Brock had learned that early on. But the true lesson Brock learned from his father was that family legacy was a trap — something that made you think you were immune to life’s hardships, but only left you to drown when the safety net used to control you was yanked away. Ever since, he’d determined that whether he succeeded or failed in life, he’d rely on himself.
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