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Teddy Ten nyson, a man loved by mil lions and de spised by mil lions
more. A man of pas sion, a man of vi sion, a man of hate. For years
Teddy Ten nyson has been at the fore front of the White Na tion al ist
Al ter na tive-Right move ment, a driv ing force be hind its grow ing
power and in flu ence in Amer ica. And like a lot of other pow er ful men
through out his tory, Teddy Ten nyson has a dark se cret, a se cret so
de struc tive that if the wrong peo ple ever dis cov ered it, lives would
be at risk, his and ev ery one he loves and cares about. Now Teddy
Ten nyson is a man trapped be tween two worlds, both crash ing in on
him, threat en ing to con sume him. His only hope, Alex Wells and
Robert Chan dler, the mar ried in ter ra cial cou ple who lead an elite
team of ded i cated pri vate se cu rity op er a tors who are pre pared to do
what ever it takes to pro tect their clients. Even clients like Teddy Ten- 
nyson.

 



 

EX TREME
PREJ U DICE

 
A Chan Well Novel

 

STELLEN QXZ



 
Copy right © 2017 by Stellen Qxz
3rd Man Pub li ca tions

 
All rights re served. No part of this work may be re- 
pro duced in any form or by any means with out the
prior writ ten con sent of the Pub lisher. This is a work
of fic tion. Names, char ac ters, places, and in ci dents
are ei ther the prod uct of the au thor’s imag i na tion, or
are used fic ti tiously. Any re sem blance to ac tual per- 
sons, liv ing or dead, or in sti tu tions or events, is en- 
tirely co in ci den tal. (And you just try to prove oth er- 
wise!)

 This is an authorized free edition from www.obooko.com Although you do not have to pay for this book, the author’s intellectual property rights remain fully protected by international Copyright laws. You are licensed to use this digital copy strictly for your personal enjoyment only. This edition must not be hosted or redistributed on other websites without the author’s written permission nor offered for sale in any form.  If you paid for this book, or to gain access to it, we suggest you demand a refund and report the transaction to the author and Obooko.

https://www.obooko.com


Also by Stellen Qxz on Obooko.com:
 

Prin ci pal Tar get
Com pul sive
Crim i nal
In ac tive
Vi cious
Dead line
Ex trac tion
Pu rity
Rec i proc ity
Black ball
Ret ro grade
Fear less
Rogue
Cloak & Stag ger
The Un der cover Grooms man
Glock Smoke: A Der rick Olin An thol ogy
Traf fic(k)
Faith ful
Dan ger ous Li ai son
Mer ce nary
Wit ness
The As set
PUSH BACK
The Blown Whis tle

 

https://www.obooko.com


https://pay hip.com/Stel len Qxz

https://payhip.com/StellenQxz


 
Be tween love and hate lies…

 

EX TREME PREJ U DICE



Chap ter 1

FBI HEAD QUAR TERS
J. EDGAR HOOVER BUILD ING
WASH ING TON, D.C.

 
Af ter a brief state ment of an nounce ment, the FBI Di rec tor re lin- 
quished the podium to the woman about whom he had just been
speak ing and stepped far back, it seemed as far back on the small
press room stage as he could and still be on it. Per haps this was an
in di ca tor of the level of pres sure that the man had been un der lately,
and maybe even his de sire for his ten year term as head of the na- 
tion’s top po lice agency to come to an end three years ear lier than
was cur rently sched uled. Re turn ing to the pri vate sec tor had never
looked as good to the man as it did right now.

ReaAnn Bracken was speak ing now, and af ter many years of be ing
away from her na tive North Car olina, the gen teel hints of her south- 
ern ac cent were still most de tectable. At fifty-one, she was quite at- 
trac tive to the eye, es pe cially the male ones, but one glance into her
deep blue eyes re vealed an in tel li gence and cun ning that were un- 
mis tak able, and when she spoke, her ap pear ance not with stand ing,
ev ery one knew this was a woman to be lis tened to and taken se ri- 
ously.

“I won’t spend a lot of time bor ing you with procla ma tions this
morn ing, ladies and gen tle men. There’s a lot of work to be done, as
Di rec tor Fortin al luded to. I will say this, though. Right now our
coun try is go ing through a very dif fi cult time, and there are peo ple



out there who are seek ing to take ad van tage of that dif fi culty and ex- 
ploit it for their own pur poses, to strike fear into the hearts of our
broth ers and sis ters, friends and neigh bors. There has been vi o- 
lence, there has been death, and there are a lot of fright ened peo ple
out there right now who don’t be lieve they will ever feel safe again. I
say this to ev ery one lis ten ing to the sound of my voice at this mo- 
ment. That is all about to end.”

Af ter a brief pause where she stood star ing at the gath ered re- 
porters and then into the lenses of the dozen cam eras pointed at
her, the FBI As sis tant Di rec tor pointed at the near est re porter, in di- 
cat ing she was ready for ques tions. The bald ing, slightly over weight
mid dle aged man was still so fas ci nated by the in ten sity of the state- 
ment he had just heard from the FBI ex ec u tive that it took him a few
mo ments, and a quick prod by the re porter next to him, be fore he
was able to re claim his bear ings.

“Ah, yes, ma’am. Thank you. John Porter, Wash ing ton Tri bune.
Yes, could you ex plain ex actly what the func tion of your new unit is,
what is the Do mes tic Threat Di vi sion, and how is it go ing to deal
with the ris ing threat of na tion al ist ex trem ism grip ping the United
States right now?”

The pre cise ques tion the FBI Di rec tor had asked when his deputy
di rec tor and ReaAnn Bracken came to him with the pro posal just
over a month ago when he had re turned from a White House cri sis
meet ing with the At tor ney Gen eral and Na tional Se cu rity Ad vi sor. It
was also the ques tion the pres i dent had asked him just un der a
month ago when the Di rec tor took the pro posal to him, along with
bud get and staffing re quire ments. The pres i dent had not been im- 
pressed, but that was to be ex pected. The cur rent Oval Of fice holder
was lit tle more than a dullard with lit tle imag i na tion and only a



rudi men tary sense of how gov ern ment or any thing ac tu ally worked.
Some thing that the peo ple who voted him into of fice didn’t seem to
think was a prob lem. How ever, the vice pres i dent and other mem- 
bers of the Na tional Se cu rity Coun cil had seen wis dom in the pro- 
posal and con vinced the pres i dent that it might just be the thing
they needed to get a han dle on the wave of vi o lent ex trem ism cur- 
rently sweep ing across the coun try. See ing as how noth ing else they
had tried so far had worked, least of all the pe ri odic and near in co- 
her ent speeches by the pres i dent.

A green light was given to Di rec tor Fortin, and while still in his car
headed back to the Hoover Build ing down the street from the White
House, he in formed his deputy di rec tor and told him to pass that
green light on to As sis tant Di rec tor Bracken.

ReaAnn Bracken had only been with the Bu reau a lit tle over five
years, hav ing spent the ma jor ity of her twenty-seven years of fed eral
ser vice in the CIA. She had come over on a lat eral trans fer on a rec- 
om men da tion from the pre vi ous deputy di rec tor who had worked
on a num ber of joint task forces with Bracken over the years and
thought she would be a fan tas tic as set to the Bu reau’s man age ment
team. At the time her ca reer had stalled at the Agency, due to shift- 
ing pri or i ties and po si tion elim i na tions, and it was un likely she
would move any higher be fore re tire ment. The job at the Bu reau
held the same GS rank, but the op por tu ni ties for ad vance ment were
bet ter than if she fin ished the rest of her pub lic ca reer at the Agency.

A year af ter the trans fer she moved up from sec tion chief to
deputy as sis tant di rec tor in the Coun tert er ror ism Di vi sion. So im- 
pres sive was her work there that when the top job came open in the
Crim i nal Di vi sion, the deputy di rec tor rec om mended Bracken for
the slot as ADIC—As sis tant Di rec tor in Charge. This had been eigh- 



teen months ago, two months be fore the first mosque bomb ing in
West ern Ken tucky. A week later, a syn a gogue in South Al abama was
burned to the ground, the re sult of ar son. It only got worse from
there.

Bracken looked the re porter di rectly in the eyes when she an- 
swered his ques tion, blink ing not once.

“DTD will deal with this prob lem head on, Mr. Porter. Home- 
grown ex trem ist vi o lence is not our num ber one mis sion, it is our
only mis sion. The en tire re sources of the di vi sion, by pres i den tial
man date and con gres sional ap proval and ap pro pri a tion, are ded i- 
cated to this sin gle task. We will in ves ti gate, gather in tel li gence,
iden tify per pe tra tors, and, if pos si ble, ap pre hend the of fend ers be- 
fore they can cause any more harm.”

She paused and switched her fo cus back to the cam eras.
“Let me say this to those who have been ter ror iz ing the good cit i- 

zens of this coun try for more than a year. Stop now, you might get
away with it. Un likely, but you might. De spite some mis steps here
and there, the Fed eral Bu reau of In ves ti ga tion has a very im pres sive
record of stop ping crim i nals. From Ma Barker and Pretty Boy Floyd,
to Ted Kaczyn ski and Tim o thy McVeigh, the Bu reau, in con junc tion
with state and lo cal of fi cials, usu ally get our bad guys and gals. And
we will this time. We are com ing for you. We will hunt you down
wher ever you are, and we will bring you to jus tice. One way or an- 
other.”

The si lence fol low ing her last state ment was deaf en ing as the re- 
porters and cam era op er a tors, and the peo ple in the back ground on
the stage with her, all felt a chill up their spines. Each knew with out
a doubt that ReaAnn Bracken meant ev ery word she had just said.



And those who be lieved in a supreme de ity were prob a bly think ing
about god hav ing mercy on their souls.

How ever, not ReaAnn Bracken, who did be lieve in a supreme de- 
ity, but not so much in mercy. War had just been de clared, and the
com mand ing gen eral was ready to take the fight to the en emy.

She turned to an other re porter.
“Yes, ma’am, you have a ques tion?”



Chap ter 2

SAN DIEGO, CAL I FOR NIA
 

As sad Foruk stepped into the con fer ence room and fo cused his at- 
ten tion on the woman stand ing be tween the two men on the other
side of the ob long ma hogany con fer ence ta ble. Alex Wells paused
her con ver sa tion as she glanced over at her chief of staff.

“Just re ceived word from re cep tion that they’ve ar rived in the
build ing. Right now Wally and his team are ex e cut ing your in struc- 
tions as agreed.”

“Thank you, As sad,” Alex said, first glanc ing at the man on her
right, then her left, be fore re turn ing her at ten tion to Foruk. “Please
go down and greet them, once Wally’s peo ple are fin ished, of course,
and then es cort them up.”

Foruk nod ded, about to step back out, but then Jim Paxon held up
a hand.

“Hold on a minute, As sad,” he said, turn ing to Alex. “Why don’t I
go down with him? Show them how im por tant we think they are,
send ing a de part ment head and all.”

Alex smiled.
“And that way you get to size up the op po si tion first hand, huh?”
Jim smiled, but said noth ing. Alex glanced at Robert. He nod ded

af ter a mo ment, and then Alex told Jim he could go.
When they were alone, Robert Chan dler stepped away from the

con fer ence ta ble and walked over to the set of win dows be hind
them. He was quiet for a long time be fore speak ing and Alex did not



in ter rupt him, know ing he was deep in thought and fully un der- 
stood what was on his mind.

“Still cloudy out,” he said ab sently. “Gloomy day.”
“Not so gloomy,” Alex told him, walk ing over to the win dow and

stand ing be side him. “At least I get to spend it with you.”
Robert looked at her, stared deeply into her even deeper brown

eyes, grinned at last.
“Well yeah, I sup pose that is a real treat for you.”
Alex laughed, punched him in the arm. “And I had to fall in love

with a smar tass.”
“Not only that, but you mar ried him, too. Re ally says a lot about

you. Char ac ter, judg ment. Kind of makes me won der if you had to
sleep your way to the top of this place.”

“Oh, now you’re look ing for a smack.” She stepped closer and low- 
ered her voice. “Or maybe a spank ing.”

Robert was about to re spond, but heard shuf fling out in the cor ri- 
dor. Play time over, back to busi ness, they were two pro fes sional col- 
leagues once again when As sad Foruk opened both of the con fer- 
ence room doors and stepped aside to ad mit three other men, all
dressed in con ser va tive busi ness suits, Jim Paxon com ing in be hind
the last, mov ing to the left.

“Gen tle men, please al low me to in tro duce our se nior lead er ship,”
Foruk said as he stepped to the ta ble. He nod ded to ward Jim Paxon.
“You al ready met, Mr. Paxon, our VP in charge of Pro tec tive Op er a- 
tions.” Now he in di cated Robert. “This is Robert Chan dler. Mr.
Chan dler is our Chief Pro tec tion Agent and head of train ing op er a- 
tions.” The three men stood im pas sively, only one of them, the
tallest, even both er ing to glance Robert’s way, an emo tion less ex- 
pres sion on his thin, heav ily tanned face. “And Alexan dra Wells. Ms.



Wells is the Chief Ex ec u tive Of fi cer and Pres i dent of the Cen tu rion
Pro tec tion Group.”

Alex stepped closer to the ta ble, smiled.
“Wel come, gen tle men,” she greeted. “A plea sure to meet all of

you.”
The tall man stepped for ward, lean ing across the ta ble and ex- 

tend ing a hand, which Alex leaned for ward to shake.
“Ed ward Ten nyson,” he said, some thing that might have been a

smile briefly cross ing his fea tures. “Good of you to meet with us to- 
day, Ms. Wells.” Heavy south ern ac cent, deep good ole boy drawl.

“Please, gen tle men, sit,” Alex said.
The three vis i tors sat in the chairs pro vided at the op po site side of

the ta ble, the third and youngest man wait ing un til the oth ers sat
be fore tak ing his chair, mov ing it sev eral feet to his left be fore do ing
so. Alex then sat and As sad Foruk moved to the head of the ta ble
clos est to the in te rior door where a lap top was al ready set up. Jim
Paxon moved to the op po site head of the ta ble and sat, lean ing back
and rest ing his hands in his lap, ca sual. Fi nally, Robert took his seat
to the left of Alex, look ing across the ta ble at their guests. This
would be a very in ter est ing meet ing, he thought to him self, but not
for the same rea sons that some oth ers be lieved.

The two other men were in tro duced, but only the one seated next
to Ten nyson, Har lon Scud der, said any thing in re sponse to his in- 
tro duc tion, and chose to fo cus his at ten tion on Jim in stead of any
one else, de spite be ing seated di rectly op po site Robert and Alex.
Ten nyson car ried noth ing with him, but Scud der had a large black
brief case, and from it he ex tracted a thick black leather port fo lio
and opened it on the ta ble, ar rang ing it so that Ten nyson could view
the con tents as well.



“Har lon here is my sec ond-in-com mand,” Ten nyson an nounced.
“Of fi cial ti tle is Ex ec u tive Of fi cer. He will be in charge of co or di na- 
tion, should we come to an agree ment and sign a con tract, and be- 
cause of that, I will let him run through our re quire ments be fore
mak ing any com ments, if that is all right with ev ery one.”

Alex nod ded, sit ting back and cross ing her legs un der the ta ble,
her hands drop ping to her lap. “Of course, Mr. Ten nyson, it’s your
meet ing.”

Ten nyson smiled, glanced briefly at Robert, then in di cated that
his num ber two should be gin his pre sen ta tion. As Scud der read ied
him self, Robert re moved his phone from his in side jacket pocket
and placed it on the ta ble in front of him with out look ing at it. He
glanced first at the third vis i tor, in tro duced sim ply as Rex. It was
clear that his func tion was se cu rity, and as he sat apart from the
oth ers, he was look ing at ev ery thing in the room, es pe cially the peo- 
ple. From his po si tion, Jim was watch ing him, al though not as ob vi- 
ously be cause Jim’s train ing was far su pe rior. To the ca sual ob- 
server, Mr. Paxon might have been on the verge of fall ing asleep, but
Robert knew this was far from the case. If need be, Jim could spring
out of his chair in any di rec tion ready to do bat tle in a frac tion of a
sec ond. And would.

“Well let me be gin by say ing thank ya’ll for meet ing with us to- 
day,” Scud der be gan, sound ing any thing but sin cere. He was pudgy,
prob a bly al ways over weight, and this likely did a num ber on his
self-es teem as a child. Mean ing he learned early to over com pen sate
for what he saw as weak ness. He be came a bully, grew up to be come
an even big ger one, and this seemed to serve him so well that it be- 
came his per sona, a bull dog, a fighter. Re ally just a scared lit tle boy



who hated be ing called fat. Or so Alex’s quick per son al ity as sess- 
ment sug gested.

Scud der’s at ten tion was now solely fo cused on Alex as he sat
across from her, tap ping doc u ments within his port fo lio. It was ob- 
vi ous that he didn’t care for women in po si tions of au thor ity, but the
fact that she was white gave her some points. Cute, too, he thought.
If a lit tle stuck up. But then Scud der had a good idea of how he’d
like to loosen her up.

“As you know, our or ga ni za tion, at least in the minds of the lib eral
left wing me dia, is con tro ver sial. Al though we strongly dis pute that.
We see noth ing con tro ver sial in stand ing up for what you be lieve in,
be ing will ing to take on the pow ers that be in or der to pro tect our
own and take pride in our his tory.” He droned on like this for a few
min utes, ap par ently en am ored with the sound of his own voice, be- 
fore Ten nyson in ter rupted him and sug gested he get to the main
sub ject.

Slightly put out by this pub lic re buke, none the less Scud der nod- 
ded, glanced down at the port fo lio again, se lected a doc u ment.

“Be fore we asked for this meet ing, our in ves ti ga tors re searched
your com pany, Miss Wells, as well as the back grounds of your se- 
nior staff. I have to say that on pa per, ev ery thing is quite im pres sive.
At least as it per tains to a se cu rity shop, any how. And sure, there are
other com pa nies with more re sources and larger staffs; some with
peo ple run ning them that have spent a life time in the mil i tary or law
en force ment or in tel li gence work, as op posed to just a few short
years.

“Still, I have to say that you guys are im pres sive none the less. And
you, hold ing both a law de gree and an MBA. When ever did you find



the time to be a CIA agent? Or to have a per sonal life? I see you’ve
been mar ried for a long time.”

Alex smiled, ab sently turn ing the gold band on her left ring fin ger.
“Twenty-five years,” she said. “And it wasn’t easy, but you do what
you have to in or der to get the things you want, Mr. Scud der. I’m
sure you know that.”

He stared at her for a few mo ments; a creepy smile form ing on his
lips, then a con temp tu ous glance at Robert, be fore re turn ing to his
port fo lio.

“Does it bother you to work for peo ple like us, Ms. Wells?”
Alex was thought ful, con sid ered her words care fully be fore re- 

spond ing.
“From the stand point of pro fes sion als, your ques tion is im ma te- 

rial. If we only worked for peo ple that we liked or agreed with, we
wouldn’t have much of a busi ness. For us the work is the thing. Per- 
sonal feel ings stay out side the work place. And should we come to an
agree ment and start a pro fes sional re la tion ship with your or ga ni za- 
tion, I as sure you that ev ery mem ber of my team will act with the ut- 
most cour tesy and re spect dur ing our as so ci a tion.”

Scud der stud ied her for a few mo ments, then glanced at Ten- 
nyson. Ten nyson nod ded and Scud der con tin ued.

“Over the next two months we are plan ning ma jor ral lies in cities
around the coun try. As I’m sure you’re aware, in the re cent past
there has been un pro voked vi o lence di rected to ward our sup port ers
in some of the more lib eral con trolled venues. We’ve had peo ple se- 
ri ously in jured, and some times the po lice are of lit tle as sis tance to
us be cause of lo cal pol i tics. We do have a small in ter nal se cu rity
force, but not suf fi cient to deal with the crowds in some of these
venues. This is why we are look ing for an out side ven dor with the



know-how and re sources. From our re search, it would ap pear that
your com pany has been suc cess ful with these kinds of sit u a tions be- 
fore. Sev eral cor po rate and celebrity clients give your peo ple very
high marks. Even some of your com peti tors are quite com pli men- 
tary.”

“Well we do try,” Robert said, a hint of the sar donic in his tone.
Scud der glanced at him again, the un pleas ant ness pal pa ble.
“I’m sure.”
The meet ing went an other thirty min utes be fore Scud der got into

the de tails of what his or ga ni za tion was plan ning and what re quire- 
ments would be nec es sary. As sad Foruk typed fu ri ously on his lap- 
top, tak ing ev ery thing down, leav ing ev ery one else free to con verse.
As it went on, ev ery one else had some thing to say, all save for Rex
who never ut tered a syl la ble.

Jim was lean ing for ward on the ta ble now, the long fin gers of his
left hand poised like a claw on the highly pol ished sur face, as he
made a point.

“Our As set Pro tec tion peo ple are cer ti fied in this area. We can
han dle stan dard and elec tronic ac cess con trol at all venues. K-9 as
well, which is prob a bly bet ter than set ting up por ta ble bomb snif fers
that can be set off by the wind some times. Wally Holt is head of As- 
set Pro tec tion and is based in At lanta, but he’s here to day as well. Of
course you met him down stairs. Per haps, if you have fur ther ques- 
tions re gard ing this, we can have Wally join us.”

“That’s all right, Jim,” Scud der said, smil ing. “You seem knowl- 
edge able enough. Guess that’s why you’re a vice pres i dent. And
you’re a for mer po lice of fi cer. I like that. Might make li ai son with lo- 
cal law en force ment eas ier. Miss Wells, if we go for ward, I would



like to have Jim be our con tact per son, and the one in over all charge
of our ac count.”

“Well, as head of Pro tec tive Op er a tions, Jim will be heav ily in- 
volved,” Alex said. “But his job is de mand ing and he will not have
time to di rectly man age an ac count. Ac tu ally, on large projects such
as this, as Chief Pro tec tion Agent, Robert is usu ally the per son who
co or di nates.”

“I’m afraid that will not be ac cept able this time,” Scud der said
nas tily. “No of fense, Chan dler, your record, if it can be be lieved, in- 
di cates you are able, but I don’t think he is go ing to be ca pa ble of
fill ing this role for us. And on this point we will be in flex i ble.”

Alex glanced at Ten nyson, who had not spo ken much dur ing the
meet ing, look ing a bit paler now, too. He sat with is hands folded to- 
gether on the ta ble, his gaze out the win dow be yond Alex’s left
shoul der.

“I’m afraid that we do not let clients dic tate how we run our op er- 
a tions, Mr. Scud der. And I do not be lieve…”

Robert held up a hand.
“Alex, you know what, if we de cide to sanc tion this job, I won’t be

of fended if you as sign an other co or di na tor. In fact, if you want, I
could lighten Jim’s load so he can do it.”

Alex stared at him with some thing ap proach ing shock, frown ing
slightly for good mea sure. Af ter a full minute, she turned and
glanced at Ten nyson again, but he did not look her way. Fi nally she
turned back to Scud der, her dis plea sure un mis tak able.

“So do we have an agree ment?” Scud der said ar ro gantly. “I mean
on the project co or di na tion thing, not the whole job, be cause that is
yet to be de cided once we have your bid.”



Alex’s ex pres sion was sour, and she was about to an swer, when
sud denly Robert’s nearly for got ten phone on the ta ble started flash- 
ing. Both the ringer and vi bra tor had been turned off. Robert leaned
for ward and picked up the phone by the third time it be gan flash ing.
He swiped at the screen then typed in a pass code. The screen
cleared and mes sages be gan to dis play.

This in ter rup tion an noyed Scud der and he stared im pa tiently
across at Alex, but she wasn’t look ing at him, in stead watch ing as
Robert scrolled his phone. It was an other minute be fore he looked
up. Scud der was scowl ing, Alex seemed to have re laxed, and next to
Scud der, sud denly Ed ward Ten nyson was star ing anx iously at
Robert.

He turned to Alex, nod ded, then to Ten nyson.
“It’s done,” Robert said in a quiet tone, watch ing the other man.

“All are away and safe.”
At that point, Ed ward “Teddy” Mar tin Ten nyson III, co founder

and Com man der of the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance, broke down, his
head fall ing to the ta ble as he be gan to sob. Har lon Scud der was so
taken aback that he could not speak, a first, and Rex the se cu rity
man was on his feet quickly, mov ing to ward Ten nyson. Jim stood as
well, mov ing just slightly to his right, but no fur ther, his at ten tion
fo cused solely on Rex and no one else.

“Teddy?” Scud der said, his voice fi nally re turn ing. “What’s the
mat ter? What?”

But Ten nyson could not re spond, he had be come a com plete emo- 
tional mess. Robert and Alex ex changed glances once more, and
then she stood up and moved to the op po site side of the ta ble. Foruk
stood, too, and Jim be gan to ease his way down the ta ble, even tu ally



com ing to stand right next to Rex, just a few inches away be fore the
other man even re al ized it.

Alex knelt next to Ten nyson, touched his shoul ders, whis pered
some thing Scud der could not make out over Ten nyson’s sobs. Af ter
a minute, she stood back up, looked at Robert. Robert pushed back
from the ta ble and pock eted his mo bile phone. Har lon Scud der sud- 
denly frowned, looked all around him, saw that Rex was sim i larly
con fused, then ad dressed Robert.

“What the hell is go ing on here, Chan dler?” he de manded. 
“This all started when your phone started light ing up.”

“Ac tu ally, Har lon, this all started a lot longer ago than that,”
Robert told him. “About six months, to be pre cise. And that’s Mr.
Chan dler to you, ass hole.”

It was as if some one had hit him, which some one re ally should do
on a reg u lar and con tin ual ba sis, the look of shock in his piggy eyes.

“Just who the hell do you think you are to talk to me like that?”
Scud der said as he gripped the ta ble in front of him. “You don’t get
smart with me. I don’t care you used to be CIA. I don’t care you
fuckin’ some skinny white bitch, you still a nig ger in my book and
nig gers don’t talk to real white men with out re spect!”

Robert quickly glanced over Scud der’s left shoul der, a brief shake
of his head. Scud der saw that and glanced back, see ing Jim Paxon a
few feet away.

“What, you think your boy back there bet ter than Rex? Rex got
more black belts than all you got reg u lar belts. He kick Jim’s ass,
yours, and your bitch’s over there, too. Along with your Arab nig ger
over there.”

Robert ac tu ally laughed, sat back in his chair and crossed his an- 
kles.



“A part of me would like to see him try,” Robert said. “But get ting
his blood out of the car pet might be ex pen sive.”

“Fuck you!” Scud der spat, push ing his bulk up from the chair.
“Teddy, get the fuck up! We’re get ting out of here. I don’t know
what’s go ing on, but we’re leav ing. Now!”

“No you aren’t,” Alex said in a quiet but firm tone, her deep brown
eyes quite cold. “You’ll leave when we want you to, and when you
do, Teddy won’t be ac com pa ny ing you.”

“Fuck ing nig ger lov ing bitch! Got no re spect for your own race, ly- 
ing with a mon grel like him, and think you can talk to me like that! I
ought to slap the piss out of you! Then show you what a real good
fuck ing is all about, sweet heart.”

“Shut up, Har lon!”
The force ful ness of the un ex pected voice took ev ery one by sur- 

prise, but Scud der most of all. Teddy Ten nyson was sit ting up now,
his face wet, eyes red, skin very pale. The ha tred on his face was a
liv ing thing as he stared at his sec ond, as was the anger.

“You just shut up! I am so tired of you and all your bull shit. I have
been for years. And I don’t want to hear it any more. None of it! I
need to tell you some things and you’re go ing to lis ten. And when
I’m fin ished, you’re go ing to leave this place, and Rex, too, plus the
guys down stairs, and I never want to see any of you again.”

“You need to be very care ful here, Teddy,” Scud der said in a low,
dan ger ous tone. “Think about your fam ily, ev ery thing you got to
lose.”

“That threat won’t work any more, Har lon,” Ten nyson said, wip ing
his eyes with the backs of his hands. “Not now. You can’t hurt any- 
one I care about. Not now or ever.”



Ten nyson sti fled a sob and Alex squeezed his shoul der. Robert
stood up and but toned his suit jacket, glanc ing at Jim, then at Scud- 
der.

“The mes sages I re ceived on my phone were con fir ma tions that
teams from our Tac ti cal As sis tance Branch had suc cess fully com- 
pleted the ex trac tion of Mr. Ten nyson’s fam ily from their res i- 
dences. The se cu rity peo ple you had watch ing them who at tempted
to in ter vene were ren dered harm less, but oth er wise un hurt. For the
most part.”

That’s when Rex made his move, an gling for Ten nyson as Scud der
stepped out of the way. Rex was fast, but Alex was faster, and she
stepped be tween them with out hes i ta tion. This caught Rex off guard
be cause this was not a move he ex pected from some one he saw as a
bu reau crat, and a small woman at that. But his hes i ta tion was only
mo men tary, and he re cov ered quickly, his de ci sion made as he
cocked his right fist in prepa ra tion for a strike.

The side ways snap kick to his left shin was from Alex, the par a lyz- 
ing blow to his right kid ney came from Jim. And so much for Rex
the se cu rity man.

Foruk pulled Ten nyson out of his chair and back against the wall,
cov er ing him with his body. Jim had Rex on the floor, se cur ing his
hands be hind his back with plas tic cuffs even as he moaned and
with ered in pain. By the time Scud der could process what had hap- 
pened, Alex was stand ing on one side of him and Robert the other.
He glanced from one to the other, sud denly awash in real fear.

“By my count, you called my wife a bitch three times,” Robert told
him.

“And by my count, you called my hus band a nig ger at least that
many times,” Alex told him. “Which to me is worse than be ing called



a bitch. But I am a pro fes sional, so I don’t hit peo ple with out cause.
In sults are not cause, un for tu nately. But I sug gest you sit your fat
ass down and lis ten to what Mr. Ten nyson has to tell you, and then
we’ll dis cuss a few other things. Af ter that, you and your peo ple are
free to go. And by the way, in case you’re won der ing. The four other
guards you left down stairs are be ing de tained in a quiet room by
some of our As set Pro tec tion of fi cers right now. You re ally need to
train your peo ple bet ter, Har lon. Maybe we can dis cuss that later,
an other con tract agree ment, per haps. Only a real one this time.”

A few min utes later, Rex hav ing been de liv ered out side the con fer- 
ence room to more As set Pro tec tion of fi cers and Wally Holt now in- 
side the room as well, ev ery one set tled down. This time only Har lon
Scud der was on the vis i tor side of the ta ble. As sad Foruk was back
in his po si tion be hind his lap top; Jim had been joined on his end of
the ta ble by Wally, and sit ting be tween Alex and Robert on the win- 
dow side of the ta ble, Teddy Ten nyson, the new est client of the Cen- 
tu rion Pro tec tion Group.

Well, sort of, be cause he had ac tu ally been a client for nearly six
months be fore this meet ing be gan.



Chap ter 3

CORO N ADO, CAL I FOR NIA
SIX MONTHS AGO…

 
Morn ings on Coro n ado Is land with a spec tac u lar view of San Diego
Bay as the sun rises are the stuff of dreams for those who toil all
their lives in jobs they hate hop ing to be able to re tire to par adise.
How ever, for Alex Wells and Robert Chan dler, morn ings on Coro n- 
ado Is land are for run ning on the beach. Em pha sis on the run part.

Up by five-thirty, out the door ten min utes later, stretches, a lit tle
taunt ing, and then off to the races. They do not have a set course or
any par tic u lar dis tance, they just strike out in what ever di rec tion
that strikes a fancy, and go. Thirty min utes later, they turn in the di- 
rec tion they hope will lead them back to their beach side Span ish
villa at the end of Ocean Boule vard, pick ing up speed ev ery few min- 
utes, one try ing to stay ahead of the other, the one be hind do ing ev- 
ery thing they can to catch up and pass the lead.

This morn ing when they burst back onto the beach, Alex was in
the lead, but Robert was clos ing fast. When she sensed him mov ing
up to pass, she moved over to block him. A cou ple of times Robert
al most bumped into her, thought about do ing it and tack ling her to
the ground. That might have been fun, but then what would hap pen
af ter wards might be dan ger ous, de pend ing on the mood they were
both in. Pos si ble charges of pub lic in de cency to fol low.

They could see their house now and Alex put on a burst of speed.
Robert took a quick breath, dropped lower as his thickly mus cled



legs be gan to pound the sand harder. They were twenty yards away
from the stop ping point when he cut to the left and edged past her,
but Alex pushed even harder, de ter mined, and when they reached
the des ig nated point, both were shoul der to shoul der.

“Si mul ta ne ous con tact!” Alex breathed, sweat pour ing down her
face, her short sleeve sweat shirt soak ing wet. “Time goes to the run- 
ner.”

Robert was jog ging in place and tak ing deep breaths, glanc ing out
at the ocean. Then he stopped, turned to his wife.

“Well, dear heart, we’re both run ners. So I guess it’s an other tie.”
Alex stopped jog ging in place, took two deep breaths, ex haled

slowly while wip ing her brow with her left hand. “Yeah, but I’m
younger and cuter.”

Robert smiled. “Younger maybe.”
Alex smiled, step ping closer, her hands now on the waist of his

shorts. “You don’t think I’m cute?” she teased.
“Didn’t say that. Just dis put ing the cuter part of your per vi ous

state ment, coun selor. Ev i dence has to be pre sented and con sid ered
in full by the jury be fore such a con clu sion can be prop erly reached.”

Lean ing closer still, she pulled his head down and whis pered in
his ear. “Or I could just drag you in side and fuck you on the kitchen
floor.” Af ter a brief pause, she added, “Again.”

Robert laughed, pulled her against him, kissed her on the lips
while star ing into her eyes.

“Twenty-five years of mar riage, five miles of run ning at near top
speed, and you’ve still got the en ergy to com mit first de gree sex ual
as sault. What a woman.”

“Damn right,” Alex said, tak ing his hands and pulling him to ward
the stone steps that led up the back deck to the rear en trance of



their house. “Teach you to doubt my cute ness.”
And that she did.

 
THE MOVE FROM WEST VIR GINIA to South ern Cal i for nia had oc- 
curred a lit tle over five years ago when the de ci sion was made to ex- 
pand their com pany from a small re gional out fit to a na tion wide op- 
er a tion with satel lite of fices in sev eral key cities around the United
States. San Diego was the place they chose to set up the new shop,
the weather be ing the best sell ing point, and on va ca tions in the past
Robert and Alex al ways talked about set tling there one day. So they
fig ured why wait un til re tire ment. De spite state taxes, Cal i for nia
was still an ideal busi ness en vi ron ment, hordes of po ten tial new
clients, and with ex panded op er a tions, they would be do ing busi- 
ness ev ery where once the satel lites were up and run ning.

This process took about a year and a half, and by that time, the
Cen tu rion Pro tec tion Group had made sig nif i cant in roads into a
num ber of mar kets. Key op er a tions were based in Los An ge les and
San Fran cisco, Phoenix, At lanta, and Fort Laud erdale, with more
sub or di nate sec tions re port ing to them in other cities through out
their re gions. San Diego was head quar ters, a four story brick build- 
ing at the cor ner of Ter mi nal Way and 32nd Street at the back of Bay
Ma rina Drive. It had been a de serted and di lap i dated ware house
when they found it, but the lo ca tion was ideal, and with the right fi- 
nanc ing, it took just six months to get the build ing into shape and
CPG moved in, Alex tak ing the cor ner suite on the north west side of
the build ing with a mag nif i cent view of the bay be yond her floor to
ceil ing win dows.

For most of their time in the pri vate sec tor, Robert had been the
one in charge, first the se nior part ner of their two op er a tor op er a- 



tion, and later as lead agent of their first mul ti ple op er a tor pro tec- 
tion de tail. When they formed what later be came Cen tu rion Pro tec- 
tive Ser vices in Charles ton, Robert was di rec tor and Alex was as so- 
ciate di rec tor for op er a tions. In re al ity, they were an equal part ner- 
ship, and be cause Alex did have that MBA from George town Uni ver- 
sity, she ran busi ness op er a tions and kept the ship fi nan cially afloat,
leav ing Robert free to con cen trate on field op er a tions.

For his part, Robert had never been in ter ested in run ning a com- 
pany. In fact, if his ca reer plan had gone as he had planned, he’d
have spent his en tire ca reer as a CIA pro tec tion spe cial ist, maybe
end up as a di vi sion or group chief be fore re tir ing. Or, if things had
gone re ally well, pos si bly cap ping his ca reer as Di rec tor of the Of fice
of Se cu rity. But that plan had not come to fruition, and his ca reer
ended af ter ten years. No re grets, though, it was the right de ci sion
for he and Alex, both knew that, and all in all, both never re gret ted
mak ing it. But Robert did not like run ning a busi ness, and all the
things that went with it. Client re la tions, busi ness meet ings, meet- 
ings with com mu nity and civic lead ers, bud get plan ning, per son nel
and le gal is sues, and the list went on and on.

So when they made the de ci sion to ex pand, to go for full cor po rate
sta tus, Robert knew he had to make sure that the right per son
would be in place at the top. A per son who was not him.

All of the orig i nal eight mem bers of the Cen tu rion team from
West Vir ginia were now mem bers of the ex ec u tive board, Robert
and Alex in cluded. Prior to their first meet ing at the tem po rary
head quar ters they rented in San Diego, Robert met pri vately with
each other board mem ber, save for Alex. When the meet ing did take
place, two un ex pected (to Alex) things oc curred that morn ing. First
was the nom i na tion of an in de pen dent, non af fil i ated chair man of



the board. Robert ex plained his rea son ing for this and af ter a few
min utes ev ery one agreed. When Alex asked if he had some one in
mind, he told her, and she smiled.

“And I guess you al ready asked if he’d be will ing to do it?”
“Yes. And he said yes, pend ing ap proval by the full board.”
That came within the next few min utes.
Then the sec ond un ex pected thing…
“I nom i nate Alexan dra Wells for the po si tion of Chief Ex ec u tive

Of fi cer and Pres i dent of the Cen tu rion Pro tec tion Group, to take ef- 
fect im me di ately upon board ap proval.”

Alex turned to ward Robert, in credulity in her eyes. Be fore she
could ob ject, Jim Paxon sec onded the nom i na tion. A vote was called
for. Seven in fa vor.

“And I’ve al ready con sulted our new chair man. Al though he
doesn’t ac tu ally get to vote on per son nel se lec tions, he of fers his full
sup port.”

Alex looked around the small con fer ence ta ble at the rest of the
mem bers of her team, her friends, like fam ily. She shook her head,
sigh ing.

“You back stab bing moth er fuck ers!” Ev ery one clapped and
laughed.

Not all po si tions were set tled on that day, but by the time the new
head quar ters was in place, most of it had been worked out.

Robert didn’t want a vice pres i den tial ti tle, or a ti tle at all for that
mat ter, but the board over rode his wishes, much to Alex’s de light,
and he was named Chief Pro tec tion Agent. Later, when the need for
a Spe cial Op er a tions team was re al ized, he be came its di rec tor,
merg ing it with Train ing Di vi sion to be come Spe cial Op er a tions and
Train ing Sec tion.



Ray Al varez, Cen tu rion’s ace tech ni cal wiz ard, moved to Ari zona
and set up what would even tu ally be come the Com mu ni ca tions, In- 
for ma tion Tech nol ogy, and Cy ber Se cu rity Cen ter. Ray held the ti- 
tles of Ex ec u tive Vice Pres i dent and Di rec tor.

Andie Pearth headed up to San Fran cisco as Vice Pres i dent in
Charge of the De part ment of Pro tec tive In tel li gence and Per son nel
Se cu rity.

Jim Paxon moved to Fort Laud erdale—real hard ship duty for a
guy who grew up and spent most of his life in Michi gan and Min ne- 
sota—as Vice Pres i dent in Charge of the De part ment of Pro tec tive
Op er a tions.

Wally Holt be came Di rec tor of the As set Pro tec tion Di vi sion,
based in At lanta.

Gerry Con rad is the Di rec tor of the En ter tain ment Se cu rity and
Celebrity Threat Man age ment Di vi sion up in, of course, Los An ge- 
les, stalker cap i tal of the uni verse.

And Tino Vega joined Jim in Fort Laud erdale as the Com man der
of the Tac ti cal As sis tance Branch, some times re ferred to as the Cen- 
tu rion Com man dos.

There were other of fices and other se nior per son nel, but these
were the core of Cen tu rion lead er ship, the peo ple who had built the
com pany from the ground up to what it was to day, and what ever it
would be come in the fu ture.

How ever, right at this mo ment in time, se nior ex ec u tive lead er- 
ship was a lit tle busy with some thing else more… press ing.

Robert stood un der the hot spray of wa ter, the mas sage jets on,
feel ing the soft im pacts against his skin and groan ing slightly, deep
in plea sure. One of the things he loved the most about this house
was this shower, built to spec i fi ca tions, with ev ery mod ern ac com- 



pa ni ment. It was also large enough to fit a foot ball team, but thus
far only he and Alex ever used it to gether.

“You know, I’m get ting re ally hun gry,” Alex called from a few feet
away, brush ing wa ter through her long brown hair, get ting all the
soap out. “Re ally seem to have worked up an ap petite this morn ing.”

“Well you’ve got no one to blame but your self,” Robert called, eyes
still closed.

Alex grinned, step ping back from the spray of the noz zles that
were cas cad ing down on to her. She turned and looked at her hus- 
band’s back, smiled again.

“Well, if you don’t feed me soon, I might have to take a nib ble out
of that lovely ass of yours, Mr. Chan dler.”

Robert snorted laugh ter and wa ter from his nose. He stepped
back, turned around, wip ing wa ter out of his eyes.

“I think you’ve had enough of that for one morn ing, young lady.”
Alex stepped closer, and closer still, now just mere inches from

him, the heat from her body stronger than the wa ter’s, her eyes
raised to his.

“That sounds like you’re my teacher,” she teased. “So if I don’t be- 
have are you go ing to dis ci pline me?”

Robert laughed, pulled her to him.
“Ac tu ally what it means is I’m go ing to start nib bling on your cute

lit tle ass, baby cakes.”
Alex’s eyes blazed and she poked his chest.
“Aha! Now you ad mit it. I am the cutest!”
By way of an swer, a deeply pas sion ate kiss. First on the lips…

 
WHEN ALEX CAME DOWN TO the kitchen, Robert had break fast
ready. As they were both veg e tar i ans, it was a meat less meal, fruits,



yo gurt, ce real, bran muffins, and two juices, cran berry and pineap- 
ple. Alex wore a gray pantsuit and white but ton down blouse. She
was car ry ing her jacket over her left arm and her brief case in her
right hand, set ting the case on the counter and hang ing the jacket
on one of the hooks next to the back door. She glanced at Robert.

“My aren’t we ca sual to day,” she teased.
He was wear ing khaki tac ti cal pants and a short sleeve blue polo,

lean ing over to fin ish with the two plates he was pre par ing on the
op po site side of the is land counter in the mid dle of the kitchen.

He smiled up at her.
“I’m not the one sit ting in the big leather chair in the of fice with

the ocean view,” he replied imp ishly.
“Funny,” she said, walk ing around the counter. She helped him

put the plates and glasses on the ta ble, then they sat and started to
eat.

“What are you do ing to day?” Alex asked, tak ing a bite of pear and
chew ing it.

“Preps for the next CP train ing class to be gin in two weeks,” he re- 
sponded, dig ging into his ce real. “Got all the slots filled. With luck,
at least half of them will make it. Jim’s got some projects com ing up
in a few months that could use aug ment ing. We’ll be gear ing up for
the AP and PI classes soon, too. Some of the washouts from the CP
class might be in ter ested in As set Pro tec tion. We get a good deal of
our re cruits to that di vi sion that way. Most of them hope to retry for
Close-Pro tec tion, and a lot of them end up happy in AP. Some times
in Pro tec tive In tel li gence, too.”

“But ev ery body wants to be a body guard,” Alex com mented,
spoon ing some ce real into her mouth. “Think it’s like Clint East- 
wood in In the Line of Fire or Kevin Cost ner in The Body guard.”



Robert chuck led.
“And most peo ple for get that both of them got shot in those

movies, div ing in front of bul lets meant for their pro tectees. Al- 
though East wood took the hit in his vest; at age sixty-three.”

“But both of them got to make out with the chicks, too,” Alex
smiled. “Rene for Clint and Whit ney for Kevin. Guess that’s the at- 
trac tion for some.”

“And we quickly weed them out in pre screen ing. Es pe cially the
ones we think might end up work ing for Gerry. Last thing we need
are star-fucker wanna-bees. Male or fe male. Any way, what’s on tap
in CEO-land to day?”

Alex sipped her pineap ple juice be fore re spond ing.
“Big, ex cit ing CEO stuff that I prob a bly shouldn’t be talk ing about

to some one as low down the lad der as your self. Even if you do have
such a finely sculpted ass for some one your age.”

“Well if you ever want the op por tu nity to see it again…” Robert
teased, chew ing a piece of hon ey dew melon.

Alex snick ered.
“As sad sent the sched ule over at seven, didn’t check my email un- 

til af ter we were out of the shower.”
“At seven? Does he ever go home?”
“I’m sure he does, but prob a bly only long enough to kiss his hus- 

band and get a change of clothes.”
“Well if he wants to keep his hus band, I hope he’s do ing more

than just kiss ing him.”
Alex smiled.
“Prob a bly is, al though I do try not to pry into the in ti mate lives of

my em ploy ees. At least those that I am not per son ally shtup ping.
Any way, the morn ing is de part ment meet ings. Bud get, HR/Em- 



ployee Re la tions, I’ll also be spend ing an hour tele con fer enc ing with
Gerry and Andie from their re spec tive home bases.”

“Re ally,” Robert said. “Col lec tions busi ness?”
“Yep. Ideas for the new line. You should prob a bly con fer ence in,

but if you’re too busy, I’ll email you the high lights.”
“You know, that ven ture turned out to be a lot bet ter in vest ment

than ei ther of us thought three years ago. Andie and Gerry re ally
have done a fan tas tic job with it.”

“They have,” Alex agreed. “And now it is a fully self-sus tain ing en- 
tity that makes a profit for CPG in stead of a debit on the books.
Pretty soon, one of them might have to give up their day job to take
on that re spon si bil ity full time.”

Robert smirked.
“I’ll let you be the one to de cide which that should be. Know ing

them, I don’t think ei ther would be will ing to do that. Might have to
con sider hir ing some body from the out side and let Andie and Gerry
con tinue to over see it.”

Alex was thought ful for a few mo ments while she chewed, then
nod ded. “Might be right. Have to give it some thought. And the right
per son would have to be found. Hope fully some one with the req ui- 
site back ground in this field.”

She glanced at her watch.
“Oh crap! I need to be go ing. Bud get meet ing starts in just over a

half hour.” She wiped her mouth on her nap kin, drank the last of
her juice, then wiped her mouth again, push ing back from the ta ble.

“Just leave ev ery thing,” Robert told her as he stood, too. “I’ll take
care of it. I’ve still got an hour be fore I have to be up in La Jolla.
Think you might have time for lunch this af ter noon?”



“Oh, crap again,” she said, sud denly re mem ber ing. “My af ter noon
sched ule. That San Diego County In ter faith Coun cil lun cheon has
been moved to this af ter noon. And yours truly is the fea tured
speaker this month. Maybe you could come and…”

Robert smiled and moved over to her, tak ing her still sup ple waist
in his large hands. “Love you and love lis ten ing to you talk, af ter all,
we did meet in a speech class in col lege. But…”

“Re li gion is not your thing,” she fin ished for him. “I mar ried a
hea then.”

“Yeah, but with a great ass.”
Alex snick ered, leaned in closer and stood on her toes. “There is

that. Din ner then. I’ll call and let you know if I’m go ing to be late.”
“I’ll do the same,” he said, still hold ing on to her. “No plans to

head to the Ter mi nal to day.” The Ter mi nal is how they re ferred to
CPG head quar ters be cause of its lo ca tion on Ter mi nal Way on the
south end of the San Diego docks.

“Well you bet ter not let me catch you play ing hooky, mis ter. Or
hang ing out with any old girl friends, em pha sis on the old part.”

Robert chuck led, kissed her lips.
“You know good and well that the only old girl friend I ever had I

mar ried twenty-five and a half years ago. You, on the other hand,
were quite the hunk mag net be fore I res cued you from a life of look- 
ing for love in all the wrong places.”

Alex gig gled, kissed him.
“We’re gonna talk about that state ment at a later time, Mr. Chan- 

dler, when I can re spond in the way you most de serve.”
“Can’t wait,” he told her, and then one more kiss.
Alex picked up her brief case, then her jacket, waved from the back

door, and then stepped through it into the at tached garage. A few



mo ments later he heard the au to matic door roll up and then the soft
purr of the en gine of Alex’s Mer cedes. She roared out, most likely
leav ing rub ber be hind in the drive, and then the door came back
down.

Robert shook his head and smiled as he went back to the ta ble and
sat down to fin ish his break fast.

“Might just be bet ter to get her a fighter jet in stead. At least that
way she’d have can nons, rock ets, and mis siles to blast ev ery body
else out of her way as op posed to a horn.”



Chap ter 4

1745 WEST ROO SEVELT STREET, PHOENIX, ARI ZONA
COM MU NI CA TIONS, IT, & CY BER SE CU RITY CEN TER



THE CEN TU RION PRO TEC TION GROUP

Ray Al varez was dressed ca su ally this morn ing as well, but that was
usu ally the case at the Phoenix CPG of fice, rarely a tie or suit jacket
seen, ex cept on spe cial oc ca sions such as a for mal client meet ing,
and those Ray usu ally suc ceeded in fob bing off on one of his se nior
as sis tants, if pos si ble.

It was just af ter nine and he was al ready an hour into the daily
brief ing part of his morn ing, each mem ber of the man age ment team
of Coms, IT, and Cy ber up dat ing cur rent projects, fore cast ing fu ture
ones, and some times pre sent ing prob lems they didn’t cur rently
have so lu tions for, hop ing that per haps some one else in the spa- 
cious con fer ence room might.

Dora Shaw was not ac tu ally a mem ber of the man age ment team,
but she was an ace tech ni cal an a lyst in the Cy ber Se cu rity Branch
and her boss usu ally let her present when a mat ter was highly tech- 
ni cal. Not only did she un der stand it all, but she had a suc cinct way
of re lay ing com pli cated in for ma tion in a man ner that most could
un der stand with lit tle dif fi culty. Ray smiled at this. Ms. Shaw had
only re cently cel e brated her twenty-third birth day and be fore she
was thirty she’d prob a bly have his job.

“Hang on a minute, Dora,” Ray said, lean ing for ward from his po- 
si tion at the south head of the con fer ence ta ble, his hairy arms rest- 
ing on the smooth sur face on ei ther side of his elec tronic notepad.
“Re peat that last part again. Just the last two sen tences.”

She com plied. Ray took a breath, sat back.



“So what you’re say ing is that our client got hacked by his own fa- 
ther who was try ing to get back at the son for do ing the same to him
three years ago, and cost ing the fa ther sev eral lu cra tive con tracts
that added up to about twenty mil lion dol lars, give or take?”

Dora Shaw nod ded quickly from her po si tion five chairs away
from him. “Yes, sir. The hacker the fa ther used is very good, well-
known in the dark net world. Re spon si ble for a lot of bad stuff, too,
like tak ing out pub lic util i ties in sev eral cities around the world.
Good, but not good enough. We’ve pinged him and I don’t be lieve he
knows it yet.”

“Where is he?” Ray asked.
“Sin ga pore.”
“Long way away,” Ray mused. “Do you know if that’s his home

base or just a place he’s us ing for now?”
“No way to know, sir, but I would guess it’s tem po rary. Guy with

the kind of heat he has on him would not want to hang around one
place for too long, or he’s re ally stupid. And if that were the case,
he’d al ready be in jail. Or dead. Some of the hacks I can prove he
was be hind were against some very se ri ous and dan ger ous peo ple. A
few gov ern ments with un pleas ant rep u ta tions, a few crim i nal or ga- 
ni za tions with long reaches and lots of re sources.”

“Any idea how the fa ther got in touch with him?”
“With per mis sion from my branch chief, sir, I asked our PI per son

to do a back ground on him.” She paused and tapped on her own e-
pad for a few mo ments. “The sum mary should be on your screen
now, sir.”

Ray glanced down, read for a few mo ments, scrolling as he did so,
then he sighed again and looked back at Shaw.



“Seems that dad is a bit of a crook him self. Won der if his son
knows.”

“The son’s not all that clean ei ther,” said the forty ish bald ing man
sit ting to Shaw’s left. Dan Nel son, Chief of the Cy ber Se cu rity
Branch. “While we were look ing into the fa ther, I thought it a good
idea to look into him, too. Ap ple didn’t fall far. Wouldn’t sur prise
me if the son knew his dad was be hind this, con sid er ing he did the
same to him, and just wanted us to con firm it.”

Ray shook his head.
“White peo ple are crazy,” he grinned. “But then so are us Lati nos.

And blacks, Chi nese, Rus sians, Ja maicans, Ger mans, Jews, Ital ians,
and es pe cially the French. Did I for get any body?”

A minute later he re gret ted his joke as most of his se nior staff got
in on the act. When he fi nally put an end to it they had in cluded one
of the most ob scure races from the Amer i can sci-fi tele vi sion se ries
Star gate: SG-1.

“The Furlings were ass holes!”
“All right,” Ray said, lightly pound ing the ta ble. “Set tle down, chil- 

dren. We still have a lot to cover here. Dan, wrap up the re port, in- 
clude all the proof Dora came up with, then call the client and set up
a meet ing.”

“Will do,” Nel son said, then leaned over and whis pered some thing
to Shaw.

Ray slipped on his glasses, glanced at his e-pad again, clear ing the
screen and bring ing up the next item on the agenda.

“Bobby, let’s hear how work on the new field com mu ni ca tors
you’re de vel op ing is go ing.”

 
2410 BRYAN STREET, SAN FRAN CISCO, CAL I FOR NIA



PRO TEC TIVE IN TEL LI GENCE & PER SON NEL SE CU RITY DE PART- 
MENT



THE CEN TU RION PRO TEC TION GROUP

“Sunny, I am speak ing clearly in the Eng lish lan guage, am I not?”
Sunny Fu ji mori sat across from her boss’ desk and smiled, ad just- 

ing her thick black framed glasses.
“Yes, Andie, I can un der stand you. Long as you don’t start talk ing

in Ja pa nese. My skin may be yel low, but I was born and raised right
here in the City by the Bay.”

“Okay then,” Andie Pearth said as she leaned for ward, dis lodg ing
sev eral fold ers from the stack on the right side of her desk. She
caught some of them, Fu ji mori was able to lean for ward and catch
the rest, push ing them back into the pile. “Then tell me why it is that
Tammy Fitzger ald seems to have the worst time un der stand ing me?
Is it my ac cent, my syn tax, or my per fume?”

Fu ji mori grinned.
“Well I did like the Chanel bet ter, boss, but I don’t think it’s ei ther

of those things. Prob lem with Tammy is that she re ally does worry
over the de tails too much. Don’t get me wrong, in our work, it’s good
to be metic u lous, but Tammy is ob ses sive to the point of not be ing
able to make dead lines. And it’s start ing to take a toll on her whole
of fice.”

Andie sat back in her com fort able black leather ex ec u tive chair,
crossed her legs, stared at her per sonal as sis tant un til the other
woman felt the weight of that stare and glanced down at her e-pad
screen.

“Guess this de ci sion has been hang ing in the air for a long time,”
Andie fi nally said, turn ing to glance out of the win dows to her left.



“She re ally is good at the work, but not so good a man ager. Tell you
what, Sunny. Light a fire un der her, let her know, on the QT, that
I’m not happy and am threat en ing to get on a plane. Hope fully that
will spur her into ac tion to get her project fin ished on time. Client is
ready to start hir ing and they need the screen ings fin ished on sched- 
ule.”

Sunny Fu ji mori nod ded, mak ing notes on her pad. “I can of fer
more re sources if you think that would help her. Bran son just
wrapped up early. He can spare part of his team.”

Andie thought a minute, then nod ded. “Good idea, make it hap- 
pen. But make it look like a last minute life line to Fitzger ald af ter
you do the other part.”

“Roger that. Any thing else?”
Andie nod ded slowly, her mind made up.
“Yeah. When the dead line passes for that project, get me on a

plane to Las Ve gas. I’m go ing to have to see Tammy in per son for
this, want to do it on her home turf, too. Also, pull and re view the
per son nel jack ets for the top three su per vi sors in her of fice. Want to
know if mov ing some body from within to the top slot is vi able. If
not, we’ll have to look else where.”

Fu ji mori was nod ding as she typed, never look ing up. Andie
waited un til she fin ished be fore con tin u ing.

“One more thing on the Tammy Fitzger ald front. Think about
some place else we could slot her. Maybe here, or an other of fice. An- 
a lyt i cal po si tion, maybe, some thing that would bet ter fit her tal ents.
She might choose to quit in stead, but I want to have some other op- 
tions avail able. Like you said, she is re ally good at the work.”

An other nod, then more typ ing. This time when she fin ished,
Andie Pearth was ready to move on to other busi ness.



“Seal Corp in Seat tle. Is Clemente’s team ready to present the
threat as sess ment to man age ment next week?”

 
950 SE 20TH STREET, FORT LAUD ERDALE, FLOR IDA
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When ever pos si ble, Jim Paxon liked to start his morn ings at the of- 
fice on the in door shoot ing range in the base ment. This morn ing
that had been pos si ble and he fired a hun dred rounds through his
.40 cal iber SIG be fore eight a.m. He cleaned and oiled his weapon in
the shoot ing stall, then wiped the ear and eye pro tec tors he used
with a Wet One from the dis penser by the exit be fore re turn ing
them to the rack next to it.

When he reached his of fice a few min utes later, the door was open
and he saw a tall, slightly stooped shoul dered black man in a char- 
coal suit lean ing over the front edge of his desk, ar rang ing fold ers.

Jim walked in and closed the door, mak ing for his desk.
“Floyd, I thought the cy ber era was here al ready,” Jim said, as he

sat down in his own com fort able black leather ex ec u tive chair.
“Shouldn’t we all be pa per less by now?”

Floyd Coop stood up and stared down at his boss. Al though he
knew Jim was mak ing a joke, Coop was not known for hav ing a
sense of hu mor. It didn’t make him very good so cial com pany, but
Jim Paxon didn’t re ally care about that be cause Mr. Coop was the
best op er a tions as sis tant he had ever had. Ac tu ally, Coop was the
only op er a tions as sis tant Jim had ever had. Still…

“I take it those are all the con tracts I have to fin ish re view ing and
sign?”

Coop nod ded. “Yes, sir. There have been a few changes since you
glanced at them be fore. I’ve high lighted them. All were dis cussed



prior. I would sug gest you start with Hin tataki. It is more time sen- 
si tive.”

“What’s the in cep tion date on that one?” Jim asked, pulling a file
folder to ward him.

“Week and a half,” Coop re sponded. “The next clos est is four
weeks. McMerty.”

Jim nod ded.
“Got it. Any thing else?”
“Cham blee needs to see you this morn ing, un sched uled. Says just

a few min utes. Which prob a bly means an hour. I can sched ule it for
to mor row if you’d like. He didn’t say it was ur gent, but he never
does. Still, if he wanted…”

Jim held up a hand.
“I’ll see him to day, Floyd. But if it looks like it’s go ing to run

longer than thirty min utes…”
“Will do, sir. Also, Mr. Vega has con firmed that he is avail able for

lunch this af ter noon. Reser va tion for 1300 at Padrino’s.”
Jim smiled.
“Awe some. Thanks, Floyd. If there’s noth ing else, I’ll get started

on my read ing. Tell Cham blee I’ll meet with him at ten.”
“Will do,” Coop said, star ing down at his boss for a few sec onds

longer, then he turned and walked out, clos ing the door once again.
Jim reached into his cen ter desk drawer and ex tracted a pair of

read ing glasses. He still hadn’t got ten used to need ing them yet, and
never let any one see him wear ing them, but they were a re al ity now.
He had to get used to it.

“Shit,” he swore softly, then opened the folder in front of him,
push ing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose with the tip of a
fore fin ger.
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Sheena Gib bons walked into her boss’ of fice just as he fin ished his
call and hung up the desk phone. Gerry Con rad, re moved his cuff- 
links and set them on the desk as he rolled the cuffs of his shirt up
onto his fore arms, re veal ing skin as ebony as that of his face.

“Honey Ack er man,” Gerry said as his as sis tant took the seat to the
left of his desk, cross ing her legs, and rest ing her e-pad in her lap.
“Her client is adding a cou ple dates to the tour. We’ll need to make
some ad just ments in billing and Tony will have to han dle the cov er- 
age.”

Gib bons nod ded. “Do we have the venues and dates yet?”
“No. But Honey will email them to me within the hour. More

likely, her as sis tant’s as sis tant will. Let Brod er ick know about the
billing changes, please, and send Tony an email af ter we get the
changes.”

“Will do,” she said, spend ing a few mo ments tap ping on her pad.
“That’s the third time this client has ex tended in the last year, I be- 
lieve.”

“It is,” Gerry con firmed. “But hey, when you’re pop u lar, you gotta
get out there and press your ad van tage. A bit of a strain for us, but

more hours to bill, too. Bet ter alert our PI/PS
[i]

 rep, too. The threat
as sess ment will have to be ex panded and up dated. Means Andie
gets to in crease her bil l ables, too.”

Gerry waited un til his as sis tant fin ished typ ing, reached for the
cof fee mug to his left, fin ished the con tents. “God, who ever makes



this stuff could give lessons to the Corps on how to make bad cof- 
fee.”

Gib bons glanced up when she fin ished.
“That would be me, sir,” she in formed him, push ing her glasses

back up on her nose. “Which you well know.”
Gerry grinned, glanced at the screen of his desk top.
“By my count, we have eight ac tive jobs in the LA area this week.

Twelve out of pocket. Which means we only have two teams on
standby for emer gen cies. And in this town and this busi ness, it’s a
good bet we’ll have at least one of those very soon.”

“Might be time to talk to San Diego about aug men ta tion.”
“Yeah. It’s on the agenda for our next se nior staff con fer ence.

Thought about bring ing it up dur ing the one Andie and I had with
Alex a lit tle bit ago, but it wasn’t the time, dif fer ent busi ness. Tell
me what other fires you got there I need to fight be fore lunch? Any
overfed ac tors stub their toes or have some body take a photo of
them stuff ing their faces at In and Out?”

“Noth ing that se ri ous to day, sir,” Gib bons replied, try ing to sti fle a
grin. “But a cou ple of things did come up with two of our threat as- 
sess ment up dates, one re gard ing the Fer gu son mat ter.”

“Oh shit,” Gerry sighed, lean ing back in his black leather ex ec u tive
chair. “Don’t tell me an other one popped up?”

“Afraid so,” Gib bons con firmed.
“How many exes does this woman have who have threat ened to

be head her? And what ex actly is she do ing to piss them all off?
Couldn’t be tal ent, I’ve seen some of her work, she ain’t that good.”

“No, but she looks re ally good and the re view ers, most of whom
are male, seem to love her, thus the fame and no to ri ety. And with
that comes the cra zies, es pe cially in the form of exes.”



Gerry paused and stared at her for a few mo ments, a cu ri ous
thought cross ing his mind.

“You speak like a woman with ex pe ri ence, Sheena.”
Sheena Gib bons pursed her thick lips but did not meet his eyes,

and Gerry could see her blush ing.
“No com ment, sir,” she fi nally man aged, then started laugh ing un- 

con trol lably.
Gerry was about to prod fur ther, but then his desk phone buzzed

again.
“You’re not get ting off that easy, young miss. Stay right there un til

I fin ish this call.” He picked up the re ceiver and pressed the flash ing
but ton for his sec ond pri vate line, the one that was in ter nal for LA
of fice use only. “You’ve reached the of fice of Ger ald Con rad, ex alted
ruler of celebrity threat man age ment for the Cen tu rion Pro tec tion
Group. I’m afraid Lord Con rad is busy at the mo ment, would you
care to leave a mes sage at the tone?”

There was caller ID so Gerry knew who was on the other line and
knew they had a sense of hu mor. They also worked for him so tol er- 
at ing his sense of hu mor was part of the job. Within lim its.

“Got it,” Gerry said a cou ple of min utes later, then cra dled the re- 
ceiver. “So, Ms. Gib bons, where were we? Ah yes, your sorted past
love life.”

“Ah, no sir, we were dis cussing the fifth for mer paramour who
seems to have a grudge against our client, Ms. An gela Fer gu son.”

Gerry sighed again, shak ing his head.
“You’re no fun. Okay, on to the un lucky in love, but ex tremely

lucky in ca reer, Angie Fer gu son.”

 
127 PEACHTREE STREET NE, AT LANTA, GEOR GIA
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Wally Holt stood at the back of the win dow less con fer ence room
and watched as the uni formed cap tain ex pertly walked the as sem- 
blage through each as pect of the plan his staff and he had spent the
bet ter part of two weeks pre par ing. Sean Wilmer was an ex cel lent
pub lic speaker, the per fect com bi na tion of tech ni cal knowl edge and
com mu ni ca tion abil ity that al lowed him to speak to any one with
ease. It helped that he was an ex tremely knowl edge able se cu rity
pro fes sional with more than fif teen years in the pri vate sec tor, four
with CPG, two as Wally’s op er a tions as sis tant and right hand.

Wilmer was us ing a laser pointer to in di cate po si tions of in ter est
on the dis play screen that cov ered an en tire wall of the room. He
paused only long enough to al low the per son work ing the Pow er- 
Point to ad vance to the next screen, then moved on seam lessly.
Upon com ple tion, the five men and two women at the ta ble glanced
at one an other and whis pered. Wally Holt smiled, think ing that
Sean Wilmer had knocked it out of the ball park once again.

He walked over, touched the younger man’s shoul der, then turned
to the group as over head lights in the room sud denly came up.
Wally is a stout man, slightly pudgy—maybe a lit tle more than
slightly these days, but there is about him an agility that men half
his size could not match. This largely due to twenty years of train ing
in the mar tial arts, and, some thing a lot of peo ple did not know, bal- 
let danc ing. He wore a tai lored navy blue suit, light blue shirt, and
red tie with blue dots, and his bulky fig ure in the cen ter of the room
op po site the long con fer ence ta ble was rather im pos ing.



Af ter a few min utes, the leader of the group at the ta ble glanced
over.

“Very im pres sive, Wally. We all like what we saw. Mr. Wilmer is a
hell of a sales man. Bet ter look out, I might try and poach him.”

Wally smiled, but said noth ing.
“Any way, my col leagues and I, like I said, are very im pressed. Par- 

tic u larly with the way you com bine per son nel and elec tronic ca pa- 
bil i ties. And you say that all mon i tor ing will be done off site?”

“Not ex actly,” Wally cor rected. “There will be mon i tor ing ca pa bil i- 
ties for the of fi cers we have on site, that’s just pru dent. But our Op- 
er a tions Cen ter here in At lanta, as well as the Tech ni cal Op er a tions
Mon i tor ing Cen ter in Phoenix will record and store all dig i tal data.
Video, au dio, and elec tronic records gen er ated by card read ers and
the like.”

“And how long will that data be saved?” asked one of the fe male
mem bers of the group.

“It can be stored in def i nitely,” Wally re ported. “I’m not a techie,
but I un der stand with the right com pres sion and the ever ex pand ing
ad vances in the dig i tal realm, the pos si bil i ties are in fi nite. Or close
to it. But if you all would pre fer a set date for dis posal of your old
files, that can be ar ranged, along with a means of ver i fi ca tion on
your end.”

The woman glanced down at the group leader and he met her
eyes. She nod ded be fore he turned back to Wally.

“Yes, that will be some thing that will have to be dis cussed be fore
we sign the fi nal con tract. And as you know, this meet ing was not
for that de ci sion to be made to day. How ever, I feel com fort able in
say ing that judg ing by what we’ve seen to day, it would be a great
sur prise if we did not sign with your com pany in the near fu ture.



Just have to let the lawyers fin ish go ing over the de tails. And since
three of them are here to day, this will not take long. I’d like to set up
a meet ing for next Mon day morn ing, if you can ar range it. Come
over to our of fices?”

Wally smiled again, step ping closer to the ta ble.
“Of course, Mr. Jor dan,” he said, ex tend ing a beefy hand.
Mar tin Jor dan stood and smiled gra ciously, shak ing Wally’s hand.
Ev ery one shook ev ery one’s hand and then Wally per son ally es- 

corted the group out. Ten min utes later, he walked into his much
more spa cious cor ner of fice, re mov ing his suit jacket and un do ing
his tie. Sean Wilmer was al ready there wait ing for him. When Wally
en tered, Wilmer snapped to his feet.

Wally grinned as he hung up his jacket.
“Sean, how many times I gotta tell you, you’re not in the Marines

any more. Sit the hell back down.”
De spite this, he still waited un til Wally had taken his seat be hind

the desk be fore do ing so.
“You did out stand ing work this morn ing, my friend,” Wally

grinned as he pulled his desk top key board to ward him. “Re ally im- 
pres sive. Keep that up and San Diego will be of fer ing you my job
soon. Which is why I’ll prob a bly be trans fer ring you to Alaska in an- 
other week or so.”

Sean Wilmer smiled, sit ting as close to at ten tion as he could be
while try ing not to ap pear to be do ing so. “Didn’t know CPG had an
of fice in Alaska, sir.”

Wally looked over at him, grinned.
“It doesn’t. Yet.”

 
STATE ROAD 90/US 41, MI AMI, FLOR IDA
TAC TI CAL AS SIS TANCE BRANCH
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Tino Vega watched the train ing video for the third time, all twenty-
six min utes of it, from be gin ning to end, then blanked the screen of
his lap top, push ing away from his desk and stand ing. He ro tated his
neck around a few times, popped it, then closed his eyes and
groaned. The clock on the wall above the door in formed him that he
had one hour and eleven min utes to make it to his lunch with Jim
Paxon, and if he left within the next twenty min utes he might just
get there on time, bar ring traf fic in ci dents. It was just enough time.
Prob a bly.

Tino leaned down and pressed the in ter com but ton.
“Rambo, Ac tion Jack son, get your butts in my of fice now!”
Tino was wear ing a black short sleeve polo shirt that the tac ti cal

com mu nity re ferred to as an Op er a tor shirt. Though civil ian in ap- 
pear ance, there were ad di tions specif i cally for peo ple who worked
tac ti cal op er a tions. Pen slots on the left shoul der for one, a spe cial
loop un der the bot tom but ton to al low easy at tach ment of a ra dio
mi cro phone, and it was con structed of a ma te rial de signed not to
snag on any weapons that might be con cealed un der it if worn out- 
side the pants, as Tino wore his to day, hang ing over the khaki tac ti- 
cal trousers he had on; in which good money would have bet con- 
tained some type of tac ti cal semi au to matic pis tol in a quick-draw
rig.

There was a sharp knock at the door and Tino paused, took a
breath, then sat back down.



“Get in here!” he bel lowed, thick, nearly hair less arms rest ing on
the back part of the desk as his brood ing eyes fixed on the door to
his of fice a sec ond be fore it opened to ad mit two men, nei ther of
them smil ing, nei ther of them meet ing those dark brood ing eyes.

The Tac ti cal As sis tance Branch was the most in for mal of teams
within Cen tu rion, the na ture of the work de mand ing a cer tain un- 
ortho doxy; how ever it was also the strictest in terms of dis ci pline
and ex e cu tion of mis sion be cause of the dif fi cult na ture of their
work. They didn’t do stan dard se cu rity; they weren’t in ves ti ga tors,
an a lysts, techno-geeks, or close-pro tec tors. They were the op er a- 
tors. Of ten they worked in the shad ows, un der cover, spe cial sur veil- 
lance of tar gets that could never know they were be ing watched,
covert in fil tra tion of places they were not sup posed to be, with hell
to pay if they were ever dis cov ered, and then there was the most es- 
sen tial as pect of their work, tac ti cal in ter ven tion.

The two men now stand ing ap pre hen sively be fore Tino Vega’s
desk were not named Rambo or Ac tion Jack son, but this is how
they were of ten re ferred to by oth ers in their unit. Both, de spite
their rel a tive youth, were vet er ans of TAB, with more than a dozen
crit i cal mis sions un der their re spec tive belts. They were good, ac tu- 
ally they were bet ter than that, and Tino was gen er ally im pressed
with them and their work. How ever, there was a prob lem that con- 
stantly ir ri tated him and it was com ing to a head once again.

“I’m go ing to as sume that both of you know why I’m not happy,”
he said with out pre am ble, eye ing both men. They, too, wore op er a- 
tor shirts and tac ti cal pants, only their shirts were tucked in and the
tac ti cal pis tols they car ried were on dis play in drop hol sters on their
right and left legs. “What, cat got your tongues now? You two know
what we do here, and you should, con sid er ing that you’ve worked



for me for more than three years, and nei ther of you has died yet.
Though I must con fess that I am think ing about killing you both.”

The two men stared at one an other briefly, then Ac tion Jack son
cleared his throat and squared his shoul ders.

“Look, boss, I know we fucked this up. I know we should have
cleared it with you first. We both know that. We also know that we
shouldn’t have taken our thing this far. It was stupid and un pro fes- 
sional.”

Rambo piped up then.
“Yeah, boss. We both know. We were out of line, again. And we’re

sorry. We won’t do this again. He’s right, it was stupid, and it was
petty. Could have got some body hurt. But, and I know this doesn’t
ex cuse any thing, we were care ful.”

As he ap proached the age of forty ever more so each year, his
Cuban blood had be gun to mel low some what, how ever, there were
times when it still reached its boil ing point. He and his wife Gina
had taken up med i ta tion some years ago and it had helped calm him
a lot, but the breath ing ex er cises did not al ways work. He had been
try ing them for the last thirty min utes with out much suc cess.

He glanced at his watch, noted the time, then pushed up from his
chair and ver bally tore his two team lead ers new ass holes that
would be sore for the rest of the week. The cul mi na tion of this tear- 
ing went thusly.

“And if ei ther of you two numb nuts pulls an other stunt like this
again, I’m not go ing to fire you, I’m not go ing to trans fer you, I’m
gonna drop you in a deep, dark hole some where and climb in af ter
you and beat the shit out of you un til I feel bet ter. Is that UN DER- 
STOOD!!!!!”

Wasn’t a ques tion.



Judg ing by the vo cif er ous YES SIR with both men at ram rod at- 
ten tion, Tino was pretty sure that it was. He was do ing the breath ing
ex er cises again, and his pulse rate was low er ing rapidly. Now that
his anger had been ex pended, this seemed eas ier. He sighed, shook
his head, glanced at his watch again. Might still make it into Mi ami
on time, with a lit tle cre ative driv ing that is.

“Boys, let me tell you some thing. You’re good, my best in fact. I’d
go into the shit with ei ther one of you on any day. But this thing be- 
tween the two of you, you gotta find a way to work it out so it doesn’t
in ter fere with the work any more. Yeah, you were care ful, but that
doesn’t mean this shit couldn’t have got ten hor ri bly out of con trol
and then I’m ex plain ing to San Diego why one or both of my best
op er a tors is in the hos pi tal or the morgue. And if you think I’m an
in suf fer able ass hole some times, you don’t want the head of Spe cial
Op er a tions to come out here and climb in that deep, dark hole with
you. Be lieve me.”

Both men had met Robert Chan dler on a cou ple of oc ca sions but
did not know him that well. How ever, like many in the com pany,
they had heard sto ries, leg ends re ally, about him and the other orig- 
i nal mem bers of CPG be fore it was CPG. One op er a tion in par tic u lar
that re ally launched the or ga ni za tion along the path of what it was
to day. A mis sion to pro tect a fed eral judge from a bru tal Mex i can
drug lord whose son the judge had put in prison where he was even- 

tu ally mur dered by other thugs
[ii]

. Al though many de tails were un- 
clear, there were news sto ries about gun bat tles in Texas and Utah

that left many of the drug lord’s sicar ios
[iii]

 dead. And the murki- 
est of all were the de tails sur round ing what even tu ally hap pened to
the drug lord him self in his sup pos edly se cure man sion down Mex- 



ico way. One day the place just blew up, tak ing out Don Fabio San- 
doval, his sec ond son, his chief of se cu rity, and sev eral other mem- 
bers of his in ner cir cle. The of fi cial ex pla na tion was that a ri val gang
did the deed be cause they sensed the old man was dis tracted and
weak ened af ter the loss of his son and the re peated fail ures to get to
the judge he ul ti mately blamed for the boy’s death. But within Cen- 
tu rion, there were other ru mors and fur ther spec u la tion, most of
which sur rounded Robert Chan dler. Per haps he had slipped down
south one night, paid a spe cial visit to Don Fabio…

“Yeah,” Tino said re flec tively. “No body wants that. End of ass
chew ing. But you two are get ting docked two days pay for this shit.
Next pizza party for of fice staff is on you. Now get the hell out of my
of fice so I can make my lunch up in Mi ami on time.”

Both men nod ded, stepped back, and ex e cuted per fect about
faces, leav ing Tino Vega’s of fice as quickly as they could, happy to
still be able to do so, de spite the new ass holes.

Tino shook his head, now grin ning.
“Sweet bird of youth,” he mut tered, sud denly feel ing older than he

wanted to ad mit. He would only be eight min utes late for lunch with
Jim Paxon, but the food and the com pany of an old and good friend
were worth the wait.

 
OFF COAST BOULE VARD, LA JOLLA, CAL I FOR NIA
PRO FES SIONAL TRAIN ING CEN TER
SPE CIAL OP ER A TIONS AND TRAIN ING SEC TION



THE CEN TU RION PRO TEC TION GROUP

No mat ter where he went, Robert Chan dler was sur rounded by
strong women, and this did not bother him one bit. Just the op po- 
site. De spite her slight stature, Alex was prob a bly the tough est per- 
son he knew, man or woman, both men tally and phys i cally. But
within Cen tu rion, she had a lot of com pe ti tion (not for his heart, of
course), be cause there were many strong men and women on board,
es pe cially those within the Spe cial Op er a tions and Train ing Sec tion.
At the mo ment, Robert was re ceiv ing an ex pert re fresher in this les- 
son, be ing on the re ceiv ing end of a mer ci less at tack per pe trated by
two of his key staff.

Pey ton Lan cas ter was a forty-six year old co coa-skinned black
woman who had spent most of her pro fes sional ca reer with the U.S.
De part ment of State’s Diplo matic Se cu rity Ser vice, fin ish ing up as a
su per vi sory spe cial agent as signed to the United Na tions. She’d
come to Cen tu rion three years ago on a rec om men da tion from a
friend of Andie Pearth’s. Weapons ex pert, un armed com bat ex pert,
close-pro tec tion ex pert, and cer ti fied mas ter tac tics in struc tor with
sev eral years of teach ing ex pe ri ence with DSS’ Over seas Mo bile Se- 
cu rity Teams. To day Lan cas ter was the Chief Train ing Of fi cer and
Op er a tions Man ager for the Train ing Cen ter.

Lour des Belchek, thirty-four, a for mer U.S. Air Force Se cu rity
Forces lieu tenant and later a street cop with the San Diego Po lice
De part ment. She had come into con tact with Cen tu rion while work- 
ing se cu rity at sev eral demon stra tions and ral lies around the city,
and two years ago Robert had watched as she waded into a group of



an gry pro test ers and pulled a badly banged up re porter to safety
while shield ing him with her body. She was pretty banged up her self
be fore help ar rived, but she kept her cool and kept the man she was
pro tect ing safe. Robert was im pressed, went to see her at the hos pi- 
tal. A cou ple of weeks later she left the po lice and came to work at
Cen tu rion. Af ter ini tial phase close-pro tec tion, tac ti cal driv ing, and
coun ter surveil lance train ing, Belchek came to work for Robert’s sec- 
tion. To day she was a team leader and part-time in struc tor at the
Train ing Cen ter. She was also a hell of a Krav-Maga fighter.

The blow to the back of his left knee would have been more ef fec- 
tive if Robert hadn’t known it was com ing, but in spite of know ing,
he was un able to avoid it com pletely, just enough to keep from be ing
driven down to the train ing mat. The rea son he could not avoid the
kick en tirely is be cause Pey ton Lan cas ter was in front of him, jab- 
bing away like Muham mad Ali, and she was fast, her punches had
sting to them when they con nected, which they did more of ten than
Robert liked. But then she got a lit tle care less, came in too close just
af ter Belchek’s kick stag gered him. She over es ti mated the ef fec tive- 
ness of the kick and cal cu lated this was the mo ment she could close
in and drop him. It wasn’t.

Robert groaned from the im pact, saw Belchek in his left pe riph- 
eral, knew that she was a lit tle winded and step ping back to take a
breath at the same time Lan cas ter was clos ing for the kill. Sud denly,
Robert dropped to one knee, as if in de layed re ac tion to the kick,
and Lan cas ter was al most on him, too late to stop. The warn ing yell
from Belchek came too late to do any good, she rec og nized the trap
though.

Robert had low ered his arms, seem ingly too ex hausted to de fend
him self. He was breath ing heav ier than be fore (not en tirely fak ing)



and sweat was pour ing down from his close-cropped hair and into
his eyes. Open to a coup-de-grace. Or so it would have ap peared.

Belchek tried to in ter vene, but by the time she got there, Lan cas- 
ter was al ready on the mat, her legs scis sored be tween Robert’s as
he pinned her down on her stom ach in an im mo bi liz ing joint lock.
Belchek made a fur ther mis take by step ping to within arm’s reach,
and by the time she re al ized this, Robert had her left an kle, twist ing,
pulling, and down she went to one knee. She strug gled, dropped
onto her side so she could kick at him with her free leg, but it was
too late then be cause Robert’s right thumb found that sen si tive spot
on the in side of her an kle, ap plied just the right amount of pres sure
to elicit a yelp of pain be fore the limb went numb.

Robert lay on his side, tak ing deep breaths, his eyes cloudy with
sweat, hold ing two peo ple im mo bi lized at op po site ends of him. Ex- 
actly one minute later, they both tapped out and Robert ex haled
loudly as he re leased them, turn ing onto his back.

“Thank hell,” he breathed. “An other few sec onds and I’d have had
to let go.”

Lan cas ter sat up and brought her knees up, mas sag ing the backs
of her calves.

“Je sus Christ, I thought I was par a lyzed there for a sec ond,” she
said.

“I know the feel ing, so to speak,” Belchek put in, now sit ting criss- 
cross and mas sag ing her an kle. “My whole leg went numb when he
pushed his thumb into my an kle.”

“It’s called non-lethal con tain ment, ladies,” Robert said, still ly ing
on his back, star ing up at the ceil ing and the two fans ro tat ing at
medium speed in the phys i cal train ing room that the three of them
were us ing. “And for the record, you both kicked my ass there good.”



Lan cas ter grinned, arch ing her back and pulling down on the back
part of her sweat suit top. “Thought we had you there for a minute,
Robert. Would have been the first thing in the com pany news let ter
next ad di tion.”

Robert grinned, fi nally sit ting up. “No. Now, as we were dis- 
cussing be fore the two of you chal lenged me to a duel, Pey ton, you
were think ing of ex pand ing the tac ti cal shoot ing class by a day for
the sec ondary CP course?”

“Ac tu ally,” Lan cas ter said, glanc ing past him at Belchek. “That
was Lour des’ idea. But I sup port it, and I’ll let her ex plain her idea
to you. If you like it, of course, I’ll take all the credit. If not, we can
blame her.”

Robert and Lan cas ter both grinned, Belchek held up a mid dle fin- 
ger, then smiled. Robert turned, sud denly feel ing a sharp and very
fa mil iar pain in the mid dle of his back. He groaned, made a men tal
note to spray his back with Icy/Hot af ter a shower, then stretched
his legs out in front of him.

“Pro ceed, please, Agent Belchek,” he said for mally.
“Thank you, Di rec tor Chan dler,” Belchek replied in kind. “So

here’s what I was think ing and why…”

 
333 WEST HAR BOR DRIVE, SAN DIEGO, CAL I FOR NIA
MAR RIOTT AT THE MA RINA



BALL ROOM F

The San Diego County In ter faith Al liance meets once a month at the
Mar riott Ma rina Ho tel in down town San Diego next to the San
Diego Con ven tion Cen ter. It is a gath er ing of ap prox i mately two
hun dred mem bers, and some times guests of mem bers, who meet to
dis cuss ar eas of mu tual in ter est, mu tual con cerns, and prob lems
that face each of their di verse com mu ni ties. The Al liance is tri-
chaired, a rabbi, an imam, and a protes tant min is ter were the orig i- 
nal founders of the group, and to day those three men are still its
lead ers.

Other mem bers in clude all faiths, com mu nity and civic lead ers,
some from lo cal gov ern ment, and a num ber of those from the busi- 
ness com mu nity. Ev ery month there is a dif fer ent fea tured speaker,
some times sev eral, who speak on a va ri ety of top ics, some light- 
hearted, some not, and not all of the speak ers are quite dy namic
enough to hold the at ten tion of the as sem blage, how ever, the food at
the Mar riott is al ways first rate and worth the oc ca sional trial of pa- 
tience.

To day, though, due to an alarm ing num ber of at tacks on peo ple of
faith around the coun try, and sev eral in San Diego County, the con- 
cern up per most in ev ery one’s mind was safety, all want ing to find
ways to keep their fam i lies, their parish ioners, and them selves safe.

Alex was raised in the Church of Christ, but had long since lost the
fer vor for the faith that she had pos sessed as a child. Even so, she
con sid ered her self re li gious, a per son of faith, and had great re spect
for oth ers who wor shiped and strongly be lieved. So when she re- 



ceived an in vi ta tion to at tend a meet ing of the Al liance a year ear- 
lier, Alex de cided to go and see what it was all about. If noth ing else
it might be an op por tu nity to drum up new busi ness. Af ter all, they
had in vited the CEO of the Cen tu rion Pro tec tion Group so they
knew what she did for a liv ing.

The sec ond in vi ta tion she re ceived asked her to be a speaker, and
she ac cepted, tak ing up the en tire speak ing block of that meet ing,
de spite two oth ers be ing sched uled. The au di ence was so rapt with
her pre sen ta tion that the ques tions she got went five min utes past
the start time for lunch. She was in vited to be come a reg u lar mem- 
ber of the Al liance af ter that, and fre quently asked to speak dur ing
meet ings, if only briefly to give up dates on trends, threats, and any
other prob lems she thought might be of in ter est.

To day, the en tire speak ing block was hers once again and she had
pre pared a lengthy writ ten re port for the mem bers to di gest at their
leisure, only a quar ter of which she ac tu ally touched on dur ing her
pre sen ta tion, the most rel e vant points, ev ery thing else was avail able
for free PDF down load from the web site she gave them. Alex was
now wrap ping up her re marks, re mov ing her read ing glasses and
set ting them on the back of the podium. She paused, glanced around
the room at the as sem bled.

“I don’t want to leave ev ery one with the im pres sion of a pic ture
that is com pletely bleak. These are some dark times, and they may
be come darker be fore get ting bet ter. Hate seems to have made a
come back, and not just in this coun try, all around the world. It’s
fash ion able, it’s trendy, and it is a taught and learned be hav ior. The
way we will de feat it, and we will by the way, is to unite our com mu- 
ni ties as we have united in this room. To ed u cate, to lis ten, to learn,
to re spect each other, even when—no, es pe cially when—we do not



agree. Re ject cyn i cism, re ject those who try to di vide us, who try to
turn our dif fer ences against us and use them as a breach be tween
us. As a peo ple we are stronger when we stand to gether in hope and
fel low ship, not drown ing in sus pi cion and para noia of our fel low- 
men. In my busi ness, we have to be vig i lant and ready at all times,
even ex pect ing the worst. The na ture of the beast. But as a so ci ety,
that is not a way to live, we’re bet ter than that. We’re bet ter than
what some would try to make us.

“Thank you for your time to day, ladies and gen tle men,” Alex said,
step ping back from the podium. The ap plause was im me di ate, ev- 
ery one com ing to their feet, led by the three men on the dais with
Alex, the rabbi, the imam, and the rev erend. There were ques tions,
of course, and this car ried on into the lunch hour, un til fi nally the
ho tel staff were get ting rest less.

Alex dined with the chairs of the Al liance, each an old man, two
al ready past sev enty, the third a year away. They were charm ing
com pany, knowl edge able, hum ble, kind, and each fiercely de voted
to their faith while deeply sym pa thetic to the plights of the oth ers’.
Alex liked them, en joyed speak ing with them, yet was a lit tle dis- 
mayed by the tone the post lunch con ver sa tion took on as each dis- 
cussed per sonal ex pe ri ences with in tol er ance and some vi o lence in
their com mu ni ties. But then she was heart ened by the ac co lades
they be stowed upon their se cu rity teams.

“Alex, I must say that since your peo ple be gan pro tect ing our syn- 
a gogues and com mu nity cen ters, it has made a huge dif fer ence,”
said Rabbi Spel man as he dabbed at the cor ners of his bearded lips
with a nap kin. “My con gre gants feel much safer now that they know
some one is there watch ing out for them. Ca pa ble some ones.”



“I sec ond that,” replied Rev erend Blakely as he set down his
teacup. “For a while there, van dals were on the verge of mak ing us
strongly con sider clos ing up some of our do na tion drop offs and
thrift drives, but now that CPG has pa trols driv ing by at all hours
and highly vis i ble sur veil lance cam eras in place, it has helped im- 
mensely.”

Imam Harizi nod ded his long head and smiled. “In deed, you and
your peo ple have done a won der ful job for all of us, Alex, and we are
in your debt.”

Alex smiled at the men. “Well, it is what we do. And it’s not like
my ac count ing sec tion isn’t billing you all.”

The three old men laughed, and in a lit tle while lunch was done.
The as sem blage had be gun to de part, a few mem bers com ing up to
speak with the chairs or Alex briefly, and the ho tel staff wait ing pa- 
tiently, for the most part, for ev ery one to de part so they could clear
ev ery thing away and get ready for the next event sched uled to take
place in that ball room.

Rabbi Spel man was driv ing the Imam to day and they left to- 
gether. Rev erend Blakely said he was go ing to stop by the re stroom
be fore tak ing off and he and Alex were the last to leave the ball- 
room. They shook hands and the rev erend went one way as Alex
turned the other. It was then that she no ticed the same black
woman she had seen sit ting in back of the ball room ear lier. Mid-
thir ties, at trac tive, pro fes sion ally dressed, and a lit tle ap pre hen sive.
Alex knew right away that she was not a mem ber of the Al liance,
some thing about her seemed a lit tle out of place. She hadn’t been in
the room for the meal but had ap par ently waited out side in hopes of
run ning into Alex.



Alex stood still for a mo ment, watch ing the other woman, her
hands in par tic u lar. There was a purse over her left shoul der, but
her hands were empty. Per haps not a threat, or at least not an im- 
me di ate one. That is, un less the woman was a mar tial arts mas ter
and planned on do ing her in with her bare hands. An other pos si bil- 
ity that Alex dis carded. Alex was a good reader of peo ple, she had to
be af ter more than two decades in her pro fes sion. And the read on
this woman was that she was not here to harm Alex. On the con- 
trary, she needed some thing from her.

Alex took a breath, then walked over and ex tended her hand to the
other woman.

“Alexan dra Wells,” she said with a smile. “I be lieve you were wait- 
ing for me?”



Chap ter 5

The woman in tro duced her self as Elis a beth Cald well, and as soon as
she opened her mouth, Alex rec og nized a kin dred south ern ac cent,
al though not from her na tive Al abama. More Geor gia, per haps
South Car olina. That was quickly cleared up as Ms. Cald well re- 
vealed that she was from Ten nes see, but Alex would learn later that
she had been born in At lanta.

“I’m here for a con fer ence, I’m an LPN—li censed prac ti cal nurse—
and I was se lected by my team leader to fly out this year for the an- 
nual meet ing of res pi ra tory ther a pists. That’s what I do pri mar ily, at
Parkridge Med i cal Cen ter back in C hat tanooga.”

“I see,” Alex said. They had moved to a bench in a quiet cor ner of
the ball room floor to talk. Alex could sense con flict in the younger
woman and was cu ri ous as to what made her seek her out. She had
no ticed the res pi ra tory ther apy con fer ence on one of the dis play
screens when she climbed off the el e va tor ear lier, so she knew Elis a- 
beth Cald well was prob a bly telling the truth, or had at least done
some light back stop ping on her con trived story. Prob a bly the for- 
mer.

Cald well had stopped talk ing and was look ing pen sive, un cer tain.
Alex reached out and touched her knee.

“Why don’t you tell me how you came to be in the back of Ball- 
room F dur ing my speech?” she said.



“You no ticed me?” Cald well said, star tled.
Alex smiled.
“Yes. Oc cu pa tional haz ard, I’m afraid. I had never seen you be- 

fore, and that isn’t, in it self, all that odd. Mem bers in vite col leagues
and friends all the time. But you seemed dis tracted, not re ally pay- 
ing at ten tion.”

“Sorry about that,” Cald well said quickly. “I mean, you re ally are a
good pub lic speaker, much bet ter than I am. And what you had to
say was re ally in ter est ing. You know your stuff.” A pause while she
glanced down at her hands. Alex waited pa tiently, ca su ally glanc ing
at her watch, mak ing a men tal note.

“Okay,” Cald well said, now look ing into Alex’s eyes, barely. “I’ve
got a prob lem, and I don’t know where else to turn. Truth be told, I
ended up in your meet ing on a whim, look ing for a place to get away
from where I was sup posed to be for a while. And some body who
might have been fol low ing me,”

In stincts kicked in again and Alex glanced around sud denly. She
hadn’t seen any one close by other than ho tel staff, and all of them
seem dis in ter ested in the two women sit ting and talk ing. Alex was
quite good at de tect ing sur veil lance, could usu ally sense it be fore
she ac tu ally saw any thing that made her sus pi cious, and her radar
had been up ever since she’d spot ted Cald well wait ing for her. Still,
she gave the cor ri dor a care ful scan be fore re turn ing her at ten tion to
the other woman.

“Are you in some kind of trou ble, Elis a beth?” Alex said gen tly. “A
stalker, per haps?”

Cald well shook her head, look ing down again. “Noth ing like that,
I’m afraid, Ms. Wells. I wish it were that sim ple.”

Odd choice of phrase, Alex thought cu ri ously.



“I need to tell you a long story, if you have the time, and it prob a- 
bly should be some place a lot less pub lic. I’d feel more com fort able
and it might be safer for both of us.”

Alex was more than cu ri ous now, and ap pre hen sion was be gin- 
ning to grow at the pit of her stom ach, but her train ing, ex pe ri ence,
not to men tion the .380 cal iber pis tol at the small of her back, mea- 
sur ably re as sured her. She glanced around once more, then stood,
gath er ing her purse and brief case.

“Okay, Elis a beth,” Alex said pleas antly, smil ing. “Let’s see if I can
ar range that for you.”

 
AT FOUR-THIRTY, ROBERT WAS STILL in his of fice in La Jolla,
once again dressed in khakis and a polo shirt. He was be hind the
desk lean ing for ward and star ing at the print out of the re port Lour- 
des Belchek had cre ated for Pey ton Lan cas ter, passed on to him for
con sid er a tion. It was eleven pages long and quite de tailed. Robert
was im pressed, for the fourth time he read it, un able to find a sin gle
flaw in the logic or rea son ing. He smiled and sat back.

“A fighter and a writer,” he said aloud, and at that mo ment, there
was a sin gle knock at the door and it opened. “And speak of the
devil,” he said as Belchek walked in. She was dressed in street
clothes as well, her long blond hair tied into a pony tail at her back.

She walked over to the desk and took one of the chairs in front of
it, stretch ing back.

“You know, there was a time when you would have waited for me
to tell you to come in, and asked be fore tak ing a seat,” he said.

“And there was a time when I had to wear rub ber un der pants,”
Belchek replied un abashed.

Robert laughed.



“Yeah, and we’re all glad you got over that prob lem. Kind of em- 
bar rass ing hav ing a pro tec tion agent wet ting her self on post.”

Belchek grinned as she was giv ing her boss a one fin ger salute.
“That my re port you read ing?”
“It is,” he con firmed. “Worst thing I’ve ever seen. Run on sen- 

tences, gerunds, half-baked so called logic. I could go on but it pains
me so to re live the mis ery read ing it four times causes.”

This time the salute was dou ble fin gered from both hands.
“What the hell’s a gerund any how?” she asked.
“Some thing only us Eng lish mi nors are sup posed to know. Sorry,

can’t spill the beans or they’ll come and scratch it off my diploma.”
“You don’t know ei ther, huh?”
“Barely re mem ber what a run on sen tence is most days, Belchek.

Any way, I’ve read it and reread it, and it’s pretty much what you
said ear lier, only with out all the sweat ing and heavy breath ing.”

“Well I had just had my ass kicked by a se nior cit i zen.”
Robert smirked, glanced down at the re port and flipped a cou ple

of pages.
“One thing, though. If we make the ad just ment you’re rec om- 

mend ing, it’ll drive the course cost per stu dent up four per cent. Half
borne by CPG, but the other two per cent will be passed on to the
stu dents. And it al ready ain’t that cheap.”

Belchek nod ded soberly.
“Yes, sir, I know,” she said slowly. “And I know spend ing more

money is not nec es sar ily some thing our book keep ers will like.”
“Not to men tion our CEO,” Robert added with an other smirk.

“But I’m con fi dent that I can con vince her of the ne ces sity. And if
need be, I can tell her you’re will ing to work for half pay for the next
few years. Lan cas ter, too, see ing as how she’s sanc tion ing this.”



“Oh, I’m sure Pey ton will love hear ing that. Please wait un til I’ve
left the build ing be fore shar ing that with her. But on the other sub- 
ject, I still think it’s worth the cost. Our peo ple will be bet ter pre- 
pared for field work. I mean I know the train ing is al ready first rate,
es pe cially com pared to what else is out there, but I think this will
make us bet ter. And with those at tend ing the sec ondary course
there is usu ally a good chance that they will find them selves on a
field team in a hotspot much quicker than oth ers. That one ex tra
day and the test ing I pro posed could be a re ally big help to them.
And in the long run, to CPG.”

Robert sat star ing at Belchek for some time, run ning facts and fig- 
ures through his mind. Ac tu ally, his mind was al ready made up, but
he wanted to make sure one last time that there was not a flaw in
the logic, hers or his. Fi nally he pushed back from the desk and
made to stand, groaned in stead.

“You ladies did a num ber on me to day,” he said, mas sag ing the
small of his back with both hands and mak ing an at tempt to stand
once more, this time suc cess fully.

“Yeah, well, it’s not ev ery body that gets to punch and kick their
boss, we wanted to make the most of it.”

Robert shook his head, about to re spond, then felt his phone
buzzing in the pocket on his left thigh. He pulled it out, glanced at
the dis play, smiled.

“Bet I can guess who that is,” Belchek grinned and stood. “Give
big boss my re gards and be sure to let her know you spent part of
your day beat ing up on two de fense less girls.”

Robert snorted as Belchek turned and left the of fice. “De fense less,
my ass. And girls hardly.”

He an swered the phone on the third buzz.



“You’ve reached cus tomer ser vice. We apol o gize but all of our op- 
er a tors are cur rently busy drink ing, for ni cat ing, and sniff ing glue.
Please stay on the line. Your call is im por tant to us and we will be
happy to as sist you once we but ton our pants back up.”

The chuckle down the line touched deep in the cen ter of his chest.
“You don’t have to but ton your pants back up on my ac count,”

Alex told him. “But I should warn you that if any one else has had
her or his hands on any prop erty that is des ig nated for my ex clu sive
use only, I will be out with the ma chete.”

Robert chuck led, eas ing back into his chair. The shower had done
the trick ear lier and he’d skipped the Icy/Hot. A mis take, he re al ized
now.

“So how did your speech go this af ter noon? Knocked them dead,
I’m sure. Per haps drummed up some more clients?”

“Funny that last bit,” Alex said. “It’s why I’m call ing. I need you to
meet me quick as you can. Some thing’s come up.”

The change of tone in her voice made his stom ach be gin to knot.
“Where?” he said with out fur ther ban ter.
She told him.
“I’m on my way,” he told her, dis con nect ing the call and stand ing

back up. This time, if there was pain in his back, he never no ticed it.

 
AL THOUGH HER CON FER ENCE WAS HELD at the Mar riott Ma- 
rina, Elis a beth Cald well was stay ing at the less ex pen sive Is land Inn
on Is land Av enue a few blocks away. Alex did not be lieve it was a
good idea to go back there with her so she went to the Mar riott’s
check-in desk and rented a room on the fifth floor with her cor po- 
rate card. This was busi ness, af ter all. She had given Robert the
room num ber and when the coded knock sounded at the door



thirty-three min utes later, Alex first glanced through the peep hole,
then un did the safety latch and dead bolt.

She was in shirt sleeves, hav ing dis carded the jacket of her suit a
while ago. She smiled when Robert came in, rese cur ing the door
him self be fore reach ing out and tak ing her hands. He was now
wear ing a blue blazer, the one he kept hang ing in the back seat of his
car. This told Alex that he was armed, prob a bly with more than one
weapon, not nec es sar ily all firearms.

“Thanks for com ing,” Alex said.
The room was what the ho tel called an Ex ec u tive King, mean ing

in ad di tion to the very large bed piled high with enough pil lows for a
hockey team, there was also a desk near the win dow and a com fort- 
able leather chair be hind it, along with a leather sofa against an- 
other wall. On that sofa Robert saw an at trac tive black woman sit- 
ting and star ing ap pre hen sively his way. Alex nod ded and led him
over.

Elis a beth Cald well stood as they ap proached.
“Elis a beth, I’d like you to meet my hus band, Robert Chan dler.

Robert, this is Elis a beth Cald well, she’s from Chat tanooga.”
Robert smiled at the woman and ex tended his right hand. She

shook it firmly, meet ing his eyes, but un cer tainty plain in hers. Ev- 
ery one sat, Alex joined Cald well on the sofa while Robert pulled the
desk chair over and sat fac ing them. He was more re laxed than he
had been be fore en ter ing the room, see ing that Alex was all right
and not in any ap par ent dan ger. Al though he knew full well how ca- 
pa ble she was of pro tect ing her self, Robert was still very much the
hus band when it came to Alex’s safety.

“Robert, Elis a beth has told me quite a story this af ter noon and I
think it’s im por tant that you hear the whole thing for your self from



her. When she’s done, I’m sure you’ll have many of the same ques- 
tions I have. I de layed ask ing them be cause I wanted you here first
so we could do it to gether.”

Robert nod ded, then turned his at ten tion to Elis a beth Cald well.
“All right then, ma’am,” he said to her. “Tell me your story.”
She did, for the bet ter part of an hour, and when she was done

Robert knew Alex had been right. It was a heck of a story, bor der ing
on dis be lief, but he nor Alex im me di ately dis counted it. They
glanced at one an other and Robert de tected the slight est hint of
mirth at the cor ners of his wife’s thin lips.

There were ques tions a plenty, and they asked all of them. This
took an other hour and by the time they de cided to stop ask ing them,
an other hour had gone by. Elis a beth Cald well was look ing ex- 
hausted, drained. Alex caught Robert’s eye again, her un spo ken
mes sage ob vi ous.

“Elis a beth, you’ve got one more day of meet ings at your con fer- 
ence to mor row, cor rect?”

“Yes,” she re sponded to Alex’s query. “Wrap ping up af ter lunch.
Then I fly home late to mor row evening.”

“Then you should prob a bly head back to your ho tel now and get
some thing to eat, then a shower and bed. Will there be any prob- 
lems with you miss ing the af ter noon ses sion to day?”

She shook her head. “I doubt it. Most at ten dees at these things
miss half the meet ings to go sight see ing or shop ping. It’s ex pected.
But I have to be at the clos ing ses sion to mor row.”

Robert leaned a lit tle for ward.
“You do un der stand that this is quite a story you’ve told,” he said

care fully. “A lot for us to think about.”



She was nod ding, ex hal ing, too. “And no doubt you will want to
make sure that I’m not ly ing and try ing to set you up or some thing
crazy like that. I know. Be lieve me I know how strange and un be- 
liev able this is. Es pe cially com ing from a com plete stranger out of
the blue. Some days I can’t be lieve my life has come to this. But it
has, and I have ac cepted that. Love truly is a strange thing.”

Robert looked at Alex once more and she raised an eye brow, her
thoughts clearly the same as his. Yeah, they knew that first hand,
too.

“You said you thought you might have been fol lowed when you
came back from your ho tel to the Mar riott to day,” Robert said.
“How about the other days you’ve been here?”

“A cou ple of times,” she con firmed. “Noth ing I could ac tu ally
point to, but just a sense, you know?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “We know. Are you fol lowed of ten when you’re
back in Chat tanooga?”

“Not at first, but over the last year, ever since they found out
about me, yeah. Not all the time, but some times, and they aren’t all
that se cre tive about it. Think they want me to know they’re watch- 
ing.”

“Your son is three?” Robert said.
“Yes,” she said, sud denly chok ing up. “Three as of last month. Ab- 

so lutely the best thing I’ve ever done in my en tire life. Prob a bly the
main rea son I want to do this now. We want to do this now. Only
way lit tle Teddy can have some kind of a nor mal life. It won’t be
easy, given the sit u a tion, but we have to try. And you know what, the
more I think about it, some one had to be guid ing me to you to day.
God, the stars, Al lah, I don’t know. I was so up set, al most de spon- 
dent, and when I saw that plac ard in the lobby for the In ter faith Al- 



liance, some thing just kept push ing me to find Ball room F.” She
paused, glanced at Alex. “And there you were. Two min utes into lis- 
ten ing to you, I took out my phone and got on Google, looked you
up. That’s when I knew.”

Robert looked at his watch, then pushed up, his back stiff once
more. He re ally needed to re mem ber that Icy/Hot.

“You should be go ing,” he told her. “If you were be ing fol lowed,
chances are good they’ll be ex pect ing you back at your ho tel some
time be fore long. From ev ery thing you’ve de scribed, I doubt if
you’re in any dan ger from them, but just the same, to mor row you
will def i nitely be fol lowed from your ho tel to this one, and for the
rest of the day un til you de part for Chat tanooga.”

Robert saw the alarm in her eyes and he held up a hand be fore she
could speak.

“Not to worry. Our peo ple are very ca pa ble op er a tors and know
how not to be seen when they’re work ing un less they need to be.
Their only pur pose will be to look for and iden tify any other sur veil- 
lance on you. They will take no ac tion which jeop ar dizes you. I
prom ise.”

“I’m go ing to pro vide you with con tact in for ma tion,” Alex con tin- 
ued, reach ing into the pocket of her jacket. It was on the arm of the
sofa next to where she was sit ting. “Might be bet ter if you copied the
in for ma tion on these cards into your phone and make sure you keep
it locked at all times. Don’t list our full names or the com pany, just
in case. Might also be a good idea to get some dis pos able phones
when you get back home. We’ll be con tact ing you just as soon as we
sort some things out. And, we’re go ing to have to talk to him as well.
You un der stand that?”



Elis a beth Cald well nod ded slowly, her eyes down cast. Alex stood,
walked over to Robert and they moved over to ward the door.

“Well?” she said.
“That’s an un der state ment,” he whis pered.
“Yeah,” she said. “A whop ping big one.”
Five min utes later, Elis a beth Cald well was on her way back to her

ho tel, opt ing to take a cab due to the late ness of the hour. Robert
and Alex went down stairs where she re turned the room keys and
checked out. Robert smiled at the male clerk as he made eye con- 
tact, a sly grin on his youth ful face. A man of the world who un der- 
stood af ter work quick ies with mar ried co work ers.

Robert and Alex walked hand-in-hand to the un der ground garage
where both their ve hi cles were parked. Nei ther said a word as they
walked, many of the same thoughts cours ing through their sep a rate
brains. At the driver’s door to her sil ver Mer cedes, Alex put her
arms around her hus band’s neck as he leaned down a few inches.
They kissed.

“You hun gry?” he said.
“Fam ished,” she said.
“Chi nese on the way home?” he said.
“I’ll text the or der to Wu’s be fore I pull off,” she said, reach ing for

her phone and car keys.
“And I’ll stop and pick it up,” he said. “See you at home in about

thirty.”
Alex climbed into her car when Robert turned and walked four

rows over, find ing the beau ti fully re stored sleek black 1985 Jaguar
XJ6 parked just where he left it. An in dul gence, sure, one of the few
he al lowed him self. A trib ute to his youth, and an other man named

Robert. Only he wasn’t ac tu ally real. Odds against you…
[iv]



He climbed in and started the en gine. Alex was still tex ting a few
mo ments later when he drove past her and waved, rolling for the
exit booth.



Chap ter 6

Lour des Belchek and her nine year old daugh ter Griselda were eat- 
ing pop corn and watch ing a movie on the liv ing room sofa when her
duty phone started buzzing, then ring ing. Her daugh ter gave her a
nasty look, then went back to watch ing the movie. Belchek snagged
the phone off the cof fee ta ble and made for the kitchen. The caller
ID and the spe cial ring tone told her who was call ing and she knew
that it had to be im por tant. Robert Chan dler didn’t call to chitchat
this time of night.

“Yeah, boss?” she said just be fore the fifth buzz/ring.
“Sorry to dis turb you at home, Lour des,” Robert’s deep voice

sounded in her left ear. “Some thing’s come up that I need you to
han dle per son ally.”

With out in ter rup tion, she lis tened as he ex plained. When he fin- 
ished, de spite of fer ing no ex pla na tion as to the rea son for his re- 
quest, Belchek had no ques tions.

“I’ll take care of it, boss. No prob lem. Re port to you when I’m
done.”

He thanked her and told her to check her email for par tic u lars in
about ten min utes. Af ter that, he apol o gized again for in ter rupt ing
her night off, then hung up.

Sud denly Belchek felt a tin gling in her limbs, very fa mil iar, the
same one she al ways got when handed a new as sign ment. Ex cite- 



ment twinged with just a bit of ap pre hen sion. Maybe more than just
a bit. She glanced at the time dis play on her phone, then de cided to
re turn to her daugh ter to wait for her emailed in struc tions. She
turned the ringer off on the phone so at least when the email came,
the noise wouldn’t an noy her nine year old drama queen too much.

Sin gle moth er hood, a con stant joy that never gets old.

 
DIN NER WAS VEG ETABLE MEI FUN AND spring rolls dipped in a
very spicy sauce that had no Eng lish trans la tion. Wu Gar dens
Restau rant was two blocks north of the San Diego-Coro n ado Bay
Bridge that they had to take to re turn home. When Robert ar rived
he was greeted warmly by the pro pri etor, the food al ready pre pared
and in a large brown pa per bag. It had also been pre paid for by Alex.
Robert thanked Mr. Wu and took his leave be cause his stom ach sud- 
denly re al ized how hun gry it was.

Alex was wait ing and greeted him warmly too when he re turned to
their home on Ocean Boule vard. She had changed out of her busi- 
ness suit and put on a pair of khaki cot ton shorts and a pink T-shirt,
no shoes, feet com pletely bare.

“You can take the girl out of the south,” he said at the back en- 
trance to the kitchen.

“But you can’t take the south out of the girl,” Alex fin ished, walk- 
ing over and tak ing the still hot bag from his hands and set ting it on
the counter. “Go up and change. I’ll have ev ery thing on plates by the
time you get back.”

He did and she did, and they ate at the break fast nook in the cor- 
ner, their view was the back deck and the dark ocean be yond. While
they ate, they did not dis cuss any thing to do with Elis a beth Cald- 



well, in stead talk ing over other busi ness, and the rea son for the
stiff ness in Robert’s back.

“Did those mean girls hurt my baby?” Alex said in an ex ag ger ated
mother’s voice. “Don’t worry, momma’s gonna get ‘em back for
you?”

Robert snick ered and put down his chop sticks, reach ing for his
glass of tea.

“How many times have I told you not to re fer to your self as
momma? It’s just weird. De liv er ance weird.”

Now Alex grinned.
“Well next time we go for a walk in the woods, you can be Ned

Beatty,” she told him, then they both burst into laugh ter.
It was late when they fin ished eat ing, but nei ther was par tic u larly

sleepy, and they did have to talk. An idea sud denly oc curred to
Robert and he grinned wickedly while hold ing his wife close and
look ing down into her eyes.

“Why do I get the feel ing that this is go ing to in volve nu dity and
sweat ing?” she said.

He kissed her.
“Be cause you know me so well,” he said. “But you’re only par tially

right. Come on.”

 
OUT SIDE THE MAS TER BED ROOM IS A DECK half the size of the
one down stairs off the kitchen. Also over look ing the ocean. Usu ally
the only piece of fur ni ture out here is an over sized and ex tremely
com fort able lounger big enough for two. Many times af ter a hard
day at work, Alex and Robert like to cud dle up on the lounger and
just watch the sun set, or the moon rise, or boats pass out on the
bay. But not al ways.



Tonight the lounger is folded up and pushed against the left cor- 
ner of the rail ing and tak ing its place in the mid dle, and much of the
rest of the deck’s space, is an er gonom i cally de signed mas sage ta ble
on which Alex is cur rently rest ing. In his spare time for many years
Robert has been study ing var i ous forms of mas sage, be gin ning with
Swedish back in his early twen ties. Over the years he has learned the
tech niques of all the ma jor forms, and sev eral styles within each.
For about three years now he has been ob sessed with the tech niques
of the Hawai ian form known as Lomi Lomi. He and Alex went on
va ca tion there a few years ago and re ceived a cou ple’s mas sage that
fea tured Lomi Lomi and both en joyed it very much. For dif fer ent
rea sons, though.

Robert has never been a fan of be ing touched by other hu man be- 
ings, least of all when he is wear ing lit tle or no cloth ing. Alex be ing
the ex cep tion to this, of course. For him, mas sages are best for giv- 
ing as op posed to re ceiv ing, and he loves to mas sage Alex, even
more than she likes re ceiv ing them, and she re ally does like it.

Lomi Lomi is one of the most in ti mate forms of mas sage and a lit- 
tle hard to de scribe. But then, there are plenty of YouTube videos
avail able that one can check out for them selves if so in clined.

The re ceiver is com pletely naked, usu ally their most in ti mate
parts cov ered with a small towel. This so the mas sager can have ac- 
cess to the en tire body at once be cause an other key dif fer ence with
Lomi Lomi is that in stead of work ing dif fer ent parts of the body sep- 
a rately, mul ti ple parts of the body are worked si mul ta ne ously. This
re quires a very de ter mined and some what dex ter ous ther a pist, but
the stim u la tions the re ceiver feels as a re sult are so joy ous and ex cit- 
ing that the ef fort is well worth it.



Alex is on her back, eyes closed, her breasts cov ered with a hand
towel, an other one cov er ing her pu bic re gion. As al ways, Alex told
Robert it wasn’t nec es sary. Af ter twenty-five years of mar riage and
count less freaky sex ual en coun ters, there was not a part of her body
that he had not seen, touched, pos si bly spanked, and def i nitely
tasted.

Robert laughed and re minded her that they were out doors, de- 
spite the low light gen er ated from the ar ray of can dles around the
rail ing. “Be sides, I wouldn’t want any body to see you and be come
jeal ous of my good for tune.”

This made Alex snicker, and reach for the crotch of the shorts he’d
changed in to. “You know, I think the one giv ing the mas sage ought
to be naked, too,” she said. “And maybe use more than their hands.”

Robert laughed again, run ning his right hand un der her shoul der
blades and down the length of her back, across her but tocks, past
her thighs, and calves, end ing at her feet. An other key dif fer ence
with Lomi Lomi. The part of the body on the ta ble was mas saged,
too, in stead of just the part that was fac ing the ther a pist.

“They do that in bath houses in Thai land,” he told her, now rub- 
bing the bot toms of her feet with heav ily oiled hands. “And the
client isn’t al lowed to touch the ther a pist, only a one-way street of
af fec tion.”

Alex moaned and sighed as Robert’s hands con tin ued to glide over
ev ery part of her, his slick skin against hers, rub bing, knead ing,
stretch ing, and re ju ve nat ing. It was de light bor der ing on pure ec- 
stasy, al most the per fect end ing to a very long and some what un- 
usual day. The per fect end ing would be when she sat up in a few
min utes and pulled her hus band in for a kiss as the tow els fell away
from her body. Then he would be naked and she’d have the op por tu- 



nity to mas sage him Thai style. Only she wouldn’t com plain when
he broke the no touchie rule.

 
LATER THEY LAY IN THE DARK IN the mid dle of their four poster
king sized bed, the French doors lead ing to the deck still stand ing
open, the sounds of the ocean be yond al most hyp notic. Alex’s head
was on his chest and he stroked her spine with the fin gers of his left
hand. They had been quiet for a long time but that was noth ing new.
They could talk and talk for hours or they could be alone to gether
and say noth ing and not feel un com fort able or as if they needed to
fill the si lence with words. Each knew what the other was think ing,
and when the time came, one of them would start.

Alex kissed his right nip ple be fore she spoke.
“This is a rather in cred i ble thing,” she be gan thought fully. “On the

sur face, it’s so lu di crous that you kind of have to be lieve it be cause
no body could make this shit up. But then, con sid er ing a lot of the
stuff we’ve seen over the years, some of the shit we’ve made up on
be half of clients in trou ble, we at least have to con sider the pos si bil- 
ity that this could be some gi gan tic setup, for what ever pur pose to
be de ter mined later. A mis di rec tion per haps, or who knows what.”

“Valid,” Robert mum bled into the back of her damp hair. “And be- 
fore we do any thing in fur ther ance of as sis tance to Ms. Cald well, we
need to ver ify as much of this story as pos si ble with out tip ping the
po ten tial op po si tion, be cause if Elis a beth is telling the truth, then
she and her son could be in a lot of dan ger if the wrong peo ple get
wind she’s come to us.”

“And not just her and her son,” Alex re minded him. “There are
oth ers to con sider.”



“True. And Je sus this is a tan gled mess, if true. One of the most
bizarre things I’ve ever heard of. I’d be in ter ested in learn ing more
about how she met him, and how they came to…”

Alex chuck led against his chest, then lifted her head to look down
at him in the dark.

“Robert, it’s love. You above all peo ple should un der stand that.
Our get ting to gether wasn’t an easy thing. We had a lot to over come
all those years ago. From with out and within. Things could have
gone very dif fer ently for us if cir cum stances had gone an other way.”

“True, but you have to ad mit, our sit u a tion is far less com pli cated
than the one Ms. Cald well finds her self in. I mean, good lord, can
you imag ine if the roles were re versed with us and you were bring- 
ing me home to meet mom and dad and I had this thing in my back- 
ground?”

“Not just back ground with him,” Alex pointed out. “Com plete
pub lic per sona. And I re mem ber when you and I did tell my par ents
about us. The two hour long talk you and my dad had in the den
while I sat in the kitchen and watched my mother pre tend to make
din ner. Two hours and she never even got one pot boil ing. If I’d
brought this guy home to my daddy… Yeah, I don’t even want to
think about it.”

“Yeah. Well with them it’s not their par ents they have to worry
about. It’s a group of lethal fa nat ics with enough fire power to over- 
throw a small na tion. We’re go ing to have to be very care ful about
how we han dle this.”

“Agreed,” Alex said, turn ing onto Robert’s stom ach and fold ing
her arms across his chest, rest ing her chin on her fore arms. “This
will re quire great care. You’ve al ready put Belchek onto Cald well for
to mor row. I’ll be in ter ested in hear ing her re port. Be good if some- 



one is fol low ing her if Belchek got some pho tos, if she can do it with- 
out be ing com pro mised.”

“She’ll take care of that,” Robert af firmed. “If some one is fol low- 
ing Elis a beth Cald well to mor row, Belchek will spot and pho to graph
them. Then we’ll get Andie to work her in ves tiga tive magic.”

“And speak ing of Andie. I think we should get her go ing on back- 
ground, for Cald well and her boyfriend. We need to keep this thing
as close to the vest as we can for now. I don’t like hav ing our peo ple
work ing in the dark, but some times it’s bet ter that way.”

“I agree,” Robert said, slip ping his arms around her back. “If you
want, I’ll get on with Andie in the morn ing and read her in on a lim- 
ited ba sis.”

Alex smiled.
“Oh, baby, you’re go ing to be do ing more than that. I think you

will agree that this cer tainly qual i fies as a spe cial op er a tion, one
that, as you pre vi ously ex pressed, will re quire the ut most dis cre tion
and op er a tional over sight.”

“Should you be sound ing so much like a CEO when you’re naked
and your pelvis is press ing into mine?” Robert in quired pi ously, his
hands slip ping down to her butt.

“I find it the best way to make sure I have the com plete at ten tion
of my sub or di nates. And judg ing by the way you’re try ing to salute
me down there, I think I have your full at ten tion, Mr. Chan dler.”

“You do, Ms. Wells. Pro ceed, please.”
“I’m as sign ing this project to Spe cial Op er a tions. You will per son- 

ally over see it, us ing what ever per son nel and re sources you re quire.
That is, as sum ing we can ver ify her story and de cide to go through
with the job. You’ll need Andie’s help and she might have to use
some of her other re sources be cause of the lo ca tion of our sub jects.



Ray will need to be brought in as well be cause you can’t do a good
in va sion of some body’s life these days with out the cy ber geeks. You
think Jim needs to be brought in now?”

“Not yet,” Robert said. “Soon. Wally, too. But I am go ing to bring
Tino in. If we es tab lish that she is be ing fol lowed out here, I’ll want
to find out what it’s like back home for her. I’ll have Tino get a team
to Chat tanooga to scope things out, get ad di tional IDs, and maybe
be there for pro tec tion just in case some thing jumps off. I think
there’s prob a bly more of a rea son be hind why this thing is com ing
to a head now than Cald well let on. Maybe she knows her sit u a tion
is ten u ous, that per haps some body wants her out of the pic ture for
good. Her son, too.”

Alex was thought ful for a few mo ments, then she sighed.
“As sum ing all of this is true.”
“As sum ing that. But tell the truth, you kind of be lieve it al ready?”
“And so do you. Which is why we’re dis cussing this like an ac tual

job be fore we even get paid a re tainer. We’re gonna have to rec tify
that soon, too. Once we talk to Mr. Ten nyson him self. Need to have
Andie see how much he’s worth, so we know he can af ford this.
Won’t be cheap.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Robert said, nib bling the side of her neck. “I will
carry out your or ders to the fullest first thing in the morn ing, if it
pleases you.”

Alex grinned imp ishly.
“Oh, Di rec tor Chan dler, you know so well what pleases me. A lit tle

lower and to the left, if you would.”
“At your or ders, my lady,” he replied, then com plied with great

de light.



Chap ter 7

Andie Pearth was sit ting at her desk at eight forty-nine the next
morn ing star ing at her read ing glasses and de bat ing on whether or
not to make an ap point ment to have her forty-two year old eyes
checked. She had been read ing a re port on her e-pad and the words
started to blur. More likely ex haus tion be cause she hadn’t been get- 
ting enough rest lately. That tends to hap pen when you’re the sin gle
mom of twin eigh teen year olds (a girl and a boy) who like to see just
how far they can push you to the edge of san ity be fore you com- 
pletely flip out and start tak ing hostages. They were good kids, but
kind of bratty some times. Then there were the de mands of her job
that never seemed to get any eas ier. And there was her per sonal life.
Yeah, she ac tu ally had one of those now. It was a won der she could
even see straight most days.

Andie was smil ing and rub bing the bridge of her nose with the
thumb and fore fin ger of her left hand when her Smart phone be gan
buzzing. She read the dis play with out her glasses, swore when she
couldn’t make it out, then put her glasses back on. Now she could
clearly see the name: “Daddy Boss”. Alex was listed as “Boss
Momma”.

“Well good morn ing, Mr. Chan dler, how pleas ant it is to here from
you on this dreary morn ing here in the City by the Bay.”



“Funny,” Robert replied down the line. “Down by the bay I saw
out my win dow when I woke up this morn ing it was bright and
sunny. Or at least it be came so at sunup.”

Andie chuck led.
“Can you see the mid dle fin ger I’m hold ing up from all the way

down Diego way?”
“Sure can,” Robert replied. “Be cause the sur veil lance cam eras I

had Ray in stall in all se nior man age ment of fices are first-rate. By
the way, that plant be hind your desk needs more wa ter.”

Andie paused and glanced back over her shoul der, frown ing. Then
she heard Robert’s deep chuckle down the line.

“When you Skype con fer enced with Alex and Gerry about the new
line yes ter day, you were at your desk and Alex saw the con di tion the
plant was in. She men tioned it when she briefed me last night.”

Andie smirked. “So glad that the peo ple who are sup posed to be
run ning the com pany that my fam ily’s liveli hood de pends on have
enough time on their hands to dis cuss my dis mal hor ti cul tural abil i- 
ties. My kids gave me that plant and the damn thing seems de ter- 
mine to die no mat ter what I do.”

“Knew there was a rea son we nick named you Mata dor,” Robert
chuck led. “Our own per sonal bringer of death.”

“Ha, ha,” Andie re torted, ad just ing her glasses and glanc ing down
at her e-pad. “Did you call this morn ing just to ha rass me, or was
there some thing more?”

There was a brief pause, and when Robert spoke next, Andie de- 
tected no hint of jovi al ity in his tone.

“Busi ness,” he said sim ply. “Some thing I need you to do and you
have to keep it close for the time be ing. Un der stood?”



“Of course,” Andie replied, her tone now match ing his. She
cleared the screen on her e-pad and brought up a blank doc u ment
sheet. “What you need?”

She lis tened and typed, ask ing no ques tions un til he fin ished, and
then only the most rudi men tary be cause Andie had known and
worked for Robert long enough to un der stand the na ture of what he
was ask ing and why with out hav ing to query.

“For now this is a re search project,” Robert told her. “Bill it to my
Spe cial Op er a tions ac count. If it goes be yond the re search phase, I’ll
give you a new ac count num ber and han dle the client billing on my
end for this part of the job. Also, I’m go ing to be con tact ing Ray in a
bit to re quest he as sign one of his best geeks to help you with any
tech ni cal as sis tance you re quire. They will de fer to you and are only
to be told what they need to know to do the job. Any other ques- 
tions?”

Andie laughed.
“Oh how I love it when you give me the sneaky shit to do,” she

said. “Nah, boss. I got it. I imag ine you want this soon?”
“Soon est, please,” he told her. “But take the time you need to get it

right. Let me know if you have any prob lems that I can take care of
on my end.”

“Will do. I’ll clear my decks and get started right away.”
They hung up and Andie’s decks were cleared within the next ten

min utes. She was smil ing, know ing that some thing good was brew- 
ing. When ever Robert or Alex gave her a job that re quired her per- 
sonal at ten tion she knew it was big. And of the two names Robert
had given her, one she al ready knew, and this made her all the more
cu ri ous.



She turned from her e-pad to the desk top on her left, ad justed her
glasses once more, and started typ ing.

 
RAY AL VAREZ WAS JUST WALK ING INTO his of fice in the Cy ber
Op er a tions Cen ter in Phoenix when Robert’s call came. He was
about to ob serve a new sys tem test run that two of his se nior de vel- 
op ers had been work ing on for the past two months and had high
hopes for suc cess.

“Yeah, oth er wise they’ll have just been wast ing our money, right?”
Robert re marked sar don ically when Ray told him.

“About the size of it,” Ray said, mov ing to his desk. “On the pos i- 
tive side, if this does work as we hope, I think it’ll be a real boost to
Cy ber Op er a tions, a way to serve more client needs in a time lier
fash ion. So fin gers crossed.”

“Al ways,” Robert said, then told him why he was call ing, adding
the same ad mo ni tion he had given Andie about the need for cir cum- 
spec tion and lim ited ques tions. “So I need some one who is both
good and knows how to keep their mouth shut.”

Ray barely paused be fore re spond ing.
“I’ll as sign Dora Shaw. She’s young but very good, a real up and

comer, if peo ple still say that these days. She can han dle any thing
Andie needs and she’s dis creet. I’ll give her a re minder be fore
putting her in touch with Andie, though.”

“Sounds good,” Robert replied. “Thanks. I won’t hold you, I know
you’ve got a lot of geeky things to han dle out there in the desert.
How’s the fam ily, by the way?”

Ray chuck led.
“Bet ter than I have a right to ex pect at this stage of my life,

Robert,” he replied. “Great.”



Robert said good bye and hung up. Ray sat at his desk, opened a
lap top with a screen big enough to be seen from outer space, typed
in his pass word. Then he reached for the phone on the desk and
pressed a but ton. “Ar mand, find Dora Shaw for me, please, and have
her come to my of fice in Cy ber Ops right away. Thank you.”

He hung up and started work ing the keys on the lap top with a fu- 
ri ous in ten sity.

 
TINO VEGA WAS ON ONE OF THE OUT DOOR ranges by him self
emp ty ing an other mag a zine of .40 cal iber train ing am mu ni tion into
a se quence of card board tar gets set twenty yards away. Ev ery hit a
clean dead-cen ter head shot. When the slide locked back on the full-
sized tac ti cal pis tol, he reached for an other, then felt the phone on
his hip buzzing. He set the weapon down, pulled off his ear pro tec- 
tors, reached for the phone.

“Mr. Chan dler, what an un ex pected plea sure to hear from you this
af ter noon.”

“Still morn ing on the west coast, Mr. Vega,” Robert replied. “Did I
catch you on the way to lunch?”

“Nah, I’m on the range wast ing some train ing ammo.”
“That’s never a waste,” Robert told him. “Train like hell and your

work will al ways be easy. Or some thing like that.”
“Not too easy,” Tino re turned, re mov ing his shoot ing glasses and

set ting them down next to his weapon and ear phones. “That’d be
kind of bor ing. So what’s up? You don’t usu ally call to shoot the shit
on com pany time.”

“Why does ev ery body think I al ways call when I want some thing?”
Robert feigned ex as per a tion. “I mean, I’m a friendly guy, I could
just be call ing to catch up with a dear friend and col league.”



“Well, as you are my boss’ boss, it would be bad form to call you a
liar out right, how ever…”

Robert chuck led.
“Yeah, right. Okay, I do have an as sign ment. Maybe. De pends on

how some thing de vel ops later to day. For now I’d like you to pre pare
to de ploy a small covert sur veil lance team. I’ll tell you where if we go
for ward. For now, just pick your op er a tors and get them ready to
de ploy tonight if you get the go ahead. Could be long term, and will
likely ex pand if this goes the way I think it might. This is not an of fi- 
cial op er a tion yet, and won’t be for some time. Ab so lute dis cre tion is
re quired, you re port di rectly to me on this and your peo ple do not
need to know why they are do ing what they are do ing, just that it
needs to be done. Am I clear?”

“As mud, boss,” Tino said with a grin. “But I un der stand. Can you
at least give me a re gional, so I have an idea where to de ploy the
team from? I’ve got four on standby now, two here in Mi ami, one in
Dal las, the fourth in LA.”

“Use one of the home teams,” Robert told him. “I’m go ing to send
you op er a tional re quire ments later on if the mis sion is a go. As this
thing pro gresses, Tac ti cal As sis tance will be play ing a ma jor role on
the ground. You’ll need to per son ally co or di nate and over see it. But
like I said, for now it’s just a sur veil lance job. Covert. The team can- 
not be de tected un der any cir cum stances. Got it?”

“Got it, boss. I’ll take care of it now. Let me know when.”
“Will do,” Robert said, then hung up.
Tino put the phone back on his belt, picked up his weapon and

equip ment, then headed for the range exit, a buzz of ex cite ment ris- 
ing along his ribs, that old pre-op er a tional rush, both wel comed and
dreaded.



And kind of ex cit ing, too.

 
ALEX HAD TWO CLIENT MEET INGS that morn ing and fin ished
with the sec ond just af ter eleven-thirty. Her as sis tant, Dan Rain oldi,
es corted the two phar ma ceu ti cal ex ec u tives out of her of fice and to- 
ward the bank of el e va tors down the cor ri dor, and so he was still
away when Robert walked in a few mo ments later, paus ing in the
open door way to knock.

Alex was lean ing over her desk star ing at her desk top screen. She
glanced up, read ing glasses perched on the edge of her small nose.

“I’ve gotta get bet ter se cu rity around here,” she said. “Ap par ently
any body can just walk in unan nounced.”

Robert smiled and walked in, clos ing the door be hind him. “One
of the perks of hav ing car nal knowl edge of the boss.”

Alex smiled, went back to read ing the screen as she took her seat.
“What’s up?” she asked.
“Just fin ished up with some re ports I needed to han dle,” he told

her. “Also, I spoke to ev ery one this morn ing and briefed them,
adding the need to keep this project quiet. Andie is al ready work ing
on the back ground stuff, I got Ray to as sign one of his top an a lysts,
woman by the name of Shaw. She’s re port ing to Andie. And Tino is
get ting one of his teams ready to de ploy tonight if we pull the trig- 
ger.”

Alex glanced over.
“What about Lour des?”
“In the field,” he said. “She’ll re port in when the job is done, un- 

less there’s a prob lem. I want her to stay fo cused on spot ting sur- 
veil lance and not worry about check ing in.”

Alex nod ded, re mov ing her glasses and lean ing back in her chair.



“This thing goes off, it’s gonna be big, Robert. Re quire a lot of co- 
or di na tion and per son nel hours. And it has to be done in se cret. The
tac ti cal as pects will re quire pre ci sion, close tim ing, and I can think
of a hun dred ways it could all blow up in our faces.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Andie’s gonna have her hands full, too. Be- 
cause if we go for ward past the re search phase, I’m go ing to want as
much in for ma tion on the op po si tion as we can get. There will be one
ad van tage on our side, though?”

Alex nod ded again. “Yeah, hav ing some body with in side knowl- 
edge of the op po si tion on our side, his life de pend ing on us suc ceed- 
ing. We re ally do need to talk to him, get a sense of the man, and
make sure this is not all a weird hoax. Or some thing more sin is ter. I
mean, we do have some en e mies.”

“True. But I can’t imag ine any of them us ing this ruse to get to us.
Too con vo luted, and too many ways it could go wrong on their end.
And us ing Cald well, as sum ing she’s not a highly skilled op er a tor
with an im pec ca ble back stop, is be yond risky.”

“Even if she is care fully back stopped, Andie will punc ture it. She’s
the best at what she does. And then we’ll know.”

They were quiet for a long time, star ing at one an other. Then
Robert glanced at his watch. “You free for lunch or should I or der
in?”

“Or der in, please,” Alex said, glanc ing at the clock on the wall to
her right. “I need to get through about five more re ports and make
some calls be fore quit ting time. Veg gie subs?”

“Sounds good,” Robert said, push ing up from the chair. “I’ll call
Mama Rosa’s from my of fice, and bring it over when the food ar- 
rives.”



“You’re a good hus band,” Alex said to his back. “And I will de fend
that state ment no mat ter what any body else thinks.”

Robert paused as he opened the door, glanc ing back, see ing the
grin on his wife’s lips as she put her glasses back on. He blew her a
kiss and walked out, find ing Dan Rain oldi back at his desk.

Alex found her place in the re port and picked up where she had
left off.

 
LOUR DES BELCHEK WALKED IN THE FRONT door of her apart- 
ment at ten p.m. on the dot that night, com pletely ex hausted, but
thrilled with a sense of ac com plish ment re gard ing her lat est as sign- 
ment. She paid her sit ter and locked the door and turned on the
alarm af ter the woman left, then went to her daugh ter’s bed room to
check on her, find ing the young girl fast asleep, safe and tucked into
her bed. She stood in the door way watch ing her for a few min utes,
sighed, and stepped out, clos ing the door softly.

Five min utes later Belchek was sit ting at the small kitchen ta ble
eat ing a mi crowaved Bos ton Mar ket din ner and drink ing a bot tle of
Corona, the events of the day play ing through her mind. A re port
would need to be typed up, but that could wait till morn ing. She’d
al ready spo ken with Robert and sent him an email. He seemed
pleased with both and told her to go home and get some rest. For
now she was done and he’d also added, for the third time since
hand ing her this as sign ment, that she was to dis cuss it with no one
be sides him self. Well she was used to that, work ing in Spe cial Op er- 
a tions, work ing for Robert Chan dler.

“Take the man out of the CIA,” she mused, emp ty ing the last of
the con tents of the beer bot tle down her throat. She stood up and
got an other, then went back to fin ish her din ner.



 
WHEN THEY BOUGHT THE HOUSE, THERE had been a den at
the back of the first floor, with yet an other great view of the beach. It
still had the view, but now the room was their in home of fice. Two
desks fac ing one an other with the large pic ture win dow in back to
the left and right flanks of them. Robert pre ferred the desk that had
the win dow on his left, Alex pre ferred the right side. How ever, right
now, they were both at Robert’s desk look ing at the video file Lour- 
des Belchek had sent. De spite the busi ness na ture of the event, as
they were wife and hus band, Alex was sit ting across Robert’s lap
with his left arm draped over her thighs.

“Well that set tles that,” Alex said as the last of the video shots
ended. “Looks like Elis a beth Cald well wasn’t imag in ing be ing fol- 
lowed af ter all.”

Robert reached be hind his wife with his right hand and closed the
file on the com puter.

“So it would ap pear,” he said as Alex leaned back in his arms.
“Belchek got good face shots of both of them so Andie might be able
to pull IDs from some fa cial recog ni tion data base some where. If
we’re lucky, they might have crim i nal records, make it eas ier.”

“Maybe in Ten nes see,” Alex sug gested. “Con sid er ing that’s where
they’re prob a bly based, if they’re fol low ing her back home.”

“Maybe,” Robert said ab sently, his right hand mas sag ing the top
of Alex’s right shoul der. “But we’ll find out soon enough.”

“You’re go ing to de ploy Tino’s team tonight?”
Robert nod ded. “Yeah. If you’ll lean up so I can reach my phone

over there.”
“And if I don’t lean up?” she teased.



“Well not that I don’t en joy the sen sa tion of your cute lit tle booty
up against my lower ex trem i ties, quite a lot ac tu ally, but this is busi- 
ness.”

Alex made a show of sigh ing and shift ing around on his lap for a
minute, then leaned for ward, push ing against him even harder, and
pick ing up his phone.

“Here you go, honey,” she said sweetly, turn ing with a grin.
“You def i nitely didn’t get enough spank ings when you were a

child,” Robert said, tak ing the phone with his left hand, cir cling her
waist with his right fore arm. “But in just a lit tle while, Ms. Wells,
I’m go ing to see what I can do to rec tify that.”

Alex was laugh ing when he pressed the speed dial num ber for
Tino Vega. Tino an swered on the sec ond ring, sound ing as if he had
been asleep. Given the three hour time dif fer ence, he prob a bly had
been.

“It’s a go, Tino. You’ll be get ting an email in a mo ment with all the
par tic u lars. Any ques tions, call at any time. Good night, Com man- 
der, and best re gards to the team.”

When he ended the call, Robert went to his email and sent a file
that had been pre loaded and wait ing in stor age.

“Well that’s done,” he said, lean ing around Alex to set the phone
back on the desk. “And now for that spank ing…”



Chap ter 8

RALEIGH, NORTH CAR OLINA
 

Sher iff Jim Dob son had seen some bad things in his thirty-four
years of law en force ment, some very bad. But what he was look ing
at to day was be yond bad; hor rific enough to make him want to take
off his badge and re tire to a cabin deep in the woods to live out the
rest of his days in the quiet. How hu man be ings could be so de spi ca- 
ble to one an other was one thing he would never un der stand. How
much hate some of them had in side of them. It was be yond all rea- 
son and un der stand ing. What he saw more than dis gusted him, it
turned the core of his be ing into ice.

“It’s up to eleven now, Sher iff. Cou ple of more look likely. This is
al most too much to com pre hend. Who would do this?”

The speaker was twenty years younger than Dob son, but a fine
law of fi cer none the less, a sergeant with the Sher iff’s Homi cide Unit.
As bad a day as Dob son was hav ing, the sergeant was go ing to have
a worse one be cause he had caught this case.

Dob son’s voice was a weary mono tone when he spoke. “If this is
what I think it is, it’s gonna be even worse than you think. I’m gonna
have to talk to the feds. They’ll prob a bly be com ing in on this, too.
That might crowd you some, Mike, but they got re sources we don’t.”

Sergeant (De tec tive) Mike Rhodes was still star ing at the scene
be fore him, feel ing a cold ness tug at his gut, and at his soul.

“Don’t bother me one bit, Jim. We need all the help we can get.
And I know what you sus pect. Me, too. This is bad, but it’s prob a bly



a lot worse than we know. Can’t help but be. Yeah, get ting the feds
in volved sooner makes sense. At least later on we won’t take no flak
for not call ing them in early as we could. Press is ar riv ing, too. You
want me to say some thing?”

Dob son shook his head.
“No. I want you on this in ves ti ga tion, pro cess ing the scene, find- 

ing any clues left be hind. That’s pri or ity one. The me dia can wait. I’ll
han dle the state ment through the press li ai son. Lisa Hin dle is on
her way down here. You take charge here and do what you do best.
I’m call ing the FBI SAC di rectly. Hell maybe even the Di rec tor in
Wash ing ton him self. And then our At tor ney Gen eral and the Gov er- 
nor. Just to cover all my bases.”

“Good idea, Sher iff,” Rhodes said, watch ing as the county coro- 
ner’s ve hi cles ar rived on scene, along with sev eral am bu lances
drafted for the multi-fa tal ity event. “This is gonna be big,” he mum- 
bled once again, mostly to him self.

“No, Mike,” the sher iff said, fi nally tear ing his eyes away from the
mas sacre scene. “This al ready is fuck ing aw ful.”

Dob son turned abruptly and walked away, leav ing Rhodes to his
work.

And what mis er able work it was, too.



Chap ter 9

“And what dis tin guishes this part of the pro fes sion from all the oth- 
ers is the re quire ment that the close-pro tec tion spe cial ist do more
than carry out the client’s wishes. She or he has to act in their
client’s best in ter ests, even when it runs con trary to their wishes. A
tricky prospect, to be sure. Es pe cially given that the vast ma jor ity of
your clients will be im por tant peo ple—at least in their minds—who
are used to be ing in charge and not hav ing un der lings ques tion
them or refuse to al low them to do some thing they want to. This is
why good com mu ni ca tion at the out set is es sen tial to pre vent such
con flicts once a job be gins. Clients must be made to un der stand that
the pro tec tion agent is not hired as an ac ces sory, that he or she is
there to per form a vi tal ser vice, namely to keep the client alive. This
means that when deal ing with pro tectees we must be cour te ous but
firm, and never al low them to in tim i date us into do ing some thing
we know would put them or our selves at un nec es sary risk. Again,
not al ways easy, de pend ing on the client, but it is the job of the
close-pro tec tion agent to pull it off.”

Robert paused, glanced around the class room at the twenty-three
stu dents seated in front of him. They ranged in age from twenty-six
to forty-one, all with back grounds in the armed forces, law en force- 
ment, or pri vate se cu rity. Eight were for eign na tion als. Dif fer ent
back grounds, dif fer ent races and eth nic i ties, dif fer ent rea sons for



be ing in this class. But none of that mat tered now. They were here,
and over the next six weeks at least half of them would be gone
with out com plet ing the train ing. Those that did would re ceive CPG’s
seal of ap proval and re turn to their ser vices the bet ter for it, prob a- 
bly, praise and pro mo tion, maybe. Two would be com ing to work at
Cen tu rion if they passed.

“I’m not go ing to bore you any more. I know all of you are ea ger to
get started. The cadre be hind me is cer tainly ea ger to get rid of me,
too. I just wanted to come and say hi, wel come each of you, wish you
luck. Be lieve me, you’re go ing to need it. Your in struc tors are among
the best in the world. Fair, but ex tremely tough. No one com pletes
this or any of our cour ses who is not ready to work in the field. So do
your best, strive hard, but if in the end you don’t make it, know one
thing if you know noth ing else. You weren’t ready. Okay, folks, that’s
it. Rise, please.”

The stu dents did as Robert stepped back and Pey ton Lan cas ter
stepped for ward wear ing track suit pants, a gray T-shirt with the
CPG logo above the left breast, and white run ning shoes.

“Okay, peo ple, lis ten up. We’re go ing to start off by see ing what
kind of shape ev ery one is in. So we’re go ing to go for a lit tle rump
around the com pound, down the beach, into the woods, and maybe
all the way up the PCH to Seat tle if your in struc tors feel like it.
Okay, ev ery body out side on the dou ble!”

Robert smiled as he watched the in struc tors lead the stu dents out
of the class room at a quick march. Lan cas ter hung back, turn ing
and grin ning at him.

“Sure you don’t want to join us, Chief?”
“Thank you so much, Ms. Lan cas ter, re ally. But I al ready did my

five miles at home this morn ing. And please try not to kill any of



them on the first day.”
“No prom ises,” she said, head ing for the door to catch up.
Robert was left alone for just a few sec onds be cause Lour des

Belchek came in, dressed in sim i lar fash ion as the Chief Train ing
Of fi cer.

“You missed the group, if that’s what you were look ing for.”
Belchek grinned, shak ing her head.
“Ac tu ally I was hop ing to miss them. Al ready got my miles in to- 

day. Got some other stuff I need to do any way. Teach ing firearms af- 
ter lunch.”

“Sounds like fun,” he said. “Kind of wish I could stay for that.”
“Gotta go?”
“Yeah,” he replied, glanc ing at his watch. “Stuff to do down in San

Diego.”
Belchek nod ded, purs ing her lips, her eyes down. Robert watched

her, sens ing un ease.
“What is it, Lour des?”
She hes i tated for a while longer, then met his eyes.
“Well, I was just won der ing, that job you had me do last week. I

know I prob a bly shouldn’t ask…”
“You shouldn’t,” Robert af firmed. He took a few steps closer to

her, low ered his voice. “But in time, you’ll know more. I prom ise.
But for now…”

She nod ded and brought her right thumb and fore fin ger to her
lips, draw ing them across like a zip per. Robert nod ded, smiled, and
turned to walk out of the class room. He was in his of fice at the
Train ing Cen ter when his phone buzzed and he saw by the dis play
that the caller was Andie Pearth.

“Yes, Andie?” he said, sit ting.



“Got ev ery thing, boss,” she said. “Ready to send it to you via se- 
cure email.”

“Do it,” he told her. “Once I go over it, I may have ques tions.”
“I’ll be avail able.”
“Ac tu ally, pretty soon I’m prob a bly go ing to need you to be a lot

more avail able. Prob a bly go ing to need you to fly down here in a few
days. I’ll let you know.”

“So we’re go ing op er a tional on this?” Andie said, the ex cite ment
in her voice im pos si ble to dis guise. “What ever this is.”

“I’ll let you know,” Robert told her. “Now send that email, please.”
“Yes, sir,” Andie pre tended to pout, then hung up.
Robert smiled to him self and put his phone on the desk, turn ing

to his com puter, click ing on the email icon. It took just over a
minute for Andie’s email to reach him. He down loaded the zip file,
opened it and saw sev eral doc u ment files in side, all of them very
large. He was in for a lot of read ing, and he had to get back to San
Diego be fore one. But a quick skim wouldn’t take too long, even as
slowly as he read.

Robert moved the cur sor to the sec ond and largest file and dou ble
clicked. A mo ment later, the en tire life his tory of one Ed ward Mar- 
tin Ten nyson III opened be fore him. The first thing was a birth cer- 
tifi cate filed in Shelby County, Al abama fifty-eight years ago.

“Damn, Andie, you’re thor ough,” he said aloud, and be gan
scrolling.

 
AS SAD FORUK AND DAN RA NOLDI WERE sit ting in the two
client chairs across from Alex’s desk, both with e-pads on their laps,
Foruk with blue oc tag o nal framed glasses perched above his long,



slightly crooked nose. Alex was be hind her desk lean ing for ward as
she spoke.

“I’m not go ing to meet with them this week, As sad. There’s no real
point. They’re just drag ging their feet on the de ci sion. They know
what they want to do, they’re just de lay ing to see if I’ll make a
counter of fer. Which I’m not go ing to. The price I quoted is fi nal.
They want to meet again, you can take the meet ing, if you want.”

Foruk nod ded, push ing his glasses back on his nose with one fin- 
ger, then typ ing on his pad.

“Should I re it er ate any thing in par tic u lar or just let them bab ble?”
“Let ‘em bab ble. Won’t mat ter. But if you do meet with them,

make it clear that it’s the last meet ing they get with CPG. Next will
be a con tract sign ing, or there won’t be a next.”

Foruk nod ded, mak ing more notes.
“Dan, I need a meet ing with the Cham ber of Com merce pres i dent

in the next week or so. Just him, no one else. See if you can set up a
lunch. That ought to be more in ti mate, and some thing he’s likely to
agree to.”

“Any place in par tic u lar?” the per sonal as sis tant asked.
“Make it that Ital ian place on Pine. They’ve got great pasta and

some re ally de li cious veg gie dishes.”
“And should he ask what you want to see him about?”
“Be vague, tell him it’s not all that im por tant, just a de sire for a

busi ness owner in good stand ing with the com mu nity to get to- 
gether and dis cuss… what-the-the-hell-ever. Like I said, be vague.
Just make it hap pen, please.”

“I’ll do my best. Ac tu ally his sec re tary kind of likes me, maybe I’ll
use that as an in.”



Alex smiled. “Well I wouldn’t want it to be said that I’m pimp ing
my em ploy ees. Even for a good cause.”

Rain oldi and Foruk laughed.
“Not to worry, I don’t give it up that eas ily.”
“That’s not what I hear,” Foruk grinned.
Rain oldi cast a smirk in the di rec tion of the Chief of Staff. “You’re

just jeal ous.”
“Okay, boys,” Alex chided. “Play nice. What else is on the

agenda?”
Foruk was about to an swer when Robert’s form filled the open

door way from the outer of fice. Alex glanced up and saw his eyes,
rec og niz ing the look at once.

“Fel las, would you ex cuse me for a bit, please. Our es teemed Chief
Pro tec tion Agent needs to speak to me.”

Both men turned and saw Robert, then stood, and de parted with- 
out a word. Robert stepped in side and closed the door be hind him
as he made his way over to Alex’s desk.

She stood up. “What?”
“Some thing you need to read,” he told her, mov ing around to her

desk top and pulling up the email icon. His files were on her com- 
puter and vice versa so it only took a few mo ments to pull up the se- 
cured email from Andie. “Andie com pleted the re search and sent it
to me. I was just gonna skim a lit tle of it be fore com ing down this af- 
ter noon. I started with Ten nyson’s file, and I’m glad I did. Also read
what she un cov ered about the two guys Belchek recorded fol low ing
Cald well last week. You’re go ing to like this about as much as I did.
Which means not even a lit tle. While you read, I need to call Tino.”

Alex frowned, look ing from her desk top screen to Robert as he
walked back to the other side of the desk and pulled out his phone.



“Some thing’s got you re ally wor ried?”
“Yes. Please sit and read, Alex. I’ve high lighted some of the more

rel e vant de tails. Ev ery thing will be come clear as soon as you read
them.”

Af ter an other few mo ments, Alex sat and be gan to scroll to the
high lighted por tions of the first re port. Robert had al ready hit the
speed dial for Tino Vega, waited three rings be fore the line was
picked up.

“Tino, lis ten care fully,” he be gan with out pre am ble or pleas- 
antries. “I need you to send that sec ond team to Chat tanooga right
now. Covert tac ti cal sta tus, Level Omega. Un der stood?”

No hes i ta tion, “Got it, boss. They’re on two-hour standby. They’ll
be air borne and then on the ground ASAP. Or ders?”

“Watch the other team’s back and their own,” Robert said flatly.
“More de tails will be forth com ing. Out.”

When Robert turned, Alex was star ing at him, her glasses held
tightly in her right hand.

“Shit!” she said.
“Yeah,” Robert said. “Read the files on the two watch ers and I’m

sure your lan guage will be come even more col or ful.”
She did.
And it did.
“Holy fuck ing Christ!”



Chap ter 10

WASH ING TON, D.C.
 

FBI As sis tant Di rec tor ReaAnn Bracken hung up her desk phone
and turned to the two men sit ting across from her. One was Se nior
Spe cial Agent Bernie Boyce, Bracken’s as sis tant, and the other was
the Bu reau’s As sis tant Di rec tor as signed as li ai son to the De part- 
ment of Jus tice’s Civil Rights Di vi sion. Both wore grim ex pres sions
that Bracken was sure matched her own.

“Not good news, I take it,” said the other AD.
Bracken shook her head. “An other child died, bring ing the to tal

up to twelve.”
“Christ,” said Boyce, look ing from his boss to the other as sis tant

di rec tor. “This just keeps get ting worse. The press is al ready stir ring
up hell down there, whip ping ev ery body up. The gov er nor’s al ready
or dered in the Na tional Guard. Ev ery body is scared this could be
some sort of tip ping point.”

The AD from Jus tice groaned deeply. “DOJ’s all over my ass right
now. I’ve got two teams there and might have to send in an other.
You adding per son nel from other field of fices, Rea?”

Bracken nod ded. Dur ing this time, she was still As sis tant Di rec tor
in Charge of the Crim i nal In ves tiga tive Di vi sion and as such was re- 
spon si ble for over see ing all high pro file vi o lent crimes in ves ti ga- 
tions around the coun try. And the cold blooded mas sacre of twelve
chil dren in a neigh bor hood park in North Car olina cer tainly qual i- 
fied as that.



“At lanta Field Of fice is send ing an SSA and five agents and an
ERT unit is leav ing Birm ing ham in an hour. Di rec tor’s also send ing
some one from the Press Of fice down to han dle the me dia. If that’s
even pos si ble at this point.”

“Any leads at all?”
Bracken’s ex pres sion was sour, her blue eyes cold.
“Noth ing even re motely solid,” she said tightly. “Lot of peo ple

were there but when the shoot ing started, ev ery body started duck- 
ing for cover. About half a dozen shoot ers with as sault style
weapons. Re cov ered a lot of .223 cas ings. All the shoot ers cov ered in
black from head to toe. No body re ported see ing ve hi cles, some say
when the gun fire ended, the shoot ers were just gone. No body saw
which di rec tion. Just van ished.”

“Well the scene was chaos, ev ery body too scared to ac tu ally look
up.”

“Of course.”
“But it is still odd that no one saw any of them leave.”
“It is.”
The room went quiet and the two men looked at one an other as

Bracken stared off in the dis tance, the wheels clearly spin ning in her
mind. Af ter a while, the other AD asked the ques tion.

“What is it, Rea? What are you think ing?
She didn’t look up, but she an swered, even tu ally.
“I’m think ing that this at tack fits a pat tern,” she said slowly. “A

pat tern that we aren’t see ing and some don’t want us to see. There’s
more to this at tack, just like there was more to the one three weeks
ago in Au gusta. These are not ran dom acts, Tony. There is or ga ni za- 
tion and pur pose here. I’m sure of it.”



The as sis tant di rec tor/DOJ li ai son sighed heav ily, glanc ing briefly
at Bernie Boyce.

“Rea, you know the of fi cial po si tion of the White House and DOJ
on that. Which means the Bu reau’s of fi cial po si tion. There is no ev i- 
dence of link age, just a se ries of ran dom vi o lent at tacks on mi nori- 
ties around the coun try, in par tic u lar the south. Hell, they barely
want us to clas sify this as a hate crime. The As sis tant AG who heads
Civil Rights threat ened to quit if they didn’t at least al low that. I tell

you, Rea, they’re liv ing in la-la land fur ther down the street
[v]

 these
days. They don’t lis ten, and if you try to ar gue with them…”

The rest was left un said, but ReaAnn Bracken did not need to hear
it. She knew, which is why she felt so mis er able right now. That and
the fact that de spite their best ef forts and hers, they still didn’t have
any solid leads on the cases in di vid u ally or col lec tively. Which to As- 
sis tant Di rec tor Bracken was fur ther proof of some thing far more
sin is ter.

She glanced at her watch, sud denly re mem ber ing she should have
called her hus band hours ago. Of course he un der stood she was
busy and knew it was for a good rea son, but she still should have
called.

“Bernie, stay on top of Raleigh for me, please. Keep me ap prised
of any de vel op ments, large or small. Also, in a day or so, I may head
down there. Keep it quiet though. Don’t want to make the lo cal of- 
fice ner vous, just want to see things for my self.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Boyce said. “I’ll take care of it.”
“Thank you,” she said, ris ing. “Then I think I’m go ing to head

home. Walk you out, Tony?”
As sis tant Di rec tor Tony Singh nod ded, stand ing as well, ro tat ing

his long neck from side to side try ing to work out a kink. “Sure,” he



said and waited un til she had col lected her things. Boyce said good
night and stood as well as the brass left the of fice. He pulled out his
phone and checked the calls he had missed, see ing noth ing ur gent.
He should prob a bly head home as well, but there was one more
thing he wanted to do be fore leav ing.

He walked around his boss’ desk and sat in her va cated chair,
pick ing up the phone and press ing four but tons, wait ing for the line
to be an swered.

“Records Di vi sion, Maxon speak ing.”
“This is Se nior Spe cial Agent Boyce in As sis tant Di rec tor

Bracken’s of fice. I need some body down there to lo cate a hard file
and send it up at once, please. The As sis tant Di rec tor has re quested
that I re search some thing for her.”

Not a com plete lie, and Boyce was sure Bracken would ap prove if
she knew. But right now it was best that she didn’t. That way only
his ca reer would be at risk.



Chap ter 11

Ev ery thing else planned for the rest of the day was can celled, Alex
or dered in lunch, and for the re main der of the af ter noon she and
Robert were locked in her of fice read ing the com plete in ves tiga tive
dossiers Andie Pearth had pre pared. Alex sat at her desk, bare feet
rest ing on the blot ter, her e-pad in her lap as she looked down
through her glasses at page af ter page of co pi ously ac cu mu lated
data, her at ten tion never wan ing.

Robert was ly ing on the sofa across the room, his shoes also off,
but not his socks. He had taken his lap top out of the back pack he
brought with him and now it was open on his stom ach as he stared
at the screen, his eyes be gin ning to hurt. Lunch had been veg gie
pizza from the lo cal Domino’s. It had been good at the time, fill ing,
but now he was feel ing a lit tle gassy. Prob a bly would need to ex cuse
him self in a bit to go down the hall to the bath room. There was one
at tached to Alex’s of fice suite, a perk that came with be ing CEO, but
as a rule they did not ever share a bath room, not at home or work.
This pol icy had served them very well for more than a quar ter cen- 
tury and nei ther saw a need to al ter things in any way.

Alex pulled off her glasses and looked over to him.
“Why aren’t these guys in jail?” she said.
“You’re read ing the rap sheets for the two watch ers again?”



“Yeah,” she said. “For the fifth time. I mean both these guys have
been ar rested mul ti ple times for petty lar ceny, ve hi cle theft, il le gal
dis tri bu tion of nar cotics, and, let us not for get, in tim i da tion and ter- 
ror is tic threats of a racial na ture. They’ve pled ev ery thing they
couldn’t lie away, and have done prac ti cally no time. Hell, I even see
a cou ple of gun charges in both their records.”

“And you also see that they were ar rested in Ten nes see and Al- 
abama where car ry ing a gun is not as much of an of fense as it is out
here. Even when you’re com mit ting a crime, ap par ently.”

Alex shook her head slowly.
“Maybe we should have tipped off the cops while they were in our

neck of the woods. Betcha they were prob a bly car ry ing. That would
have got them some time in a Cal i for nia pe nal fa cil ity.”

“Per haps,” Robert said. “But then it might have ex posed Elis a beth
Cald well if we had. They didn’t move on her so I guess that means
they were just sup posed to watch, re port any thing un usual.”

“We need to talk to her,” Alex said. “I’ve only spo ken to her once
since she got back home, when she called to give me the num bers
from the burn phones she bought. Paid cash at some con ve nience
store out of her neigh bor hood. Hope fully she wasn’t be ing fol lowed
then.”

“Tino’s team re ports a few fa mil iar ve hi cles cruise her street
some times dur ing dif fer ent nights, but so far no one has got ten out
and tried to get into her condo, or set up static sur veil lance. Of
course, her place could be bugged with video and au dio. I hope she
wasn’t at home when she called you.”

“She wasn’t. She was at the hos pi tal. I could hear all the noise in
the back ground. Maybe we ought to have some one sweep her place.
Covertly, of course. Maybe even with out her knowl edge.”



“Why, Ms. Wells, are you sug gest ing an il le gal en try and snoop
op er a tion? I’m shocked, truly shocked.”

Alex snick ered, low er ing her feet to the floor.
“Of fi cially, I’m not sug gest ing or con don ing any thing, Mr. Chan- 

dler. Spe cial Op er a tions is the ex clu sive purview of the Chief Pro tec- 
tion Agent. I am not privy to all that goes on there and have no time
to be. The CPA is en trusted to carry out all du ties in a le gal and eth i- 
cal fash ion at all times.”

Robert closed the lid on is lap top and sat up, turn ing and bring ing
his feet to the floor. He stared at his wife, his ex pres sion sar donic.

“Some times I al most for get you grad u ated top of your class at
George town Law in just over two and a half years. And, of course,
Madam Pres i dent, I hear you loud and clear.”

Alex grinned and winked at him.
Robert grinned and nod ded at her.
Then both be came se ri ous.
“I think we need to as sem ble the six,” she said, briefly glanc ing at

her e-pad.
“I think you’re right,” he said, nod ding slowly. “I thought we

might wait un til we were a lit tle fur ther along, at least un til af ter we
spoke to Ten nyson and con firmed that we were tak ing the job and
he could af ford us.”

Alex glanced at her screen once more, clicked an icon, then
scrolled to the page she was look ing for.

“Well ac cord ing to Andie’s re search, his fi nan cials are ex cel lent.
He can def i nitely af ford us. Cald well, on the other hand, could not
for more than a day or so.”

“Think that’s why she fell for him?” Robert said.



“What, he’s a rich white su prem a cist?” she said. “Stranger things,
I sup pose. I’ll tell you, Robert, this truly is the strangest case we’ve
ever had. A black woman and a white man fall ing in love, that’s
noth ing. But a seem ingly in tel li gent thirty-five year old black
woman fall ing in love with a white fifty-eight year old out spo ken
racial ex trem ist, now that re ally takes the cake. And the pie.”

“And add to that they have a three year old son named Teddy,”
Robert in ter jected. “Strange doesn’t be gin to cover it, sweet heart.
And we need to find a way to make con tact with him be fore we go
any fur ther. We knew this thing was go ing to be dif fi cult, but with
these other rev e la tions, I fore see a lot more prob lems and I want the
whole com mand team up to speed, even those who prob a bly won’t
have a di rect role in the op er a tion. Think we can get ev ery body here
in the next cou ple of days?”

“Prob a bly,” Alex said. “Af ter all, they do work for us.”
Robert grinned. “Well if any body gives me any lip, I’ll tell ‘em

you’re go ing to kick their ass.”
“Damn right,” Alex pounded her fist on the desk.
Robert laughed.
“I love it when you’re mean.”
“I bite, too,” she teased.
“Yeah,” he said. “I re mem ber. Down girl. I gotta go down the hall

in a minute. Want to split up the calls when I come back?”
Alex nod ded, glanc ing at her watch.
“Bet ter get the east coast calls done first,” she said. “Al ready af ter

nine out there. And I’m go ing to run to the lit tle girl’s pow der room
my self first. See you back here in a few.”

Robert stood, set his lap top on the sofa, stretched his back as his
stom ach gur gled.



“Make it ten,” he said. “Think they put a lit tle too much oil on that
pizza.”

Alex grinned.
“And here I feel ab so lutely fine.”
“Yeah,” Robert said. “Which means about bed time tonight I’ll

need a gas mask if I want to get any sleep.”
Alex picked up a pen and tossed it at him.
“Oh, you’re gonna pay for that one, mis ter! Pay, Pay, Pay!”
Robert smiled. He had caught the pen be fore it hit him. Putting it

in his pants pocket, he turned and walked to ward the door.
Alex grinned again, then headed to the side door that led to her

in-of fice lit tle girl’s pow der room.



Chap ter 12

HIX SON, TEN NES SEE
 

The four op er a tor covert sur veil lance team dis patched by Tino Vega
to watch the res i dence at 5178 Gooden Road in Hix son, Ten nes see
and to fol low the reg is tered owner of condo num ber 4A wher ever
she went was led by Ac tion Jack son, a twenty-eight year old for mer
Army Ranger with a com pact form and deep ebony skin. His real
name was Stan ley Burke, but he pre ferred Ac tion Jack son be cause
he was a fan of Carl Weath ers, the ac tor who starred in the mo tion
pic ture of that name, as well as sev eral Rocky flicks and a host of
oth ers. He also thought he fa vored the ac tor in his younger years,
de spite the lack of height and bulk.

Burke and his team ar rived in Hix son four days ago and had im- 
me di ately gone to work. The beauty of mod ern tech nol ogy aided
them greatly and find ing their tar get held no dif fi culty. Find ing an
un ob tru sive spot to set up had proven chal leng ing, but once that
was ac com plished, the job be came fairly rou tine. Over the long term
it would be hard to do with just four peo ple, and Burke was con sid- 
er ing ask ing Com man der Vega if there was a time clock on this as- 
sign ment if it went on for longer than a cou ple of weeks.

When given the go ahead, Burke had called his team and told
them they were de ploy ing. He gave them the lit tle in for ma tion he
had, which was ba si cally where they were go ing and what they were
sup posed to do when they got there. They didn’t know who Elis a- 
beth Cald well was, didn’t know if she was friend or foe, and it re ally



didn’t mat ter. They had been told to set up covert sur veil lance and
doc u ment ev ery thing, pay ing par tic u lar at ten tion to whether she
was un der any other form of sur veil lance. Oh, and to make sure that
no body saw them, least of all any one else who might be watch ing
Cald well.

Dur ing his last check in with Vega an hour ago he had been given
two pieces of in for ma tion that made him ap pre hen sive. The first
was that he should raise his alert level to max i mum, the sec ond was
that an other team was com ing in to as sist. Ac tu ally, that other team
was com ing to watch his team’s back while they watched Cald well.
Of course, there had been no ex tra ne ous in for ma tion given, just or- 
ders that Burke and his peo ple would carry out un til given new di- 
rec tion. They all trusted Tino Vega, and the peo ple above him. So
op er at ing in the dark to some ex tent was a leap of faith they were all
will ing to take. Still, Ac tion Jack son was quite happy to learn that
soon his back would be watched by Rambo. An ab so lute ass hole
some times, sure, his chief ri val for ad vance ment up the lad der in
TAB, with out a doubt, but a damn fine op er a tor none the less.

Burke and Gail Pat ton were on duty at mid night, hun kered down
in their ob ser va tion post, feel ing the chilly night air, but dressed
warm enough so that it did not pen e trate. The Cald well woman had
come home three hours ago and hadn’t left since. The babysit ter she
paid to watch her kid while she worked at Parkridge Hos pi tal down
in Chat tanooga had left about twenty min utes af ter Cald well ar rived
and since then no vis i tors.

“Looks like an other quiet night in Hix son,” Pat ton whis pered as
she mo men tar ily took her eyes away from the high res o lu tion op tics
she was us ing.



Burke grunted in like tone. “Nights like this I start to miss
Afghanistan.”

Pat ton smiled, shak ing her head, re mem ber ing her days de ployed
in the Mid dle East as a Ma rine. She knew what her team leader
meant, but did not share the joke. She’d done two tours in
Afghanistan and a third in Iraq. Two pur ple hearts and a bronze
star. Took her a year to re cover from her last set of in juries fol low- 
ing an IED at tack in Mousil, and when she did, she was out. Some- 
times she missed her Corps bud dies, even the ass holes, but mostly
she was happy to be out and more or less in one piece. She was
lucky to have found a job with Cen tu rion, and even luck ier that Tino
Vega had got ten a copy of her re sume and thought she might have
what it took to work for him. And to day she couldn’t have been hap- 
pier.

Well, maybe if it were a lit tle warmer, but at least no body was
shoot ing or throw ing bombs at her.

Not yet, at least.

 
BERKE LEY, CAL I FOR NIA

 
Gerry Con rad came out of the bath room as he fin ished his phone
call.

“Yeah, Alex, that’s not a prob lem. I can be there. Yeah, nine sharp.
Got it. See you then. Night.”

He ended the call and turned to glance at his com pan ion sit ting
on the bed, her back against the head board, one leg on the floor.

“What are you look ing at?” he said.
“The sex i est man in this ho tel room,” she said.



Gerry laughed and moved to the bed, crawl ing on top of it and
close to her.

“Some com pli ment, con sid er ing I’m the only man in this room. Or
at least I hope so.”

That com ment earned him a beat ing with a very fluffy pil low that
only ended af ter he cried un cle three times.

“Just teas ing, baby, you know that I know you all woman. Es pe- 
cially when those are hang ing in my face.”

Andie Pearth hit him with the pil low once more, then tossed it
aside and leaned down over him. She was wear ing a white lace bra
and panty set and noth ing else, her long brown (mostly these days)
hair free and loose and now cov er ing a good bit of Gerry’s bare
chest.

“Maybe I ought to hit you with them,” she teased, then kissed him
on the mouth.”

Gerry put his arms around her and pulled her down on top of him,
kiss ing her harder. This went on for sev eral min utes un til both were
breath less and had to quit.

“Boy I’m glad I gave up smok ing,” she said. “Oth er wise I wouldn’t
have the en ergy for that.”

Gerry laughed, low er ing his hands to her butt.
“I’m glad you stopped smok ing, too. But for dif fer ent rea sons.”
Andie grinned, moved a knee be tween his legs. “When’s the last

time a girl kneed you in the junk?”
Gerry laughed again. “Last time I was in this ho tel with you,” he

told her, then kissed her again.
Andie nib bled on his up per lip, then pushed up and strad dled

him, star ing down imp ishly. For Gerry’s part, his dark brown eyes



went right to her breasts, and the smile on his dark face grew al most
as quickly as his hard on.

“Alex called you to HQ?” she said.
He nod ded, re luc tantly tear ing his eyes away from her chest.

“Yeah. Guess they’re get ting the band back to gether. She and Robert
call ing ev ery body, I’ll bet. Must be some thing go ing on be cause this
is an un sched uled meet ing, most likely not board busi ness. Did
Robert tell you any thing, other than be in San Diego day af ter to- 
mor row?”

Andie grinned, reached be hind her.
“You’ve known Robert al most as long as I have. You ever know

him to be a chat ter box? Nah, pretty much the same as you got.
What ever it is, we’ll find out then.”

Gerry nod ded, then some thing oc curred to him.
“Hey, you don’t think they found out about us, do you?”
Andie con sid ered this for a mo ment, then shook her head. “Prob a- 

bly not. But then, there is no rea son for us to hide our re la tion ship.
It doesn’t vi o late any rules. Af ter all, Alex and Robert are mar ried.
And to be hon est, it wouldn’t sur prise me if ev ery body knew, es pe- 
cially Alex and Robert. We do work with a bunch of pro fes sional
snoops. Hun dreds or thou sands of miles dis tance prob a bly won’t
keep any body out of any body else’s busi ness. But fuck it, like I said,
we’ll find out in San Diego.”

And then her bra came off and found its way onto Gerry’s face. He
pulled it away and tossed it on the floor, his smile back, his hard on
never hav ing left.

“God those things are gor geous,” he said, reach ing up.
Andie beat him to it, cov er ing her self with her hands. She sat

upon him star ing wan tonly, squeez ing her self as she squeezed him



be tween her thighs. Gerry had on a pair of silk tiger skin box ers that
were strug gling to con tain his swollen man hood.

“What’s the mat ter?” Andie teased, lean ing for ward, her hands
still cov er ing the ob jects of Gerry’s lust (two of them at least). “Baby
boy can’t fig ure out what he wants to grab a hold of first?”

Gerry laughed, then spun to his left, rolling Andie onto her side.
He quickly freed him self from her legs, turned her onto her back,
and then rein serted him self be tween her thighs, brac ing above her
on his arms.

“I know ex actly what I’m gonna grab first,” said Gerry’s lust laden
voice. “That would be your un der wear.” And be fore Andie could re- 
spond, he had pulled back, taken a hold of the elas tic waist band,
and yanked them off in one fluid mo tion.

Andie was left breath less, still cov er ing her breasts but ex posed
be low the waist. Gerry’s eyes were alive with de sire and he wasted
no time, push ing her thighs apart and ly ing face down on his stom- 
ach be tween them.

“And now… this!”
And then Andie was in heaven.
And so was Gerry Con rad.



Chap ter 13

“That’s it! Keep go ing! You can do it! You can do it! Yes, that’s it!
That’s it! You got it, do it, do it! Yeah!”

Four teen year old Maria Lopez stepped back pant ing, bent over at
the waist for a mo ment, then came back up, still breath ing heav ily.
Alex walked up be hind her and pat ted her back.

“Deep breaths, Maria,” she told the girl. “Deep breaths, slow and
steady. You did great. Re ally great. I’m proud of you. I hope you’re
proud of your self, too. You re ally should be.”

Maria Lopez fi nally man aged to catch her breath and she looked
at Alex, still in hal ing and ex hal ing a lit tle raggedly, but there were
the be gin nings of a smile form ing in the cor ners of her thick lips.
Alex pat ted her shoul der, then turned to the oth ers in the train ing
room. Twelve in all, all young women, none over the age of eigh teen,
and all sur vivors of some form of abuse, phys i cal, men tal, or emo- 
tional, in the re cent past. There were also three adults in the room,
one of whom had served as the live prac tice dummy for Maria
Lopez’s rage. The other two adults, in struc tors also, helped the third
get up from the floor and then re moved the pro tec tive head gear, re- 
veal ing the fa mil iar face of Lour des Belchek. Pey ton Lan cas ter was
one of the in struc tors, and the third was an of fi cer with the San
Diego Po lice De part ment who had been a do mes tic abuse sur vivor
her self years ear lier.



With Alex, they were the founders of a lo cal pri vate help or ga ni za- 
tion that vol un teered to teach self-de fense skills to young women
who had suf fered or were still suf fer ing abuse. It was called Tough
Gals and in the year it had been in op er a tion they had more than
two hun dred young women come to them through out the county,
most rec om mended by lo cal shel ters, some by the po lice, and some
find ing them on their own. And like Maria Lopez, they might come
in bro ken and des per ate, un sure if they will ever be able to pro tect
them selves or feel safe again, but when they leave, they have the
con fi dence and skills to do just that.

Each of the in struc tors broke the stu dents into smaller groups and
taught tech niques and tac tics, then brought ev ery one back to gether
and paired them off, at tack ers and de fend ers, switch ing roles sev- 
eral times. When it was fi nally time to call it a day, ev ery one, in- 
struc tors in cluded, was cov ered in per spi ra tion, but all were smil ing
and pleased with them selves.

Wa ter bot tles were passed around and ev ery one sat on the floor in
a cir cle, some of the girls talk ing to the new friends they had made,
oth ers talk ing to a nearby in struc tor.

Alex sat drink ing, sweat ing, and watch ing the group. Af ter a while,
she got ev ery one’s at ten tion.

“I just want to say again how proud I am of all of you. You have all
done very well in such a short pe riod of time. You should all be
proud of your selves and what each of you has ac com plished. You’re
strong young women and you have to re mem ber that al ways. No
mat ter what any one else tries to tell you, man or woman, you have
to tell your self that and be lieve your self. You mat ter, you are worth
it, and no one has the right to hurt you. And let me tell you some- 
thing on a per sonal note. I know many of you don’t be lieve there is



such a thing as a good man out there. A kind and car ing man who
would never hurt you. There are plenty of them out there, along
with the other kind. Don’t give up look ing. Man or woman I should
have said be cause I know some of you have had prob lems with
women as well. What ever, it doesn’t mat ter. No one has the right to
hurt you. You have the right to be safe.”

Maria Lopez raised her hand.
“Has any one ever hurt you?” she said, eyes in tent.
Alex stared at the young woman for a few mo ments, then nod ded.
“Yes, though not as se verely as many of you have been. When I

was six teen, I went on a date with this guy. We were play ing darts at
one point. And ap par ently he didn’t like los ing to a girl so when I
went to re trieve the darts from the board, he threw one into the back
of my hand. When I turned and looked at him, he was sneer ing.
Need less to say, it didn’t work out be tween us. Never saw the jerk
again. Then, a cou ple years later I was in col lege and I met a man
who I knew right away would never hurt me. In fact, he’s the one
who even tu ally taught me how to fight.”

Al though she prob a bly didn’t re al ize it, the smile on Alex’s face
was very telling and all of the women in the room smiled in re turn.
Funny how true love could do that.

The class broke up and the stu dents col lected their things to leave.
Alex and the other in struc tors stood in back watch ing. Lour des
Belchek turned to her and grinned.

“You know you glow when you talk about Robert?” she said.
Alex frowned ex ag ger at edly. “I do not.”
“Yes you do,” Pey ton Lan cas ter said, pok ing her arm. “God, girl,

your sex life must be amaz ing.”



Now Alex was blush ing, and the other three women would not let
her off easy.

“Well this has been fun, ladies, but I must tear away now. Gotta
get home.”

This brought more gig gles.
“I’ll bet you do,” Lan cas ter said.
“Good night, ladies,” Alex said, bend ing down to re trieve her gym

bag. “See you next week.”
She headed for the door with a cho rus of cat calls at her back.



Chap ter 14

It was rain ing Fri day morn ing, but the weather hadn’t stopped ev- 
ery one from mak ing it to San Diego as re quested. By nine a.m., the
CEO’s con fer ence room off Alex’s of fice con tained nine peo ple. Be- 
sides Alex and Robert and the chief of staff, As sad Foruk, the six
oth ers, some times re ferred to as The Six, had flown in from their
home bases. Each was cu ri ous as to the rea son con sid er ing that usu- 
ally, bar ring a semi an nual board meet ing, when ever they all needed
to talk, video con fer ence was avail able, and most se cure, thanks to
the dili gent ef forts of Ray Al varez’s shop in Phoenix. A meet ing face-
to-face meant there was a prob lem, and when it in volved all of the
found ing mem bers of Cen tu rion, it was a good bet the prob lem was
se ri ous.

Alex took her seat and Robert sat to her right. She smiled at ev ery- 
one.

“Thank you all for com ing out here on such short no tice. I know
that we prob a bly dis rupted some of your week end plans, but Robert
and I felt that we had to do this now rather than later, when we had
planned.”

She glanced to her right and Robert picked up from there.
“Andie, Ray, Tino, the three of you were re cently asked to pro vide

sup port for a Spe cial Op er a tions re search project that I was very
vague about, de lib er ately so. We are about to brief ev ery one in on



this op er a tion and when we’re done, I be lieve you’ll each un der- 
stand why I was so se cre tive.”

“First, how ever,” Alex cut in. “I need to say this, al though I know
that I don’t have to, but I am a lawyer, you know. This is a very sen- 
si tive project, and lives are at risk if the wrong peo ple find out about
it. So noth ing dis cussed here to day is to be passed on to any one out- 
side this room. It will be nec es sary, if we go all the way for ward, to
in volve other CPG per son nel. How ever, the in for ma tion they re ceive
will be lim ited to their need to know re gard ing their par tic u lar as- 
sign ments. I know this will make things a lit tle more dif fi cult, but
we do re cruit the best peo ple and pay them well enough for their
trou ble. Does ev ery one un der stand what I’m ask ing?”

Be fore any one could re spond, Robert in ter jected. “And she isn’t
ac tu ally ask ing,” he said sternly.

Af ter a brief pause where ev ery one looked around the room, each
turned back to ward Alex and Robert, nod ding in the af fir ma tive.

“Okay,” Alex said, then told them about her ini tial en counter with
Elis a beth Cald well last week.

 
ROBERT FIN ISHED BY EX PLAIN ING, for the ben e fit of those who
did not know, what he had in structed some mem bers of the group to
do, from Andie’s in ves tiga tive re search, with the as sis tance of Ray’s
tech ni cal an a lyst, and cul mi nat ing with the on go ing covert sur veil- 
lance be ing con ducted by two teams of Tino’s peo ple.

“Once we re ceived Andie’s re port on the two men who were fol- 
low ing Cald well while she was out here, iden ti fied from pho to- 
graphs taken by Lour des Belchek on my or der, Alex and I thought it
pru dent to in crease the pres ence in Ten nes see, and move ahead the



timetable for in form ing the se nior lead er ship about the po ten tial
job.”

“So you haven’t ac tu ally de cided yet?” Gerry Con rad said from his
seat on the other side of the ta ble, Andie Pearth to his right, Ray Al- 
varez on his left.

“No,” Alex an swered. “We haven’t had the op por tu nity to speak
with Ten nyson yet. There won’t be a de ci sion un til that’s done. We
were go ing to try to es tab lish that first be fore bring ing ev ery one else
in, just in case the job didn’t take off. But now we see we’re deal ing
with more than we thought at first.”

“I’ll say,” Jim Paxon said, shak ing his head. Ev ery one was in ca- 
sual clothes, save for Alex, and Jim’s ca sual clothes were the same
color as his dress clothes: black. He was wear ing a short sleeve black
op er a tor shirt and black jeans, and his hairy, mus cu lar arms rested
on the ta ble in front of him. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight, if
you don’t mind. A black woman falls in love with a white su prem a- 
cist—and not just any white su prem a cist, the white su prem a cist of
all white su prem a cists. The white su prem a cist that all the lit tle
white su prem a cists want to be when they grow up. And he falls in
love with her. He’s mar ried, with kids al ready, but hey, what the
hell. And then he gets her preg nant and she has the baby. Names
the kid af ter daddy. And they con tinue to carry on their happy lit tle
half-Nazi fam ily for three more years un til the fate ful day that Ms.
Cald well is here in San Diego and by chance blun ders into a con fer- 
ence room where our il lus tri ous leader hap pens to be speak ing.
Then, on im pulse, she waits around to see if she can meet with Alex.
And when she does, she asks for help in ex tri cat ing her and her ul- 
tra-white na tion al ist neo-Nazi baby daddy from the clutches of the



very or ga ni za tion that he is re spon si ble for build ing al most sin gle- 
hand edly. God, you can’t make this kind of shit up.”

“You could,” Wally Holt said from be side him. “But no body would
be lieve you. I guess Andie’s re search con firmed as much of this as
pos si ble?”

“Birth cer tifi cate lists Ten nyson as the fa ther,” Andie con firmed.
“And he is pay ing the note on her condo, plus other liv ing ex penses
for the child.”

“I guess that means he’s got money,” Ray said.
“Con firmed that too,” Andie told him. “He’s worth about ten mil- 

lion up front. Fam ily money, his mother’s side. With ad di tional
prop er ties in his wife’s name and some other in vest ments, it’s prob- 
a bly closer to fif teen or twenty mil, give or take.”

“Who says be ing a bigot ain’t prof itable,” said Gerry sourly.
“I was look ing over the sur veil lance ma te rial from last night be- 

fore I came from the ho tel this morn ing,” Tino said, glanc ing down
at his e-pad. “Ten nyson went to the condo in Hix son last night. He
was in Chat tanooga for a rally and must have slipped out. Got there
around ten, didn’t leave till this morn ing. My team did con firm a
fol low ve hi cle. It stayed for an hour then left. An other came by at ir- 
reg u lar in ter vals un til five this morn ing lo cal time.”

“He still lives in Al abama, right?” Ray said, typ ing on his e-pad.
“Yes,” Andie said. “Birth place of our dy namic duo. Birm ing ham.”
“Home wood, ac tu ally,” Alex said. “Sub urb to the south of Birm- 

ing ham. Which is the lo ca tion of the uni ver sity where Robert and I
met al most thirty years ago.”

“Tino, have your peo ple been able to get any pho tos or other ID
in for ma tion on the sur veil lance folks?” Wally asked.



“Neg a tive so far,” the tac ti cal com man der re sponded, still flip ping
through pho tos on his pad. “They’ve had to set up a ways away to
keep from be ing dis cov ered them selves. They’ve got good op tics, but
the an gle is not al ways the best for close ups. Got ve hi cle tags, but
all of them have been reg is tered to busi nesses owned by the top
brass of Ten nyson’s or ga ni za tion, the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance.”

“Fuck that,” Jim spat. “Pa tri ots my ass!”
“Well least they’re white,” Gerry put in.
Jim looked over at him. “Don’t re mind me. Hey look, guys, I’m

sym pa thetic to the sit u a tion with the Cald well woman, she’s in a
tough po si tion, and with what she told you about them find ing out
about her and Ten nyson and threat en ing to hurt her and the kid if
Ten nyson got out of line, well that’s nasty. And maybe we should be
look ing at help ing her. But him?”

“It’s a pack age deal, Jim,” Robert said. “She’s in love with him.
And, if I were to be cold blooded and ve nal, he’s the one with the
bucks. She’s got her mea ger salary and that’s about it. She could
never af ford to hire us.”

Jim sat back in his chair and stared off into the dis tance, his mind
turn ing ev ery thing over slowly, me thod i cally. Robert looked at Alex
and she sighed, glanced around the ta ble.

“My friends, I know this is a tough one, maybe tougher than any- 
thing else we’ve ever faced be fore.”

“Well there was that Mex i can drug lord thing a decade or so ago,
[vi]

” Andie pointed out.
Ev ery one chuck led, ex cept for As sad Foruk on the other side of

Alex. He was tak ing notes on his e-pad and had yet to speak. He was
not a part of the found ing team, but as Alex’s right hand, he was
privy to al most ev ery thing. He even knew what Andie was ref er enc- 



ing with re gards to that Mex i can drug lord, much more than the ru- 
mors that swirled around the lower rungs, but not ev ery thing. In
par tic u lar why the afore men tioned drug lord’s man sion went boom
some time later, or who was be hind it. Be fore Foruk’s time, not re- 
ally his con cern. Still, a part of him would like to know if any one
cur rently in the room with him might have had any thing to do with
it.

Alex turned to him now, touched his arm.
“You’re aw fully quiet over here, Mr. Foruk,” she said to him.
He stopped typ ing and looked up, glanced around, then set tled on

Alex.
“I had this in struc tor at Beltsville who used to tell me I’d learn a

lot more with my mouth closed and my eyes and ears open as op- 
posed to the other way around. A very wise woman. Al though not
wise enough not to step in front of a VIP that some body was try ing
to shoot with a large cal iber firearm. May Al lah smile upon her
spirit. But I do not be lieve you are re ally seek ing opin ions or ap- 
proval, and need nei ther from any of us. So I am lis ten ing and gath- 
er ing all the data and will as sist in mak ing what ever ar range ments
you re quire.”

Alex grinned and turned to Robert.
“The per fect man. Only there to serve.”
“Yeah,” Robert said drea rily. “So here we are, folks. As we said, no

de ci sion has been made, and it’s fifty/fifty ei ther way. Noth ing will
be de cided un til we speak to Ten nyson our selves, though. Then we
go from there.”

“I don’t sup pose you can just call him up on the phone?” Gerry
said. “Say ‘Hey, moth er fucker, burn any crosses on any body’s lawn
lately? No, well then maybe you and that fine sis ter you knocked



up would like to es cape your lives for an all ex penses paid trip to
the Car ib bean!’”

Ev ery one turned and stared at him. Andie was try ing not to show
how con cerned she was about what he had just said, and the way he
said it, but it was not easy. She wanted to reach out and touch him,
but knew that would not be a good idea right now. So she just sat
and stared like ev ery one else.

“Gerry,” Robert said pa tiently. “I know, okay? Ten nyson is an ass- 
hole. As are more than half our clients, es pe cially yours. And I don’t
like him one bit ei ther, but in our busi ness, it’s not about lik ing, it’s
about the job. If—em pha sis on if—we take this job and Ten nyson
be comes our client, we treat him just like any other ass hole whose
money we take. We’re not there yet, and might not be, but if we do
go there, then I ex pect ev ery one at this ta ble to do their part with
the ut most pro fes sion al ism that I know ev ery one here is ca pa ble of.
And while your di vi sion prob a bly won’t have much di rect in volve- 
ment with the op er a tion, some of your re sources might be needed,
which means…”

Gerry had been star ing down at the ta ble, his arms straight out in
front of him. When Robert stopped talk ing, he con tin ued to stare for
nearly a minute, then he looked up to the other side of the ta ble.

“Not a prob lem, boss,” he said tightly.
Robert stared back at him for a long mo ment and nei ther man

broke the eye con tact.
Fi nally Alex nod ded, leaned for ward.
“Okay, folks, we need to dis cuss a few things, and we need to

move quickly. This is go ing to be a work ing week end, and be fore ev- 
ery one heads back home Sun day night, I want to have as de tailed an
op er a tional out line as pos si ble, be gin ning with the next step. That



be ing, se cure con tact with our po ten tial prin ci pal. I would be very
in ter ested in hear ing any ideas any of you has.”

She sat back wait ing.
Af ter a few min utes, Ray stopped fid dling with his e-pad and

glanced her way.
“Well I might ac tu ally have an idea about that,” he said slyly, left

in dex fin ger scratch ing his thick, gray flecked goa tee. “But in or der
for it to work, I’m gonna need Tino’s guys to do some things on the
ground in Ten nes see.”

Tino glanced across at him. “Qué pa sa, mi ami go?”
So Ray told all of them.



Chap ter 15

Sun day af ter noon Alex and Robert hosted a bar beque at their house
out on Coro n ado, all those who had been at the con fer ence on Fri- 
day in vited, al though the in vi ta tion was not re ally op tional. Work
was dis cussed, plans fi nal ized. Still, a good time was had by all in
the re laxed at mos phere of Casa Chan Well on the beach.

As had been some thing of a rou tine when they were all based in
the same lo ca tion, As sad Foruk ex cepted, the mem bers of The Six
knew that it would be a veg gie bar beque. No meat any where in
sight, but it would be a de li cious feast none the less. And there was
the con so la tion of al co hol for those who im bibed.

Late in the evening ev ery one was re laxed and as sat is fied with the
sit u a tion as they were go ing to be. There was still grum bling from
some quar ters, but no whin ing, and by the time most of the clean up
was done, ev ery one was in agree ment as to their part of the pre-op- 
er a tion.

Alex took Gerry aside in the kitchen for a few mo ments, voice low.
“You gonna be okay with this?”
Gerry smiled, lean ing his back side against the is land counter in

the mid dle of the room.
“Yeah, I’m fine, Alex. Didn’t mean to be such a wet blan ket the

other day. It’s just peo ple like this re ally piss me off. I know I should
han dle it bet ter, keep it in fo cus and pro fes sional. And I prom ise



you that go ing for ward I will. No mat ter what my per sonal feel ings
are. I prom ise you that.”

Alex stud ied him for a few mo ments, smiled, pat ted his thickly
mus cled shoul der. “Never doubted it for a minute.”

 
“I’M STUFFED.”

Alex snick ered. “That’s usu ally my line,” she said.
Robert cast a smirk her way, check ing the sta tus lines on their dig- 

i tal home se cu rity sys tem con trol panel in the kitchen.
“Re ally, then what’s my line?”
Alex walked over and put her hands on his shoul ders.
“Not yet, but you’re gonna be, toots.”
Robert laughed and reached out for her waist.
“Com plete with the bad Jimmy Cagney ac cent? And I know I’ve

never called you toots in my life, see ing as how my tes ti cles are still
at tached to my body.”

Alex smiled again. “Some thing I can fully at test to.”
Robert shook his head, leaned down and kissed her.
“You are the most over sexed woman I know.”
“Got a prob lem with that?” she said, slip ping her arms around his

neck and pulling him down for an other kiss.
“Not in the least,” he said min utes later as they turned off the

kitchen lights and walked out of the room.
“This was a good day,” Alex said, mak ing for the stairs in the front

hall way, hold ing Robert’s left hand in her right, lead ing him.
“It was,” he agreed. “Largely be cause I got to spend it with you.”
Alex paused at the stairs and glanced back at him. “You’re al ready

gonna get me in bed tonight, you don’t have to but ter me up.”



“You know,” he replied thought fully, “but ter is some thing I don’t
be lieve we have tried be fore. Prob a bly not as good as whip cream for
lick ing off one’s lover but…”

“Now who’s over sexed?”
They changed into bed clothes, con sist ing of shorts and T-shirts

for both of them, and as Alex came out of her bath room, she found
Robert stand ing be tween the par tially open French doors over look- 
ing the up per deck. She walked up be hind him and put her hands on
his waist, her chin be tween his shoul der blades.

“You’re think ing about the plan, aren’t you?”
“Yep. And ev ery thing that has to go right for it to go right. Not to

men tion ev ery thing that could go wrong. You know how much I
hate the plan ning stage of any op er a tion. Too much to con sider, and
know ing that you can’t think of ev ery thing.”

Alex nod ded against his back.
“True, but in close to thirty years of do ing this kind of work, no

one comes as close as you do when it comes to cov er ing all the
bases. And you’re adapt able enough to im pro vise. We’ve got a good
team, which you know, and if any body can get this right, it’s them.
We just have to let them do their thing.”

They were silent for a few min utes af ter that, then Robert closed
the doors and turned to her, lead ing her over to their bed.

“I think ev ery one is on track now,” she told him as they set tled.
“No one is happy about hav ing Ten nyson as a client, the two of us
in cluded ac tu ally, but it is the busi ness we’re in. We don’t have to
like the peo ple we work for to do our jobs.”

“Gerry and Jim seemed to be the most un happy,” Robert mused.
“Yeah,” Alex agreed. “But no body was happy. Hon estly, al though

he is very good at hid ing his feel ings be hind smiles and jokes, Ray



re ally doesn’t like this ei ther. Andie, too, for that mat ter. She was
fight ing hard to hold her tongue dur ing Fri day’s meet ing, and on
Sat ur day af ter noon as well when I was go ing over some things with
her.”

Robert sighed.
“Yeah, I imag ine she would be, con sid er ing her per sonal sit u a- 

tion.”
Alex stared at her hus band for a mo ment.
“You mean be cause of Gerry?” she said.
Robert nod ded.
“Yeah. You should know bet ter than any one.”
“You mean about a white woman in volved with a black man?

Yeah. We re ally don’t like racist ass holes. Even those who take up
with black women and get them preg nant.”

“Andie’s in a tough spot be cause they’re still try ing to keep their
re la tion ship a se cret, but you could see it in her eyes Fri day how
much she wanted to reach out and touch Gerry, how bad she felt for
him.”

“Yeah,” Alex agreed. “Maybe we should tell them that we al ready
know about their re la tion ship and couldn’t care less. I’m pretty sure
ev ery body else knows, too. No real rea son to hide it.”

“True, but I’d pre fer it if they de cided to tell us on their own, when
they’re ready.”

Af ter a few mo ments, Alex nod ded slowly.
“Twenty-first cen tury and we still have a lot of prob lems from the

Nine teenth. Will race, skin color, even gen der ever stop di vid ing
peo ple?”

“Some peo ple,” Robert said. “And there are a lot of peo ple who
sim ply don’t give a damn. Al though it may not seem like it some- 



times, es pe cially with the cur rent en vi ron ment, and the so called
lead er ship in Wash ing ton these days, but move ments like the White
Pa tri ots’ Al liance are los ing steam. The rea son it seems oth er wise is
be cause of tech nol ogy. With the in ter net and so cial me dia it makes
it seem as though their num bers are high and on the rise, but in re- 
al ity, the trend is in re verse. And the best proof of that is the fact
that the head of the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance is in love with a black
woman and try ing to fig ure out how to get away from the loons he’s
as so ci ated with.”

Alex nod ded af ter a time, smil ing with a hint of melan choly.
“Some times it’s a re ally fucked up planet we live on, Mr. Chan dler.
Robert pulled her into his arms, her head rest ing against his

chest.
“Yes, Ms. Wells, it cer tainly is, but it is a lit tle less so with you in

it.”
Snick er ing, Alex poked him in the stom ach.
“You al ready got me in bed, leave the but ter in the fridge.”
Robert kissed the top of her head, pulling her tighter. He whis- 

pered in her ear. “But I like but ter...”
Alex was laugh ing into his chest for some time af ter wards be fore

they drifted off.



Chap ter 16

WASH ING TON, D.C.
 

Se nior Spe cial Agent Bernie Boyce had pre pared a brief ing for his
boss that he wasn’t sure how she would re act to be cause he had not
sought her per mis sion ahead of time. And he had mis rep re sented
her au thor ity on a few oc ca sions to com pile the in for ma tion he now
had. De pend ing on how the pre sen ta tion went, he may no longer be
the as sis tant to the As sis tant Di rec tor in Charge of the Bu reau’s
Crim i nal In ves tiga tive Di vi sion.

Bar ring an ur gent sit u a tion, Mon days in most di vi sions started
the same way, a con fer ence with all the sec tion heads to dis cuss on- 
go ing op er a tions and in ves ti ga tions, re source al lo ca tion, di rec tives
from the top floor, and any other busi ness that needed dis cussing.
On this Mon day, it took ninety min utes to work through in CID.
They were us ing the con fer ence room at tached to ReaAnn Bracken’s
sixth floor of fice suite. When the meet ing ended, Bracken col lected
her port fo lio and walked back into her of fice via the ad join ing side
door.

Af ter ev ery one cleared the con fer ence room, Bernie Boyce
squared his shoul ders, took a deep breath, and fol lowed his boss
into her of fice.

“You got a minute, ma’am?” he said from the door way.
Bracken was re mov ing her suit jacket and hang ing it up on the

rack. She glanced at the clock on the wall above the door.



“If it’s im por tant, you can have ten, Bernie. I’ve got to get up to
speed on some things be fore I meet with the Deputy Di rec tor in an
hour.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Boyce said, step ping into the of fice and clos ing the
door. “And what I want to tell you might have some bear ing on that
meet ing.”

Bracken sat and stared at her as sis tant, cu ri ous by his ex pres sion
and the timid ity with which he ap peared to be hedg ing his words.

“Bernie, you’re up to some thing. Some thing you’re not sure I’m
gonna like. Some thing that might get your ass and mine reamed.
Am I right?

Boyce walked over to the desk, sighed in ex hale, nod ded.
“Yes, boss, maybe.”
Bracken shook her head, smiled.
“Then sit down and tell me about it. But just know, what ever I get

is go ing to pale in com par i son to what you re ceive in the ass ream- 
ing de part ment if this goes side ways. Un der stood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Boyce said, sit ting.
“Good, then get on with it.”

 
IT TOOK A LOT LONGER THAN TEN MIN UTES, and Bracken was
so en grossed that she didn’t re al ize how much time had elapsed and
that she was in dan ger of be ing late for her meet ing with the Deputy
Di rec tor.

“Hold it a minute, Bernie,” she broke in be cause it did not ap pear
that her as sis tant was plan ning on paus ing un til he had said ev ery- 
thing he had to. “Just hang on. How did you piece all this to gether?”

Boyce looked pen sive, un cer tain, but then he steeled him self.



“I made cer tain re quests for in for ma tion from Cen tral Records
and var i ous field of fices.” An other pause. “And I used your name
where I had to.”

“So if any body had called to check up on your story, I wouldn’t
have known any thing about it and you’d have had your ass hang ing
out there all alone?”

“Plau si ble de nial, boss. You could hon estly say you had no idea if
this blew up on me. Still valid be cause this brief ing never took place
if you tell me to drop it.”

Bracken stared at the younger agent for some time, checked her
watch again, swore.

“Bernie, this is more than even I sus pected.” She glanced at the
screen of the lap top he had put down in front of her, scrolling sev- 
eral pages. “And you’ve been very busy. How much of this have you
in de pen dently con firmed?”

“That’s the prob lem, boss. Sort of any way. Only about forty per- 
cent, but ev ery thing I’ve checked has checked out per fectly. And like
I said, all this data came from in side the Bu reau, just no body both- 
ered to col late it be fore be cause no body was re ally look ing for a
link.”

“Or didn’t want there to be one,” Bracken mused. “Bernie, I’ve got
to get up stairs in the next two min utes. Don’t know how long this
meet ing will take, got some peo ple from Jus tice com ing over, too.
As well as the White House. That ought to be fun. Any way, I want a
thor ough writ ten re port on all of this. And once I’ve read it, we’ll
talk more. For right now though, keep this to your self. And no more
calls and re quests in my name, please. You pressed your luck there
and seem to have got ten away with it. But ev ery body’s luck runs out
sooner or later, so cool it.”



Boyce was nod ding, about to re spond, when the desk phone rang.
Bracken swore again, stood up, mov ing quickly over to the rack to
pick up her suit jacket.

“Bernie, that’s prob a bly the Deputy Di rec tor’s of fice. Tell them I’m
on the way, please.”

Boyce stood and leaned across the desk, snag ging the re ceiver and
press ing the lit but ton by the be gin ning of the fourth ring. “As sis tant
Di rec tor Bracken’s of fice, Se nior Spe cial Agent Boyce speak ing.”

Bracken was slid ing her port fo lio into her brief case when Boyce
pulled the phone away from his ear, his ex pres sion grave.

“As sis tant Di rec tor, it isn’t the DD’s of fice, ma’am. It’s the Op er a- 
tions Cen ter.”

Bracken, snapped her brief case shut and looked at her as sis tant,
see ing his ex pres sion.

“What?” she asked calmly.
“New York City and In di anapo lis, ma’am. Bomb ing at a syn a gogue

in Man hat tan and mass shoot ing at a Mus lim com mu nity cen ter in
In di anapo lis. Mass ca su al ties at both scenes. Field of fices in both lo- 
ca tions re spond ing to back up the lo cals.”

Bracken swore yet again, slammed down her brief case and fumed,
but only for a cou ple of sec onds. She walked around to the back of
her desk once more and held out her hand. Boyce handed the re- 
ceiver to her.

“This is Bracken,” she said into the mouth piece, keep ing her voice
as calm as she could man age. “Tell me.”



Chap ter 17

Teddy Ten nyson, age fifty-eight as of his last birth day, should have
been a very happy man. He had money, a home, a beau ti ful wife,
four chil dren, and was highly re spected and ad mired by mil lions
around the United States and the civ i lized world. Of course, he was
hated and de spised by far more, a fact that had not both ered him in
the least for most of his adult life be cause the opin ions of oth ers, es- 
pe cially those he con sid ered to be in fe rior, did not mat ter to Teddy
Ten nyson.

Born in the town of An dalu sia, Al abama, Ten nyson had been for- 
tu nate to in herit fam ily money, which meant that he never had to
work too hard to get the things he wanted. He at tended the Uni ver- 
sity of Al abama and, due to his large size, tried out for the foot ball
team and was ac cepted. He wasn’t a par tic u larly im pres sive player,
but he had ag gres sion and tough ness go ing for him, so he played all
four years he was there.

Af ter grad u a tion, he tried law school for a while, but dropped out
af ter a year due to lack of in ter est. He was also un happy with what
he felt was a lib eral slant in the teach ing styles of the law school
pro fes sors. It was some thing that had be gun to bother him while an
un der grad, but there were other things to dis tract him, like foot ball
and cheer lead ers. Now that all of that was be hind him, at least the
foot ball, he had more time to think about things, and some of the



things he was think ing about now, he didn’t like. Soon he dis cov ered
there were a lot of things he didn’t like. And peo ple. Pri mar ily peo- 
ple who didn’t look like him.

He’d never given much thought to race re la tions in his youth. To
be hon est, where he was raised there was only one race for the most
part and they kept to them selves. In col lege he had been ex posed to
a lot more, and for the most part his ex pe ri ences were okay. Es pe- 
cially on the grid iron. But af ter that, af ter he started pay ing at ten- 
tion to pol i tics, to the news, to talk ra dio, Teddy Ten nyson be gan to
dis cover that he as a free white man was be com ing an en dan gered
species. Fem i nists, ho mo sex u als, blacks, Mex i cans, In di ans, all non- 
white groups seemed to be en croach ing upon what he and oth ers of
his gen er a tion and the gen er a tions be fore them all be lieved to be the
nat u ral birthright of the straight white man. This made Teddy Ten- 
nyson very an gry, but for a long time he didn’t know what to do
about it. Which made him even an grier be cause he was a smart man
who should have been able to come up with some thing.

Then he met some peo ple, peo ple who thought the same way he
did, be lieved the same things he did, saw the same prob lems he saw,
and, like him, wanted to do some thing to pre serve their way of life,
to re gain their great ness, their supremacy.

The White Pa tri ots’ Al liance would not come to fruition un til Ten- 
nyson turned forty, and by then he would be a pow er ful charis matic
force within the na tional white supremacy move ment that be gan to
make a resur gence in the United States in the early and mid-
nineties, and re ally tak ing off in the 2000s as women, blacks, and
Lati nos be gan to gain more and more po lit i cal power. And then the
un think able hap pened. A black guy with a for eign name born of a



white mother be came pres i dent of the United States. Or as Ten- 
nyson and his ilk saw it, War had been de clared on the white race.

That elec tion be came a ral ly ing cry for all white na tion al ists in the
United States and Teddy Ten nyson was at the fore front, speak ing
out against the Kenyan Dog who was hell bent on de stroy ing all
white peo ple ev ery where. The White Pa tri ots’ Al liance quickly rose
to na tional promi nence in the hate arena and soon Ten nyson was a
well known sen sa tion in both the main stream and un der ground me- 
dia net works. He trav eled the coun try with his mes sage, hosted
weekly pod casts, on line chats with fans, wrote and pub lished pam- 
phlets and books that were eaten up whole by those who couldn’t
seem to get enough of some one who ac tu ally told it like it was, or at
least how they liked to imag ine it was.

Ten nyson’s or ga ni za tion and celebrity grew ex po nen tially, and
there was even talk about the pos si bil ity of him run ning for of fice
some day, per haps for the gov er nor ship of his home state of Al- 
abama. The first rung on the lad der that would even tu ally take him
all the way to the White House. Em pha sis on white. In fact, he and
some deep pocket back ers were meet ing at a home in Moun tain
Brook one night hav ing this very dis cus sion when Ten nyson’s phone
started to ring. He begged for give ness from his host as he checked
the caller ID, saw it was his wife, sent it to voice mail. When the
phone be gan to ring again, he apol o gized again and ex cused him self,
an grily re mov ing the phone from his pocket once again. His first in- 
ten tion was to turn the damn thing off, but then de cided to let his
wife know just how much he did not ap pre ci ate her in ter rup tion at
such a crit i cal time.

He never got the chance be cause his wife blun dered right past his
words and gave him the worst news that he was not pre pared to



hear that night four years ago.
“She’s in Parkridge Hos pi tal in Chat tanooga, Teddy,” his wife said

through snif fling tears. “The stroke was mas sive. She’s on a ven ti la- 
tor now. It doesn’t look good.”

It wasn’t good. His mother was dy ing.
Ten nyson trav eled to Ten nes see alone, driv ing him self, barely see- 

ing the road around him, the other cars, all of his at ten tion fo cused
on the woman who gave him life, the first woman he ever loved, the
woman from whom he had been es tranged for most of the last
decade as he be gan to rise in the white na tion al ist move ment. But
none of the lat ter mat tered now, all he could think about was get ting
to his momma, tak ing her in his arms, telling her how much he
loved her, how much he needed her. She would for give him, he was
sure of it, and they would be just like they had been when he was
grow ing up, just as close as they had been af ter his fa ther had
walked out on the fam ily when he was in his teens. Ev ery thing
would be all right once Teddy was with his momma.

But it wasn’t.
The at tend ing physi cian told him the prog no sis for a woman of

her age was not good af ter such a trau matic event. And she hadn’t
been in the best of health to start with. Her health had been fail ing
for some time. He was told to pre pare him self for the worst.

When Teddy walked into his mother’s room in the ICU, the first
thing he no ticed was the breath ing mask over her face. The sec ond
thing was the very at trac tive young black woman in pur ple hos pi tal
scrubs ad just ing that mask. The woman was a li censed prac ti cal
nurse and cer ti fied res pi ra tory ther a pist, and at the time Teddy had
no idea what that meant and didn’t re ally care. He also didn’t care
that she was black. What he saw when he looked into her eyes was a



car ing young woman who was com fort ing his mother. When she
looked up and smiled at him, some thing in side Teddy Ten nyson
switched on for the first time in a very long time, but at that mo- 
ment he was un aware of it, much less what that some thing might
be.

This changed by the fol low ing week, as De loris Mar jean Edins
Ten nyson clung to life in a coma and her son Teddy re mained at her
bed side hop ing for a mir a cle, know ing it was un likely to come. The
one thing that made this vigil bear able for him were the nights when
Elis a beth Cald well, the LPN/CRT, would come by to check on his
mother, look ing over the di als of the ma chines that kept her alive,
mak ing notes, tak ing her tem per a ture, squeez ing her hand. And
then she would turn to the woman’s son, ask how he was do ing. The
com pas sion in the woman’s eyes was such that on one night he fell
into a fit of sob bing. Cald well did not know how to con sole him,
what to say, so af ter a while she stopped try ing to fig ure that out,
sim ply bent down and put her arms around him.

It would sur prise Ten nyson very much when he later learned that
she al ready knew ex actly who he was and what he rep re sented, but
none of that mat tered on this par tic u lar night. And be cause of that,
four years hence, Ten nyson and Cald well found them selves in their
cur rent predica ment. Both they and their three year old son, Teddy
IV.

 
HIX SON, TEN NES SEE

 
IT WAS GET TING HARDER FOR TEN NYSON to get away to Hix- 
son to visit his other fam ily now that the se cret was out, at least out
within a small group of the up per ech e lon of the White Pa tri ots’ Al- 



liance. He was seen as a race traitor by his own peo ple, a crime for
which any one else would have al ready paid dearly, but not the face
of the move ment. His ex po sure would be a crush ing blow to not
only the WPA, but to all of its af fil i ates and the en tire white na tion- 
al ist move ment, some thing that the op po si tion would be only too
happy to ex ploit as a means of de stroy ing them all.

Har lon Scud der and Brett For man, re spec tively Ex ec u tive Of fi cer
and Com mu ni ca tions Di rec tor of WPA, had been livid when they
found out, and Ten nyson was cer tain they would kill him. Scud der
had never been par tic u larly sta ble, just this side of rav ing lu nacy at
times, and this news had about pushed him over the edge. Only the
cold ra tio nal ity of For man had man aged to calm him be fore he
could harm Ten nyson, some thing the sec ond-in-com mand threat- 
ened to do quite a lot that day. And not just to Ten nyson.

“We should kill her!” he raged. “And that bas tard half-breed. If
any one finds out about them, it will be the end of us. The move- 
ment. We can not let that hap pen!” fumed Scud der.

But again, For man’s rea son had won out. He saw a way to use
Ten nyson’s se cret as a means of guar an tee ing that he stayed in line,
con tin ued to be the face of the move ment, mainly as a fig ure head
from that point for ward, never let ting any but a se lect few know that
he had be trayed not only all of them, but the en tire white race as
well. If that got out, his sta tus would be ir rel e vant. Many of the
mem bers would side with Scud der’s point of view and want Ten- 
nyson’s head. Prob a bly his fam ily as well. Both of them.

So the bar gain was struck, no harm would come to the Cald well
woman or her son as long as Ten nyson con tin ued to play his role
per fectly. If it ever ap peared that he was not liv ing up to his obli ga- 
tions or that he was pre par ing to flee, they would all be killed. And



his whore on the side and their mud baby would suf fer the most
with Ten nyson watch ing be fore he was al lowed to die.

Not much of a bar gain, but the only one he was likely to get, and
there was no re stric tion put on his con tin u ing to see his other fam- 
ily, as long as he con tin ued to be dis creet. But he would al ways be
un der sur veil lance. And all mem bers of his fam ily, le git i mate and
not, would be watched from time to time, and he would never know
when. If any thing seemed wrong, the reper cus sions would be im me- 
di ate and lethal. Ten nyson did not doubt this be cause over the past
few years, WPA had been re cruit ing a lot of for mer mil i tary per son- 
nel to their ranks, men with deadly skills honed on the bat tle fields
in the Mid dle East and other hot zones around the world. They were
pro fes sion als when it came to caus ing dam age and de struc tion, and
al though he did not know the true pur pose be hind Scud der’s push
to re cruit more of these men, if he had been pay ing more at ten tion
ear lier on, it would have been ob vi ous. As so many things were now.
Ev ery thing was ob vi ous now, and Ten nyson felt him self a fool for
not see ing it. And stop ping it.

He drove up from Birm ing ham to at tend meet ings with sup port- 
ers in Chat tanooga late Thurs day af ter noon, let ting his wife know
that he prob a bly wouldn’t be back in Birm ing ham be fore the week- 
end, maybe not un til Sun day. Georgina Ten nyson was used to her
hus band be ing away a lot, trav el ing for the cause, do ing his part to
pre serve their her itage and their chil dren’s fu tures. The only thing
she in sisted upon was that he called her ev ery night be fore bed,
which he did du ti fully, some times from the liv ing room of his mis- 
tress’s condo that he paid for.

When he turned off Old Hix son Pike onto Gooden Lane just af ter
nine-fif teen, he glanced in the rearview mir ror to see if any one was



fol low ing him. There usu ally was, but he did not al ways no tice them
right away. And they knew where Elis a beth lived, watched her pe ri- 
od i cally, or more than that, so it would be an easy thing to set up
sur veil lance some where, watch her, watch his son, watch them all
to gether. This thought was both re volt ing and ter ri fy ing to Ed ward
Ten nyson, but at the mo ment he had no idea how to dis en tan gle
him self and his fam ily from this night mare of his own cre ation, and
it was driv ing him mad with fear and worry. He knew that it could
not go on in def i nitely. At some point oth ers would learn of his se- 
cret, or some body in the op po si tion would learn of it and try to ex- 
pose him. If he could, Scud der would try to con tain it, and Ten nyson
knew very well how he would do that. But if ex po sure seemed im mi- 
nent, Ten nyson had lit tle doubt what Scud der’s im me di ate ac tion
would be. And he knew there would be no mercy shown.

With that cheery thought, Ten nyson turned into the park ing lot of
the com plex and parked in his usual spot, the sec ond one re served
for Elis a beth’s unit. He sat for sev eral min utes with the en gine tick- 
ing af ter shut ting it off, tak ing deep breaths. There was not a minute
of any day that he wasn’t fright ened of the fu ture, of the present
even. He could not live like this much longer. Some thing had to
change, and soon.

Soon.

 
FROM HIS SUR VEIL LANCE POST AP PROX I MATELY five hun- 
dred yards away, Gino Sabadell, aka Rambo, watched Ten nyson exit
his Ford Ex pe di tion and col lect a suit case from the back seat. He
looked around quickly, then just as quickly hus tled his large frame
to ward the en trance of the build ing. Sabadell watched all of this
through high res o lu tion op tics that brought ev ery thing into sharp



fo cus, it was like Ten nyson was right in front of him in stead of hun- 
dreds of yards away.

Once Ten nyson was out of sight, he keyed his trans mit ter and
whis pered, “Sub ject Char lie has just en tered Home plate. Now Al- 
pha, Bravo, and Char lie are at Home. Re peat, Al pha, Bravo, and
Char lie are at Home.”

Af ter a brief pause, the re ply came over his ear piece re ceiver.
“Copy your traf fic, Rambo,” said Tino Vega. “Stay warm out there.

Com mand out.”
Sabadell grinned as he thought of his boss back in the Tac ti cal

Com mand Cen ter at TAB’s South Flor ida head quar ters. He knew
that Tino would much rather trade places with him and be the one
in the field where the ac tion was, but he was branch com man der
and his place was in TCC run ning op er a tional over sight.

Just like Rambo’s place was here.
And he grinned again, mov ing his op tics around to see if he could

catch glimpses of the rest of his four-op er a tor team. Af ter sev eral
min utes he gave up, pleased that his peo ple were so good that they
could even hide from him.

Just then, an other pair of head lights turn ing onto Gooden Lane.
This was a dead end and the only rea son some one would come
down here other than be ing lost was be cause they lived or had busi- 
ness here. Sabadell knew this to be the lat ter be cause he had been
ex pect ing this dark col ored SUV to show up some time, it had been
un der sur veil lance by Stan ley Burke’s team since it be gan fol low ing
Teddy Ten nyson out of Birm ing ham.

He made an other brief trans mis sion, ac knowl edged by Com man- 
der Vega, and then went silent again. It was al most show time, all



the play ers were there, the stage was set, now they just had to hope
that all went ac cord ing to plan.

But when had that ever hap pened?

 
“YOU LOOK SO BEAU TI FUL,” TEN NYSON said as he took Elis a- 
beth Cald well in his arms, crush ing her against him, then kiss ing
her lips gen tly. “I have missed you so much, dar ling. Both you and
Teddy. Is he asleep?”

Cald well nod ded, re turn ing the hug fiercely. “For about two hours
now,” she whis pered close to his ear. They were both trem bling, but
not for the same rea son, so for a long time they just stood to gether
in the front room hold ing on to one an other.

Fi nally they pulled back. There were tears in her eyes and this
broke his heart. “Oh, baby, please don’t cry. Please. I know it’s bad
now, but we will get through this some how. I prom ise you. Some- 
how, some day, the three of us will be a real fam ily. Please, be lieve
this.”

But she started to sob harder and Ten nyson wrapped an arm
around her shoul ders and they sat on the sofa, her body shud der ing
against his for a long time. When she was able to speak again, she
cleared her throat loudly and apol o gized.

“Lissie, you never have to apol o gize to me. I love you. I know what
lov ing me has cost you, be lieve me, and I will make it up to you. I
just need a lit tle more time. I will fig ure some thing out.”

He turned her face to his and smiled, but she was not smil ing,
look ing very sad in stead. He gripped her hands in his.

“Baby…”
She put a fin ger to his lips, shushed him with a kiss.



“I have to tell you some thing, Teddy,” she said softly, her eyes on
his. “Some thing I’ve done. Some thing I be lieve was the right thing
to do, but I’m not sure you’ll see it that way.”

Now Ten nyson was frown ing, cant ing his head side ways as he
stared at her. Cald well held on to his hands and told him all about
her trip to Cal i for nia two weeks ago, or at least the parts she had left
out when she told him the first time. A minute in, Ten nyson’s eyes
widened in hor ror, but she con tin ued speak ing, forc ing him to be
still while she spoke, get ting ev ery thing out in as or ga nized a rush as
she could muster.

“They can help us, Teddy. Ac tu ally, they al ready have. It…”
Ten nyson sud denly jumped up and ran to the win dow, peer ing

out around the drawn blinds.
“You know we’re watched all the time,” he pan icked. “They could

be bug ging us now, us ing some sort of elec tronic gad get that could
lis ten through walls at a dis tance. If they’ve heard any thing you just
said…”

“But they haven’t, Teddy, that’s what I’ve been try ing to tell you.”
She was at his shoul der now, touch ing him. “Please, lis ten, baby.”

“Lissie, you might have just got ten us all killed! Teddy, my other
kids, Georgina, too. If…”

“No one will be the wiser, Mr. Ten nyson,” said a dis em bod ied
voice from some where Ten nyson could not im me di ately dis cern. A
deep, ac cent less voice that res onated so clearly that for a mo ment
Ten nyson thought he might be los ing his mind. He looked around
the room quickly, then back at Cald well. She put both hands on his
shoul ders.

“It’s all right, honey. It’s all right. That’s one of the peo ple I was
telling you about.”



“He’s here now?!”
“In a man ner of speak ing,” she said, tak ing both his hands and

pulling him into the dark ened din ing area. A lap top com puter was
set up there, the screen fac ing away from the front room. Cald well
turned it around, re veal ing live im ages of two peo ple, a white
woman and a black man.

“Teddy, let me in tro duce you to the two peo ple I’ve been telling
you about. Alex Wells and Robert Chan dler. Alex, Robert, this is
Teddy, the fa ther of my son, the man I love.”

A long si lence fol lowed dur ing which time Alex and Robert stared
at the cou ple as they in turn were stared at. Then Robert briefly
glanced at his wife and she spoke next.

“The two of you should take seats. We have a lot to dis cuss and
not a lot of time. You were fol lowed tonight, Mr. Ten nyson. And
you’re right, they do have elec tronic eaves drop ping equip ment with
them. But it’s not as good as our counter-eaves drop ping equip ment.
Not to men tion our coun ter surveil lance per son nel. We won’t be
over heard or dis turbed. That’s a prom ise.”

Ten nyson looked from the screen to his lover and back sev eral
times. The worry turned his tan skin pale and waxen. Per spi ra tion
beads were break ing out on his up per lip. Cald well gripped his hand
firmly, squeezed, and then she got him into one of the chairs and sat
down next to him.

“Okay, Mr. Ten nyson,” Robert be gan with out pre am ble. “First
thing we need to know is that you ac tu ally want our help.” He
paused briefly, then added, “And the sec ond thing is whether or not
we ac tu ally want to help you.”

This state ment took both Cald well and Ten nyson by sur prise, but
for dif fer ent rea sons. Cald well was about to say some thing when



Alex cut her off.
“Sorry, Elis a beth, but as I told you at our first meet ing, noth ing

would be de cided un til af ter we had a chance to talk to Mr. Ten- 
nyson. He has to con vince us, not you. We have open minds on our
end, but we need to hear him in his own words, please.”

Cald well sud denly looked hurt, but Ten nyson seemed re solved.
He looked at Cald well, tried a smile, didn’t suc ceed very well, but
leaned over and kissed her cheek be fore turn ing back to stare at the
screen.

“Okay, Mr. Chan dler,” he said with res ig na tion. “Ask me any thing.
It’s not like I have a whole lot of choices here.”

Alex and Robert thought that about summed it up.
So they started ask ing ques tions.



Chap ter 18

“I can’t jus tify what I was be fore, and I won’t try. As I think about it
now, I’m not sure that even I un der stand how I ended up where I
did. I wasn’t raised in a par tic u larly racist en vi ron ment, al though
ev ery body I knew and as so ci ated with for the most part was white,
all the way up through col lege. That’s no ex cuse, and as I said, I
won’t try to make any. I was raised mostly by my mother and her
sis ters. My dad wasn’t around much be fore he walked out. My
mom’s side had the money, and af ter a while, look ing back on it, I
think my dad just couldn’t cope with that any more, so he left. Never
spoke to him again. I didn’t find out un til some years later that he
died shortly af ter my twenty-first birth day. Car ac ci dent, drunk
driver. Any way, my mom and her fam ily were snobs, but not racists,
al though I do have some cousins who have been strong sup port ers
over the years, but for the most part, most of the fam ily be gan
pulling away from me as I emerged upon the white su prem a cist
stage. Most no tably was my mom. We hadn’t re ally spo ken much in
the ten years be fore she had the stroke. And she never re gained con- 
scious ness af ter that. I sat by her bed side night and day for weeks
hop ing against hope that she would wake up so I could tell her and
be sure she heard me when I asked her to for give me and to tell her
how much I loved her. But she never did, and all I can do is hope



that some where in there, she heard me, and she loved me, too. And
that she for gave me.”

He was in tears now and his Lissie had a hand on his shoul der,
leaned close to com fort him. In San Diego, Robert and Alex sat pas- 
sively and waited for him to re gain his com po sure. This took an- 
other cou ple of min utes and he apol o gized be fore con tin u ing.

“Ev ery thing you’ve prob a bly heard about me is true. That I built
WPA in or der to start a racial rev o lu tion where the white race would
be the vic tor, to come out on top and be great again with all of the
other in fe rior races sub servient. And just say ing shit like that now
makes me feel ashamed. When I think about all the peo ple who have
been hurt by my ac tions over the years, all the pain I’ve caused, it
makes me sick. I know that one day I will have to an swer to my
maker for my sins, and I am pre pared to do that. You may not be- 
lieve me, but I am now a dif fer ent and changed man. I no longer
hold those ideas of the past.”

He paused again, turned to Cald well and smiled. She smiled in re- 
turn.

“This beau ti ful woman and the son she bore me have changed ev- 
ery thing. I can not go back to what I was. I will not, even if it means
my life.”

“Don’t say that, Teddy,” Cald well frowned, tak ing his hand and
hold ing it against her face. “Please. Our son and I would die if any- 
thing hap pened to you.”

“And I would do the same if some thing hap pened to ei ther of you
be cause of me. That’s why I’ve been try ing to fig ure a way out for
months, like we talked about, but so far haven’t been able to think of
any thing that has a chance of work ing.”



He turned back to the lap top screen; saw Robert and Alex star ing
back with out emo tion, ex pres sions neu tral.

“But maybe you have,” he said in a whis per. “Ms. Wells, Mr.
Chan dler, I don’t know any thing about you or your or ga ni za tion, but
I trust Lissie, she’s a good judge of char ac ter. I do not be lieve she
would have gone this far with out be ing sure. And to be hon est, I
don’t think there is an other op tion. At least not one that does not
end with a lot of peo ple get ting hurt, prob a bly dead. So I would be
will ing to lis ten to any thing you pro pose, as long as you guar an tee
me that you can get my fam ily out to safety. All of my fam ily.”

“Does your wife know about Lissie and lit tle Teddy?” Alex asked
point edly.

Ten nyson’s sud den glance away gave Alex the an swer she sought
be fore he re sponded.

“No, ma’am, not yet. But I will tell her soon. She’s a good woman
and de serves to know the truth. It will be hard on her, and the kids,
but it has to be done.”

“You and your wife have four chil dren to tal?” Robert in ter jected.
“Ages eleven, thir teen, nine teen, and twenty-three, cor rect?”

Ten nyson was stunned mo men tar ily, and his blue eyes nar rowed.
“You in ves ti gated my back ground?”
“Mr. Ten nyson,” Robert said, “at this mo ment I could tell you how

faded the imbed ded la bel on your un der wear is. Of course we did a
back ground check on you, and Ms. Cald well. We don’t walk into
any thing blind.”

Ten nyson stared hard for sev eral tense mo ments, then nod ded
slowly.

“Two daugh ters and two sons. Only the two youngest are still at
home. My nine teen year old daugh ter at tends Emory Uni ver sity in



At lanta. And my twenty-three year old son…”
Robert and Alex waited, and it was an other minute be fore Ten- 

nyson con tin ued, Cald well once again lean ing over to lend moral
sup port.

“Ed die and I don’t get along. Ac tu ally, nei ther do me and my
daugh ter in Geor gia. That’s why she’s in Geor gia. But Ed die re ally
hates his old man. Called me ev ery name in the book when we spoke
last time three years ago. I cut him off then, and to be hon est, un til
re cently, I re ally didn’t give a damn about him. I’m ashamed to say
that I don’t even know where he is right now, if he’s all right. But I’ll
bet Har lon Scud der does.”

“Mr. Scud der is your num ber two, cor rect?” Alex said.
Ten nyson cleared his throat, look ing as if he had just tasted bile.
“Yes. The son of a bitch is my sec ond. And a very dan ger ous man,

al most un sta ble. When he found out about Lissie and Teddy, he lost
it. He would have killed me there and then had it not been for Brett
For man, my com mu ni ca tions man. I never knew it in the be gin ning,
how dan ger ous Har lon was, or how crazy. But he is both. A true be- 
liever to the core, just like I thought I was for all those years. He is
the one I’m most wor ried about, but not the only one. And be cause
of that, I have to know that you can pro tect not only the three of us,
but the rest of my fam ily as well. Even the chil dren that have re- 
jected me, my son whose where abouts I do not know.”

Alex glanced at Robert for a mo ment, he shrugged and then nod- 
ded.

“Your son Ed die is liv ing in Kan sas City, Mis souri as of eigh teen
months ago. He works in con struc tion and is tak ing night classes at
a lo cal com mu nity col lege, work ing on an ac count ing de gree.”



This brought a smile to Ten nyson’s face and he leaned closer to
the screen.

“Ed die wants to be an ac coun tant? How won der ful. Tell me, how
is he do ing? Does he have a girl friend, is he mar ried per haps? Chil- 
dren?”

An other glance be tween the duo in San Diego, and Alex an swered
once more.

“No chil dren, but he is in volved.”
“Won der ful! Won der ful! What’s her name?”
This time Alex did not look at Robert, but paused briefly none the- 

less be fore re spond ing to the query.
“His name is Phillip,” she said.
Ten nyson stared blankly for sev eral sec onds, then sat back and

smiled.
“You know, a few years back I would be rav ing like a mad man

right about now, rag ing at the de praved de gen er ates and evil forces
op er at ing in this world that could have led my son down this wicked
path to per sonal ru ina tion. But to day, I’m just think ing that I hope
he’s happy and that his love gives him ev ery thing he needs. Tell me
about Phillip then.”

“No,” Robert said. “That’s not why we’re hav ing this video chat
tonight, Mr. Ten nyson. If we take this job and get you all out, you
can have a re union with your son and you can see how Phillip is
your self. And you might also have the op por tu nity you were de nied
with your mother. To apol o gize to your son for be ing a gi gan tic ass- 
hole. But for right now, we’ve got a lot of other things to dis cuss, and
not a lot of time. So if you don’t mind, my wife and I have more
ques tions.”



And even if you do mind, Robert thought to him self. Out of view
from the screen and un der the ta ble at which they sat, Alex bumped
her knee into his. In wardly he smiled. Ex te ri orly he be gan a mer ci- 
less in ter ro ga tion of Ed ward Ten nyson that his lead in struc tor from

his early days at the Farm
[vii]

 would have been proud to watch.
Alex took over and cov ered the ba sic house keep ing de tails, chief

among them, the prob a ble cost of the type of op er a tion they were
talk ing about un der tak ing. The per son nel and re sources that would
have to be al lo cated.

“Well since you did a back ground on me, I guess you know how
much I’m worth. I’m sure I can meet what ever price you name.”

Alex named the price, then added that it all had to be paid up
front be fore they would pro ceed with the next phase, should they
ac tu ally de cide to take the as sign ment.

This caused se ri ous frown ing from Ten nes see, and it was Lissie
Cald well who spoke up pas sion ately, but af ter a minute, Ten nyson
put a hand on her arm, shook his head.

“No, sweet heart. No. I have the money. Mak ing a trans fer of that
size on short no tice will not be easy, but this will be my per sonal
funds and as far as I know, Scud der does not have ac cess. I can get
you the money, maybe in a week. It’ll have to be done elec tron i cally,
of course. I’ll need rout ing in for ma tion and a few other de tails when
I’m ready.”

Alex nod ded, mak ing notes.
“You’ll have it. Just give me a call on one of the burn phones Lissie

bought. I’ll send you what you need to make the trans fer.”
Ten nyson nod ded, glanc ing at Cald well, smil ing with out much

mirth, then he looked back at the screen.



“I want to thank you both in ad vance, what ever your de ci sion. I
know that for a cou ple such as your self, I must be a re pul sive thing,
de spite my cur rent cir cum stances. And yes, be fore Lissie and I got
to gether, I would have been on the front lines of con demn ing you,
but no longer. And I am, once again, ashamed of my past be hav ior,
and I want to do ev ery thing I can to make up for it. But first…”

“First you need us to save your ass,” Robert said.
Af ter a long stare, Ten nyson nod ded. “Yeah, that’s it ex actly. But

not only my ass, Mr. Chan dler. There is a lot more, a lot that I’m
sure you don’t know. There are bad things hap pen ing as we speak,
and a lot more that will hap pen. I can help stop all of it, if I can get
the peo ple I care about out of this mess safely.”

“Would this have some thing to do with two gen tle men by the
names of Jed Ash bury and Cory Fos ter?” Alex said ca su ally.

Ten nyson’s eyes flared.
“How do you know about them?” he de manded, the dis taste most

ev i dent in his tone of voice.
“Be cause they were the ones fol low ing Lissie when she was out

here a cou ple of weeks ago. The coun ter surveil lance op er a tive we
had watch ing her took very good pho to graphs and we were able to
iden tify them, which means we have their back grounds.”

This new in for ma tion had more of an ef fect on Cald well. She was
frown ing deeply and turned to her lover, the non ver bal cu rios ity
quite pal pa ble.

“They’re dan ger ous men,” Ten nyson said. “And if Scud der had
them fol low ing Lissie when she was out of town, that means some- 
thing very bad. My fam ily is in more im me di ate dan ger than I
thought.”



“Not re ally,” Robert told him. “As we speak, there are two teams
of our peo ple cov er ing the build ing you’re in. The men who fol lowed
you from Birm ing ham have been watched since then. They’re out- 
side right now try ing to fig ure out why their sur veil lance equip ment
isn’t work ing. We put a pre lim i nary op er a tion into place once we
dis cov ered that Ms. Cald well was be ing fol lowed, and by whom. So
not to worry on that front. Once we go for ward, and af ter re ceiv ing
pay ment, we will be gin to move some of our peo ple closer to other
mem bers of your fam ily. They will op er ate covertly, your fam ily and
any of Scud der’s peo ple watch ing will never re al ize it. Our peo ple
are very good, very dis creet. And they will have stand ing or ders to
take ac tion if it looks like harm is about to be vis ited upon any of
their prin ci pals.”

In re sponse to the ques tion asked by Cald well, Alex took thirty
sec onds to ex plain what a prin ci pal was in re gard to pro tec tion ser- 
vices.

Alex asked that Ten nes see ex cuse them for a brief pe riod and the
screen went blank. Both too ner vous to speak, not sure if they were
still be ing ob served and lis tened to, they sim ply sat and held hands
while in the Com mand Op er a tions Cen ter out in San Diego, Robert
and Alex con ferred with each mem ber of the se nior lead er ship team
at CPG and As sad Foruk.

Ten min utes later, vis i ble re lief flooded through Elis a beth Cald- 
well and Teddy Ten nyson when the screen sud denly lit and Alex and
Robert were back.

“We’ll take the job,” Alex an nounced. “Be fore you head back to
Birm ing ham at the end of the week end, there will be a con tract in
your hand that you will need to read and sign be fore we can pro- 
ceed. Also, you need to make ev ery ef fort to get that trans fer done.



This project is al ready op er at ing in the red and I can’t jus tify con tin- 
u ing it with out fi nan cial com pen sa tion.”

Ten nyson said he un der stood com pletely and would make ev ery
ef fort. And then he asked the most ob vi ous of ques tions, how ever, a
very short time later, he greatly re gret ted it.

“That’s easy,” Robert said with the be gin nings of the first smile of
the night etch ing his fea tures. “You two are go ing to break up.”



Chap ter 19

BETHESDA, MARY LAND
 

Cordell Hamil was in the den work ing on the last para graphs of an
ar ti cle that was due to be turned in on Mon day. It was af ter ten at
night, the cen tury old house on Glen brook Road mostly quiet as a
fire burned in the hearth be hind him. Out side there was wind and
mist, but in side it was warm and toasty and Cordell Hamil was
thank ful for that and the peace and quiet. The chil dren, both
teenagers, were up in their rooms and hope fully not plot ting the vi o- 
lent over throw of their stuffy old par ents in fa vor of a new world or- 
der. Though if they were, Cord was pretty sure his wife could hand- 
ily de feat them both and still have time to proof read his ar ti cle be- 
fore he had to send it in.

And speak ing of his wife, he heard the front door open and re al- 
ized that he had heard a car turn ing in some where a few min utes
ear lier, but was too ab sorbed to re al ize it was his wife pulling into
their drive way. He smiled, typed faster, a sud den ur gency egging
him on. Not to men tion the de sire to see his wife. It had been more
than a week and he wasn’t sure if he should ex pect her tonight or
not, even though her of fice had called to say she was back in town
and would be home very late.

He was near ing the end of the last para graph he wanted to get
done tonight. There would prob a bly be a cou ple more be fore he was
fin ished, and then he’d spend part of the week end rewrit ing most of
it, but by and large he was sat is fied.



Even though Cordell Hamil had lost twenty per cent of his hear ing
more than a decade ago dur ing an as sign ment over seas, his senses
were still alert enough that he could tell when some one was sneak- 
ing up on him, stock ing feet or not. There was also the fa mil iar sent,
the soap she liked to use, a faint trace of per fume, noth ing too ob vi- 
ous.

He was bent for ward in the chair watch ing the words ap pear on
the screen when he felt two wet lips press against the ten der skin at
the base of his neck.

“Had I been an as sas sin, your cere bel lum would be in pieces right
now,” came the whis per in his left ear.

Cord Hamil grinned, fin ished his last sen tence, saved the doc u- 
ment, and turned around, re mov ing his glasses as he did so.

“Had you been an as sas sin, one would hope you would take off
more than your shoes to try and sneak up on me.”

He stood and reached out for his wife, pulling her into his arms.
“God it’s good to see you, baby. I missed you, you know. The girls,

too. Caught you on TV a lot though. Hope you don’t mind that I
plea sured my self to your im age dur ing a cou ple of your press con- 
fer ences.”

ReaAnn Bracken pulled back from her hus band and shook her
head, laugh ing.

“God, you’re dis gust ing. Must be some thing wrong with me that I
love you so. And if you got any thing on the TV screen in the bed- 
room, you damn well bet ter have cleaned it up. With an ti sep tic
wipes, too.”

Laugh ing, they kissed and held on to one an other for a long time,
gen uinely happy to be in each other’s com pany.



Cord and Rea had met twenty-seven years ago when both were in
spe cial agents’ train ing at the CIA. She had been mar ried at the time
but that mar riage was doomed from the start, and not too long af ter
they met, Rea, al ready es tranged from her first hus band, filed for di- 
vorce. When train ing was com plete, both pass ing with fly ing col ors,
al though Rea was in the lead, they were both as signed to the same
do mes tic field of fice, and a short time later, they moved in to gether.
It would be a cou ple more years be fore they took the plunge, but
they did it, and now, twenty-four years later, they were hap pier than
ever.

A year af ter Rea left the Agency for the FBI, Cord de cided to re- 
tire. Ever since that in ci dent where he suf fered per ma nent hear ing
loss, he was tied to a desk at Head quar ters and knew it was un likely
that he’d ever be al lowed to re turn to the field. His prospects for
pro mo tion were not that good ei ther, and even if they were, he’d still
be on a desk. At the time he wasn’t even fifty yet and still had the
taste for get ting out there and mix ing it up. How ever, he knew those
days were over for him, for good. So he re tired, be came a con sul- 
tant. There were al ways op por tu ni ties in D.C. for a man with twenty
years CIA ex pe ri ence un der his belt, and he also found work as a
free lance writer for var i ous pub li ca tions that needed ex pert ar ti cles
from peo ple who ac tu ally knew what they were talk ing about be- 
cause they had been out there. He was work ing on such a piece
when his wife crept up on him a few mo ments ago.

“Are the ba bies tucked in?” she asked, her fore head against his.
“You re al ize our ba bies are fif teen and sev en teen, right?” he re- 

sponded, hands on her waist. “And the fact that they’ve been this
quiet for so long prob a bly means they’re deep into the de vel op ment
of some type of weapon of mass de struc tion.”



Rea grinned, kissed her hus band once more.
“You fin ish up in here, I’ll go check on them and say hi. I take it

you’ve all eaten?”
“We have,” he told her. “But I saved some thing for you, just in

case you made it home tonight. You change while you’re up there
and I’ll heat it up. Meet you in the din ing room in twenty?”

“Make it the liv ing room sofa in twenty,” she told him. “I want to
cud dle up while I eat. And maybe af ter wards we can grope each
other for a while. That is, if I haven’t for got ten how. It’s been so
long.”

Cord Hamil grinned.
“Oh, not to worry, blue eyes. I will most def i nitely do my part to

re mind you.”

 
“THAT WAS DE LI CIOUS, CORD. RE ALLY HIT the spot. Chicken
parme san was ex actly what I was in the mood for. Thanks.”

“You’re wel come, lit tle lady,” he replied in cow boy twang. “Fig- 
ured you’d be plumb tuck ered when you came home and might want
some good vit tles. So I picked up the phone and had Leonard’s rus- 
tle some up.”

Rea snick ered, lean ing back in her hus band’s arms as he lay on
the sofa with her on top of him.

“You rope and brand some cat tle while you were at it?”
“Ac tu ally they don’t brand cat tle any more, dear. GPS track ers.

Mod ern tech is a beau ti ful thing.”
“So they tell me,” she sighed, and he squeezed her close. “God, I’m

so ex hausted. It’s been such a bad week for a lot of peo ple. So much
mis ery, so many fright ened peo ple out there.”



“I know,” he said into the back of her shoul der. “The girls prob a- 
bly didn’t say any thing be cause they know you’re tired, but they
were anx ious while you were away. Ob vi ously they know what their
mother does for a liv ing now, not like when we were with the
Agency. They like the fact that momma hunts down the bad guys,
but they don’t like the pos si bil ity that you could get hurt, or worse. I
as sured them that you are bul let and bomb proof, even im per vi ous
to kryp tonite. I kept the part about you be ing a mod er ately ad e quate
sex part ner to my self though.”

She el bowed him in the ribs play fully, for the most part.
“Mod er ately ad e quate, my ass.”
“No, babe, I as sure you, your ass is more than mod er ate.”
This earned him two more el bow shots, and now Rea turned over

and they were wrestling play fully. Af ter a minute they were kiss ing
pas sion ately. A minute af ter that, zip pers started com ing down.

It was hasty and in el e gant, and they tried to be as quiet as they
could be cause their kids were just a floor away, but it was some thing
that they both wanted and needed, and when it was over they lay
side by side on the sofa hold ing hands, sleep ily sat is fied.

“Never let it be said that older chicks can’t fuck,” Cord whis pered
in the dark ened liv ing room.

“You want me to beat your ass again, Mr. Hamil?” Rea whis pered
back. “You that much in to pain?”

“Hey, I’m in to any thing that gets you touch ing me. Like I said, I
re ally missed you. Re ally missed be ing with you like this. Also, I was
wor ried about you, too. I know how tough you are, seen it first hand,
but I still worry. I think I might have liked it bet ter if we had both
re tired. But I know how much you like the job, and how much good
you can do in it.”



Rea glanced away for a few mo ments, feel ing her hus band’s close- 
ness, con tented by it.

“Right now, baby, I’m not sure how much good I’m do ing. We re- 
ally aren’t mak ing any progress. There are so many fac tions at play
here, in the Bu reau, at Jus tice, and es pe cially at the White House.
Now we’ve even got the folks on Capi tol Hill get ting in on the act. As
if things weren’t al ready bad enough. With each new at tack, the des- 
per a tion be comes more acute, as does the lack of con sen sus. It is so
frus trat ing. There is a lot more we need to be do ing and can be do- 
ing, but it will take some guts. Some thing that is al ways lack ing in
Wash ing ton. Which is why I may be go ing out side the box here very
soon.”

Cord rec og nized the tone in his wife’s voice, knew it quite well,
and sud denly his ap pre hen sion in creased ten-fold.

“I’m not in the Bu reau and my se cu rity clear ance has ex pired,” he
said evenly. “So I know I have no right to ask, and you cer tainly have
no obli ga tion to tell me.”

“But since you just fucked me so good, maybe I ought to give you a
pass?”

Cord chuck led, slipped his arms around her back.
“I was think ing more that you might be the one hav ing to plea sure

her self to pho tos of me,” he told her.
“That’ll be the day,” Rea teased, in sin u at ing her left knee be tween

his legs.
They kissed some more, played around a lit tle more, then she

snug gled into his arms in the dark ness and told him what it was she
was think ing, and per haps what she was plan ning on do ing.

Nei ther of these things made sleep any eas ier for Cordell Hamil
that night, but since his very sexy wife was back in his arms for the



first time in more than a week, sleep was re ally the last thing on his
mind.



Chap ter 20

Tino Vega was in his of fice early on Sat ur day morn ing be cause he
wanted to check in with the su per vi sor in the Tac ti cal Over sight
Cen ter for any new de vel op ments in the on go ing op er a tion in Hix- 
son, Ten nes see. Of course, if some thing note wor thy had oc curred
dur ing the night, Tino knew he would have been in formed im me di- 
ately. Also, the night duty su per vi sor had emailed sta tus notes at the
end of her shift at zero six hun dred. Still, when an im por tant op er a- 
tion was run ning, Tino liked to keep a close eye on things. His wife
was not happy about his go ing to the of fice on a Sat ur day, but he
had promised to be back home by noon so that they could take their
three chil dren to the park for a pic nic. He was look ing for ward to
that. As much as he loved his work, Tino was a fam ily man at heart
and would give up ev ery thing for them in a heart beat.

When he was done in Over sight, he went to his of fice just down
the cor ri dor, sat down at his desk, and fired up his com puter. In the
com ing phases of the op er a tion, his branch would play a very cen- 
tral role, and that meant a lot of plan ning and prepa ra tion. Not to
men tion a lot of prob lems with mul ti ple mov ing parts to solve. And
this was the true rea son he had come to the of fice on Sat ur day. He
could think bet ter with out dis trac tions, and right now he re ally
needed to think. There were key el e ments in the tac ti cal plan ning
that had to be ad dressed and he hadn’t yet come up with meth ods



that he was en tirely com fort able with. Too many un known vari- 
ables, and he knew that right now there was not much he could do
to rec tify that. Other de part ments, most no tably Andie Pearth’s, had
a lot of work ahead of them. A lot of in for ma tion to col lect and an a- 
lyze. Once they worked their magic, then the bulk of the plan ning
for project ex e cu tion would fall to him. First, how ever, he needed
the data.

Still, even with lim ited in for ma tion he could make gen eral plans,
pre pare to mar shal re sources, and plan con tin gen cies when the un- 
ex pected hap pened. A key fac tor he had to take in to con sid er a tion
was op er a tional re sis tance, but un til he had an idea of what the size,
skills, and ca pa bil i ties of the op po si tion were, that would be a tough
nut to crack. He wasn’t all that wor ried, though. Af ter all, his Tac ti- 
cal As sis tance Branch boasted some of the most tal ented and skilled
op er a tors in the busi ness. Its com man der in cluded.

By eleven-ten he had nearly eight pages of notes and the rudi men- 
tary work ings of a mas ter plan form ing in the re cesses of his brain.
He was about to save the file and power down when his desk phone
rang. The down side to peo ple know ing you were in the of fice on a
Sat ur day. He saved the file and pow ered down any way, then
reached for the re ceiver.

“Some how I knew I’d find you at your desk on a Sat ur day morn- 
ing,” Andie Pearth chuck led in his ear.

 
STILL SMIL ING, CEN TU RION’S DI REC TOR of Pro tec tive In tel li- 
gence and Per son nel Se cu rity ended the call and set her phone on
the end ta ble be side the sofa on the side wall of her of fice, tuck ing
her bare feet up un der neath her. Be side her, Gerry Con rad sat criss- 



cross with his lap top in his lap, typ ing. He paused briefly to glance
her way.

“You know, if one did not know bet ter, they might think that you
were, how shall I put this, do ing the Hor i zon tal Mambo with young
Mis ter Vega. The way you flirt with him all the time.”

Andie snick ered and poked his arm.
“First off, he ain’t all that young. Just three years younger than

you, babe. And sec ond, you know I think of Tino as a kid brother.
Granted, a good look ing kid brother with a damn fine physique, but
a brother none the less. Now if I was from Ar kan sas…”

Gerry grinned, reached over and squeezed her knee.
“So he’s work ing, too?”
“Of course, lay ing out a gen eral tac ti cal plan for the end phase. Or

at least the end phase for the sec ond phase of the op er a tion be cause
I’m pretty sure this won’t end with ex trac tion. So we take it a step,
or a phase, at a time. As you heard me tell him, we’re work ing on all
the back ground ma te rial right now, per son nel bios, gen eral and spe- 
cific knowl edge of the or ga ni za tion and its in ner work ings. Wish we
could have had more time to talk to Ten nyson the other night. He’s
a good source of data for us.”

Gerry snorted, turned back to his lap top.
“If you can trust a damn word out of his mouth.”
Andie stared at him with a frown for a few mo ments, then reached

over and took his lap top, clos ing the screen and set ting it on the ta- 
ble in front of the sofa.

“Gerry, turn around and talk to me, please,” she said gen tly. It
took a minute, and she could see him strug gling to keep his emo- 
tions in check, but he did turn to face her.



“I know you said you were fine be fore we left San Diego, and I
knew you were ly ing then. I know you re ally don’t like this job,
would pre fer that we passed on it. I’m not happy ei ther; no body is,
Robert and Alex in cluded. But we do what we do for a liv ing not be- 
cause we’re gonna like ev ery job we take. I think Teddy Ten nyson is
a rep re hen si ble slug who de serves to die with a hot poker rammed
up his ass. All of his Nazi ass hole bud dies, too. But there are larger
con cerns here. You know that. And I’m not just talk ing about Cald- 
well and her son. Think about the dam age Ten nyson can do once
he’s out. The an nounce ment of his de fec tion alone will be a se ri ous
blow to the white na tion al ist move ment. Think about it, when it’s
re vealed that he’s fallen for a black woman and had a child with her,
the chaos that rev e la tion will wreak will be dev as tat ing for WPA and
all their sup port ers.”

“And then Elis a beth Cald well and her son will be in real dan ger,”
Gerry said an grily. “As if they aren’t now. These ass holes will re ally
want them dead. Not to men tion Ten nyson’s other fam ily. I don’t
care so much about the wife; she knew what she was get ting when
she said I do, but his kids... The young ones at home, the other two
that don’t want any thing to do with him, they don’t de serve the shit
storm com ing their way be cause of him.”

“True,” Andie said, then pointed out, “but by that time they will all
be un der our pro tec tion. Ac tu ally, pretty soon I imag ine Pro tec tive
Op er a tions will have covert se cu rity teams in place ev ery where,
once Ten nyson’s pay ment clears and Alex au tho rizes it. This is a
shitty thing, baby, and I get why you’re pissed. I’m right there with
you and I say fuck him, too. But…”

Gerry took a deep breath, reached out and took both her hands.
“But the big pic ture,” he ex haled. “I get it. I do not like it, but I get



it. And I’m gonna help, do my part. Al though my di vi sion isn’t re ally
di rectly in volved, I will do what I can. Got one of my threat anal y sis
teams freed up start ing on Mon day. They can help with what ever
you need. Lim ited in for ma tion about the ac tual job, just build ing
pro files is all they will be told. Part of the rea son I’m up here this
week end is to help fa cil i tate that.”

Andie smiled imp ishly.
“Oh, if that’s part of the rea son, what’s the other?”
Gerry grinned, pulled her into his arms as he lay back on the sofa,

tak ing her with him. He slipped his hands down to her back side,
giv ing each plump cheek a squeeze. Andie had on jeans and Gerry
had al ways thought she looked ab so lutely de light ful in denim. Ac tu- 
ally, he thought she looked the best with out denim, or any thing else,
but if she had to be dressed, he’d pre fer her in a pair of well-worn
and snug blue jeans. At least for a lit tle while.

“The other part is to spend some qual ity time with this black girl’s
booty on a white girl,” he said with as straight a face as he could
muster.

Andie burst into laugh ter and pushed her pelvis firmly against his.
“Oh, you’re gonna pay for that one, Ma rine. Now the truth is out!

Just my booty you’ve been af ter all this time.”
Gerry en joyed the pres sure against his nethers, pushed back a lit- 

tle.
“Oh no, sol dier, the boo bies push ing against my chest are pretty

nice, too.”
“Oh you!” Andie ex claimed, then pressed her lips against his and

kissed him greed ily.
“Are we done with work al ready,” Gerry said breath less a few min- 

utes later.



“It’s not even nine o’clock yet, bub,” she said, pulling back and
strad dling him play fully, re ally en joy ing the pres sure of Gerry’s
erec tion against her lower ex trem i ties right now. “We have to work
at least un til noon be fore I rip your clothes off and do un speak able
things to you on top of my desk over there.”

Gerry smiled again, reached for her waist.
“Good thing it’s Sat ur day and there’s a re duced crew around

here.”
She leaned back over him, a wicked grin form ing on her lips.
“Of fice walls are sound proof. Se cu rity re quire ment that Ray in- 

sisted on for all ex ec u tive of fices, re mem ber? Comes in handy when
I want to boff hot black guys in here, too.”

“Good ole Ray,” Gerry said, then ac cepted the next deep and pas- 
sion ate kiss Andie pre sented to him.

Noon could not come soon enough.

 
DORA SHAW WAS WEAR ING JEANS, too, and a gray sweat shirt
with the Ari zona State Uni ver sity em blem on the front and back.
She was sit ting in one of the air gapped se cure rooms be low the Cy- 
ber Se cu rity Op er a tions Cen ter work ing seam lessly with a lap top, e-
pad, and a main frame com puter in ter face. Her fin gers flew with an
al most pos sessed an droid speed, her mind, limbs, and dig its in per- 
fect syn chro niza tion.

Ray Al varez was ob serv ing her on the mon i tor pro gram on his e-
pad just out side the room, amazed at how fast this young woman
was work ing, and a lit tle fright ened at just how good she was at it.
To be that young and that ac com plished, she had such a bright fu- 
ture ahead of her. Bet ter now than be fore she came to work for Cen- 
tu rion, when she was work ing her way through life as a black hat



hacker. Ray was still a lit tle amazed that his cy ber team had been
able to catch her, track her lo ca tion af ter a third in a se ries of near
crip pling vir tual re al ity at tacks she launched on a client’s servers us- 
ing a ten year old lap top that she up graded with spare parts from lo- 
cal thrift stores. If Ray had alerted the FBI, Dora Shaw would now
be serv ing a lot of years in a fed eral pen i ten tiary. Or maybe they
would have of fered her a job in their Cy ber Di vi sion. More likely the
lat ter, which was why he went with the take down team, he wanted
to meet her in per son, size her up. Then he of fered her the job. That
or prison. Chances were good she would have re fused to work for
the feds and ended up there for most of the next decade. Many
thought Ray had lost his mind, and he wasn’t so sure he had made
the right de ci sion at first, which is why he was care ful to make sure
she was al ways mon i tored in the be gin ning. Now she had his com- 
plete trust, within lim its, which is why when Alex in formed him of
the sen si tive na ture of their new as sign ment, the need for ab so lute
dis cre tion and speed, Dora Shaw was the first per son to come to
mind. Ac tu ally, she was the only per son to come to mind.

To get into an oc cu pied air gapped room took top clear ance and
pa tience. Luck ily Ray had both of those in abun dance. Ac cess codes,
iris scans, and fin ger and palm print scans, oh, and a mantrap or
two, with one door hav ing to se cure be hind you be fore the other
would open. And lastly was the voice print recog ni tion se quence.

“Al varez, Ray, EVP/D, Level-One.”
The last door opened and Ray heaved a sigh, step ping in side the

small room. Dora Shaw did not even look up; she knew that only
one per son would have ac cess to this room while she was work ing
on this project.



“Morn ing, boss,” she said, one hand work ing the lap top, the other
the main frame key board, head mov ing from one to the other ev ery
few sec onds.

“Good morn ing, Dora,” Ray said pleas antly, set ting his e-pad on
the ta ble. “Just stopped by to see if you have be come one with the
tech yet. Looks like you’re well on your way.”

Dora Shaw grinned, dou ble typed for a few more sec onds, then
stopped, push ing back from the ta ble, re mov ing her glasses and
look ing up at him.

“Wouldn’t that be a won der ful thing?”
“Ac tu ally, no,” Ray said in a fa therly tone, pulling out the only

other chair in the room and drop ping into it. His leg was both er ing
him more and more as he moved through his early fifties, an in jury
suf fered a long time ago when he worked in the fed eral prison sys- 
tem.

“I’ve been spy ing on you. The al go rithms you wrote are off the
charts. If we can get them to code with the soft ware and they work
as in tended, this’ll have im pli ca tions far be yond the cur rent as sign- 
ment. If we could build a sus tain able elec tronic coun ter surveil lance
shield that not only blocks eaves drop ping, but ac tu ally sends back
dis in for ma tion to the eaves drop pers based on a work ing AI pro- 
gram, damn that would be some thing.”

Dora Shaw smiled.
“It would be,” she said. “And will be. But not in time for this job. I

just worked those up so you could see where I wanted to go. For this
op it’s gonna have to be more old school. We can block the eaves- 
drop ping, but any play back will have to be done man u ally in real
time. Which means there will be a de lay. Mi crosec onds, but still a
de lay.”



“I un der stand that,” Ray as sured her. “Which means no tice able
gaps. We’re work ing on ways to deal with that. Not to worry. This is
your part, and you’re do ing great work. Keep it up. Proud of you,
Ms. Shaw.”

Af ter a quick rub of his right knee, Ray pushed his bulk up from
the chair and col lected his e-pad. His voice took on a se ri ous note
when he spoke next.

“And I know I don’t have to re mind you…”
“To keep my trap shut,” Dora Shaw grinned, putting her glasses

back on. “Will do, boss. I’ll re sist the urge to post ev ery thing to my
In sta gram ac count tonight.”

“Good woman,” Ray said, then smiled and left. He knew very well
that de spite her cy ber savvy, Dora Shaw had no so cial me dia foot- 
print. She knew how easy it was to hack some one’s life that way and
do se ri ous dam age.

As she had done many times in her for mer life.

 
BELCHEK WAS SMIL ING LIKE A KID at Christ mas as she re peat- 
edly squeezed the trig ger on her full sized .40 cal iber SIG-Sauer pis- 
tol, com pletely oblit er at ing the cen ter of the Q Tar get fif teen yards
down the range. When the slide locked back af ter the fi nal round ex- 
pended, she dropped the mag a zine, loaded an other from the holder
on her right side, came back on tar get, and did the same thing to the
tar get’s head. This time when she fin ished, she set the weapon on
the stand in front of her, glanced to her right.

Robert grinned, draw ing the .45 cal iber SIG from the hol ster on
his right side, point ing it at the tar get fif teen yards in front of him,
squeez ing the trig ger with out aim ing, his hands and eyes work ing as



one. The ten-shot group ing was not as tight as the one Belchek had
made in her tar get, but close enough to be just as fa tal.

He did a quick reload, re turned the weapon to his hol ster, drew it
again. Same re sult with the head of the tar get. Robert dropped the
empty mag a zine, re placed it with a fresh one, and then re turned the
weapon to his hol ster. Belchek was pulling off her ear and eye pro- 
tec tors and he did the same.

“Nice to know I can still edge you some times,” she said with a
grin. “Of course, I ac tu ally aimed at my tar get; you just raised your
weapon and started fir ing.”

“Aim ing’s for girls,” Robert joked.
“Oh re ally? Does Alex know you feel this way?”
Robert laughed.
“Who do you think first coined the phrase? How’s Griselda by the

way? Got ten over her cold?”
Belchek nod ded, pick ing up her SIG and check ing the cham ber,

clos ing the slide.
“Yep, cou ple of days ago. Now she’s back to be ing a ram bunc tious

lit tle pain in my back side.”
“Good,” Robert said, glanc ing around at the other empty shoot ing

stalls on the cov ered out door range at CPG’s La Jolla train ing fa cil- 
ity. “Be ing sick is mis er able when you’re a kid. Sure, you get to miss
school, but all the icky stuff that goes with a cold is hard on them.
Glad she’s feel ing bet ter, your back side not with stand ing.”

Belchek grinned again.
“So, boss, I don’t think you in vited me out here this morn ing to

check up on my shoot ing skills or give me par ent ing ad vice. What’s
up?”



“So cyn i cal,” he said, glanc ing around once more. “And I’ll have
you know that I earned A+s in both Mar riage and Fam ily and Par- 
ent ing back in col lege.”

“Yeah, and if you had ever had a kid to prac tice on, I might be
more will ing to take your ad vice.” As soon as the words were out of
her mouth she re gret ted them. “Sorry, Robert, I didn’t mean…”

He shook his head and waved off her apol ogy.
“No need. Nei ther Alex nor I ever wanted chil dren of our own.

We’re happy with that de ci sion.” He did not add that even if they
had wanted chil dren of their own they were med i cally in ca pable of
con ceiv ing, some thing that nei ther looked upon as a bad thing con- 
sid er ing how much they en joyed sex.

“And yes, I did have some thing I wanted to dis cuss with you. It’s
re gard ing that coun ter surveil lance job I put you on a few weeks
back.”

Belchek nod ded, mov ing a lit tle closer.
“I was won der ing if I was ever go ing to find out what that was

about,” she said, the cu rios ity bright in her dark eyes.
“Some what,” Robert re marked. “What I’m about to tell you, Lour- 

des, is sen si tive in for ma tion, the full de tails known only to Alex and
my self. Se nior man age ment has most of it, but for now we’re keep- 
ing it close. You un der stand what I’m say ing, don’t you?”

She nod ded.
“Yeah, if I let any thing slip, I get two in the back of the head,” she

joked.
Robert did not smile when he replied.
“Bul lets are so ex pen sive, and we just used a cou ple hun dred

train ing rounds this morn ing. It’ll ei ther be a gar rote or a knife up
through the ribcage.”



Belchek stopped smil ing, star ing at him with a mix ture of un cer- 
tainty and con cern. Then she saw the be gin nings of a smile form ing
at the cor ners of his thick lips.

“Just kid ding. For you we can spare the price of the bul let.”
“You’re not help ing, boss,” Belchek chided. “But I un der stand,

don’t dis cuss this with any one ex cept you or Alex un less in structed
to do so by you or Alex.”

“Cor rect,” he said, then told her what he had de cided to. When he
fin ished, she stood di gest ing the new data.

“Well that’s a new one on me,” she said at length. “And I can see
why you’re keep ing it close. What ever you need me to do, I’m in.”

“I fig ured that, but your part in phase one will be lim ited. As a
mat ter of fact, it’s prob a bly over. I’ll check with Jim and see if he
needs any ad di tional per son nel, but I think he can cover it with the
teams he has in re serve. If not, I’ll send you out to as sist. But once
phase two be gins, the risk for CPG will be high, prob a bly higher
than for our client. And be cause of that, I’m go ing to au tho rize a
spe cial team to pro vide se cu rity for some one who will not like it one
bit.”

“Oh shit!” Belchek swore, al ready know ing where this was go ing,
not lik ing it one bit. “Robert, you aren’t se ri ous? Of course, you’re
se ri ous. But I’ll bet you haven’t dis cussed it with her yet, have you?”

“Did you no tice me walk ing with a limp?” he said.
“Not yet,” she said. “But I can imag ine that’s com ing once you

break this news. You sure there isn’t an as sign ment you need me to
take care of in North Ko rea that starts im me di ately? I can send
Griselda to stay with my par ents for a while.”

Robert grinned.



“Sorry, North Ko rea is out for now. And I need you on this job,
Lour des. You’re one of my best agents, one of my best team lead ers.
Be sides, it’s not like you haven’t done the job be fore.”

“Yeah,” she rolled her eyes. “And barely sur vived. Have you for- 
got ten what hap pened in that park ing garage that time?”

“Not at all,” he as sured her. “You be haved quite spec tac u larly, as I
re call.”

“Yeah, right. Pretty much I was there to hold her coat.” She sighed
deeply, glanced around again. “But you know I’ll do it if you need
me to.”

“I do,” he said. “And she won’t be a prob lem. Chief Pro tec tion
Agent’s call. Se lect three oth ers but tell them noth ing un til I in struct
you to do so. Once you have the names, let me know and I’ll make
sure their sched ules are flex i ble. Maybe send them up here for re- 
fresher train ing.”

“Will do, boss,” Lour des Belchek said, no trace of plea sure re gard- 
ing her up com ing as sign ment ev i dent in her voice or ex pres sion.

Robert reached out and squeezed her shoul der.
“Thank you, Lour des,” he said, then reached for his ear and eye

pro tec tors. “Shall we fin ish off the last of the ammo?”
Belchek nod ded, reach ing for her pro tec tive gear as well. This

time when they shot, she was not smil ing, but her group ings were
even tighter than be fore.

When she glanced over at Robert’s tar get she had to do a dou ble
take. All ten shots had been fired through a sin gle hole now about
the size of a quar ter. He glanced her way, smiled, then reached for
the last full mag a zine and slammed it home.

 



WALLY HOLT HAD FLOWN TO FORT LAUD ERDALE two days
ago to con fer with the Di rec tor of Pro tec tive Op er a tions. As set Pro- 

tec tion Di vi sion was un der the au thor ity of the DPO
[viii]

 and that in
ef fect made Jim Paxon Wally’s im me di ate su pe rior. Wally had come
with out his wife be cause it was a busi ness trip, but Jim and his wife
Jen had cooked an amaz ing meal the night be fore at their beach side
home in Hal lan dale and when Wally woke up this morn ing he was
still feel ing full, and think ing once more about restart ing his long
missed diet.

At noon, Wally and Jim were in the Op er a tions con fer ence room
ad ja cent to Jim’s of fice, sealed in, lap tops up and run ning, both
drink ing luke warm cof fee. Jim sud denly pushed away from his side
of the ta ble, put his hands be hind his head and in ter laced his fin- 
gers.

“What was it Spock said to Kirk that time?” he said to Wally.
Wally glanced up, fin gers still poised above the key board.
“What?”
“You know in that movie about Khan. Num ber two. When they

had to go on duty for real and Spock told Kirk to take the ship, but
Kirk said that was okay and then Spock told him…”

Wally shook his head and leaned back in his chair, hands rest ing
on his stom ach.

“Some thing like, it was a mis take for you to ac cept pro mo tion, I
be lieve.”

“That’s it!” Jim said, bring ing his left an kle up to rest on top of his
right knee. “A mis take for Kirk to ac cept pro mo tion to ad mi ral.
Com mand ing a star ship is your first best des tiny. Any thing else is
a waste of ma teriel.”

“Did we stay up too late drink ing last night?” Wally grinned.



“Yeah, we did,” Jim con firmed. “Or maybe not enough. I was just
think ing how much sim pler life used to be when I was a cop back in
Min ne sota. Or when we first started with Cen tu rion. Work ing as
part of a team, ex e cut ing as sign ments that were given to us. Now
here we are, stuck in a con fer ence room plan ning the ac tions that
oth ers are go ing to ex e cute.”

“Think ing that you shouldn’t have ac cepted pro mo tion, Ad mi ral?”
Wally said.

“Some thing like that,” Jim ad mit ted. “Don’t get me wrong, I love
my job, for the most part. Even oc ca sion ally get to work a job in the
field if time per mits, but over see ing the ac tiv i ties of the largest de- 
part ment in Cen tu rion—per son nel-wise any way—isn’t al ways a bowl
of cher ries. Es pe cially when some of my di vi sion heads are such
slack ers.”

Wally gave him the fin ger.
“That’ll be five de mer its, Mr. Holt.”
“Make it ten,” Wally said, rais ing the other hand’s mid dle fin ger.
Jim grinned, sighed, rolled back to the ta ble.
“So where are we now?”
Wally leaned for ward to look at his screen.
“Pri mary safe houses are co or di nated, per son nel from my di vi sion

are al lo cated to cover them. Once we get the green light, I’m go ing
to have them staffed with skele ton crews. Thing we need to know for
sure is if they will all be chan neled to one fi nal des ti na tion?”

“Doubt that,” Jim said. “I would think at least two, per haps more
be cause he doesn’t get along with his older kids. And once they find
out about his other fam ily, this might be a per ma nent thing. Let’s
plan on three sep a rate lo ca tions for now. It’s a ques tion I’ll be sure
to put to Robert next time we up date. I’m rerout ing some CP teams,



too, prob a bly need to link in the team lead ers on the safe houses
once we get the go ahead. Go ing to have to co or di nate with Tino on
how we han dle the im me di ate af ter math of the ex trac tions. I know
he’ll want his peo ple to go in solo, and I don’t ob ject to that, it’s
what they do, but once they’re out, they be come Close-Pro tec tion
Di vi sion’s re spon si bil ity.”

“Bet ter get Robert in on that one, too,” Wally sug gested. “You
know how guarded Tino gets when it comes to Tact-Ops, and his
branch falls di rectly un der Spe cial Op er a tions Sec tion.”

“Yeah,” Jim mused, nod ding. “Okay. Pri mary safe houses done,
sec ondary safe houses in the works. As set Pro tec tion of fi cers se- 
lected, CP agents in the process of be ing se lected, still have to co or- 
di nate with Tac ti cal.”

“What about the threat as sess ment?” Wally said.
Jim looked up and smiled.
“Andie’s work ing that an gle, with as sis tance from Gerry.”
Wally smiled, too.
“Think they’re ever gonna come out and tell us they’re a cou ple?”
“Sure, maybe two or three years af ter they’re mar ried. Bet Andie

hasn’t even told her kids yet.”
“No bet. Well I’m glad for them. Al ways thought they should get

to gether.”
“Yeah,” Jim said. “Hope they can make it. Any way, when I spoke

to Andie yes ter day, she said she’d have pre lim i nar ies ready for us on
Mon day, Tues day at the lat est. They’ve got a lot of work to do and
can’t use that many per son nel re sources. Which is the rea son why
Gerry is help ing her. Well, one of them any way.”

Wally nod ded, glanc ing at his screen again.
“Okay then, next item…”



 
AS SAD FORUK WAS EX PE RI ENC ING DIS COM FORT in his left leg
and it was mak ing con cen tra tion dif fi cult, but he was de ter mined
not to let it af fect him at the mo ment. He pushed the pain aside and
forced him self to fo cus on what Alex was say ing, hold ing his e-pad
in his lap, fin gers poised above it. He was sit ting in front of her desk
and she was be hind it, glasses in her left hand, lean ing for ward.

“Franklyn is fly ing in on the twelfth, too, and I want to see if we
can ar range to get some body from Andie’s of fice down here for that
meet ing. Maybe Choi, he’s a re ally good briefer, doesn’t get ner vous
when clients ask ques tions.”

Foruk nod ded, typ ing. “I’ll get on to Sunny Fu ji mori up in San
Fran cisco and see if it can be ar ranged. I’m sure there won’t be a
prob lem, un less Choi is re ally busy. I’ll make it hap pen any way.”

Alex smiled.
“Of course you will,” she said. “Chief of Staff is sim ply an other

term for mir a cle worker. Kind of like be ing Scotty on Star Trek.”
Foruk fin ished typ ing and looked over at her, a lop sided smirk on

his deeply tanned face. “I can’t do the ac cent very well, but… Aye,
Ad mi ral, tis is.”

Alex glanced at her desk top screen be fore con tin u ing.
“Tomas resched uled for next month,” she said. “Had to go over- 

seas. The eigh teenth?”
“Yes. Con firmed. And she is go ing to Bei jing, that’s why she had to

resched ule. Will be away three weeks min i mum. And as I un der- 
stand it, she could have let one of her EVPs, even her COO han dle
the meet ing, but she opted not to.”

Alex nod ded. “Brenda Tomas is a mi cro man ager, likes to do ev- 
ery thing her self. At least the big things. And I guess look ing to



change se cu rity ven dors is a big thing. Be nice for our As set Pro tec- 
tion Di vi sion if we get that client. Maybe an in for other sec tors, too.
I’m sure Ray and his peo ple could put some thing to gether that
would im press Tomas and her team.”

“Want me to ar range that?”
Alex nod ded.
“Yeah, give Ray a call. We’ve got ex tra time now. Send him the

brief on Tomas In ter na tional and tell him to see what he can come
up with by the first of next month.”

“Will do,” Foruk said typ ing once more.
Alex waited un til he fin ished and looked back at her.
“Any thing else, ma’am?”
Alex set her glasses down, folded her hands to gether on the back

of her desk.
“One thing,” she said. “Your leg is act ing up again. You’re good at

hid ing it, but I can al ways tell. You know you could have taken the
day off, worked from home if you wanted to. We do have se cured
Skype, you know.”

“Oh, I’m fine, Alex, re ally. It’s…”
She cut him off with a wave of her hand.
“Don’t BS me, As sad. I’ve seen you limp ing around for the past

cou ple of days, more pro nounced than usual. When was your last
checkup?”

As sad Foruk sighed; leaned for ward care fully to set his pad on the
desk, gen tly touched his left knee. “Last month,” he even tu ally said,
not meet ing her eyes.

As sad Foruk at tended and grad u ated from the United States
Naval Acad emy at An napo lis and was com mis sioned as an en sign.
His en tire seven year ca reer was spent in the Of fice of Naval In tel li- 



gence. He had thought that he would make the Navy a ca reer, but an
op por tu nity pre sented it self that he could not pass up, a chance to
be come a United States Se cret Ser vice spe cial agent. It meant al- 
most an other year of train ing, first at the Fed eral Law En force ment
Train ing Cen ter in Geor gia, and then at the Se cret Ser vice’s James J.
Row ley Train ing Cen ter in Beltsville, Mary land, but he grad u ated
with ex cep tional marks and ad vanced into the field as both a cer ti- 
fied crim i nal in ves ti ga tor and pro tec tion agent.

He spent one year work ing fi nan cial crimes at the New York Field
Of fice be fore be ing trans ferred to the Dig ni tary Pro tec tion Sec tion.
New York be ing home of the United Na tions, for eign lead ers from
all over the world were al ways in town, and when they were heads of
state that meant they got U.S. Se cret Ser vice pro tec tion. As sad liked
the work for the most part, got to meet a lot of dif fer ent peo ple,
some he liked, some he didn’t, but each was in ter est ing in their own
way. He also made a lot of good friends among his fel low agents,
and for a short time dated one in par tic u lar, al though they had to be
care ful to keep their re la tion ship a se cret, less the wrong peo ple find
out and cause prob lems.

Over the next decade, As sad moved around a lot, still at tached to
the Dig ni tary Pro tec tion Sec tion, usu ally trav el ing the coun try as
part of one ex ec u tive se cu rity team or other. He was sin gle then and
didn’t have to worry about fam ily strain, and the ex tra money from
all the over time didn’t hurt ei ther. He was rather en joy ing him self.
And maybe that was the prob lem, he got too com fort able, com pla- 
cent, and one time he missed some thing he should have seen ear lier.

In Iowa trav el ing with the pres i dent of the Philip pines, an un ex- 
pected protest broke out that quickly over whelmed the lo cal po lice
pres ence just as the de tail and their prin ci pal ar rived for an ap pear- 



ance at a lo cal uni ver sity. Chaos quickly fol lowed and the team was
caught half way be tween their ve hi cles and the meet ing hall, an an- 
gry mob of pro test ers headed right for them. With no time to think,
As sad Foruk charged right for the crowd, div ing into them, mo men- 
tar ily stop ping their for ward progress. This gave the rest of the de- 
tail ex tra pre cious sec onds to re treat with their pro tectee to the
safety of their ve hi cles and to exit the scene forth with. One other
agent re mained be hind to try to help Foruk, and he came very close
to shoot ing a cou ple of the pro tes tors who were beat ing and stomp- 
ing his fel low spe cial agent when po lice re in force ments ar rived a
short time later.

When they were able to get to Foruk, he was bloody and bat tered,
and his left knee was twisted at such an odd an gle that it didn’t even
look as if it was still at tached. The next eigh teen months of his life
were the most dif fi cult he was likely to ever en dure. Mul ti ple surg- 
eries, re hab, med i ca tion, and de ter mi na tion saw him through the
worst of it, and he had ev ery in ten tion of mak ing a full re cov ery and
re turn ing to the field. Un for tu nately, his knee had other plans. It
would only re turn to sev enty per cent ef fec tive ness, even af ter a re- 
place ment was in serted. Not good enough for field work. He could
have left on med i cal dis abil ity at that point but de cided an other two
years would give him twenty full years of gov ern ment ser vice, with
his seven from the Navy, and that meant he could col lect a pen sion.
So he chained him self to a desk in Crim i nal Anal y sis for the re main- 
der of his time and tried to keep from go ing crazy as he tracked
laun dered cash and other fi nan cial schemes from one end of the
globe to the other.

While work ing in D.C. he met some one and fell in love. When he
was ready to re tire, his love asked if he would con sider mov ing to



South ern Cal i for nia be cause there was a great work op por tu nity out
there, and it should be no prob lem for some one with As sad’s back- 
ground to find a good job. It didn’t take much con vinc ing, hav ing
suf fered enough win ters on the east coast; San Diego would be a
wel comed change. And with his pen sion, plus all the money he had
saved over the years, if he didn’t find a job right away, that wouldn’t
be too much of a prob lem.

That and the man of his dreams had said, I can al ways take care
of the money earn ing and you can keep house and ser vice my
needs when I come home. As sad had re sponded, Then I guess you
had bet ter marry me. That hap pened two weeks later. Three weeks
af ter that, As sad Foruk met Alex Wells for the first time.

“It’s not get ting any bet ter,” he said, fi nally look ing over the desk
at her. “But the good news is it isn’t any worse. Just flare ups from
time to time. Meds help, but I don’t take them when I’m at work.”

“Which is why you should have taken the day off,” Alex told him.
“And you will the next two. No protests. Take your meds and stay off
the leg as much as pos si ble. I’m go ing to call Barry and tell him to
take your car keys and maybe chain you to the bed.”

Foruk laughed out loud.
“Oh, he’d love that. But, Alex, there’s a lot I need…”
“Some thing you don’t un der stand about no protests, Mr. Foruk?

You’re tak ing the next two days off. At least in the sense of not com- 
ing in here. Like I said, we’ve got se cure Skype, smart phones, in ter- 
net. So ev ery thing you can do here you can do there. And if there is
some thing here that you need to get done, your as sis tant can han dle
it. She is quite ca pa ble, you know.”

“I know, but…”



“No buts ei ther. And we’re done for the day, it’s late. Go home
now. If your leg is both er ing you too much, I can ar range to have
some body drive you.”

“No, I can man age,” he said, push ing up from the chair as a spasm
of pain shot up his leg. He fought a gri mace. “All is right as rain.”

“Liar,” Alex grinned, stand ing and com ing around the desk. She
picked up his e-pad. “You might want to go see the doc tor again be- 
fore you come back, As sad.”

He took the pad from her, tucked it un der his right arm.
“All he’s go ing to do is tell me to take my meds and get some rest.

You’ve al ready told me that. You could be my doc tor.”
“Afraid my doc tor ate is in ju rispru dence,” Alex said, walk ing him

to the doors of her of fice. “Which means I’m qual i fied to sue your
doc tor for mal prac tice. Or I would be if I had ac tu ally been prac tic- 
ing law these past twenty years since I got my de gree.”

She reached out to open one of the doors, paus ing to glance at her
chief of staff briefly, then turned the knob and pulled the door on
the left open. When she did she found Robert stand ing there, right
fist poised to knock.

“Per fect tim ing,” he grinned.
Alex smiled at the un ex pected sur prise.
As sad greeted Robert, then ex cused him self, limp ing away and

try ing hard not to show it.
“The leg both er ing him again?” he said as Alex shut the door.
“Yeah,” she said, pulling him into the mid dle of her of fice by his

fore arms. “Mak ing him take the next few days off, he can work from
home and rest the leg. I didn’t ex pect to see you un til I got home
tonight.”



“You know you should al ways ex pect the un ex pected with me,” he
told her, smil ing again, lean ing his face close to hers.

“Why do I sud denly get the feel ing I should check to see if my bra
strap is still fas tened?”

“Or if you’re still wear ing it.”
Alex smirked, then twisted her thin lips and touched her chest.
“Yeah, you got me there, smar tass. Wasn’t sure for a sec ond. You

done up in La Jolla, then?”
Robert nod ded as they moved to her desk and stood in front of it.
“Yeah. Wanted to come back here and check on a few things, do

some con fer enc ing, see how ev ery body is get ting on with their as- 
sign ments. You about ready to head out?”

“Yeah,” she said. “In a bit. How are things pro gress ing?”
“Tell you what, why don’t we dis cuss that over din ner? Know the

per fect place. Quiet, cozy, ex cel lent food.”
Alex smiled, stepped close again.
“Sounds de light ful. Dress at tire re quired?”
Robert slipped his arms around her, pulling her to his chest.
“Ac tu ally, sweet heart, at tire is op tional.”
Boggy this time, but his im pres sion was just as bad as Alex’s

Cagney.
None the less, the in vi ta tion was ac cepted with glee.

 
THERE IS A FLOOR TO CEIL ING WIN DOW IN their bath room
that over looks the back yard. From the hot tub they can see al most
the en tire yard and the beach down be low it. They watched the sun
set as they ate the pasta and meat less meat balls in gar lic cheese
sauce that Robert pre pared for din ner, along with cheese bis cuits,
shar ing half a bot tle of non al co holic wine. When din ner was done



they lay back and watched the last rays of the sun dis ap pear across
the hori zon. The tub is big enough for the two of them to sit side by
side, as they had done while eat ing, but now Alex sat in Robert’s lap,
her head on his left shoul der as she lay against him so he could see
around her. She pressed his hands into her stom ach with her own
cov er ing them, sigh ing con tently.

“We could stay just like this for eter nity,” she said af ter a long pe- 
riod of si lence. “Never an swer an other phone call, text, or email.
Just sit here and watch the sun rise and set ev ery day for ever.”

Robert kissed the ex posed right side of her neck.
“Fine by me,” he mum bled. “Got all I need right here any way.”
The next si lence was bro ken by Alex as well. She sat up straight

and sighed, turned to look at Robert over her left shoul der.
“But if we did that, who would han dle peo ple like the White Pa tri- 

ots’ Al liance?”
“There is that,” Robert said, lean ing for ward and kiss ing the mid- 

dle of her bare back.
Yeah, there is that.
And so on with it they will go.



Chap ter 21

The sur veil lance teams re spon si ble for shad ow ing Ten nyson and
Cald well on be half of Har lon Scud der and the White Pa tri ots’ Al- 
liance fi nally over came the tech ni cal dif fi cul ties they had been ex pe- 
ri enc ing with their equip ment. For weeks they had been plagued by
one prob lem or an other that re sulted in them miss ing their tar gets
when they were to gether and some times when they were on the
phone or on their own. Or ders were to watch Cald well all the time,
but only Ten nyson when he was with her or on route to meet with
her. They were not sup posed to be voyeuris tic, but Scud der had
made it clear that he wanted to know what they were dis cussing
when they weren’t screw ing. Of course, since the men cho sen for the
sur veil lance as sign ments were not of the high est moral qual ity, usu- 
ally there were more record ings of the in ti mate parts than any thing
else. How ever, of late they were not able to get much of any thing,
just some dis torted jum bles of con ver sa tions, snatches here and
there. They changed equip ment, and it worked for a while, but then
the same prob lems oc curred at en tirely the wrong times.

One of the WPA’s se cu rity peo ple who over saw the job for Scud- 
der sug gested that some one might be jam ming them de lib er ately
and sent some one to sweep the area around Cald well’s condo a cou- 
ple of times while the sur veil lance teams were in place. One time
there was no in ter fer ence, the other time there was, but the coun ter- 



surveil lance tech guy wasn’t able to de tect any jam ming sig nals, and
he was sure his equip ment was top notch and not eas ily fooled. So
maybe it was the weather or some thing to do with sunspots, no body
knew, but then the prob lem even tu ally seemed to clear up, and for
the last week they had been get ting ev ery thing they needed.

It was an other Fri day night and Ten nyson left Birm ing ham at six
in the evening, un der the watch ful eye of a lo cal team. They fol lowed
him all the way to Chat tanooga and re ported to the static team in
Hix son. Hix son con firmed that Cald well was at home with her son
and no one else. So it would prob a bly be an other fam ily gath er ing,
stay ing in tonight. The Birm ing ham team ac knowl edged and said
they were head ing back to the Magic City, wished Hix son a good
night.

The first rum blings of trou ble oc curred around ten-thirty when
the team did a spot check with their au dio equip ment just to see
what was go ing on in side the condo. In stead of what they were hop- 
ing to hear, they picked up a heated con ver sa tion that ap peared
whis pered, as if they didn’t want the child to over hear. They turned
up the re cep tor’s vol ume and leaned closer to the speak ers, and it
wasn’t long be fore the con ver sa tion blos somed into a full scale ar gu- 
ment, com plete with raised voices. They made sure the record ing
equip ment was en gaged and func tion ing as it should, turned the
vol ume down a lit tle be cause it was easy to hear now, and sat smil- 
ing as they lis tened.

“Sounds like they got some prob lems in there,” the blond one said.
“Yeah, trou ble in the jun gle,” said the dark haired one with a cold

grin. “Should have known bet ter than to think you gonna get any- 
thing but a hard time fuck ing around with a nig ger. ‘Course, seen



the ass on that bitch, wouldn’t mind bump ing her a few times my- 
self. Bare back. Then make her swal low me.”

The blond laughed, glanced out the driver’s win dow to his left,
noth ing but woods and dark ness around them. He reached for the
luke warm cup of cof fee in the holder to his right.

“Won der if they gonna make up tonight. Might be fun to lis ten to.”
The dark haired one chuck led.
“Well if he gets mad enough to leave, I might let you fol low him

back home and go in and com fort the nig ger bitch for him.”
Both men laughed cru elly, and then heard what sounded like the

start of ar gu ment num ber two.

 
TEDDY TEN NYSON’S RE LA TION SHIP WITH Elis a beth Cald well
con tin ued to de te ri o rate over the next three weeks. Re peated ar gu- 
ments, both in per son and on the phone, and fi nally one night Cald- 
well threat ened to go pub lic and sue him for sup port. This was
recorded, of course, as was Ten nyson’s cold re sponse to the mother
of his child, mak ing it very clear to her that if she did any such thing,
not only would she never see any of that sup port, he would make
use of his con sid er able re sources to take the boy away from her and
give him to some one else to raise. When Har lon Scud der heard that
con ver sa tion he was grin ning like an old time vil lain in a 1940’s hor- 
ror flick.

“Dum b ass shoulda known bet ter than to fall for one of them in the
first place,” Scud der said to Brett For man af ter they had lis tened to
the record ing for the third time. “Now she’s threat en ing him. Serves
the dick head right.”

“If she’s threat en ing him,” For man pointed out se ri ously, “she’s
threat en ing all of us. If she ex poses him…”



“I know,” Scud der nod ded slowly. “But it won’t come to that.”
“What are you go ing to do, Har lon?”
Scud der was silent for a long time, star ing down at the ta ble

where he and For man sat. Then he turned his bulk to ward the com- 
mu ni ca tions di rec tor and smiled.

“Me, noth ing. Teddy made this mess. He’s gonna clean it up. And
if he don’t do it right, Pride will.”

For man stared into the other man’s cold eyes for a few mo ments,
and then nod ded.

“Yeah, I ex pect so.”

 
THE LAST CON VER SA TION TEN NYSON HAD WITH Cald well
was in per son, but not at her home, at a lo cal bud get mo tel a few
miles away. He had ar ranged the room and when she ar rived he
handed her a thick manila en ve lope, told her what was in side, and
then told her that he would not be see ing her again. Or the boy. He
would no longer call him Teddy, Jr. ei ther. Tech ni cally he was the
fourth any way.

“There is enough there to take care of ev ery thing you need for
some years, if you aren’t stupid. I warn you not to try and call me or
see me. This dis trac tion was a mis take and I have now come to my
senses. I al ready have a fam ily back in Birm ing ham and that is my
place. My work, too. You have a life here, a child to raise, and the
condo is now paid off as well. You are in good shape. You’ve got a
good job, you’re still rel a tively young. Mov ing on will not be a prob- 
lem for you. But as of now, we are noth ing. Noth ing!”

A dif fer ent sur veil lance team was cov er ing them that day, Ash- 
bury and Fos ter, the two that had fol lowed Cald well out to San
Diego. Nei ther man was known for sen si tiv ity and hu man kind ness,



but both re acted with mild shock at the cold ness they heard in their
leader’s voice as he dis missed his whore.

“Jeez, man, that’s cold,” Ash bury said.
“Giv ing it to the bitch hard, ain’t he?” said Fos ter.
They heard Cald well sob bing loudly over the re ceiver’s speak ers as

Ten nyson left the ho tel room, came back down stairs, and climbed
into his SUV.

“Guess that’s that,” Fos ter said, pick ing up his phone.
“Yeah,” said Ash bury, crank ing the van’s en gine. “Love on the

rocks.”
Both men were chuck ling hap pily when Har lon Scud der an swered

the phone af ter three rings. Fos ter re ported ev ery thing, even played
the record ing so Scud der could hear the rel e vant parts.

“Good. Very good. Stay up there and keep an eye on her for a
while. Want to make sure she doesn’t do any thing stupid. Check in
with me later.”

“Will do,” Fos ter said, then hung up. “You heard?”
Ash bury nod ded, shut ting the en gine off again. “Yep. Guess we’re

gonna be stick ing around a lit tle longer. Maybe one of us ought to go
in there and have a look around.”

Fos ter turned to his part ner and grinned.
“And maybe go up to Room 314 and com fort a cer tain nurse who

just got kicked to the curb? I think not, Jed. I think not.”
Jed Ash bury grinned, shak ing his head.
“You’re no fun at all, Corey,” he said, and both men started laugh- 

ing.
Great minds.
Sick minds, too.
And these boys, while far from great, were def i nitely sick.



Chap ter 22

Ev ery morn ing, Robert briefed Alex in her of fice re gard ing the Ten- 
nyson op er a tion, which so far was pro gress ing ac cord ing to plan.

“WPA’s sur veil lance got ev ery thing we wanted them to and re- 
ported it to Scud der. And looks like he swal lowed all the bait whole.
Ten nyson and Cald well fol lowed the script Andie and I de signed for
them to the let ter. And lis ten ing to our au dio, I’d say both are el i gi- 
ble for an acad emy award. Re ally did a good job sell ing ev ery thing.”

“And Ray’s tech?”
“Ex cel lent as al ways. A cou ple of glitches, but noth ing ma jor. And

WPA’s guys aren’t so phis ti cated enough to tell any way. All that time
with us screw ing around with their equip ment and they never got a
se ri ous clue. Even when they had some body sweep ing to try and
find our peo ple, they missed them; in both cases they were less than
fifty yards from them. Am a teurs. Mas ter race wannabees.”

“They’re all wannabees,” Alex pointed out.
Robert looked at her thought fully for a few mo ments, con ceded

her point, and con tin ued with the brief ing.
“So a few days ago, Ten nyson went to Scud der with his tail be- 

tween his legs, con fessed all, apol o gized about a thou sand times.”
“Scud der must have loved that,” Alex said. “I’ve read the per son al- 

ity pro file Andie put to gether on him. Clas sic nar cis sis tic so ciopath,



com pletely in love with him self and his own sense of worth. Noth ing
mat ters to him ex cept what mat ters to him.”

“Yes,” Robert con tin ued. “And, yes, he loved Ten nyson’s per for- 
mance, wel comed him back to the fold, as it were. How ever, it is
very clear that Scud der in tends to con tinue run ning the show from
be hind the scenes with Ten nyson as the fig ure head. Al beit now a
more will ing one.”

“Sur veil lance on all the fam ily mem bers?”
“In place. Tino and Jim are co or di nat ing. Keep ing an es pe cially

weath ered eye on Cald well and her son, just in case Scud der de cides
to make a move on them. Right now all teams are on op er a tional
standby. Hold ing for an or der to ex e cute, but cleared to make a
move if any of their pro tectees ap pear to be in im mi nent dan ger.
Hope that won’t be nec es sary be cause the plan then turns to shit.
We’ll prob a bly be able to get all of the fam ily out safely, but Ten- 
nyson would most likely be fucked. And we might have to do some
sig nif i cant dam age to get to him, some thing that I would rather
avoid if at all pos si ble.”

“Me, too,” Alex said. “How are our ears?”
“Good,” he told her. “Not as good as our eyes, but maybe sev enty

per cent. Only vi o lat ing their pri vacy when ab so lutely nec es sary, and
for the greater good, of course.”

Alex smiled.
“I seem to re call hear ing that line some where else be fore.”
“Yeah. Pretty much ev ery time we re ceived a pre op er a tional brief- 

ing in the Agency. One of the lead ing rea sons we left that job.”
Alex nod ded.
“Yeah. Any thing else? Got a client meet ing in ten and I need to

run to the lit tle CEO’s room first.”



Robert shook his head, stand ing.
“Noth ing that can’t keep. Just, as you once told me back when we

were in col lege, keep ing you in the loop.”
Alex stood as well, grin ning.
“Is that when you knew you loved me?”
“No, that’s when I dis cov ered how much I wanted to kiss you. I

knew I loved you about thirty-nine sec onds af ter I glanced into your
eyes for the first time in Pro fes sor Hunter’s class and we both
looked away, em bar rassed.”

Alex smiled again.
“I wasn’t em bar rassed,” she told him, mov ing to the side of her

desk. “I just thought you were funny look ing and didn’t want to start
laugh ing and point ing.”

“You mean like you did the first time you saw me naked?”
Smirk ing, she cocked her head to the side.
“As I re call, no body was laugh ing then. And there was only one

thing point ing and it was in my di rec tion.”
Robert laughed. “You’d bet ter get to the lit tle CEO’s room now,

ma’am. Lest there be more of that kind of point ing in your di rec tion
this morn ing. I’ll see my self out. And if any body is look ing for me
over the next hour, I’ll be down in the locker room tak ing a cold
shower.”

Robert left the of fice and Alex turned to ward her pri vate bath- 
room, still grin ning.



Chap ter 23

FBI HEAD QUAR TERS
J. EDGAR HOOVER BUILD ING
WASH ING TON, D.C.

 
ReaAnn Bracken was at her desk in the Hoover Build ing at eight-
thirty a.m. fin ish ing up the head lines and se lected in-depth sto ries
of in ter est in the six morn ing pa pers she usu ally read. When she
thought the word news pa per she had to smile. She hadn’t ac tu ally
read a real news pa per in ages, and pretty soon there prob a bly
wouldn’t be any more as ev ery thing went dig i tal. This made her a
lit tle sad. Not as sad as the ac tual sto ries she had been read ing, of
course. Nos tal gic though.

A sharp knock at the door brought her back to the present.
“Come!” she called, turn ing from her desk top.
Se nior Spe cial Agent Bernie Boyce walked in car ry ing a leather-

bound elec tronic tablet un der his left arm, a card board car rier with
two steam ing cups in his right hand.

“Bernie,” Bracken said with a smile. “I may just have to pro mote
you, must have read my mind.”

Boyce walked over to the desk and set the car rier down, re mov ing
one Sty ro foam cup and hand ing it across to her, then tak ing the
other for him self as he sat, rest ing the note book on his left knee.

“Boss, I can’t imag ine a time when you don’t want cof fee,” he
smiled. “And you can skip the pro mo tion, but I will take a raise.”



Bracken took a ten ta tive sip from her cup, nod ded, took a big ger
sip, then set the cup down and glanced at her desk top once more be- 
fore speak ing.

“Most of the news out lets seem to be in agree ment that we are in
the midst of an or ga nized do mes tic ter ror cam paign, some draw ing
elab o rate con nec tions be tween sev eral events while oth ers are a bit
more cau tious. All seem to won der why the gov ern ment, specif i cally
the White House, is so re luc tant to ad mit this. The Bu reau is not
look ing so good ei ther, es pe cially since our press of fice is de fer ring
all com ments to Jus tice and Jus tice is de fer ring them to us. Ev ery
day, the White House press sec re tary has to fend off scores of ques- 
tions on this sub ject and he is no good at it. Cou ple days ago he ac- 
tu ally got into a shout ing match with a New York Times re porter af- 
ter she ba si cally ac cused him of be ing clue less or an im be cile, with
the jury lean ing closer to the lat ter.”

Boyce drank some of his cof fee.
“Tough job. Not one I would ever want. But I tend to agree with

the re porter’s as sess ment of the press sec re tary. That guy re ally is
an id iot. But then, look at who his boss is.”

“Care ful, Bernie,” Bracken cau tioned. “Don’t for get, no mat ter
how we may feel per son ally, he is our boss, too.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the ju nior agent said con tritely. “So what do you
think, how long be fore Con gress de mands that the pres i dent take
more proac tive mea sures?”

“I have it on good au thor ity that it’s al ready hap pened through
back chan nels and closed doors, but so far most of those in his party
are cut ting him some slack. But with their polls back home head ing
south and an elec tion for a lot of them next year, chances are good
that won’t last much longer. Es pe cially if more at tacks hap pen,



which they no doubt will un less we shift op er a tional fo cus and re- 
sources. We can’t go on like this for ever, Bernie, re act ing in stead of
get ting ahead of these ass holes. I’m tired of get ting there af ter the
fact. We need to be do ing a lot more, and I don’t want this to take as
long as it took to get bin Laden. If we had done things a lot dif fer- 
ently there, the re sult would have been achieved about eight years
ear lier. But at the time, the oc cu pant in the White House wouldn’t
lis ten ei ther, de cided to go off and in vade an other coun try that had
noth ing to do with bin Laden. Now that same mis take is be ing re- 
peated with the home grown nutjobs.”

She broke off sud denly, shak ing her head.
“Time to climb off the soap box. The pres sure from the press will

build and sooner or later we’ll get what we need. I just hope more
lives are not lost be fore then.”

She fin ished her cof fee, tossed the cup in the trash can un der her
desk.

“In the mean time, what else do you have for me? I know a lot of
our pri or ity has been di rected at the ter ror prob lem, but I’ve been
in structed to put more ef fort into other as pects of our man date as
well. Specif i cally vi o lent crime that is not re lated to do mes tic ter ror- 
ism. You got those field of fice num bers?”

Boyce nod ded, set ting his cup on the front end of the desk and
tak ing up his note book.

“Yeah,” he said, tap ping keys. “And you aren’t go ing to like those
ei ther.” He stood and came around the desk and showed her.

Bracken reached for her read ing glasses and slipped them on. A
few min utes later she glanced up at her as sis tant.

“Je sus!” she swore. “What the hell’s go ing on in the Mid west that
we got so many gang mur ders this year?”



“That’s what ev ery body wants to know. And if it wasn’t for the big- 
ger story of bomb ings and shoot ings around the coun try di rected at
var i ous eth nic and re li gious groups, this would prob a bly be top of
the na tional news.”

Bracken read some more, then pulled off her glasses and tossed
them on the desk.

“Well it would be nice if we could do some thing about this be fore
it be comes that next. Set up a tele con fer ence with all the SSAs for
the var i ous Vi o lent Felony Squads in the re gion. See if you can get
some body from the U.S. Mar shals and the BATFE to join us as well.
Soon as you can, please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Boyce said, typ ing once more. As he fin ished,
Bracken’s desk phone buzzed. They both stared at it for a few mo- 
ments, dread sink ing in.

“Ev ery time one of us an swers that thing while we’re in here to- 
gether, it’s never good news,” Bracken said.

“No, ma’am,” Boyce said, reach ing for the re ceiver. “It’s not.”
It wasn’t this time ei ther.



Chap ter 24

COURT YARD KING KAME HAMEHA’S KONA BEACH HO TEL
KAILUA-KONA, HAWAII

 
Alex’s forty-eighth birth day present was a com plete sur prise. She
came home late the Fri day evening of the week be fore to find Robert
wait ing in the liv ing room, three suit cases at the foot of the stairs.
She rec og nized two of them as hers. Be fore she could ask, he told
her to go up stairs and to change into some thing com fort able for
trav el ing. When she tried to find out where they were go ing, he re- 
fused to an swer, adding that any ad di tional at tempts at fur ther in- 
quiry on the sub ject would re sult in a most vi cious spank ing, mak- 
ing sit ting for a long pe riod of time very dif fi cult.

Smirk ing, and very cu ri ous, Alex went up stairs and took a quick
shower, changed into cloth ing sim i lar to Robert’s, blue jeans and a
light col ored blouse. She asked how could he be sure he had packed
ev ery thing she needed and he re sponded by telling her that af ter
two and a half decades, he was an ex pert on only one thing: Alexan- 
dra Ju line Wells.

“Be sides, if we need any thing, we can buy it there.”
“Buy it where?” she said.
This caused Robert to glance at his watch and make a quick cal cu- 

la tion in his head be fore shak ing it.
“Dan git. Not enough time now for that spank ing. It’ll have to keep

un til we get there.”



Alex feigned ex as per a tion as he col lected their bags and headed
into the garage. She would not have long to wait to find out be cause
it wasn’t like he could blind fold her and cover her ears for their en- 
tire trip. Air port se cu rity and the air line might not like that.

When Alex saw the next de part ing flight on the screen at the kiosk
where they stopped, her smile was awe some, and she reached out
and crushed Robert against her. What she whis pered in his ear is
not suit able for any one un der sev en teen. Maybe thirty-seven. And a
lit tle over nine hours later they were land ing at Kea hole-Kona In ter- 
na tional Air port.

They had never stayed on this is land dur ing their pre vi ous vis its,
only a cou ple of brief stopovers. So this would be a new ad ven ture
that both would en joy. When Robert was try ing to come up with
birth day ideas a cou ple of months ear lier, in the back ground on tele- 
vi sion was an old episode of the Rock ford Files that guest starred
Tom Sel l eck. That got him to think ing about Mag num: P.I., and in
turn, Hawaii Five-O. His mind worked in very strange cir cles some- 
times, but usu ally with good re sults. To which Alex could most as- 
suredly at test. And not just for this oc ca sion.

Their car was wait ing at the air port as ar ranged, and the GPS had
al ready been pro grammed with their des ti na tion. Not re ally nec es- 
sary be cause the ho tel was lit tle more than eight miles away on an
al most di rect southerly path. It was af ter one in the morn ing when
they ar rived, hav ing added an ex tra three hours to their day with a
back ward time shift.

No mat ter, both were ex cited and happy to be there, and the top
floor beach side suite Robert had re served was spec tac u lar.

“I must be pay ing you too much,” Alex said as she snug gled into
his arms in front of the large win dow in the front room, star ing



down at the dark ocean. “If you can af ford all of this.”
Robert nuz zled her neck.
“Noth ing’s too good for my best gal,” he whis pered.
“Bet ter be your only gal, buddy boy,” she said over her shoul der.
He kissed her neck.
“Only ever, and for ever.”
Alex moaned softly, and af ter a while she turned in his arms, star- 

ing up into his eyes.
“Sud denly I’m not nearly as ex hausted as I should be,” she said.
Robert grinned.
“Cu ri ously, me ei ther,” he said.
“Spank ing time?” she said.
“Spank ing time!” he said.
They left a trail of clothes be tween the front room and the bed- 

room and it would be the last time ei ther was dressed in more than
a bathrobe for the next day and a half.

 
THE GREAT THING ABOUT HAV ING THE best peo ple as part of
your or ga ni za tion is that you didn’t have to worry about how things
would run in your ab sence. When Robert be gan plan ning their va ca- 
tion, he qui etly alerted the se nior staff so that they could take over
the es sen tials of his job and Alex’s in their ab sence. As sad Foruk
could man age the day to day op er a tions with the key de part ment
heads, and all on go ing field op er a tions would re port through their
nor mal chain, only for now that re port ing would stop at de part men- 
tal level. If an emer gency arose that re quired Alex or Robert, As sad
knew how to reach them, but it would have to be a very real emer- 
gency. As in a lot of bod ies lit ter ing the ground across half the con ti- 
nent.



As for the Ten nyson-Cald well op er a tion, co de named Project Lily
White, Jim Paxon took over di rect man age ment con trol with ev ery- 
one in volved re port ing to him for the du ra tion. The plan Robert had
de signed didn’t re quire much over sight as long as things pro gressed
as de sired, but oc ca sion ally hic cups oc curred, and Jim was more
than ca pa ble of han dling them, while still man ag ing the other ac tiv i- 
ties of his own de part ment.

In San Fran cisco, Andie and Gerry were al most fin ished with their
re vi sion of the threat as sess ment, then Jim would have a look at it,
and when he was sat is fied, it would be dis sem i nated to the key
mem bers of the se nior staff in volved.

Ray Al varez re ported that his cy ber guru was nearly done with her
work and they were ex pected to be up and run ning with all tech be- 
fore the dead line. He had se lected a field team and would be send- 
ing Dora Shaw along with them when the time came be cause there
were some vari ables that needed to be man aged in the field and Ray
was con fi dent that Shaw was ca pa ble and ready. Nine months ago
she had at tended a five day course at Tino Vega’s tac ti cal school in
South Flor ida and had come away with top marks. Then just three
months ago she had un der gone a two week close-pro tec tion course
in La Jolla and Pey ton Lan cas ter had joked with Ray af ter wards that
she was think ing about as sign ing her to one of Jim’s new CP teams.

For the two weeks that Robert and Alex were gone, the Cen tu rion
Pro tec tion Group con tin ued to op er ate at the high est stan dards with
the best and bright est do ing the jobs they all knew so well. A good
thing, too, be cause for that en tire time, noth ing could have been fur- 
ther from their minds than the in trigues of their of fice.

There were ad ven tures great and plenty in the is lands. Bus tours,
he li copter tours, hik ing tours, boat tours, snor kel ing at dawn, af ter- 



noon swims at the beach, and, of course, the ho tel’s nightly lu aus,
where they were pleas antly sur prised to find many ex otic veg e tar ian
dishes that they had never heard of be fore, but found de li cious. And
a cou ple of times Alex chal lenged Robert to a limbo con test. When
she won the sec ond one, he whis pered in her ear, Well we both
know that you have al ways been far more flex i ble and lim ber than
me.

The best part was that they had the op por tu nity to spend al most
ev ery mo ment of ev ery day to gether, some thing that both had al- 
ways en joyed, but over the years, as they built their busi ness, the
time they had for that was less and less. When they first met in col- 
lege, and re al ized how they felt about one an other, de spite the
stigma as so ci ated with an in ter ra cial re la tion ship that was still
present in Al abama in the mid-1980s, Alex and Robert had spent
most of their time to gether when not in class. Most of ten in a hid- 
den away sec tion of the school li brary, but some times hang ing out
in the stu dent union or out on the quad. This gar nered some long
looks from some, but they didn’t care. If some body had a prob lem
with them, it was their prob lem, not Alex and Robert’s.

The first cou ple of years af ter Robert grad u ated and joined the
CIA had been a strain be cause she was still in school in Birm ing ham
and he was un der go ing train ing and then posted to his first do mes- 
tic field sta tion down in Mi ami. Af ter a year, Alex de cided to trans- 
fer to the Uni ver sity of Mi ami and fin ish her un der grad de gree, and
move in with Robert. It would not be un til af ter she had grad u ated
and been ac cepted into the Agency that they mar ried, but in that
year, as much as cir cum stances per mit ted, Robert and Alex spent as
much time with one an other as hu manly pos si ble. And a lot of that



time had been spent in var i ous states of nu dity. Close to three
decades later, they were still fans of nu dity.

Alex had never had sex be fore Robert, and this had hap pened
when she was nine teen. He would have been will ing to wait a lot
longer, for ever, Alex sus pected, if she hadn’t ini ti ated it. Robert, two
years her se nior, was a vir gin, too. Both in ex pe ri enced, but both
deeply at tracted to one an other, de sir ing to be to gether as only a
man and woman could be (noth ing against al ter na tive life style
re la tion ships in that state ment, of course).

Once could never be enough, and as of ten as they could, they
found the time to make love, some times in stead of go ing to class,
but never to the point where it hurt their grades. When they were
first mar ried and both trans ferred back to D.C., Robert’s work
sched ule was heavy, as was Alex’s train ing sched ule, but still, they
had the week ends, and some im promptu lunches at home.

As they aged their de sire for one an other’s bod ies only in creased.
Robert’s arousal at the sight of Alex clothed or not al ways sur prised
Alex, the de sire, the lust she saw in his eyes when he looked at her.
And in turn, this caused her re ac tion. Most days she would pre fer to
rip his clothes off and fuck him on the near est chair or sofa, and
some times that hap pened, oc ca sion ally in their of fices when they
worked late and were sure that ev ery body was gone from the top
floor. So it should come as no sur prise that dur ing their two weeks
away from San Diego and CPG, there was sex o-plenty.

 
OVER THE YEARS, THERE WAS NOT MUCH they hadn’t tried,
even in vented a thing or two. There were po si tions that each fa vored
more than oth ers, some one part ner only ex per i mented with be- 
cause the other liked it, but most were mu tu ally plea sur able.



Robert tended to pre fer po si tions where Alex was on top of him or
where they were seated fac ing one an other. Alex liked seated fac ing,
but she had dis cov ered, much to her great sur prise, that she was re- 
ally ex cited by po si tions where Robert en tered her from be hind.
They were more vis ceral, in tense, erotic, and there was just some- 
thing about not be ing able to see Robert but feel ev ery thing he did
to her, from his hips slam ming into hers, the pads of his fin gers
putting pres sure on her hard ened nip ples, to his erec tion swelling
deep in side her womb. She never failed to have mul ti ple or gasms
when they made love this way.

How ever, Alex’s fa vorite sex ual po si tion of all was the one she and
Robert had first used all those years ago in the lit tle sec ond floor
room at the back of the small ho tel just down the road from their
uni ver sity.

She is wrapped around him, legs and arms, her back pressed into
the mid dle of the king sized mat tress, her face nuz zled against the
side of his neck, her front com pletely meshed with his, and the
heav i ness of his full weight is on top of her. Robert is much larger
than Alex, and when they first be came lovers, he was al ways care ful
not to let his lust over ride cau tion when it came to her phys i cal
safety. Alex ap pre ci ated this, but very quickly made it per fectly clear
to him that she was not frag ile and was will ing and more than ca pa- 
ble of be ing his dy namic bed mate. That and a lot more ac tu ally.

They talked a lot dur ing sex, laughed a lot, too, telling jokes, try- 
ing to make the other lose con trol, then do ing some thing that ut- 
terly drove them mad so that they couldn’t hold back any longer, go- 
ing over the edge of ec stasy and tak ing the other with them.

But some times, they were very quiet, barely a moan or a sigh, just
the slow, de lib er ate mo tions of their bod ies as they joined to gether.



As with kiss ing, Alex and Robert pre ferred to keep their eyes open
and look at one an other while mak ing love, but when they were as
they were to day, this did not hap pen, and there was a deeper in ti- 
macy be tween them. He would kiss her neck, she would nib ble on
his ear, his hips would move one way, hers would move an other, as
their pas sion grew to gether.

Alex could feel her self ap proach ing cli max point. Not the first of
the last hour, and she was pretty sure it would not be a sin gle event.
She had dis cov ered very early on that she was multi-or gas mic, and
it was a rare thing for her not to ex pe ri ence at least two or three,
even dur ing a quickie. But when she and Robert were like this, all
bets were off, and she usu ally ex pe ri enced any where up wards of ten,
spread out through their cou pling. She might be forty-eight to day,
but her body and her lust were that of the nine teen year old she had
been when she first went to bed with the man who was in side her
right now.

Alex sighed, took Robert’s ear lobe be tween her lips, pulled down
on it hard as she shud dered be neath him. She gasped and her head
fell back on the pil low, her mouth open, eyes rolling back in her
head, pant ing now.

Robert pulled back so that he could see her face, con tin u ing to
move in side her, slowly, fully, his de sire for Alex as po tent as al- 
ways. She man aged to smile at him, her fin gers now grip ping the
mus cles of his up per arms, and that’s what trig gered Robert’s or- 
gasm, and again, not his first of the day ei ther.

An even more cu ri ous thing they had dis cov ered a year or so into
their sex ual re la tion ship, and quite by ac ci dent, lit er ally. Robert was
multi-or gas mic, too. Or at least du ally so.



It had been a week be fore he was to grad u ate and Alex had taken
him to their fa vorite Chi nese restau rant not far from the school to
cel e brate that event and the im pend ing end of the school term. She
still had two more years to go but was rel ish ing her re turn in the
fall as a ju nior. That night they had a booth in the up stairs din ing
area and found them selves the only ones up there. They sat close,
played footsy, kissed, and did quite a few other in ti mate things in
be tween vis its from their wait ress.
When they left Sun Sees a lit tle af ter nine, they were both so turned
on that Alex sug gested pulling over in a quiet spot. An odd sug ges- 
tion for her be cause de spite their fond ness for sex, nei ther was
reck less, and had never had sex in a car. Robert se ri ously con sid- 
ered the idea, how ever, in par tic u lar when she scooted close to him
and ran her hand along his right thigh. In the end he opted for a
nearby ho tel, barely mak ing it up stairs with Alex do ing ev ery thing
she could to drive him nuts. No pun in tended.
They were barely in the room when she pulled him onto the bed.
She had been wear ing a dress that night, shorter than she nor- 
mally wore, but still con ser va tive by the stan dards of the 1980s.
Nei ther even con sid ered tak ing the time to un dress. She reached
for his zip per as he pulled the con dom from his jacket pocket. By
the time he man aged to fum ble it onto his erec tion, Alex had re- 
moved her un der wear and slid back into the mid dle of the bed,
wickedly grin ning at him. He joined her, en ter ing her wel com ing
body with out de lay, and promptly felt the rush through his loins,
groan ing and curs ing him self for his clum si ness.
Alex had put her hand on the side of his neck, told him it was all
right, telling him that they could try again later, it was okay, she
wasn’t up set. And he ac tu ally be lieved her, there was no trace of



de cep tion in her lov ing brown eyes. But he was still an gry with
him self, not to men tion em bar rassed. He tried to with draw but she
wouldn’t let him. Her slen der legs were very strong thanks to all
the run ning and work ing out they had been do ing to gether over
the past year. Not to men tion the sex.
Alex held him in place, reached out her arms and he came to her, fi- 
nally smil ing, kiss ing her lips, feel ing the pres sure of her hard nip- 
ples be neath her clothes. She was still very aroused, and this did
things to him that he could not be gin to de scribe. In a cou ple of
min utes they were mak ing love, slowly this time, pur pose fully, her
lips nuz zled against his neck, his pressed into hers. In the end they
reached cli max to gether, his sec ond, of course, and her fifth.

They kissed for a long time, Alex’s hands squeez ing Robert’s but- 
tocks as he slipped his hands un der her and did the same. Af ter a
few min utes, Robert pushed up on his fore arms and stared down at
his wife, un able to stop smil ing.

“Any body ever tell you how beau ti ful you are?”
Alex snick ered, reach ing up a hand and plac ing it in the mid dle of

his bare chest.
“Just some horny black dude I oc ca sion ally let do ob scene things

to me in lux ury Hawai ian ho tel suites,” she replied.
Robert chuck led, leaned down to kiss her once more, then rolled

off and onto his back be side Alex. He was still a lit tle breath less.
Alex reached over and took his hand, curl ing her fin gers around his.

“Happy birth day,” Robert said, star ing up at the ceil ing.
“Thank you,” Alex said, do ing the same. “You al ways know just

what I want for my birth day.”
Robert grinned.
“You’re very easy to shop for. No gift wrap ping re quired.”



“And a hell of a lot of fun open ing,” she laughed.
Robert turned onto his side fac ing her, tak ing her hand to his

mouth and kiss ing it.
“I love you, AJ. Thank you for mar ry ing me.”
Alex felt an in de scrib able warmth in her chest, not be cause of the

sec ond sen tence her hus band had spo ken, but be cause of the first.
He was the only one who had ever called her AJ, and he did so
rarely, but when he did… she was filled with such love.

Then she was sud denly se ri ous, turn ing to face him, tak ing and
kiss ing his hand just above his wed ding ring.

“Robert Chan dler, don’t you dare thank me. I love you. Al ways
have, and mar ry ing you was the best thing I ever did. Af ter the sex,
of course.”

They both snick ered, then kissed.
“You know,” she said with a shrewd look in her eyes, arms

wrapped around his neck. “Your birth day is in a few months. The
Big Five-Oh. Maybe I should make a reser va tion for a re turn trip
out here. Of course, since you’ll be well on your way to se nior cit i- 
zen ship by then, per haps I should ar range a Vi a gra pre scrip tion for
you, too.”

Robert laughed, pulled her closer.
“What have I al ways told you?” he said to her grin ning face. “Vi a- 

gra is for guys who aren’t lucky enough to be fuck ing you, dear- 
heart.”

Alex kissed him fiercely, reached down be tween their bel lies,
squeezed him.

“Well, well,” she said.
“Yeah,” he said. “Wells, Alexan dra J.”
“I pre fer Chan dler, Robert L.,” she said.



An hour later the in-room feast he had or dered to cel e brate her
birth day ar rived, com plete with cake and ice cream and five ho tel
staffers to sing Happy Birth day!

Her present that year, other than the trip, and the in ti macy, was a
gen er ous do na tion to Alex’s Tough Gals Foun da tion. Hav ing
reached the point in their lives where they could have what ever ma- 
te rial things they wanted, nei ther de sired ac tual gifts for their birth- 
days or Christ mas any more, so they chose to share some of their
good for tune with oth ers.

“Thank you, Robert,” Alex said as she opened the gift wrapped en- 
ve lope with the trans fer print out in side. “It’s beau ti ful.”

They were snug gled up on one of the loungers on the deck of their
suite, star ing down at the spec tac u lar view of par adise be low.
Robert kissed the side of her neck and held her for the rest of the
night, com pletely con tent.

And only once that night did his mind wan der back to San Diego,
and all the way over to Al abama.



Chap ter 25

WHITE PA TRI OTS’ AL LIANCE HEAD QUAR TERS
HOME WOOD, AL ABAMA

 
Over the next two months, the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance dom i nated
the na tional head lines with ral lies of in creas ing size through out the
south, re cruit ing and fundrais ing drives, as well as en dorse ments
from some of the more ex treme po lit i cal of fice seek ers around the
re gion. Teddy Ten nyson was back on the speak ing trail and in su- 
perb form, stir ring up WPA’s base of sup port and soon talk of his
seek ing of fice him self be gan to resur face. Still, de spite this, Har lon
Scud der and Brett For man re mained skep ti cal of their leader. There
was no doubt that he was good for the cause, but he still had li a bil i- 
ties that could cause trou ble for them if word ever leaked. Scud der
thought long and hard about what to do re gard ing the woman and
boy in Ten nes see, and ev ery day he toyed with the idea of giv ing the
or der. It would be over and there wouldn’t be any thing any one
could do about it. But in the end he al ways hes i tated be cause he
wasn’t sure of the re ac tion from Ten nyson, and right now he was
sim ply too im por tant to the move ment to lose. So the sur veil lance of
the Cald well bitch and her lit tle black mon key bas tard re mained in
place, and so far it did not ap pear that she was mak ing any at tempt
to con tact Teddy. Good for her, and her health.

In early May, Ten nyson sug gested that it might be time to take
their ral lies and re cruit ing drives out of the south ern re gion and try



to make in roads into other mar kets where he was sure there was an
ap petite for their move ment.

“Just be cause the lib er als own those places, doesn’t mean we don’t
have al lies there. We all know that. Maybe it’s time we showed them
some pub lic sup port, build our num bers, let them know that they
are not for got ten. That we, their white broth ers and sis ters, are com- 
ing to help them.”

For man liked the idea but Scud der was re luc tant at first, not sure
if it wasn’t a bet ter idea to get a firm lock on their own re gion first
be fore ex pand ing. How ever, with con tin ued prod ding from both
Ten nyson and For man, Scud der even tu ally re lented, agree ing to a
lim ited ex pan sion.

First they pur chased com mer cial air time on con ser va tive lean ing
talk ra dio in se lect mar kets, do ing call-in shows, on line chats, and
then or ga niz ers from WPA head quar ters in Al abama were sent out
to meet lo cal sup port ers. And when Scud der saw the num bers come
in, he was very im pressed, quite sur prised by their ap par ent base of
sup port in some ar eas, and gave a full green light to Ten nyson’s ex- 
pan sion push. By late May and early June, Ten nyson was mak ing
per sonal ap pear ances in New York, Bos ton, Chicago, In di anapo lis,
De troit, and as far west as Den ver, and while the num bers were not
as high as the ones they re ceived in the south, they were still im- 
pres sive, as were the num bers of new re cruits they re ceived, along
with do na tions to the cause.

“I want to go to Cal i for nia,” Ten nyson in formed the in ner cir cle of
WPA one morn ing in mid-June. “Right into the belly of the lib eral
Hol ly wood lefty beast. I want to hold a rally right in the mid dle of
fag got town in San Fran cisco. I want to hit ev ery ma jor city out
there and show them how pow er ful we are, how much sup port we



have right in their own back yard. I want it to be the event of the
year, gen tle men! Our finest hour. Their fuck ing worst night mare!”

“That would be some thing,” Brett For man agreed. “A real spec ta- 
cle that would scare the fuck out of the libs. But I don’t know,
Teddy. Cal i for nia? Real en emy ter ri tory there. Might turn against us
and it would be bad when the lib eral me dia got a hold of it, which
they would, and it would be all over the news ev ery where. Could
cost us a lot.”

“Yeah, not to men tion the dan ger you and ev ery body else would
face,” Scud der put in. “Our se cu rity peo ple would be over matched
against all the pro tes tors that would come out. And I know the cops
out there are mostly left ies, too. Prob a bly wouldn’t even try to help
us.”

“Then we hire a pri vate con trac tor,” Ten nyson said. “We can af- 
ford it. I’m sure there’s got to be at least one out there that can han- 
dle the job. Hell, maybe even find one run by some up pity nig ger.
They’ll take the job be cause they need the money, don’t care about
any thing else but cash. All of ‘em like that, you know it, Har lon. And
that’ll be great PR for us. Think about it, how it would look on TV if
we had a bunch of blacks and Mex i cans in se cu rity uni forms stand- 
ing be tween us and all the lib eral hordes who wanted to get to us. It
would be so great, es pe cially if some of them got killed in the
process. Good for us, bad for them, which would be re ally good for
us.”

Scud der scowled as he stared at his com man der, think ing of him
that way for the first time in a very long time. He re ally did like the
idea of tak ing it and stick ing it to the en emy in their own ter ri tory,
and For man was right, it would be a spec ta cle that no body would
soon for get. Maybe it was worth the risk. Then maybe it wasn’t.



He turned to the stoic mid dle-aged man to his far left, the crew-
cut, the heav ily starched mil i tary style shirt speak ing vol umes as to
his back ground.

“Erin, your thoughts?”
The stoic mid dle-aged man looked in Scud der’s di rec tion but did

not speak for some time, his eyes un blink ing. This al ways un nerved
Scud der, as much as he tried not to show it. This was the scari est
per son he had ever known, and hoped to never meet one scarier.

At last the stoic mid dle-aged man named Erin spoke.
“Ex pan sion is good for the cause,” he said in a deep south ern ac- 

cent. “And head ing out west can be good for other rea sons.”
Scud der caught the glint in the man’s cold blue eyes, know ing ex- 

actly what he was talk ing about, al though he was sure no one else
did. He turned away, look ing at For man, some of the oth ers, and fi- 
nally back at Ten nyson.

“Okay, Teddy, we'll look into your idea, see if it’s re ally fea si ble.
Might want to fly out and have some meet ings, too. Why don’t you
and Brett look into cities, venues, that sort of thing. Be yond San
Fran cisco and Hol ly wood.”

“Okay,” Ten nyson said with a gra cious smile. “And if you don’t
mind, I’ll look into some se cu rity com pa nies while I’m at it.”

Scud der stared at him for a few mo ments, think ing. Then he nod- 
ded slowly.

“I was gonna sug gest Erin do that, but why don’t you have a look.
We can talk it over later when you have some names.”

Ten nyson smiled, nod ding. He cast a ca sual glance at the stoic
mid dle-aged man named Erin. This man had al ways scared him,
too, the tem per a ture in any room he en tered seem ing to drop by ten
de grees. He never smiled, he never blinked when he looked at you,



and he never went any where un armed, usu ally wear ing a sidearm
un con cealed when in the of fices. He was, af ter all, a se cu rity con sul- 
tant to WPA, but the last thing he made Teddy Ten nyson feel was
se cure. He wor ried him greatly. And the more he learned about Erin
Bryce Boyd, the more he wor ried.

He had to pull this off, ab so lutely had to. It was the only way to
free dom. Other than death and Teddy Ten nyson re ally wanted to
avoid that, not just for him self, but for a lot of peo ple he cared
about.

Scud der was talk ing again and he tried to pick up the thread of the
con ver sa tion. A few sec onds later, Scud der asked if there was any- 
thing else that needed dis cussing. When there wasn’t, the meet ing
ended.

Ten nyson gath ered his things and told Brett For man that he was
go ing to the bath room first, then had a few phone calls to re turn.
They could meet in his of fice in forty-five min utes if it was con ve- 
nient. For man said that would be good. As Ten nyson was get ting
ready to leave, one of the last to do so, he glanced over and saw that
Scud der was in the far cor ner hav ing a whis pered con ver sa tion with
Boyd, the lat ter stand ing at pa rade-rest, his un blink ing eyes fo cused
on Scud der’s as the other man spoke. Some thing about this greatly
wor ried Ten nyson, and he had a sink ing feel ing of dread and doom
as he watched them.

As he walked out, some thing stuck in the back of his mind, a
barely formed idea that he couldn’t place, a deep fore bod ing that
chilled his core. It took ev ery ounce of courage he could muster to
main tain an even foot ing and not break out into a mad scream ing
run for the near est exit.



Chap ter 26

FBI HEAD QUAR TERS
J. EDGAR HOOVER BUILD ING
WASH ING TON, D.C.

 
The Deputy Di rec tor’s of fice called while ReaAnn Bracken was on
the phone with the Spe cial Agent in Charge of the Phil a del phia Field
Of fice. Her ad min as sis tant came into the of fice to in form her but
Bracken waved the man out with out let ting him get the words out of
his mouth. Ten min utes later, she ended the call and then buzzed
her as sis tant.

“Shit!” she swore when he told her. She stood and reached for her
jacket. “Why the hell didn’t you throw some thing at me or tell me to
get my ass off the fuck ing phone?”

“Be cause I like my job and didn’t want to get shot to day,” the as- 
sis tant replied with a wry grin.

Bracken smiled in spite of her self and quickly made her way to the
stairs down the cor ri dor from her of fice. The Deputy Di rec tor’s ad- 
min as sis tant told Bracken that he was wait ing to see her, more em- 
pha sis on the word wait ing than was nec es sary. She knocked and
then en tered the of fice of the sec ond most pow er ful per son in the
Bu reau.

The Deputy Di rec tor was in shirt sleeves, hunched over his desk
read ing from a leather-bound folder when she came in, clos ing the
door and walk ing over to the front edge of the desk. Af ter fin ish ing a
para graph, the Deputy Di rec tor glanced up at her.



“Just got word from the Di rec tor. He’s go ing to pitch your idea to
the Pres i dent at the next Se cu rity Coun cil meet ing. Which is to mor- 
row, by the way. And he’s go ing to need a thor ough brief ing. I as- 
sume you’re ready for that?”

ReaAnn couldn’t keep the smile off her face when she replied.
“You bet your ass I am, boss,” she said.
The Deputy Di rec tor smiled, nod ded, and then went back to his

read ing. The As sis tant Di rec tor in Charge (for the mo ment) of the
Crim i nal In ves tiga tive Di vi sion of the Fed eral Bu reau of In ves ti ga- 
tion took this to mean she was dis missed, turned with out a fur ther
word, and left the of fice, mov ing very quickly.

So many things to do now.
Too many.
And de spite all that, she was still smil ing.
Fuck yeah!



Chap ter 27

Robert was teach ing a class on threat recog ni tion and man age ment
in La Jolla when his phone buzzed. He ig nored it for the time be ing
as he wanted to fin ish mak ing his point, which took an other five
min utes, by which time the phone had stopped buzzing, al though
there was a sec ondary buzz ev ery two min utes which in di cated the
caller had left a voice mail.

“One of the key things re quired in our job is to make de ci sions
based on our in ter pre ta tions of other peo ple. What their in ten tions
are, how they will re act in a given sit u a tion or cir cum stance, and
how best to deal with them. Al ways a tricky thing pre dict ing an other
hu man be ing’s be hav ior, never easy. How ever, with time, and lots of
study, it can be done with a sur pris ing suc cess rate. You won’t al- 
ways be able to pre dict what an op po nent will do, and quite of ten
you won’t have the time to bother, but some times you will. And if
you’re good at it, it can save your life. Es pe cially if you learn to man- 
age the threat in the cor rect man ner.”

He paused and glanced at his watch.
“Some thing we’ll con tinue with af ter a ten minute break,” he said,

then moved to the desk be hind him and perched on the front edge,
ex tract ing his com pany Smart phone from the holder on his belt. He
was about to swipe the screen and type in his ac cess code when he



re al ized one of the stu dents was stand ing a few feet away, star ing at
him.

Robert looked up.
“May I help you, Mr. Pot ter?” he said.
“Just a quick ques tion, sir,” said the well-built trooper from the

Cal i for nia High way Pa trol who was train ing for his up com ing as- 
sign ment on the gov er nor’s pro tec tion staff.

“Please,” Robert said, set ting the phone be side him on the desk.
“Well I was won der ing if it might be pos si ble to take some of the

other cour ses CPG of fers that aren’t as so ci ated with the pro gram my
de part ment se lected? Specif i cally the cour ses on dis creet in tel li- 
gence gath er ing and tech ni cal foren sics. I know right now I should
be fo cus ing on the CP cour ses be cause that’s why the state sent me
here, but I was think ing long term.”

Robert smiled and nod ded.
“Smart,” he told the younger man. “Never too early to think about

the fu ture. And yes, you should be fo cused on the CP pro gram right
now, but in an swer to your ques tion, yes as well. Of course, if your
de part ment won’t pay…”

“It’ll be out of pocket. Yes, sir, I know. And I see those cour ses
don’t come cheap. But I guess any thing re ally worth it wouldn’t be. I
might be able to swing a stu dent loan.”

“We might be able to help you with that, Pot ter. Pey ton Lan cas ter
would be the per son to see about that. Also, there may be a way to
get your de part ment to spring for the train ing, if you’re will ing to
wait a bit. The cour ses you men tioned are a nat u ral sup ple men ta- 
tion to this course. In a few months, maybe as long as a year, you
might be able to con vince the head of your de tail to send you back.
Both the cour ses you men tioned are taught by two very good in- 



struc tors. Andie Pearth is our Di rec tor of Pro tec tive In tel li gence and
Per son nel Se cu rity up in San Fran cisco, and Ray Al varez is Di rec tor
of Com mu ni ca tions, IT, and Cy ber Se cu rity out in Phoenix. Both
long term CPG mem bers and both ex tremely knowl edge able in their
fields. Also quite dy namic in struc tors. You’ll en joy them. But ei ther
way you de cide to go, I’d still sug gest a con ver sa tion with Ms. Lan- 
cas ter. She re ally knows prac ti cally ev ery thing about the fi nan cial
aid sys tem in this state.”

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” said the big state trooper with a toothy
grin. “I’ll do that.”

Robert watched Pot ter leave the lec ture room, then picked up his
phone once more. Code typed in. The missed call was from Alex’s
Smart phone. He pressed the key to ac cess his voice mail. It was
short and sweet. Sort of.

“An swer your fuck ing phone when your boss calls. I’m prob a bly
go ing to have to dis ci pline you for this in sub or di na tion later, Mr.
Chan dler. Firmly! Oh, and we re ceived a call a short while ago re- 
gard ing the pos si bil ity of a fu ture con tract. The caller did not get
into specifics, nor did he leave the name of his or ga ni za tion, but
said he would like to speak with some one in higher au thor ity when
it was con ve nient. The caller’s name was Brett For man. Any way,
when you get this, do drop me a ring back. You’re al ready in
enough trou ble as it is. Prob a bly won’t be able to sit down for a
week when I’m fin ished with your butt. Too dles!”

Robert snick ered as he ended the voice mail. No mat ter what the
sit u a tion, Alex would al ways be able to turn him on. Some thing she
well knew and en joyed im mensely. “We’ll have to see who won’t be
able to sit down for a week,” he mum bled as some of the stu dents
started com ing back to class. He stood up, ac cessed the phone’s text



page, typed out a brief but com plete mes sage, then sent it to Lour- 
des Belchek.

By the time he fin ished with the one to Alex, ev ery one was back in
class.

Robert was smil ing, rub bing his hands to gether.
“Okay, man ag ing threats to our prin ci pals…”

 
FOR HER BIRTH DAY, ALEX HAD RE CEIVED a rather un usual
paint ing from her dear friend and non-ex ec u tive chair man, Billy
Ren dale. An an ti sep tic ren di tion of an epic bat tle fought be tween
an gels and demons in outer space, du el ing with what ap peared to be
light sabers from Star Wars and phasers from Star Trek. And they
were all wear ing what looked like pa ja mas with num bers on their
backs. Alex had it on the front wall of her of fice where she could
look at it ev ery time she glanced up, which was quite of ten as she
tried to fig ure out the sig nif i cance of the paint ing.

Robert, who knew Billy a lit tle bet ter than she, sug gested that it
was just their friend’s re ally weird sense of hu mor with no sig nif i- 
cant mean ing. “He prob a bly had it cre ated him self as a lark, and
knew you’d be fas ci nated by it.”

Maybe he was right, or per haps the paint ing had a deeper mean- 
ing that she had yet to fathom. If noth ing else, it was a great con ver- 
sa tion piece for vis i tors to her of fice and an oc ca sional so journ from
the te dium of the CEO’s chair.

She was lean ing back in her chair star ing at it a few min utes later
when a knock sounded at the door. With out mov ing, she called out
for As sad Foruk to en ter. It wasn’t that she was ex pect ing him, she
rec og nized his knock. In fact, af ter so long work ing with the same
peo ple, Alex was pretty sure she could rec og nize ev ery one’s knock.



And even if she had not rec og nized it, there was the fact that only
two peo ple were al lowed to en ter her of fice with out be ing an- 
nounced by her per sonal as sis tant Dan. Robert was one, and he
wasn’t in San Diego at the mo ment, and the other was her chief of
staff.

“Yes, As sad?” she said, still star ing at the paint ing.
“Tom in Sales just fin ished the call and fol lowed the script per- 

fectly. They want to come out next week for a meet ing with you and
se nior man age ment.”

“Did they give the name of their or ga ni za tion?” Alex said, still
look ing at the paint ing.

“They did,” As sad said with a grin. “Al most as if it was noth ing,
not a big deal. Since we didn’t tell Tom to ex pect it, his shock was
gen uine, but he re cov ered well. Said CPG had a nondis crim i na tion
pol icy when it came to a client’s pol i tics. He did add, how ever, that
we re serve the right not to do busi ness with any one we chose. Tom
was watch ing me the whole time not be liev ing he was ac tu ally hav- 
ing the con ver sa tion.”

“I’ll talk to him later,” Alex said, fi nally turn ing to look at him.
“Set up a tele con fer ence for to mor row morn ing at eight lo cal time,
please. The Six, plus you, Robert, and me. It’s time to kick this thing
into high gear.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said the chief of staff. “Any thing else?”
“How’s your knee?” she asked out of the blue.
He was caught off guard but re cov ered, telling her it was fine,

which was mostly true. He left a minute later and Alex went back to
con tem plat ing the paint ing. A de mon with a hand phaser be ing
slashed across the fore arm by an an gel with a light saber, the blood
spew ing from his arm was de picted as gray ish black.



“Now that re ally is fucked up,” she said, sit ting up and turn ing
back to her desk top, slip ping on her glasses and re sum ing her work.



Chap ter 28

SAN DIEGO, CAL I FOR NIA
PAST AND PRESENT ALIGN

 
Just an other typ i cal day at the of fice, ex cept for the fact that Robert
was wear ing a busi ness suit. Some thing he did nicely, but rarely be- 
cause he hated suits; hated ties even more and avoided them when- 
ever pos si ble. To day was not one of those times.

Alex was be hind her desk, hands folded in the mid dle of it. Robert
stood to the left side, glanc ing out the win dow be hind her. The only
other per son in the of fice at that mo ment was As sad Foruk and he
was work ing on his e-pad, his fin gers fly ing across the screen at
break neck speed.

Alex turned to look at her hus band.
“Robert, you’ve done an ex tra or di nary job with this project,” she

told him. “No one else could have done bet ter. I know you’re wor- 
ried that you missed some thing, and you prob a bly did, ev ery body
does. But I know what ever comes up, our peo ple can han dle it. So
don’t worry. We’ve got this.”

Robert’s smile was touched with melan choly when he re sponded
with out turn ing to look at her. “What’s the line from Taken? ‘That’s
like ask ing wa ter not to be wet.’”

“Your Irish ac cent needs a lit tle work,” she told him. “But I get
your point.” She stood up and went to stand next to him at the win- 
dow, the fin gers of her right hand bump ing against his left.



They stared to gether in si lence for three full min utes be fore be ing
dis turbed by the voice of As sad Foruk be hind them. He was speak- 
ing on his phone. When they turned, he was on his feet, nod ding as
he lis tened. He ended the call and put the phone away.

“They’re here,” he in formed them. “And ev ery one is in po si tion.”
“Good,” Robert said, tak ing a quick breath, re leas ing it slowly.
Alex turned to him. “It’s your show now. We’re op er a tional and at

your com mand.”
Robert nod ded, slipped a Blue tooth trans mit ter/re ceiver into his

left ear and pressed the ac ti va tion but ton, walk ing to ward the of- 
fice’s dou ble doors, Alex and Foruk right be hind him.

“At ten tion, all hands, this is Cen tu rion-One. The word is given.
We’re a go…”



Chap ter 29

Wally Holt was in the lobby wear ing a blue se cu rity blazer with the
CPG logo on the left pocket, a team of four As set Pro tec tion of fi cers
flank ing him. There were oth ers close by, but con cealed, ready if
needed.

The first two men through the glass doors were ob vi ously op po si- 
tion se cu rity. Big, shaved heads, off the rack suits that were ill-fit- 
ting, and deep scowls that they prob a bly spent hours prac tic ing in
front of the mir ror ev ery morn ing. The third man in was Har lon
Scud der. Wally rec og nized him from the brief ing packet Andie had
pro vided for ev ery one. Next came the man of the hour him self,
Teddy Ten nyson, fol lowed quickly by an other se cu rity man, to later
be iden ti fied as Rex, and then by two more that looked more like the
first two as op posed to the more com pact but still pow er fully con- 
structed Rex.

The two peo ple at the re cep tion desk were also wear ing CPG blaz- 
ers, both young women, one black, one Latino. This had not been
done on pur pose; these were the two of fi cers who nor mally worked
this post on week day morn ing shift. Just a happy co in ci dence.

Scud der scowled around the lobby for a few mo ments be fore wad- 
dling over to the re cep tion desk, look ing im pa tiently from one of the
mi nori ties to the other, his dis taste for both of them undis guised.



That’s when one of the el e va tors be hind them opened and As sad
Foruk and Jim Paxon stepped out into the lobby cor ri dor.

 
UP IN THE COM BINED CO OR DI NA TION CEN TER on the third
floor, Ray Al varez, Andie Pearth, and Tino Vega stood watch ing sev- 
eral wall mounted mon i tors, the largest in the cen ter was dis play ing
the scene down be low in the lobby. Each wore a head set and could
hear ev ery word. Around them, the room was abuzz with ac tiv ity,
and not all of it in volved in over see ing the Project Lily White op er a- 
tion cur rently on the big board, al though most of it was.

Tino glanced to his right, look ing at four smaller screens and at an
op er a tor who was keep ing a close eye on them.

“Sta tus?” he de manded of her.
“Still green, Com man der,” replied the op er a tor; one of Tino’s best

im ported from South Flor ida to work by his side on this as sign ment.
“All teams at their fi nal marks and hold ing. No changes so far.”

Tino nod ded, turn ing his at ten tion back to the main screen.
“Ap par ently they’re not happy about hav ing to leave the bulk of

their se cu rity team down stairs,” Andie com mented, fold ing her
arms across her chest. “But it looks like Jim is be ing pretty per sua- 
sive about it. Not that they re ally have a choice. We could let them
all up stairs if we wanted, might change the dy nam ics a lit tle, but
noth ing we couldn’t man age.”

“True,” Ray said, stroking his goa tee. “But its bet ter to sep a rate
them now. How’s Gerry hold ing up?”

Andie grinned.
“Oh, I’m sure he’s a happy boy right about now. He’ll be hav ing

some fun in a minute or two. Yeah, looks like they’ve agreed. Only
one se cu rity man will ac com pany Scud der and Ten nyson. Name’s



Rex Hall, ex-Navy guy. Got a bad con duct dis charge for some racial
in ci dents while in the ser vice. Per fect WPA re cruit ing ma te rial.”

“They’re on the el e va tors now,” Ray said. “No turn ing back.”
“Not for them any way,” Andie said, lean ing for ward and switch ing

chan nels on her head set. “Cen tu rion-Five to Cen tu rion-Seven.
You’re about to have some com pany. Try not to en joy it too much.”

 
WALLY HOLT WAS PLAY ING THE GRA CIOUS host to the re main- 
ing WPA se cu rity guards, of fer ing them a tour of the fa cil ity later if
time per mit ted. He told them he would take them to an an te room
just off the main cor ri dor so they could re lax; per haps send for some
cof fee and snacks. The men were ap pre hen sive, not happy about be- 
ing sep a rated from their charges, but re al iz ing there was lit tle they
could do about it now that the de ci sion had been made by the higher
ups.

“Here we are,” Wally said, open ing a door near the end of a sec- 
ond smaller cor ri dor. He pushed it in and stood aside. One by one
the four men walked into the room. The last one had just en tered
when they no ticed that there was some one al ready in side, sit ting in
one of the cush ioned leather chairs against the far wall. Each man
frowned, looked at one an other, and then at Wally, who had stepped
in be hind them, his four men be hind him.

Gerry Con rad was dressed im mac u lately in tai lored light gray
dou ble breasted suit with heav ily starched red shirt and black silk
tie, his shoes so shiny as to be as smooth as glass. He stood up, ad- 
justed his tie, and smiled.

“Wel come, gen tle men,” he greeted them. “My name’s Gerry Con- 
rad and to day I’m go ing to be keep ing you en ter tained and out of
the way un til what’s go ing on up stairs is over.”



The frowns turned to scowls. None of the men was armed be cause
they were not li censed in Cal i for nia, and they had passed through a
very good and well con cealed metal de tec tor and x-ray scan ner at
the en trance to the lobby. They all car ried knives and no doubt had
some train ing, but they seemed to un der stand how fu tile their ef- 
forts at re sis tance would be given the cir cum stances.

“What are you talk ing about?” the leader fi nally found his voice,
turn ing back to glance at Wally in the door way be fore look ing back
at Gerry. “My boss is here to meet with who ever the fuck runs this
place about a pos si ble con tract be tween us and you. And if this is
the way you peo ple treat his staff…”

Gerry smiled again.
“Al ready with the you peo ple,” he said, glanc ing over at Wally,

who was also grin ning. “Dif fer ent day, same shit.”
“Gerry, why don’t we of fer these gen tle men some seats and all get

cozy? I’ll have some body go get that cof fee and any other re fresh- 
ments. Then…”

One of the WPA men sud denly lunged and ev ery thing went to hell
af ter that. At least for about twenty sec onds. Gerry and Wally each
took out one of the op po si tion in un der three sec onds. The four re- 
main ing As set Pro tec tion of fi cers swarmed into the room and sub- 
dued the other two WPA men, tak ing them to the floor even as they
strug gled, se cur ing their hands and feet with plas tic riot cuffs. Then
they went over and did the same with the two men Gerry and Wally
held down.

Gerry stood, ad just ing his tie once more, tak ing a breath.
“Well that was fun,” he quipped.
Wally pushed up with a lit tle more dif fi culty, slightly winded. He

pulled off his blazer and tossed it at a chair.



“It was. Maybe we should do this more of ten. John son, you and
the other guys get them into chairs and undo their feet. If they be- 
have. Then see about get ting them what ever they want. Again, if
they be have.”

John son was a solid framed black man with a thin black goa tee.
He nod ded, then car ried out his in struc tions.

Gerry pressed the trans mit but ton on the Blue tooth in his right
ear.

“Cen tu rion-Seven to Cen tu rion-Five. We’re sta tus green, Sierra-
Six-Three-Three Eight.”

 
ANDIE AC KNOWL EDGED THE SIG NAL, turn ing to Ray Al varez.

“Your show now, mi amigo.”
“I’m sorry, lady, I only speak Amer i can,” Ray re joined stuffily,

then grinned. “Copy that.”
Dora Shaw was sit ting at a con sole to his left, head set cov er ing

one ear, fin gers poised above a key board.
“All right, Dora. Work your magic.”
And the tech spe cial ist’s fin gers were out of the gate like a fleet of

thor ough breds, glid ing over the keys so fast that Ray could barely
see them. It took her ex actly one minute and twenty-three sec onds
to com plete her task. When she fin ished, the scene on the large cen- 
tral mon i tor changed to a large in ter con nected elec tri cal grid.”

“Nice,” Ray said with an other smile.
“If you say so,” Andie replied, skep ti cally. “Be cause I have no idea

what I’m look ing at.”
“And you run a de part ment with the word in tel li gence in its

name,” Ray said.



To wit he re ceived Andie’s play ful left mid dle fin ger by way of re- 
ply.

“Dora?” Ray said.
Shaw turned slightly. “Sim ply put, Ms. Pearth, that is ev ery com- 

mu ni ca tion de vice that we know be longs to ev ery mem ber of the
White Pa tri ots’ Al liance. Land lines, cell phones, smart phones,
pagers, lap tops, tablets, email, text mes sag ing. Ev ery thing ex cept
smoke sig nals. All of them have been pin pointed and a very spe cial
virus has been up loaded. Ac tu ally that part took place about a week
ago, af ter many weeks of writ ing some very dif fi cult pro grams, I
might add. Some might say the per son who wrote all of those pro- 
grams de serves a raise and an all ex penses paid va ca tion to some
sunny Car ib bean is land.”

Ray smirked down at her.
“Or maybe that per son will re ceive a sharp cut in pay and have her

of fice moved to a small cu bi cle again.”
Dora Shaw grinned up at her boss, pushed her glasses back over

her large green eyes.
“Any way, Ms. Pearth, what I just did was ac ti vate that virus on all

of those de vices. We now have con trol of all of them.”
“Out of cu rios ity, just how il le gal is all of that?”
Shaw glanced at Ray then turned back to her con sole. Ray glanced

at Andie.
“Hey, I’m just a poor Mex i can worker do ing what I’m told to in or- 

der to earn a few measly pe sos to feed my starv ing fam ily back
home.”

Andie’s sar donic ex pres sion said it all.
“You were born in Texas, your fa ther ran a very suc cess ful con- 

struc tion com pany and your mother, af ter many years as an el e men- 



tary school teacher, opened her own beauty shop, which be came
quite suc cess ful and prof itable. You now live in a near pala tial home
in a very ex pen sive part of Phoenix with your sec ond wife and third
son, nei ther of whom is starv ing. Nor are your ex-wife and your
grown chil dren.”

“Damn, Andie, should I even ask if you know what kind of box ers
I put on this morn ing? Sec ond thought, don’t an swer that. I don’t
want to know the an swer.”

Be fore she could re spond, Tino Vega took his phone off his belt,
read ing a text mes sage. He looked at the other two se nior mem bers
of CPG, nod ded. He ad justed his head set as his op er a tor changed
chan nels. She held up a sin gle thumb, in di cat ing he was on standby.

“Al pha-One, Bravo-One, Char lie-One, and Delta-One, this is Cen- 
tu rion-Eight. The word is given. God speed.”

In eleven sec onds all field teams had re ported con fir ma tion of or- 
ders re ceived.

“We’re green lit, Com man der,” the op er a tor in formed him with- 
out tak ing her eyes off her four mon i tors. “All teams on the move.”

“Thanks, Car rie,” Tino said in a low tone, turn ing back to face Ray
and Andie. “Now comes the hard est part.”

Andie nod ded know ingly.
“Yeah. Wait ing.”



Chap ter 30

Har lon Scud der was both en raged and hor ri fied, prob a bly more of
the for mer, and if he could have at that mo ment, he would have
mur dered Ed ward Ten nyson with his bare hands. Now he fer vently
wished that he had given the or der to have that black bitch and her
bas tard baby butchered. And Ten nyson, too. Should have done it
just as soon as he found out the man had sold out his race and his
cause for a piece of nig ger pussy. He could have made it look like an
ac ci dent or maybe even nat u ral causes. Ten nyson was old enough
for a heart at tack to look nor mal. Not many peo ple knew that he
smoked, but that could have been re vealed af ter his un timely death
fol low ing a pri vate bat tle with heart dis ease, or maybe can cer. Or he
could have had Boyd do the deed and blame some black, or Mus lim,
or even a Jew for mur der ing their beloved leader. That would have
so en raged their fol low ers that mil lions of them would have taken to
the streets spon ta neously, go ing af ter ev ery mud per son they could
find and killing them with their bare hands. It would have been the
be gin ning of the rev o lu tion, the first blood spilled for the cause of
white su pe ri or ity ev ery where, the be gin ning of the dream of Amer- 
ica as a white na tion again. But that would not hap pen now, could
not hap pen now; he had made a grave mis take, and cursed his ar ro- 
gance, but not nearly as much as he wanted to curse the peo ple
around him.



“Look, okay,” Scud der tried sound ing rea son able, glanc ing around
the room and then set tling his at ten tion on Ten nyson, try ing to keep
the anger from his voice. “I shouldn’t have threat ened your fam ily
like that. That was wrong of me. And I re ally would never have done
any thing to any of them. You have to know that. I just needed to
keep you in line that’s all. But okay, you’re out of it now, and your
fam ily is un der the pro tec tion of these peo ple, good for you. You can
of fi cially re sign and I’ll in form the rest of the lead er ship. Go away
qui etly with your fam ily, which ever one, or both of them, if
Georgina swings that way, and we all agree to leave each other
alone. I’ll get Brett to come up with a plau si ble cover story to feed
the fol low ers and the me dia. It can all be nice and am i ca ble. No
harm, no foul. What do you say?”

Har lon Scud der might have been try ing to keep the anger out of
his voice and off of his face, but Teddy Ten nyson was not. He was
prac ti cally seething when he de liv ered his two word re sponse.

“FUCK! YOU!”
Ex pound ing on that point a few mo ments later, be fore Scud der

could say any thing else, Ten nyson con tin ued in a slightly calmer
tone of voice.

“To be clear here, Har lon, very clear. I in tend to very pub licly an- 
nounce my res ig na tion from the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance, and in do- 
ing so, de nounce it com pletely. I in tend to make sure that ev ery one
knows what has been go ing on in side that or ga ni za tion for years,
con firm ing all the worst fears of ev ery one who de spised it. I’m go ing
to make sure that ev ery dirty lit tle se cret you’ve held in side comes
out, and when I’m done, I will see WPA burned to the ground, and
you with it, you fat piece of shit!”



Scud der moved back as if struck, and he turned very red, sput ter- 
ing for some thing to say, any thing.

Robert leaned back in his chair and looked be hind Ten nyson over
to Alex, who was not lean ing back but knew he was look ing at her.
She nod ded and he sat back up, look ing over to Wally and Jim. Both
men rose from their seats and came to stand on ei ther side of Har- 
lon Scud der, a hand on each of his shoul ders.

“Mr. Scud der,” Alex said, lean ing for ward on the ta ble. “This con- 
cludes our busi ness this morn ing. I think it was quite pro duc tive.
Mr. Paxon and Mr. Holt will see you out. An other of our se nior peo- 
ple is look ing af ter your se cu rity team down stairs. When you leave
here, please get on a plane and leave Cal i for nia. There is noth ing
here for you, be lieve me.”

Af ter a pause, Alex nod ded and Jim and Wally pulled Scud der up,
lead ing him to the con fer ence room doors. As he reached them,
Scud der glanced back once more at Ten nyson, an al most plead ing
look in his wa tery eyes. With a firm push, Jim pro pelled him
through the doors and Wally closed them as he made his exit be hind
them.

As sad Foruk was typ ing fu ri ously and did not look up. Alex looked
at Ten nyson, reached over and placed a hand on his wrist, feel ing
his pulse rac ing.

“Take some deep breaths, Teddy,” she soothed. “Slow and easy.
Shortly you’ll be able to talk to all of your fam ily, hear from them
that they’re all right. Then we’ll need to do some talk ing.”

Ten nyson was nod ding, breath ing, low er ing his head to the ta ble
once more, stop ping a cou ple inches away. He was shak ing and
fight ing for con trol.

Robert placed a hand on his back.



“Steady,” he said calmly. “Steady.”
“I’m try ing,” Ten nyson sobbed. “I’m try ing. I just can’t be lieve that

af ter all this time we ac tu ally pulled this off. We ac tu ally did it!”
Robert looked over at Alex, smiled.
She blew him a silent kiss, con tin ued hold ing on to Ten nyson’s

wrist, now feel ing the pulse rate lower slightly, still higher than she
liked. They had a medic on standby down the hall and Alex was
think ing about send ing for her when Ten nyson sud denly pushed
him self back up and snif fled, rub bing his left fore arm across his
nose, snif fling again.

“Gotta get my self to gether. Need to talk to Georgina and the kids,
and Lissie. My old est son and daugh ter, they’re re ally safe, too?”

Robert nod ded.
“We have them all, Teddy. Your son’s not too happy right now,

from what I un der stand, but he is un hurt. His boyfriend, too. We
had to ex tract him as well.”

“That’s fine by me. As long as my boy is safe is all that mat ters.”
He snif fled again, then wiped his eyes.
“I’ve got some things to show you, and some thing to tell you. But

first I want to talk to my fam ily. Georgina is very up set with me. I
told her ev ery thing just be fore leav ing to come out here. She wants a
di vorce, which is un der stand able. I’ll grant it, of course, and give her
as much fi nan cial sup port as she needs for her self and our two
youngest chil dren. I don’t know what Lissie and I will do, but we’ll
think of some thing. So much to do. So much. But now…”

Robert nod ded, glanced at his watch, then slipped his Blue tooth
back into his left ear.

“Cen tu rion-One…”



Chap ter 31

“This might just break my sec tion’s bud get,” Robert mocked, lift ing
a slice of deep dish pizza onto his plate. Veg gie—cheese, mush- 
rooms, toma toes—but be cause it was Chicago style, one slice
weighed close to a pound.

Alex clapped him on the shoul der and sipped from the bot tle of
fruit juice she was nurs ing.

“Well con sid er ing that your sec tion just billed two mil lion dol lars,
Mr. Chan dler, even af ter op er a tional ex penses and salaries, some of
which come out of ad min’s bud get, I’d say there’s prob a bly a few
bucks left to splurge. And ev ery one did such a ter rific job on this as- 
sign ment that I think they de serve a lit tle cel e bra tion.”

Robert nod ded, turn ing and sur vey ing the room as he lifted the
front edge of the slice to his mouth. They were in Alex’s con fer ence
room next door to her of fice, just The Six plus the two of them. As- 
sad Foruk was down in the Com bined Co or di na tion Cen ter—CCC—
mak ing sure that ev ery one on duty got food and re fresh ments. On
one ta ble there were mon i tors that Ray’s peo ple had set up so they
could keep abreast of ev ery thing from here. He and the oth ers stood
around talk ing, eat ing, laugh ing, let ting the ten sion of the day ebb
away now that the hard est part was over.

Jim Paxon turned, chew ing on a slice of pep per oni. He swal lowed
be fore speak ing.



“Just got con fir ma tion, all CP and AP per son nel are in po si tion
and set for the night. Hard lock down is now in ef fect.”

Robert nod ded.
“Thanks, Jim. You and Wally did ex cel lent work there, as well as

here to day. I know you en joyed your selves a lit tle, too.”
Wally grinned as he turned, too. “Maybe more than a lit tle. And so

did Gerry. Es pe cially Gerry.”
Andie and Gerry were stand ing be side one an other eat ing and

watch ing the mon i tors. At the men tion of his name, Gerry turned
and glanced over his shoul der.

“Ya’ll over there talk ing ‘bout me be hind my back again?”
“Only good things, Mr. Con rad,” Alex told him, lean ing for ward as

Robert held up his slice of pizza so she could take a bite.
Gerry grinned.
“Yeah, to day was kind of fun,” he ad mit ted, wip ing his mouth on a

pa per towel. “Even if they were se ri ously un der skilled for the task.
Re lied on mus cle with no knowl edge and very lit tle tal ent. Wally
and I could have taken them all by our selves. Or Jim could have
done it on his own.”

Andie bumped him on the arm with her el bow, chew ing. “What
about me?” she said around a chunk of meat ball.

Gerry looked at her and smiled again.
“Oh, baby, if you’d have been down there they would have put up

their hands and run away scream ing as soon as they saw the look of
de light on your face at the prospect of fight ing them.”

It took about ten sec onds for Gerry’s smile to fade as he re al ized
his mis take. Andie was frozen in place, food still in her mouth but
not chew ing. Ev ery one else stood watch ing them, no one say ing
any thing.



Fi nally, Ray turned from the mon i tors and looked around the
room, set tling his gaze on the two of them.

“It ain’t like we don’t all know,” he said. “And have known for- 
ever.”

Ev ery one was smil ing now. Andie looked at all of them, re al ized
she still had food in her mouth, chewed quickly, and swal lowed
hard. Gerry looked un cer tain, tak ing a deep breath. Andie was now
look ing at him.

“Big mouth!” she ex claimed, then burst into laugh ter. Gerry
grinned, put his plate down and put an arm around her shoul ders,
kissed her fore head, whis pered some thing in her ear that made her
gig gle.

“Well since ev ery body knows…” Gerry said.
Andie pat ted his chest. “I’m pretty sure my kids know, too.

They’re not as dumb as they look some times, as I’m be gin ning to
find out.”

“So the only peo ple we been fool ing is us,” Gerry said.
“About the size of it,” Robert said. “And con grat u la tions. Al ways

thought you two would make a cute cou ple. Could just never de cide
which one of you was pret tier.”

Ev ery one laughed again.
“Would it be wrong to fling a slice of pizza at our boss?” Gerry said

to Andie.
“Prob a bly,” she told him, look ing up into his eyes. “But it might be

re ally sat is fy ing right about now.”
Alex was about to say some thing, but the door be hind her opened.

The one that led to her of fice. Ev ery one turned and saw Teddy Ten- 
nyson stand ing in the door way look ing com pletely drained, but
strangely re lieved.



“Ev ery one is safe,” he ex haled, try ing to smile but not quite mak- 
ing it. “Just spoke to ev ery one of them, even lit tle Teddy. I miss him
so much I can’t wait to see him. All of them. Even spoke to Ed die. It
was strained, but I so en joyed hear ing his voice more than I would
have thought pos si ble. I asked about Phillip and he was sur prised I
knew, even more so when I told him I was happy for him and proud
of him. We both got choked up.”

He paused, notic ing the food.
“God, I’m starv ing.”
“Well come on in then,” Alex said. “Plenty left. Eat up. Af ter all,

part of your fee paid for this.”
Ten nyson ate two thick slices of pizza and downed a bot tle of Coke

be fore say ing an other word. He went around the room and thanked
ev ery one, shak ing hands, telling them how grate ful he was for ev- 
ery thing they had done for him and his fam ily. Alex and Robert
watched Gerry to see what his re ac tion would be, but he ap peared to
hold no an i mos ity to ward their client. Per haps the fact that he and
Andie no longer had to hide their re la tion ship re lieved some of the
pres sure.

Alex and Robert were talk ing qui etly when Ten nyson re turned to
them. He pulled some thing out of his pocket, held it up so they
could see it was a flash drive.

“I did what you asked, col lected ev ery file I could get my hands on.
They’re all on here.” He handed it to Robert, who stared at the small
ob ject in his palm for a few mo ments. It had a stor age ca pac ity of
five hun dred gi ga bytes. Robert put it into his pants pocket.

“Thank you. I’ll have Andie take a look at it.”
Ten nyson nod ded, glanc ing back at the oth ers.



“One thing that is not on there though, or at least not di rectly, is
some thing that I only re cently be came aware of, and some thing that
if I had known about and been in a po si tion to stop, I cer tainly
would have. I had no idea how far Har lon was will ing to go, or just
how far he had gone.”

He had their com plete at ten tion now as they stared at him se ri- 
ously. Ten nyson glanced around once more, lean ing closer.

“It’s about all the racial killings that have been tak ing place all
around the coun try for the last year. I think I know who’s be hind it.”

Oh shit! Alex and Robert thought si mul ta ne ously, reach ing out
and tak ing Teddy Ten nyson by both his arms and lead ing him back
into Alex’s of fice so abruptly that the oth ers didn’t re al ize what had
hap pened un til they heard the door slam.



Chap ter 32

WASH ING TON, D.C.
 

Get ting her new di vi sion up and run ning while ac tively pur su ing her
new mis sion took up ev ery minute of ReaAnn Bracken’s time these
days. She hadn’t slept more than a cou ple of hours at a time dur ing
the past two weeks, and had barely been home more than a few
times. Her hus band was her rock of un der stand ing, her kids not so
much, but Cord would keep them in line be cause he un der stood just
how im por tant her work was at the mo ment. There was a lot on the
line and most of it on her shoul ders since she had cam paigned so
hard to get what she had wanted, even go ing so far as to leak cer tain
in for ma tion to se lect mem bers of the press in or der to put pres sure
on the White House and DOJ. So now she had no choice but to suc- 
ceed. Or be cru ci fied.

Even though it was one in the morn ing when her per sonal cell
phone rang, ReaAnn was still in her new of fice at the Hoover Build
ing. At first she thought the call might be from her hus band and be- 
cause of the late ness of the hour, it might mean some thing was
wrong. She pulled the phone out of her purse un der the desk and
checked the dis play quickly, re lax ing when she re al ized it was not
Cord. How ever, her cu rios ity was piqued sub stan tially when she saw
the name on the caller ID.

She was smil ing when she an swered the call. About thirty sec onds
later she was not smil ing any more. Four min utes af ter that she was



end ing the call and get ting on the in ter nal phone, buzzing Bernie
Boyce.

“Bernie, get your ass up to my of fice on the dou ble. We’ve got to
go to Cal i for nia pronto!”

She slammed down the re ceiver be fore Boyce could re spond.
“Shit!” she swore loudly, push ing back from her desk. “God- 

damn!”

 
A COM MER CIAL FLIGHT WOULD NOT do be cause speed was of
the essence. How ever, un like you see on TV, the FBI does not have a
fleet of Gulf streams ly ing around wait ing to ferry its per son nel all
over the planet at a mo ment’s no tice. The Bu reau ac tu ally owns two,
and both re quire Di rec tor-level ap proval for use, even in emer gency
sit u a tions. So ReaAnn woke up the Di rec tor as she and Se nior Spe- 
cial Agent Boyce drove rapidly across D.C. to Mary land and Joint
Base An drews (for merly An drews Air Force Base) where both air- 
craft are stored. By the time they ar rived, ap proval had al ready been
granted and the standby pi lots were on board go ing through their
pre flight. They were air borne in twenty min utes, sched uled, with an
im pres sive tail wind, to touch down in San Diego in a lit tle less than
five hours. Boyce slept the whole way, ReaAnn found sleep im pos si- 
ble, so she sat at her lap top and re viewed ev ery piece of in for ma tion
the Bu reau had on Ed ward Mar tin Ten nyson III and the White Pa- 
tri ots’ Al liance, which was quite ex ten sive. She also took a look at
the data emailed to her by Robert Chan dler, and this alarmed her
even more than any thing else she had read.

Ow ing to the three hour time dif fer ence, when the Gulf stream V
landed in San Diego, the ac tual time passed was only about two
hours, but in re al ity, ReaAnn Bracken was work ing on a twenty-



seven hour day where she hadn’t had more than three hours of sleep
in the past sev enty-two. She was be gin ning to feel ev ery one of
them, but knew she had to press on. This was too im por tant.

She told the pi lots to get some rest but to be ready for a quick
turn around. She didn’t ex pect they would be on the left coast long.
As ex pected, a ve hi cle was wait ing for them at the curb, a large black
SUV with a con fi dent look ing mid-thir ties blonde stand ing be side it
dressed in a black busi ness suit and white but ton-down col lared
shirt. The woman smiled as she opened the rear door of the SUV.

“As sis tant Di rec tor Bracken, wel come to San Diego. I’m Belchek; I
work for Mr. Chan dler at CPG.”

Bracken paused briefly to prop erly greet the younger woman,
shak ing her hand, then in tro duc ing Boyce be fore climb ing into the
back of the SUV. The only lug gage ei ther FBI agent car ried was a
lap top back pack and a duf fel known as a go bag, con tain ing per- 
sonal items that would suf fice for a few days in the field. No one
spoke on the brief drive down from the air port to CPG head quar- 
ters. Belchek could see Bracken doz ing in the back seat while Boyce
ap peared to be tak ing in the sights, glanc ing all around. She smiled
as she watched him in the rearview mir ror, and it was at that mo- 
ment that he looked up and caught her. Em bar rassed, she looked
away quickly, still smil ing and feel ing a lit tle warm at her neck. For
his part, Bernie Boyce smiled as well. He’d been check ing Belchek
out ever since he laid eyes on her, al though he was try ing re ally hard
not to let his boss catch him.

ReaAnn Bracken and Robert Chan dler met in Spe cial Agents’
train ing at the CIA Of fice of Se cu rity in the fall of 1989. They and a
small group of other trainees quickly formed a bond that would last
for many years to come. Cord Hamil was also a part of that team, as



was Howie Vaughn, a dear friend who had been killed in a car ac ci- 
dent out side of D.C. a few years ago as he was driv ing home from
work. When Alex joined the Agency two years later, she be came a
part of this group, too, and they all re mained friends over the years,
even when al most ev ery one be gan to leave the Agency, Alex and
Robert first. They didn’t keep in touch as of ten as be fore, but ev ery- 
one was up on the ma jor events of the oth ers’ lives, es pe cially af ter
the tragedy with Howie. That had been the last time that all of the
re main ing friends had been to gether as a group. When ReaAnn
trans ferred to the FBI six years ago, she got a lot of rib bing from her
Agency friends about be com ing a mem ber of the Fum bling Bum- 
bling In com pe tents, a spe cial term of en dear ment CIA has for its
broth ers and sis ters at the Hoover Build ing. But it was all good na- 
tured rib bing. Mostly.

Alex had been fol low ing ReaAnn’s me dia pres ence ever since she
be came cen tral in the in ves ti ga tion into the ris ing tide of hate
crimes tak ing place across the coun try, and with the cre ation of the
Bu reau’s Do mes tic Threat Di vi sion less than a month ago. She be- 
lieved that even tu ally it would be nec es sary to bring the Bu reau into
the Ten nyson op er a tion, al though she had no idea at the time how
con nected he and WPA would be to this vi o lence. As soon as Ten- 
nyson dropped his lit tle bomb shell re gard ing what he’d re cently
learned about Har lon Scud der’s plans, and the man he was us ing to
ex e cute them, they knew it was time to call the FBI, specif i cally As- 
sis tant Di rec tor ReaAnn Bracken.

Alex and Robert were now wear ing ca sual clothes, hav ing gone
home briefly for a quick shower and a wardrobe change. Belchek es- 
corted Bracken and Boyce up to Alex’s of fice suite where they
waited. Warm greet ings and hugs were ex changed, and they shook



Boyce’s hand. Alex said that cof fee or tea or other re fresh ments
were avail able, and ReaAnn an nounced she could re ally use some
cof fee. Belchek said she’d go down to the break room and get some
things, Bernie Boyce of fer ing to give her a hand.

When the three of them were alone in the of fice, Alex told ReaAnn
to sit down on the sofa.

“You look ex hausted, Rea. I doubt you’ve been sleep ing much
lately.”

Bracken prac ti cally col lapsed onto the sofa af ter drop ping her
bags on the floor next to it, sud denly re mem ber ing her lap top in one
of them, but then wav ing a hand as if to say screw it. She closed her
eyes for a mo ment, cov er ing them with her left palm.

“I prob a bly should have re tired when Cord did,” she breathed.
“Maybe be come a con sul tant or some thing. Hell, could have worked
for the two of you as your east coast rep or some thing.”

Robert smiled.
“Well that’s still a pos si bil ity,” he told her. “We’re still look ing to

ex pand on the east coast and hav ing some one with your back ground
as our point per son…”

She low ered the hand from her eyes, opened them. Robert nod ded
un der stand ing.

“A con ver sa tion for later,” he agreed.
Belchek and Boyce came back with cof fee, tea, dough nuts, and

pas tries. Sud denly ev ery one re al ized how much they needed sugar.
While they ate and drank, Alex and Robert elab o rated on what they
now knew, and what their peo ple were con tin u ing to in ves ti gate.

“Christ,” ReaAnn swore as she care fully set down her cof fee mug
and saucer. “Bernie, I need you to get in touch with the field of fice in
Birm ing ham, as well as the RACs for Chat tanooga, Ten nes see and



Charles ton, South Car olina. Tell them I need them on standby forth- 
with. Op er a tional in struc tions will be com ing soon. Also, call our of- 
fice, get May nard to standby with Judge Knox. We’re go ing to need
a lot of war rants very fast, I’m sure.”

Boyce was nod ding as he stood up and took out his phone.
ReaAnn turned back to Robert and Alex, sud denly bear ing no

signs of ex haus tion.
“I need to see him now.”
Robert was al ready stand ing, Alex joined him.
“He’s right through that door in the con fer ence room with the

head of our in tel li gence de part ment,” Alex said. “I’ll take you in.”
“I’ll join you in a few min utes,” Robert said as he took out his own

phone. “Want to check in with Jim and see how the trans ports are
go ing.”

Alex nod ded as she took ReaAnn’s arm and led her over to the
con nect ing door to her con fer ence room. Boyce was still mak ing
calls, Robert walked over to Alex’s desk and sat down be hind it. He
paused briefly, watch ing Boyce, then pressed the speed-dial for Jim
Paxon’s phone and waited for it to be an swered.



Chap ter 33

“Erin Bryce Boyd, that’s what ev ery body calls him. He was in tro- 
duced to me a few years ago by Har lon Scud der. Har lon told me he
was bring ing him in to con sult on se cu rity be cause our in creas ing
pro file around the coun try was mak ing us more of a tar get for rad i- 
cals and left ists. His words. For the most part our se cu rity has al- 
ways been man aged by Har lon, with Rex Hall as sort of his deputy.
Har lon never had any se cu rity ex pe ri ence though, but Rex did time
in the Navy and I think he was some kind of cop there. And most of
the other guys they used were ex-mil i tary. Boyd is, too, I knew that
right away. The way he car ried him self, the way he moved, his hair- 
cut and style of dress were also give aways. Har lon said he was for- 
mer Army Spe cial Forces and I be lieved him. Guy had the hard look
in his eyes, like he’d ac tu ally been in com bat. And he liked it.

“Any way, Boyd never of fi cially joined WPA, just con sulted. Some- 
times I wouldn’t see him around for months, and then he’d just
show up and sit in on staff meet ings, never say ing much, and usu- 
ally only in re sponse to a ques tion Har lon would ask. He kind of
creeped me out, to be hon est, the way he sat and watched ev ery- 
body, and didn’t say any thing. And like I said, he’d be gone for long
pe ri ods of time, wouldn’t know where he was or what he was up to.
Even tu ally some body men tioned that he lived some where in South
Car olina and they thought he ran some kind of se cu rity com pany up



there. Maybe in Charles ton, I was never re ally sure and didn’t care
at the time. But when Har lon found out about my other life and
fam ily, that’s when Boyd started hang ing around all the time. He
was at ev ery meet ing, and was one of the few who knew all the de- 
tails of my be trayal. This part scared me more than any thing else
be cause I was pretty sure this guy was dan ger ous, ca pa ble of do ing
al most any thing. And he was un der the con trol of a true so ciopath,
Har lon Scud der.”

Ten nyson talked for an other thirty min utes, lay ing the back- 
ground, most of which Robert and Alex al ready knew from their ear- 
lier con ver sa tion, but ReaAnn Bracken and Bernie Boyce sat rapt as
he spoke, Boyce tak ing notes while Bracken leaned for ward on the
ta ble and en cour aged him to con tinue with re as sur ing nods. Andie
Pearth was also in the room, at the far side of the oval con fer ence ta- 
ble work ing at a lap top.

“One time af ter my se cret was out, out of the blue, Har lon came
into my of fice and told me that he was think ing about hav ing Boyd
kid nap my wife and Lissie and tor ture both of them to death right in
front of me. Then maybe he’d do the same to my chil dren, es pe cially
lit tle Teddy, the mud baby, he called him. Said that Boyd had done a
lot of things like that when he was in Afghanistan and other places
over there. Said he knew how to do things to pro long a per son’s suf- 
fer ing for hours, even days. And then he told me that if I ever did
any thing he didn’t like or ap prove of, he wouldn’t hes i tate to make
good on his threats. And I be lieved him. I was pretty sure that the
peo ple fol low ing me and my fam ily around were Boyd’s. I saw some
of them from time to time and didn’t rec og nize them. Could have
been some other thugs Har lon had on his pay roll, but I fig ured he’d
use Boyd’s peo ple be cause he wanted to keep news of my be trayal to



a min i mum. That’s why I didn’t dare do any thing to dis ap point Har- 
lon, never once thought of try ing to do any thing other than what he
told me to. I was just too afraid, and not for my self, not re ally. My
fam ily, all of my fam ily.”

He paused, glanced over at Robert and Alex, smiled.
“If Lissie hadn’t found you…”
Choked up, he could not con tinue for a short time. ReaAnn leaned

back, took a breath. She needed more but knew not to push too
hard. Luck ily it did not take long for him to re cover.

“And then a crazy idea struck me one day when we were break ing
from a meet ing. It was the meet ing where I first put the idea into
Har lon’s head about com ing out here to start stir ring things up,
hold ing ral lies and the like. Har lon and Boyd had a whis pered con- 
ver sa tion right at the end and even though I was on the other side of
the ta ble, I man aged to hear some things that made my hair stand
on end. They were talk ing about the death of a Sher iff’s de tec tive in
North Car olina. A shoot ing that was un solved. And some thing about
that sounded fa mil iar so when I went back to my of fice, first thing I
did was get on the com puter.”

ReaAnn held up a hand.
“Wait a minute,” she said, in credulity ris ing in her deep blue eyes.

“You aren’t talk ing about the mur der of Sergeant Michael Rhodes,
are you? With the Wake County Sher iff’s Of fice in Raleigh?”

Ten nyson stared at her for a long, cu ri ous mo ment, then nod ded
slowly.

“Yes, ma’am, I am.”
“Shit!” the FBI as sis tant di rec tor swore ve he mently, bang ing the

ta ble sur face with the open palm of her left hand. “God damnit!”



Bernie Boyce had al ready pulled out his phone and was di al ing
when his boss turned his way. ReaAnn turned back to look at Ten- 
nyson but she didn’t say any thing.

Andie had paused what she was do ing, glanc ing over at Alex and
Robert. Alex nod ded al most im per cep ti bly, and in re sponse, Andie’s
fin gers be gan to fly across the key board of the lap top.

Boyce stood up to go into Alex’s of fice to talk freely, af ter look ing
at Alex for per mis sion.

Andie stopped typ ing and looked up. ReaAnn no ticed this and
turned to ward her, then glanced at Robert and Alex.

“She that fast?”
Robert smiled.
“And that good,” he con firmed.
“Shucks, you gonna make me blush and all, boss,” Andie grinned.
“Doubt that,” Robert said. “You want to tell us or shall we let

Andie?”
ReaAnn looked across the ta ble at Teddy Ten nyson once more,

then sighed heav ily.
“Mike Rhodes was a damn good cop, a hell of an in ves ti ga tor, and

he was work ing to find the ass holes re spon si ble for mur der ing
twelve chil dren at a park in Wake County, North Car olina a few
months ago. He was ac tu ally work ing for me on loan from his boss,
Sher iff Dob son. I got a call a few days be fore his mur der, Mike
seemed to think he was on to some thing, wanted to fol low up a cou- 
ple leads be fore we met to dis cuss it. Last time I spoke to him. Sev- 
enty-two hours later, I’m get ting a very an gry phone call from Dob- 
son telling me Sergeant Rhodes had been found dead, mur dered,
five large cal iber rounds to the back of his head. Ex e cu tion style.
Some body def i nitely send ing a mes sage.”



ReaAnn broke off, clearly dis traught over the in ci dent. Af ter a
minute of si lence, Robert nod ded at Andie and she read off sev eral
news ac counts, then a brief back ground on Rhodes. She stopped
when Boyce reen tered the room, putting his phone away.

“Raleigh Field Of fice is reach ing out for the case agent look ing
into Rhodes’ mur der. He’s out of the of fice, should be in touch
within the hour.”

ReaAnn nod ded, turned back to Ten nyson. “And you sus pected
Scud der and Boyd had some thing to do with the death of this po lice
of fi cer, Mr. Ten nyson? Tell me why that is.”

The now for mer white na tion al ist leader looked grim as he took a
breath, his eyes never leav ing the FBI ex ec u tive’s.

“Be cause of some nutty thing that Har lon said to me once years
ago when we were both drunk and I barely re mem bered. Un til that
day, any way. And af ter that, ev ery thing else just seemed to make
sense. At least in a very sick kind of way.”

“Okay,” ReaAnn said. “I’ll bite. What did Scud der say to you once
years ago when you were both drunk that you didn’t take se ri ously?”

Now Ten nyson looked ap pre hen sive, but knew he was com mit ted,
so he took a deep breath, and then let ev ery thing come out.

“Holy fuck ing shit!” Bernie Boyce spoke for ev ery one about ten
min utes later.

Suc cinct and pretty much all that needed to be said.



Chap ter 34

At noon ReaAnn Bracken thought she had rung ev ery bit of use ful
in for ma tion from Teddy Ten nyson. Ac tu ally, she would have liked
to have rung his neck be cause de spite his re cent change of heart, the
course of his life and ac tions for most of the last thirty years had
been a ma jor cause of the dan ger ous sit u a tion they were fac ing now.
She’d also like to ar rest him, how ever she didn’t have time to waste
fig ur ing charges, and it was prob a bly best to keep him in a co op er a- 
tive mood for the time be ing. Also, there was Alex and Robert to
con sider. Ten nyson was un der their pro tec tion and no doubt they
would ob ject to her try ing to ar rest him. She could push it, of
course, with the full weight of the Bu reau be hind her, but that was a
lousy idea, too. In ad di tion to be ing friends, Robert and Alex had
taken on gov ern ments, bu reau cra cies, and drug car tels be fore and
were still around to tell the tale.

“All right, Mr. Ten nyson,” she said as they stood fac ing one an- 
other on the same side of the con fer ence ta ble for the first time.
“That’s all for now, but I am go ing to need to speak with you fur ther.
And some other agents as well. Once we get all this sorted out, and
hope fully lay hands on Scud der, Boyd, and the oth ers.”

“I un der stand that, Ms. Bracken,” Ten nyson said with trep i da tion,
eyes dart ing to ward Alex and Robert. “But I need to be with my fam- 
ily. I have to see them. We have a lot to talk about right now.”



“I un der stand that, Mr. Ten nyson, but this is im por tant, as you
know. Peo ple have been killed; oth ers may be in the fu ture if we
don’t stop these peo ple. And if we do, you will be a cen tral wit ness
against them. I’m go ing to have to in sist that you re main avail able
and that I know where you are at all times.”

Robert and Alex ex changed glances, and then Robert in ter jected.
“Rea, I can prom ise you that Teddy will be avail able for fu ture

con sul ta tion and in ter views. You have my word. But right now I
have teams trans port ing his fam ily to se cure lo ca tions for a re union.
A team is stand ing by out side right now to trans port Ten nyson.”

She turned to ward him, hag gard from ex haus tion, but eyes full of
steel.

“Robert, he shouldn’t leave San Diego. And I in sist on know ing
where he is at all times. I can send Agent Boyce…”

Robert shook his head.
“Rea, you know how this works. You and I trained to gether al most

three decades ago. You know the play book as well as I do. Se cure is
se cure if no body on the out side knows about it. And, yes, Rea, you
are on the out side of this pro tec tion op er a tion. Not that I don’t trust
you, you know that, but from an op er a tional stand point, you’re a se- 
cu rity risk that I can not tol er ate.”

They stood face to face for sev eral long and strained mo ments,
and Alex moved to his right shoul der, lend ing silent sup port. Af ter
an other minute, Bracken sighed heav ily, shak ing her head.

“You know I kicked your ass in PD train ing,” she said.
“Not how I re mem ber it,” he said.
“Must be get ting old then,” she said. “Or you don’t want to ad mit

you got beaten up by a girl.”



“That wouldn’t bother him,” Alex put in. “It hap pens quite a lot at
our house.”

The ten sion sud denly broke and ev ery one smiled a lit tle, ev ery one
who wasn’t Teddy Ten nyson any way.

“Okay, Robert, we’ll play it your way. But if I need to talk to
him…”

Robert nod ded.
“Con tact me and I’ll put you in touch ASAP. And it’ll be se cure.”
She looked at him for a few mo ments be fore nod ding, turn ing to

Bernie Boyce, who was look ing very re lieved that they wouldn’t have
to try to fight their way out of CPG head quar ters with Ten nyson in
hand cuffs, some thing he was pretty sure they would not have ac- 
com plished, be ing just the two of them.

Robert stepped over and put a hand on Ten nyson’s shoul der.
“You’re leav ing now. You won’t know where you’re go ing, but you

will be pro tected at all times. When you reach your des ti na tion, your
wife and your four chil dren will meet you. Af ter you’ve had time to
do what you need to there, you can go and meet with Ms. Cald well
and your son. From there, de ci sions will have to be made, but in the
mean time, you will all re main in our pro tec tive cus tody. At least un- 
til the FBI can sort this. I’ll keep you posted.”

Ten nyson looked on the verge of col lapse, un able to con trol his
emo tions. He stuck out a hand and Robert took it. The grip was
strong.

“You have saved my life and the lives of ev ery one I care about, Mr.
Chan dler,” he whis pered. “I know how you must feel about me,
about the life I have led, the man I have been. I don’t blame you or
your wife, or any of your team. I have be haved de spi ca bly. I have be- 
trayed my fam ily, I have helped to spread hate and fear, and I am at



least par tially to blame for the deaths of count less in no cents. I do
not de serve an other chance, but if I get one, I swear that I will do
what I can to make up for my past. I prom ise that.”

Robert said noth ing, but nod ded, and fi nally Ten nyson re leased
his hand. Robert es corted him to the door that led to the ex te rior
cor ri dor. Out side were four mem bers of the Crit i cal Threat Pro tec- 
tion Unit, Team-One to be pre cise, the best of the best. When
Robert stepped out into the cor ri dor all of them nearly came to at- 
ten tion, which made him al most smile.

“Lon,” he said to the mid-thir ties red head to his left. “Your prin ci- 
pal is ready for trans port. You all set?”

“Yes, sir,” Lon Den ni son replied crisply. “We’re ready. Mr. Paxon
is down in CCC, just got back from the ho tel. Said he’s go ing to be
do ing over sight per son ally.”

Robert nod ded.
“Then Mr. Ten nyson is all yours. Take care.”
“Yes, sir,” Lon said, then stepped up to Ten nyson and placed a

hand on his left el bow. “If you’ll come this way, Mr. Ten nyson,” he
said pleas antly, but the un der tone made it clear that this was not re- 
ally a re quest. Robert stood in the door way and watched un til they
turned the cor ner for the el e va tors, then he turned and went back
into the con fer ence room.



Chap ter 35

Alex or dered lunch and they ate while Andie briefed them on the
com plete life and times of one Erin Bryce Boyd so far as was known
at the present time.

“Boyd, Erin Bryce. Born Sep tem ber 9, 1967 in Mont gomery, Al- 
abama. What is it with all these guys com ing from where the two of
you were born?”

“It’s a hap pen ing place,” Alex an swered as she chewed a bite of
her mush room and cheese sand wich. “And we’re from Birm ing- 
ham.”

“Touché,” Andie said, con tin u ing. “En listed in the Army at eigh- 
teen. Well that’s a slight for me and my ser vice, I guess. Did six
years, two in the In fantry, four in Spe cial Forces. Left as a buck
sergeant—same as me. He stayed in South Car olina af ter the Army
and went to the Uni ver sity of South Car olina cour tesy of Un cle Sam.
Also went into the Re serve. When he grad u ated, he went the of fi cer
route, and was re cruited into the 5th Spe cial Forces Group. Be cause
of the in creas ing de mands of the ser vice, go ing into the War on Ter- 
ror, his re serve unit got called up a lot, ma jor de ploy ments be gin- 
ning in 2001. But he still found time to get mar ried, have a cou ple of
kids. Girls, twelve and fif teen now. Wife named Selma, four years
his ju nior. I don’t have all his mil i tary his tory, but I’m sure our
friends from the Bu reau can get that. I do know that he left the Re- 



serve as a ma jor af ter twelve years. With that and his six of en listed
ser vice, plus the three years re serve time in col lege, makes him el i gi- 
ble for a pen sion. Not that he re ally needs it be cause he seems to be
do ing rather well for him self in civil ian life.

“Runs a com pany called Vig i lance First in Charles ton. Os ten si bly
a pri vate se cu rity firm, but they do more than that, like us. But un- 
like us, their clients fit a very spe cific pro file.”

“Let me guess,” Alex said. “All peo ple with ex treme rightwing
views, na tion al ists, racists, Nazis…”

Andie nod ded.
“Yep. And if you weren’t pay ing at ten tion, you prob a bly wouldn’t

re al ize it be cause most of the groups have the sense not to call them- 
selves some thing ob vi ous, like the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance. Most of
them are more sub tle. The New Amer i can Pride, Al liance for Amer- 
ica, Amer i can Free dom Coali tion, and the like. And by the way,
WPA is not an of fi cial client.”

“But some how Boyd be came a se cu rity con sul tant for them,”
ReaAnn pointed out around a mouth ful of cheese burger.

“Cor rect,” Andie said to her. “And I think I may have some idea of
a con nec tion, but not pro fes sional, at least not in the ori gin. When I
was re search ing the lead er ship of WPA I was thor ough, as you
might imag ine. And I re mem bered that Har lon Scud der was born in
Mont gomery, too. He’s four years younger than Boyd, but they still
could have met in school or some place. Have some rel a tives in
com mon. I’m still work ing on that, but Ten nyson did say the two of
them seemed very close. And it was Scud der who brought Boyd to
the party.”

“Yeah,” Robert said, set ting down his glass of lemon ade. “Sounds
promis ing. We re ally don’t need to worry about es tab lish ing that



right now, though. Hon estly, from our stand point we just need to
know what he’s ca pa ble of be cause if some body does come af ter
Ten nyson and his fam ily, it’ll prob a bly be this guy.”

“Not if we get to him first,” ReaAnn said de ter minedly. “And,
yeah, right now I’ve got teams of agents rip ping into Boyd’s life.
Scud der’s life, and ev ery body else as so ci ated with WPA, too. Or ga- 
niz ing sur veil lance teams as well. Soon as we can get war rants, we’re
go ing to bring them all in for ques tion ing. I’m go ing to have to go
sweet talk a judge back in D.C. be cause the U.S. At tor ney is waf fling
on whether or not Ten nyson’s state ment is enough. I think it is and
time is ur gent. If these are the peo ple who have been be hind the at- 
tacks across the coun try in the last eigh teen months, with Ten- 
nyson’s de fec tion threat en ing to bring them down, they’ll be even
more dan ger ous and des per ate. I wish you could have de tained
Scud der, Robert.”

Robert nod ded, lean ing back in his chair be tween Alex and
ReaAnn.

“Yeah. Me, too. But from a cer tain stand point, we were al ready
push ing it by hold ing his se cu rity team. Bor der ing on un law ful de- 
tain ment/kid nap ping. Of course, had we known that they were in- 
volved in this other thing, we’d have taken that risk. Maybe let
Andie prac tice her wa ter board ing skills.”

Andie snick ered, tak ing a bite of her sand wich and chew ing.
“Been so long I’m way out of prac tice,” she said. “Be sides, I’ve al- 

ways been par tial to car bat ter ies hooked up to a guy’s junk.”
“Ouch!” ex claimed Bernie Boyce, nar rowly avoid ing a spit take.
“That’s what they all say,” Andie didn’t miss a beat, and ev ery one

laughed.



“We must be ex hausted,” Alex said. “Laugh ing at tor ture jokes.
Andie, leave the rest on the lap top. You’ve been up all night. Go to
the ho tel and get some rest. Come back in later tonight. Good work.”

Andie was about to protest, then started yawn ing. She changed
her mind about ar gu ing, stood up, and took her leave.

“I gotta get back to D.C.,” ReaAnn said, glanc ing at her watch.
“Bernie, wake the pi lots and tell them to get ready to be wheels up in
ninety min utes or less.”

Boyce nod ded, fin ish ing the last of his home fries be fore tak ing
out his cell phone.

Alex, Robert, and ReaAnn stood up and went back into Alex’s of- 
fice, shut ting the door to the con fer ence room.

“When I think about all the time and ef fort I spent over the last
year try ing to get those dum b asses in Wash ing ton to lis ten to me.
Try ing to con vince them of what I was cer tain of, that this was all
con nected and that there was a very spe cific pur pose be hind it. A
dev il ish one. No body in the White House or Con gress wanted to
hear it, no body at Jus tice, and to be hon est, a lot of the top brass in
the Bu reau didn’t want to be lieve it ei ther, de spite all the clues. All
this wasted time when we could have been work ing harder in the
right di rec tion. I couldn’t get enough Bu reau re sources so I started
get ting lo cal cops to help me out off the books. And now it looks like
I might have got ten one of them killed. Christ I want them for that.
For his wife and kids.”

Alex put a hand on her shoul der, squeezed.
“You prob a bly don’t want to hear this, Rea, but that po lice of fi- 

cer’s death was not your fault. He was do ing his job, same as you.
He knew the risks. He agreed to put on the badge, knew what might



hap pen one day if he did. Cold com fort, or no com fort, but it is the
job. We all know it.”

The two women stared at one an other for a long time, then the
FBI woman glanced away. Alex squeezed her shoul der again, then
re leased it.

“We’re go ing to keep work ing on our end, gath er ing as much in- 
for ma tion about Boyd as pos si ble, and look into any other as sets
WPA might have that we missed,” Robert said. “I’m go ing to have
an other con ver sa tion with Ten nyson in the next twenty-four hours,
once he’s had a bit of fam ily time. See what else we can get. Any- 
thing we come up with, you’ll have it in stantly.”

“I may need to set up a video con fer ence with him and a judge if
the is sue with war rants gets tight.”

“I’ll ar range it. The head of our tech de part ment is in town as well.
Ray Al varez. He can rig up any thing re quired. Just say the word.”

ReaAnn nod ded just as a knock sounded on the door to the con- 
fer ence room. Alex told Bernie Boyce to come in, which he did.

“Pi lots were al ready up and eat ing, boss,” he an nounced. “They
say they’ll be ready for wheels up when we get there.”

“Good. I just need to hit the lit tle as sis tant di rec tor’s room first.”
Alex grinned. “You can use my pri vate bath room through that

other door.”
ReaAnn looked im pressed. “My, CEO-ship does have its perks.

You get your own bath room, too, Robert.”
Robert snorted.
“My broom closet of an of fice is barely big enough for a chair and

a small desk. I don’t even have a win dow.”
Alex turned to glare at him. “That’s be cause he doesn’t want one.

He knows full well that he could have had a big ger of fice if he



wanted but he chose that broom closet on pur pose. And he does
have an other of fice up in La Jolla that’s a lot big ger.”

“But no pri vate bath room,” Robert smiled.
Alex sighed, grinned as she shook her head.
“And I thought lawyers liked to ar gue,” she mut tered.
ReaAnn smiled, turned and quickly headed for the door Alex had

in di cated. The phone on the desk buzzed and Alex went to an swer it.
Bernie Boyce glanced around the of fice, took in the pic ture Alex had
re ceived for her birth day, stood study ing it for a long time. Robert
came up to his shoul der.

“What do you think?” he asked the younger man.
Boyce stroked the stub ble on his chin for sev eral mo ments be fore

purs ing his lips, cock ing his head side ways, then an swer ing.
“I think the guys with the light sabers are gonna win,” he said.
Robert chuck led.
Alex hung up the phone and Robert turned in her di rec tion.
“Dan says Belchek is here at your re quest.”
The somber ex pres sion in his eyes was the tipoff, and Alex stared

at him in quis i tively, but held her tongue for the mo ment. ReaAnn
came out of the bath room and they said their good byes.

“We have trans port ar ranged to get you back to the air port,”
Robert said.

“Ms. Belchek?” Boyce in quired with a lit tle too much en thu si asm,
short lived be cause Robert told him no.

“We’ll be in touch, Rea,” Alex said af ter hug ging the other woman
one last time. Give our love to Cord and the girls.”

“I will,” she said as they made for the main doors. “And if any- 
thing breaks on our end that I think you need to know, I or Bernie
will be in touch ASAP.”



Robert and ReaAnn hugged, then Alex and Robert both shook
hands with Bernie Boyce. In ad di tion to Belchek, there was an other
young woman in the outer of fice with Dan Rain oldi. Alex didn’t
know her name off hand but had seen her around the of fices in the
past cou ple of weeks. A re cent grad u ate of the train ing cen ter work- 
ing as a gofer at HQ un til a po si tion opened up in her field. To day
she was on driv ing duty. She of fered to carry one of ReaAnn
Bracken’s bags but the FBI ex ec u tive po litely de clined, or as po litely
as she could man age on nearly five days straight of be ing awake.

Once they had gone, Alex stood star ing at Robert and Belchek.
Dan Rain oldi glanced up from his desk and stared at all of them. Fi- 
nally, Alex turned and went back into her of fice, leav ing the doors
open. Robert in di cated that Belchek should pre cede him. Belchek
did not seem to care for this idea, but fi nally took a deep breath and
did so.

As he was shut ting the doors, Robert had a wild idea that he might
close them with the two women in the of fice alone and run for it. Let
Belchek ex plain. But, of course, that would be cow ardly. And it
wouldn’t work. Even tu ally he had to go home. Best to get it over
with now, have the size five pumps sur gi cally re moved from his
back side, and then get on with life.

Alex was seated be hind her desk, star ing up at the two of them
stand ing in front of it. She folded her arms across her chest.

“One of you had bet ter tell me,” she said af ter a while.
Robert took a breath, then he did.
All things con sid ered, Alex took it far bet ter than Belchek had

thought she would, and most of her vit riol (an in ac cu rate term) was
di rected at Robert. When she had ex hausted her ex ten sive re serve of



ad jec tives, she went silent, a lit tle winded. Belchek gave a quick
side ways glance to Robert. He seemed un fazed.

“Dr. Roberts would be proud of your lo cu tion skills. That ad- 
vanced gram mar class is still pay ing off.”

De spite her self, Alex came close to smil ing. She fought it, nearly
lost, but then be came stoic once more.

“Too bad he’s dead.”
“True, but we’re go ing to make sure the same doesn’t hap pen to

you.”
“Has it oc curred to you how silly it looks to have the head of a se- 

cu rity com pany uti liz ing her own re sources for her own pro tec tion?”
“Es pe cially one with your train ing and back ground in pro tec tive

ser vices,” Robert fin ished for her. “But I don’t care about ap pear- 
ances. This idea oc curred to me be fore we knew about Boyd. I al- 
ways planned on aug ment ing our se cu rity, yours es pe cially, once
this thing came to fruition. We’re deal ing with some very se ri ous
nut cases here, re ally hard core and heav ily armed. And they have so
many sup port ers out there, not all of them vis i ble. You would make
a prime tar get for re venge. And you’re out in the pub lic a lot, speak- 
ing en gage ments and such. You don’t al ways have time to watch
your own back. This is for your safety and the peo ple around you.
And for my peace of mind.”

“Lour des, you could opt out,” Alex said with a sly grin. “I can’t
guar an tee that what hap pened when you were my trainee pro tec tor
won’t hap pen again.”

Belchek shiv ered from a very un pleas ant mem ory, shook it off,
steeled her self.

“Well hope fully that won’t hap pen again,” she said with a bit of a
stam mer. “But this time I won’t be alone, ei ther.”



Alex frowned, look ing back at Robert.
“How many?”
“Four,” he told her. “With ad di tional per son nel on standby as nec- 

es sary.”
“Robert,” she be gan to protest, but he in ter rupted.
“Alex, this is not some thing that is open for dis cus sion. Ar range- 

ments for the per sonal safety of the Chief Ex ec u tive Of fi cer (you)
lies solely within the purview of the Chief Pro tec tion Agent (me). A
de ci sion ap proved by the board. And by the way, I did ad vise them
all ahead of time about what I was plan ning. I be lieve there’s a pool
re gard ing whether or not you break one or two of my legs, or per- 
haps one arm and one leg. Just to be sporty.”

This time Alex did smile, but only briefly. She sat qui etly for a
long time while Belchek and Robert con tin ued to stand on the op po- 
site side of the desk. At last she shook her head, sighed.

“Sit the fuck down, both of you!”
Robert smiled, Belchek did not.
But they both sat.



Chap ter 36

CHARLES TON, SOUTH CAR OLINA
 

Erin Bryce Boyd loved the time he spent with his fam ily more than
any thing else in the world. He loved his two girls and his wife with
all his heart and ev ery fiber of his be ing, which is why he did what
he did to pre serve their fu ture, their way of life. He was not a mon- 
ster, he was not heart less, but he did mon strous things, bru tal
things, for the greater good. He was a sol dier, had been since he was
eigh teen and en listed in the Army be cause he just couldn’t fig ure
out what else to do with his life at the time. Soon, he found his pur- 
pose, two years as a reg u lar grunt with high marks in the com bat
arts landed him a shot with Spe cial Forces, where he ex celled. He
left the Army af ter six years and de cided to go to col lege. His in ten- 
tion had al ways been to get his de gree and go back into the ser vice,
and while at the Uni ver sity of South Car olina, he spent time as a
week end war rior.

It was dur ing his time at USC that he re united with an old friend
from back home in Mont gomery, Al abama, Har lon Scud der. De spite
the four year age dif fer ence, they were both fresh men at the time,
ow ing to late en tries for both of them, and they re newed their
friend ship as if the in ter ven ing years had never hap pened. Scud der
was im pressed with Boyd’s mil i tary ser vice, liked lis ten ing to all of
his sto ries about the places he had trav eled to, the things he had
done, tak ing it all in with rel ish and envy. Scud der didn’t have many
sto ries, hadn’t done much with his life at that point, but he had a lot



of dreams, big plans and ideas, and he was con nected to a lot of peo- 
ple on cam pus who thought the way he did, shared his pol i tics.

Boyd had al ways shied away from pol i tics, in the mil i tary they
tended to cloud the mis sion, but he was not with out opin ions, and
as he sat and lis tened to Scud der and some of his other friends talk
late on Fri day nights af ter much beer and some other recre ational
sub stances, he found that a lot of what they were say ing made sense
to him. Only prob lem was, it was all talk.

Boyd grad u ated, at tended Of fi cer Can di dates School, re ceived his
com mis sion as a sec ond lieu tenant in the Army Re serve. And right
about that time, things started heat ing up in the Mid dle East, to put
it mildly. He joined the 5th Spe cial Forces Group and very soon
found him self in the thick of com bat over seas for sev eral years. De- 
spite this, he still found time to marry a good woman he had met
dur ing his ju nior year at USC. Their first child was born a cou ple of
years later, while he was de ployed. Their sec ond fol lowed in the
same man ner.

It was as if time had flown by with the snap of un seen fin gers,
Boyd was over forty, hold ing the rank of ma jor, and com mand ing an
SF squadron with more time in the Mid dle East than any other unit.
And he could not even say for sure what he was there fight ing for
any more. What had seemed so im por tant at one time now meant
noth ing to him. His fam ily was back home wor ried about him, his
girls were grow ing up so fast ev ery day, and he was miss ing them,
be ing a part of their lives.

Over the stren u ous ob jec tions of his com mand ing of fi cer, Boyd
put in for re tire ment and came home to his fam ily. He wasn’t sure
what he would do with the rest of his life, but he knew that what ever



he did, his fam ily would al ways be first in his life from that point
for ward. And then there was Har lon Scud der.

In ad di tion to an un der grad u ate de gree, Scud der had also be come
a lawyer, and gone into pol i tics, al though all of the can di dates he
sup ported never seemed to win. Still, his con nec tions were strong,
and when he and Boyd reac quainted this time, he ex plained that
some of his clients could use some body with his skills to deal with
any prob lems that came up as a re sult of their per sonal and po lit i cal
views. And they had a lot of money.

Soon Boyd was work ing as a se cu rity con sul tant to a num ber of
fringe po lit i cal types through out South Car olina, re cruit ing other
ex-mil i tary per son nel fresh from com bat over seas. Within a year he
had enough money to open his own small firm, the name just pop- 
ping into his mind, Vig i lance First. Or as he thought, first, last, and
al ways!

In time this ex panded as well, to neigh bor ing south ern states
among like minded groups, re cip ro cal agree ments were es tab lished
with lo cal se cu rity com pa nies so they could col lab o rate and work off
the same li cense with out the need to in form state reg u la tors (il le gal,
but they didn’t re ally care what any gov ern ment thought; they were
free white men).

From time to time, spe cial jobs came up, and re quired a cer tain
de gree of dis cre tion be yond the norm, and these jobs were al ways
han dled by Boyd per son ally. How ever, some times he needed help
and he would need to re cruit a cou ple of very trusted and thor- 
oughly vet ted mem bers of Vig i lance First. These jobs fell un der the
head ing of spe cial projects and were never dis cussed with any one. It
was a mat ter of pro fes sional pride with Boyd that he was trusted to



take care of these prob lems and he would do what ever was re quired
to keep his clients’ busi ness pri vate.

As he and two oth ers were com ing back from a quick job over in
North Car olina late one win ter night, it struck him for the first time.
Pro fes sional pride. Pride. The Pride.

He be gan to re cruit within his own or ga ni za tion first, and then
went out side when he found he needed a larger tal ent pool. Over the
next few years he man aged to put to gether a highly spe cial ized unit
of eigh teen op er a tors, him self in cluded, who han dled the sen si tive
jobs when ever they came up, as they al ways seemed to. His sec ond-
in-com mand was an ex-Air Force NCO who’d spent his en tire nine
year ca reer in the Se cu rity Forces be fore he was drummed out on a
bad con duct dis charge for re fus ing to take or ders from a rag head al- 
lied of fi cer in Bagh dad. An out stand ing young man who de served
bet ter from the coun try he served, and as a mem ber of The Pride, he
re ceived bet ter. They all did. And they all shared the same vi sion,
the same hopes and dreams. Which is why when Har lon Scud der
pre sented Boyd with his mas ter plan two years ago, it took no con- 
vinc ing for him to sign on, and the same for the rest of his team. It
was risky, but a nec es sary and bold step to ward re al iz ing the out- 
come they all wanted. And with Teddy Ten nyson as the pub lic face,
stok ing sup port, gain ing na tional promi nence and as sist ing with the
elec tion of other like minded al lies to im por tant of fices around the
coun try, while The Pride se cretly ini ti ated the com ing race war,
strik ing fear into the hearts of all the weak lings and mud peo ples,
par a lyz ing the fed eral gov ern ment in the process, suc cess was cer- 
tain.

Or it had been be fore Ten nyson turned traitor and fell for a nig- 
ger. When Scud der told him, Boyd wanted to kill Ten nyson im me di- 



ately, and make him suf fer for a long time, some thing at which he
was quite ex pert, hav ing ac quired a wealth of ex pe ri ence dur ing his
time over seas. And he knew Scud der was tempted, but even tu ally
de cided against the idea, as long as they could keep Ten nyson in
line. He was needed for the time be ing. Even tu ally he would be pun- 
ished like all the race traitors, and his nig ger whore and lit tle bas- 
tard would pay, too. Boyd had peo ple watch ing all of them, both of
Ten nyson’s fam i lies, not any of his Pride op er a tors—they were too
im por tant for such a job—but good peo ple that he could rely on.
And he could dis patch a Pride team on a mo ment’s no tice. It would
be so sim ple.

Melissa Boyd, the old est daugh ter, flung the Fris bee over her
younger sis ter’s head as the other girl ran to ward her. Boyd smiled
as he ran, leaped into the air, and caught it. His cell phone started to
buzz as his feet hit the ground. They were in the back yard of their
home in the late af ter noon keep ing from un der foot while Selma
Boyd worked to pre pare din ner.

Boyd tossed the Fris bee to his younger daugh ter, An nie, and
pulled his phone from his back pocket, glanc ing at the text mes sage
icon.

“Just a minute, girls,” he said ca su ally. “Need to check this. Play
by your selves for a lit tle while till daddy’s done.”

He ac cessed the icon, read the mes sage, and the skin sur round ing
his scalp shrunk at once.

“Girls!” he com manded firmly. “In the house, now!”
Both girls stopped what they were do ing and stared at their fa ther

with deep frowns, how ever, the ex pres sion on his face told them not
to ask any ques tions and they did as he in structed at once.



Glanc ing around, Boyd fol lowed them quickly, closed the back
door and locked it. He was stand ing in the kitchen fac ing his wife
and daugh ters, all with looks of great con cern on their faces.

“We have to go now, Selma. Right now.”
Selma Boyd did not ask any ques tions. This con ver sa tion had al- 

ready taken place well in ad vance, all prepa ra tions al ready made.
She put her hands on her daugh ters’ shoul ders, leaned down to
whis per in their ears. Both girls were fright ened now, wor ried, but
they nod ded silently and turned to leave the kitchen.

When they were alone, Selma walked over to her hus band, look ing
up into his dark eyes.

“How bad?”
“Bad. Take the girls to the cabin like we planned. If you don’t hear

from me in a week, open the doc u ment pack in the safe. It’ll tell you
ev ery thing you need to know, where to go, the lo ca tion of all the
money.”

Selma’s eyes be gan to fill and Boyd took her in his pow er ful arms,
hold ing her closely.

“Don’t cry, babe. We al ways knew it could come to this, and we
pre pared for it. You and the girls are my para mount con cern. Once I
know that you’re safe, I can do what I have to do. And I prom ise you
here be fore god that if it is at all pos si ble, I will get back to you. I
love you. I love you all, and I will see you again. Here or af ter, some- 
where in eter nity.”

Selma Boyd was weep ing openly now but she kissed her hus band’s
lips and turned away. She had ex actly three min utes to do what she
needed to do. When the three min utes were up, she was at the door
to the garage with the girls, all of them with back packs. Boyd



hugged and kissed them all, then told them they should leave with- 
out de lay.

He went into the garage, took three duf fel bags and a back pack
from a locked metal case, loaded them into the back of his pickup.
He was back ing out of the garage and into the drive way two min utes
later. Two min utes af ter that he was nearly a mile from his house.

One minute af ter that, an FBI sur veil lance team ar rived at a house
down the block. They had a per fect view of the Boyd res i dence when
it ex ploded in a gi gan tic fire ball five min utes later.



Chap ter 37

WASH ING TON, D.C.
 

Two weeks had passed since ReaAnn Bracken and Bernie Boyce re- 
turned from the west coast to the news of the ex plo sion at the South
Car olina home of Erin Bryce Boyd, which left it lev eled but no other
homes in the area touched. The en su ing in ves ti ga tion quickly es tab- 
lished that the cause of both the ex plo sion and fire was de lib er ate, a
very well crafted ex plo sive de vice that had prob a bly been rigged into
the house for some time, with enough ac cel er ant planted in strate gic
lo ca tions at the foun da tion to en sure that ev ery thing burned evenly
and to tally but would not spread be yond the prop erty. It took a
while be fore any one could get close enough to the scene to search
for sur vivors, of which they knew there would be none. Erin Bryce
Boyd and his fam ily were not at home when the ex plo sion oc curred,
sev eral neigh bors con firmed see ing them de part in sep a rate ve hi cles
just min utes be fore the blast. No one had seen any of them since. No
credit card ac tiv ity, no hits on ve hi cle BO LOs, noth ing.

Added to that, the of fices of Vig i lance First in down town Charles- 
ton were shut tered, the phones, power, in ter net ser vice all de ac ti- 
vated on the next day. All the con tact num bers listed with the state
were dis con nected as well, and the ad dresses for all per son nel in
state files were dis cov ered to be bo gus.

“How in the hell can one hun dred and twenty-four li censed se cu- 
rity of fi cers have given false in for ma tion to the state of South Car- 



olina and none of the id iot in ves ti ga tors ever fig ured it out?”
ReaAnn Bracken raged when that re port came in.

None of their listed clients seemed to know any thing about the
where abouts of their se cu rity ad vi sors, and none of them seemed all
that con cerned by the sud den dis ap pear ances, in deed most re fused
to talk to the FBI at all, re fer ring the in quir ing agents to their
lawyers, much to the frus tra tion of Bracken and DOJ lawyers.

And things were not much bet ter re gard ing the re main ing lead er- 
ship of the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance. The head of the Birm ing ham
Field Of fice her self had served the war rant at WPA’s head quar ters
in Home wood, only to find the of fices shut tered as well, a mes sage
on the tele phone an swer ing ma chine apol o giz ing for not be ing avail- 
able, and ask ing the caller to leave a mes sage which would be re- 
turned as soon as was con ve nient.

“Noth ing at Scud der’s house ei ther. He’s not mar ried, no chil dren
ei ther. No one knows much about his so cial life, or that he even has
one. Brett For man and the other se nior lead er ship are said to be on
a re treat in a re mote and undis closed lo ca tion, this ac cord ing to an
at tor ney who con tacted us in re sponse to all the mes sages we left.
Tele phone re cep tion is re ported to be spotty at best, but the lawyer
promised to get in touch when he was able to con tact them.”

Bracken stared at Boyce in cred u lously. “Je sus these guys moved
fast. It’s like they were plan ning for this to hap pen, ready to move as
soon as the ham mer dropped. Fuck! We should have…”

She broke off sud denly, push ing back from her desk.
“For get that. We have to move for ward from here. We need leads,

Bernie. How are the an a lysts do ing with their break downs?”
“A lot of data to sort through, ma’am, and they’re work ing as fast

as they can. I will say this though, a lot of things make sense now,



just look ing at the pre lim i nar ies.”
“Such as?” Bracken in quired.
“Well, if you look at the pat tern of at tacks over the last cou ple of

years and look at the cen ters of in flu ence that WPA has es tab lished,
with the help ful ben e fit of hind sight, you couldn’t draw any other
con clu sion than WPA was be hind it, or at least deeply in volved. And
they’ve es tab lished that Boyd and Scud der did grow up on the same
street, hung out some, de spite the age dif fer ence, and when Boyd
left the Army and went to USC, Scud der was there. Both were fresh- 
men to gether, hung out, and we’ve been able to con firm through
peo ple who were there with them that they were in volved with a lot
of fringe rightwing groups. Scud der more so than Boyd. They grad u- 
ated around the same time and Boyd went back into the Army.
Scud der went to law school and then into pol i tics. If you can call it
that. All of the can di dates he backed would have been right at home
goose-step ping along side the Nazis back in the 1930s. They weren’t
re ally pop u lar in some cir cles, as you might imag ine, but in oth- 
ers…”

Bracken sighed and leaned back in her chair. She grew up in the
south, knew the his tory bet ter than most, and un der stood per fectly
what Boyce did not say.

“Fi nances, prop erty, where did their money come from and where
is it?”

“Com pli cated as hell, boss. A lot comes from do na tions, or at least
it ap pears that way on the sur face. Foren sic ac coun tants are be gin- 
ning to pull to gether a pic ture of off shore ac counts, blind hold ing
com pa nies, and a lot of other shady deal ings that can’t ex actly be
traced to a spe cific source. We know Ten nyson was loaded on his
own, Scud der didn’t have two nick els to rub to gether, and nei ther



did For man or many of the oth ers, but some of the peo ple who run
the busi nesses that Vig i lance First did se cu rity for are very well off,
and very rightwing into the ex treme. Ten nyson and WPA were their
hope for the fu ture, a pure white fu ture. I’ll bet a lot of them were
will ing to put some cash into WPA to en sure that fu ture, maybe
even silently back what we be lieve Boyd was do ing.”

“If that’s the case, then in ad di tion to il le gal money laun der ing,
they’re all guilty of mul ti ple mur ders by ac ces sory and I will see
them all charged. Boyd and Scud der first. But we have to find them,
Bernie. Ev ery sec ond they’re on the loose is an other sec ond more in- 
no cent lives could be lost. They may be lay ing low now, but they
won’t stay that way long. And who knows what they’re plan ning,
what kind of weapons they still have ac cess to. None of the raid
teams found any thing at any of the homes or ware houses or busi- 
nesses they hit. Noth ing. I re ally don’t like that.”

“We could go pub lic,” Boyce sug gested. “Put their pic tures out
there, la bel them as per sons of in ter est, ask for the pub lic’s help in
lo cat ing them for ques tion ing.”

“Be lieve me, Bernie, I’ve al ready ar gued that point with the AG
him self and he is dead-set against it. Says we don’t have enough di- 
rect ev i dence to prove that any of them are ac tu ally in volved in any- 
thing il le gal and he doesn’t want to risk a fed eral law suit and con- 
gres sional in quiry if it blows up in his face. What I ac tu ally be lieve—
and you didn’t hear this out of my mouth—is that our Al abama-born
and bred At tor ney Gen eral of the United States is afraid how all of
this will re flect on his home state and just wishes this all blows over
with out be com ing a ma jor story.”

“Fat chance of that hap pen ing, boss. Like you said, these guys
aren’t go ing to sit it out for ever. And we will build a case against



them for the other things, just a mat ter of time.”
“Time we don’t have, Bernie. Time that may re sult in some thing

cat a strophic hap pen ing some where in this coun try that will make
ev ery thing that has hap pened be fore pale in com par i son. We need
to get ahead of them and stop them be fore they do that, what ever
that is.”

They were quiet for some time af ter that, Bracken star ing up at
the ceil ing of her of fice, her mind wan der ing, stop ping briefly on her
hus band and daugh ters, then back to the prob lem be fore her. Boyce
was fid dling with his phone, check ing the lat est emails.

Bracken sat up sud denly, nod ding to her self. Boyce glanced over,
cock ing his head to the side.

“Some thing, boss?”
She nod ded and stood up, stretch ing her arms over her head and

arch ing her back as she groaned. Boyce looked down at the screen of
his phone briefly, try ing to pre tend he had not been star ing at his
boss’ rather shapely breasts.

“Some thing, Bernie. But I can’t tell you what. Stay on top of ev ery- 
thing for me, please. I’m go ing out for a while, but I’ll be reach able
by phone.”

“You want me to call down for a car?”
Bracken shook her head, walk ing over to the rack and pick ing up

her suit jacket.
“No need, I’ll drive my self, it’ll help clear my head. Might be gone

for a few hours, per haps the rest of the day, but as I said, I’ll be
reach able.” And then she was gone leav ing her as sis tant star ing at
the open door way in great cu rios ity. Not all of his cu rios ity had to
do with what ever Bracken had cook ing in her mind. Part of it had to



do with his con sid er ing ex actly what her shapely butt looked like out
of those nice fit ting suit pants she had on.

“I re ally need to find time to start dat ing again,” he mum bled to
him self as he stood and left the of fice and hope fully all thoughts like
that be hind him.



Chap ter 38

U.S. NA TIONAL RE CON NAIS SANCE OF FICE
CHAN TILLY, VIR GINIA

 
Dr. Ruth Vaughn had been work ing at the NRO for just un der two
years now and found that she en joyed the as sign ment more than she
be lieved she would when her boss had told her about his de ci sion to
put her name in nom i na tion for the post. Ruth was an ex ec u tive
level tech ni cal of fi cer with the CIA, hav ing come on board with the
Agency right out of col lege. Be ing a sci ence geek from early child- 
hood, she nat u rally went into the Di rec torate of Sci ence and Tech- 
nol ogy and spent the first few years of her ca reer hap pily im mersed
in the world of covert in tel li gence gath er ing by tech ni cal means. She
was very good at the work, con stantly praised by co work ers and su- 
pe ri ors alike, and early slot ted for ad vance ment. Then one day she
was un ex pect edly called into the of fice of her di vi sion deputy chief,
cer tain that she had done some thing wrong and was about to get the
boot. But in this as sump tion she could not have been more in cor- 
rect.

At the time, the Agency had started a pro gram for cross-train ing
of fi cers from dif fer ent di vi sions in skills that they would not nor- 
mally have an in ter est in or a re quire ment for. Ruth’s name had
been sug gested for such cross-train ing and the deputy chief thought
it was a good idea and she the per fect can di date. Ruth was taken
aback as this was very much un ex pected, and when she learned
where they wanted her to train, she was even more shocked. None- 



the less, she thanked her boss for the op por tu nity and told him she
would do her best not to let any one down.

While Ruth had never been par tic u larly ath letic, she was in fairly
de cent shape, ex er cised a few times a week, and was rea son ably cer- 
tain she could han dle her self in most phys i cal sit u a tions. That be ing
said, she had been se lected to spend three months go ing through
Spe cial Agent/Pro tec tive Se cu rity Of fi cer in struc tion at the Of fice of
Se cu rity train ing com pound at an un named fa cil ity some where in
what is com monly re ferred to as the D.C. arena. This idea both
thrilled and ter ri fied her; how ever Ruth Black thorne was not one to
back down or let her fear get the bet ter of her. So she took on her
new as sign ment with en thu si asm and an open mind.

And very quickly Ruth came to re al ize just how un pre pared she
was for the ex pe ri ence, both men tally and phys i cally. Af ter the first
week, bruised phys i cally and emo tion ally, she gave se ri ous thought
to leav ing not only the train ing pro gram, but the Agency it self be- 
cause she feared that she was let ting ev ery one down, es pe cially her- 
self. To her great sur prise, sev eral of her fel low trainees, most of
them new to the Agency and a few years younger than she, saw her
dis tress and de cided to take it upon them selves to be friend and help
her through her dif fi cul ties. At first she was skep ti cal, hav ing never
been one to eas ily trust peo ple she didn’t know, but in a very short
time, she re al ized that her new friends were gen uine and only had
her best in ter ests in mind.

The core of this group was four peo ple, the youngest be ing Robert
Chan dler. The oth ers were Cordell Hamil, Howie Vaughn, and
ReaAnn Bracken. Each had a par tic u lar area of ex per tise that they
were able to help Ruth with and soon she gained the con fi dence to
ex cel in train ing and be gan to ac tu ally have fun. And while she



didn’t grad u ate at the top of the class as was her nor mal cus tom,
Ruth did grad u ate with good marks, so good in fact that she was of- 
fered a two year stint in the Of fice of Se cu rity, which she ac cepted.
Over the in ter ven ing years, the friend ships she made dur ing that
three months in train ing at OS en dured, even af ter Ruth re turned to
her pre vi ous as sign ment in Sci ence and Tech nol ogy when her two
years in the field ended.

One of those friend ships even blos somed into love, de spite her
early reser va tions, and within four years, Ruth and Howie Vaughn,
thanks to a lit tle push from Alex Wells, were mar ried. Howie re- 
mained in the Of fice of Se cu rity through out his ca reer, ad vanc ing
steadily through the ranks, while Ruth did the same in her ca reer
field. Most of ten they were able to ob tain as sign ments in the same
lo ca tion when not posted at Head quar ters, only rarely hav ing to be
apart, usu ally when Howie’s as sign ments had him sta tioned in ex- 
tremely dan ger ous lo ca tions. But he sur vived all of them, de spite
some very close calls, some of which Ruth never knew about. They
had two chil dren who were the most im por tant things in their lives
and looked for ward to get ting enough time in gov ern ment ser vice so
they could re tire com fort ably and en joy the rest of their lives with
their chil dren, hope fully grand chil dren one day, and with one an- 
other. Howie ex pected to be come a con sul tant to some pri vate se cu- 
rity firm in D.C., there were a lot of those around, or maybe even for
the bur geon ing firm that his friends Alex Wells and Robert Chan- 
dler owned. Ruth’s tech ni cal skills would en sure a lu cra tive job at
any num ber of pri vate firms any where in the world and she would
prob a bly earn five times what Howie did, which was all right with
him. As Howie of ten told his wife, “I got no prob lems with be ing a
kept man, babe.”



Un for tu nately, this would never be. All those years of sur viv ing vi- 
o lent en coun ters in hos tile over seas post ings, fi nally be ing as signed
state side on a more or less per ma nent bases, Howie Vaughn was
driv ing home to his fam ily one cold and rainy night four years ago
and never made it. An other driver lost con trol of her ve hi cle and
plowed into Howie head-on, mer ci fully killing him in stantly. The
one con so la tion Ruth had was that the love of her life, the fa ther of
her two adorable chil dren, did not suf fer in his last mo ments of life.

Dev as tated and wrecked, Ruth fell apart, and had it not been for
the strength of her chil dren and the love and sup port of other fam ily
and her friends from the Agency, past and present, she was cer tain
be yond all doubt that she would not be here to day. One of the peo- 
ple who had been the great est help to her had been the fel low fe male
trainee from her OS days who had taught her how to shoot. ReaAnn
Bracken. De spite the de mands of her sec ond ca reer at the FBI,
ReaAnn be came Ruth’s rock, her steady ing an chor that kept her
from drift ing away into de spair. She stayed with her, cried with her,
en dured her tirades at god and man and the uni verse, and re fused
to let her with draw into the com fort able shell of hope less ness that
Ruth so des per ately wanted to en velop her.

And de spite her grief, her in de scrib able loss, Ruth Vaughn made
it back to life. She would never be the same, there would al ways re- 
main a hole in her very big heart, and not a day went by that she
didn’t see the lop sided grin on Howie’s an gu lar face in her mind’s
eye. Life went on though. And so did her ca reer at the Agency.

She was two years older than Howie and had planned on work ing
un til age fifty-two, by which time Howie would be fifty and they
would re tire to gether. How ever, with him gone, she was no longer
cer tain that a ca reer in the pri vate sec tor was what she wanted. So



she ac cepted a pro mo tion she had been putting off and re mained at
the Agency. Less than two years later, about two years ago, the
Deputy Di rec tor for Sci ence and Tech nol ogy, two lev els above Ruth,
then the As sis tant Deputy Di rec tor of the Di rec torate of Sci ence and
Tech nol ogy, in formed her of the open ing at NRO, As so ciate Di rec tor
for In te grated Op er a tions in the Ad vanced Sys tems and Tech nol ogy
Di rec torate. Ruth was al ready SIS—Se nior In tel li gence Ser vice—and
this would be an other grade pro mo tion for her. It was a three year
as sign ment and would go to ward her Agency re tire ment points. She
took the job, wel comed the change of scenery, and the chance to
work with some of the cut ting edge tech nol ogy the NRO was ru- 
mored to have de vel oped (ru mored be cause ev ery thing about the
NRO was largely un known to the out side world, even those with top
level clear ance in the In tel li gence Com mu nity).

A year into her as sign ment, Ruth was re quested at a meet ing in
the NRO Di rec tor’s skiff—the ac tual acro nym was SCIF and stood
for Sen si tive Com part mented In for ma tion Fa cil ity. A skiff was the
only place where SCI in for ma tion could be dis cussed, and only in
the pres ence of peo ple who were cleared for it. When Ruth ar rived
for the meet ing she was sur prised by the pres ence of some in the
room, most no tably her dear friend ReaAnn Bracken, then a deputy
as sis tant di rec tor with the FBI. Shortly, once her di rec tor in formed
them all of a covert pres i den tial find ing that she had re ceived a
short while ago, Ruth un der stood the pres ence of most of the oth ers,
ReaAnn Bracken es pe cially. The mis sion was highly clas si fied and
would never be re vealed to the pub lic. The es sen tial mem bers of the
two con gres sional in tel li gence com mit tees had been in formed, as
re quired by law, but even they un der stood the ne ces sity for ab so lute
se crecy where this sit u a tion was con cerned. If the pub lic ever found



out what the pres i dent had tasked the NRO to do, very likely the
gov ern ment of the United States would be in se ri ous jeop ardy of
col lapse.

Ruth and ReaAnn had worked very closely dur ing the three week
pe riod that fol lowed, from be gin ning to end of this very un usual and
highly un con sti tu tional op er a tion within the bor ders of the United
States of Amer ica. An op er a tion that never leaked, was largely suc- 
cess ful, and no of fi cial re ports had ever been com mit ted to any
record, as far as any one knew, and only the key play ers knew what
the re sults had been. Ruth and ReaAnn were two of those play ers.

Ruth had just come back from a staff meet ing in the con fer ence
room one floor be low her of fice, set tled in be hind her desk and was
read ing emails, when her in ter nal line buzzed. It was the se cu rity
sta tion in the re cep tion area on the first floor.

“Yes, Dr. Vaughn, sorry to dis turb you,” the duty of fi cer said af ter
Ruth an swered on the fourth ring. “But you have an un sched uled
vis i tor here in the lobby.”

This took Ruth a lit tle aback. Un sched uled vis i tors didn’t just drop
by NRO head quar ters, and very few of them could get into the
lobby, usu ally stopped along the perime ter at one of the se cu rity sta- 
tions at the three ex ter nal points of en try. In or der to get to re cep- 
tion…

“Who is it, Ron?” she asked.
Ron told her and Ruth smiled. Well now she un der stood how her

vis i tor had man aged to get so far.
“Okay, that’s fine. Would you please as sign an es cort? Thank you.”
Ruth hung up the phone and went back to read ing emails. Five

min utes later, her as sis tant in formed her that her vis i tor had ar- 
rived. Ruth blanked her com puter screen, re moved her glasses, and



stood up as a sin gle knock sounded at the door and her as sis tant
stepped in side, fol lowed by FBI As sis tant Di rec tor ReaAnn Bracken.
The two women grinned at one an other and Ruth thanked and dis- 
missed her as sis tant.

The two women greeted one an other with warm hugs and then
moved to the sofa in the cor ner to sit.

“I’ve been see ing you on TV a lot lately,” Ruth said as she crossed
her legs and smoothed out her skirt. “A very dirty busi ness, but I
know you’ll get who ever is be hind this.”

ReaAnn was pen sive as she looked at her friend and Ruth im me- 
di ately picked up on this, frown ing.

“Some thing tells me this is not a so cial call, is it Rea?”
The woman from the FBI looked deeply into the large brown eyes

of the woman from NRO, fi nally shook her head.
“Afraid it isn’t Ruth,” she told her somberly. “I can use your help. I

need to bring you up to date.” Which she did over the next fif teen
min utes, putting as much de tail as she could into her story while
try ing not to get bogged down in the minu tia.

When she stopped talk ing, Ruth Vaughn sat aghast.
“Christ!” she swore, some thing that was not nor mal be hav ior for

Ruth Vaughn. “These hor ri ble peo ple. But at least you know who is
be hind it all now. It should make the job of ap pre hend ing them eas- 
ier.”

When ReaAnn didn’t im me di ately re spond, Ruth looked at her
harder. “What?”

ReaAnn told her.
“With out a trace? That hardly seems pos si ble.”
“You’re telling me, but these folks were very care ful and planned

for this con tin gency. I have no doubt that given time, the Bu reau



and its other law en force ment part ners will find them, de spite be ing
ham strung by DOJ over pub lic no ti fi ca tion. My prob lem is that I
don’t think we have the time. These peo ple are just too dan ger ous,
and who the hell knows what they’re up to. We need to find them
now, put an end to what ever they’ve got cook ing, nail them for what
we know they al ready did.”

“Okay,” Ruth said cau tiously. “And why have you come to see me
this af ter noon?”

An other long pause, and for a brief mo ment, ReaAnn could not
meet her friend’s eyes. That is what gave it away be cause the one
thing that ReaAnn Bracken had al ways been was di rect, ab so lutely
un afraid to look what ever faced her in the eyes and take it head on.

Ruth swore again and ReaAnn’s blue eyes sud denly looked pained
as she looked at her friend once more.

“I’m sorry, Ruth, but it’s the only op tion I have right now. The
only thing I can think of that could help me catch these peo ple be- 
fore they do some thing more hor rific than what they’ve al ready
done.”

Ruth took a very deep breath, and it was her turn to look away,
which she did for sev eral min utes, lean ing back on the sofa. Nei ther
woman moved or spoke for some time af ter that.

Fi nally, Ruth looked at her friend.
“If any one ever found out…”
“We’d both go to prison,” ReaAnn fin ished un nec es sar ily.
“Yeah,” Ruth said. “If we’re lucky.”
ReaAnn sud denly smiled.
“What?” Ruth said, not see ing any thing funny.
“Oh, just think ing that they might let us be cell mates.”
Now Ruth smiled, even snick ered.



“Sorry, Rea, I’m not into blondes with bet ter asses then mine.”
Both women laughed, break ing the ten sion. This did not last for

long as they be gun to dis cuss what they were likely about to do.



Chap ter 39

Life and work went on for the Cen tu ri ons. As the FBI and other law
en force ment agen cies around the coun try con tin ued to come up dry
on leads as to the where abouts of WPA’s lead er ship as well as Erin
Bryce Boyd and his peo ple, busi ness con tin ued un abated in San
Diego and CPG’s other spheres of op er a tion. For the time be ing, the
Ten nyson fam i lies were se questered in three lo ca tions. Georgina
Ten nyson and her two youngest chil dren in one, Elis a beth Cald well
and her son in an other, and the last oc cu pied by the two old est Ten- 
nyson chil dren, Ed die and Melba, and Ed die’s boyfriend Phillip. Re- 
la tions had been strained be fore this, but now even more so. Mrs.
Ten nyson had made it clear that she did not want to have any thing
to do with her hus band and wanted to get the di vorce pro ceed ings
un der way as quickly as was pos si ble. She would not deny him vis it- 
ing time with his chil dren, but she wanted him to stay as far away
from her as pos si ble.

The re la tion ship with Elis a beth Cald well was far bet ter, but there
was strain there as well, mainly due to all the time they had to pre- 
tend to be bro ken up and all the things they had said to one an other.
But they would most likely be able to work past that, even tu ally.

The strain be tween Ten nyson and his old est chil dren was nearly
as great as that be tween he and Georgina, al though his son seemed
will ing to at least hear his fa ther’s side of things, whereas his daugh- 



ter wouldn’t even speak to him. A strange time for ev ery one, but
they were all safe and un der stood the dan ger they faced so none
were too keen to leave their safe houses just yet, even Phillip who
ini tially had been shocked to dis cover who his lover’s fa ther was, but
seemed to have adapted quickly; not hav ing much of a choice will do
that to you.

The se cu rity op er a tion was a joint project be tween the West Coast
Phys i cal Se cu rity Branch (As set Pro tec tion) and the Crit i cal Threat
Pro tec tion Unit (Per son nel Pro tec tion), co or di nated by Jim Paxon
from his home base in South Flor ida. Tac ti cal sup port was pro vided
by two of Tino’s Covert Sur veil lance and In ter ven tion Teams, one
al ways on standby should the need arise, posted in a lo ca tion that
would give them quick ac cess to all three safe houses. So far, how- 
ever, it did not ap pear that any one had been snoop ing around with
ne far i ous in tent.

Andie Pearth con tin ued to mon i tor all net works for any hint of
Boyd or any one from WPA, or any af fil i ate group they might re cruit
to take a run at Ten nyson, or CPG it self for re venge. So far, not a
whis per. This did not make Andie feel any bet ter though, nor any- 
one else. Still, they had other things to do to keep them oc cu pied.

In LA, Gerry signed con tracts with four new celebrity clients in
two weeks and had to de ploy two teams im me di ately to cover two of
them as they be gan over seas tours that would last for months.

In At lanta, Wally man aged to se cure a con tract he had been work- 
ing on for months, at times un cer tain if he was mak ing progress, but
was ec static when he re ceived the call from the ex ec u tive vice pres i- 
dent of the cruise line in form ing him that they had de cided to go
with Cen tu rion to re place their se cu rity ven dors at all Amer i can and
Car ib bean ports be gin ning in a month.



Tino and his Mo bile Train ing Team spent nearly a month trav el- 
ing around the south west teach ing new tac tics to lo cal and state
SWAT teams look ing to up date af ter a se ries of in ci dents re vealed
just how un pre pared they were to deal with to day’s es ca lat ing and
evolv ing threats. Some thing at which Tino and his peo ple were quite
adept.

In ad di tion to mon i tor ing the Ten nyson de tail, Jim had his hands
full with the minu tia of be ing a cor po rate ex ec u tive. Sev eral states
had changed the re quire ments for li cens ing se cu rity of fi cers in their
ju ris dic tions and Jim and CPG’s le gal team had to go through ev ery
one to make sure they were com pli ant, less they and their peo ple
face stiff fines and the pos si ble sus pen sion of their op er at ing li- 
censes for up to two years. There seemed to be a con certed ef fort, in
Jim’s frus trated es ti ma tion, to make it even harder for out of state
com pa nies to com ply, no doubt an at tempt to make busi ness eas ier
for lo cal com pa nies by cut ting down on ex te rior com pe ti tion. This
pissed Jim off to no end and he worked ex tra hard to make sure all
dots and crosses were where they should be. Cen tu rion was not
back ing down any where. If he had his way, they’d be putting lo cal
com pa nies out of busi ness in these mar kets be fore long.

Ray Al varez had to de ploy five Crit i cal Re sponse Teams to Sil i con
Val ley to deal with a mas sive de nial of ser vice hack at tack that
nearly crip pled the net works of more than four dozen tech com pa- 
nies, some of them well known house hold names. They worked
closely with in ves ti ga tors and tech spe cial ists from the FBI and
other fed eral agen cies to de ter mine the source of the at tack, the trail
lead ing over seas where it was gen er ally be lieved to come from
some where in East ern Eu rope, or per haps fur ther, but noth ing
could be proven defini tively. How ever, for some the ev i dence was



con vinc ing enough, and while the United States gov ern ment could
not of fi cially act, some of the vic tims had very deep pock ets and a
de sire for re venge. A large sum of money was de posited into CPG’s
ac count for con sult ing ser vices, and within two weeks, Dora Shaw
was al lowed off her leash for a lit tle qual ity play time on the dark
net. It took al most a week for the power and other es sen tial ser vices
to come back on in Mos cow. Nearly twice that in Py ongyang. And no
one was ever able to trace the source of these at tacks.

Andie Pearth had per son nel is sues to deal with, a reshuf fling of
the decks in some of her de part ments where pro duc tiv ity and
morale were se verely lack ing. In two in stances she had to ter mi nate
man agers al to gether and pro mote two deputies to fill the slots.
Andie did not like to fire peo ple and only did so as a last re sort when
it be came clear that im prove ment was not pos si ble. Still, she felt
bad about it. But she had Gerry to cheer her up, on the oc ca sions
when they were able to get to gether. And they told her kids about
their re la tion ship. Be ing the smar tasses that Andie had raised so
well, they were both quite dra matic as they lamented not be ing able
to hold their heads up around Berke ley once ev ery one found out
their mother was con sort ing with a black man.

“What will my friends say?” ex claimed her daugh ter dra mat i cally.
“I doubt if I’ll be able to get into a good uni ver sity once the ad- 

mis sions peo ple find out about my mother’s pro cliv i ties,” her son
in toned in fake tears.

Af ter sev eral min utes of this, Andie kissed Gerry and asked that
he ex cuse her while she went to beat her chil dren. She chased them
around the house for quite a while, cap tur ing her son and tick ling
him till he nearly wet his pants. His sis ter was faster but her time
came as well.



Af ter wards the four of them sat in the liv ing room laugh ing about
the whole thing and then or dered a cou ple of large piz zas, on Gerry.

Alex and the ac coun tants went over the com pany’s books and
were quite pleased with the re ceipts for the most re cent quar ter, a
good bit of that due to the on go ing Ten nyson op er a tion that had
been paid for in full in ad vance. Two mil lion to the Spe cial Op er a- 
tions and Train ing Sec tion and an other mil lion to Ad min is tra tive
Ser vices. Even with ex penses, they were due to make a nice profit on
that op er a tion. On the Tough Gals front, Alex was pleased that they
would soon be able to be gin of fer ing schol ar ships to a small num ber
of the young women they were presently as sist ing. Only twenty-five
right now, but if con tri bu tions and other fundrais ing ef forts con tin- 
ued on track, they would be able to in crease that num ber to more
than a hun dred by early next year.

Robert was a lit tle bored and rest less now that his di rect in volve- 
ment in the Ten nyson op er a tion was over. He spent a good bit of his
time teach ing at the school in La Jolla, and train ing him self to keep
his skills up. He also checked in rou tinely with Andie in San Fran- 
cisco and ReaAnn in D.C. to see if any thing new de vel oped on the
WPA/Boyd front. Both re ported lit tle to no progress, but af ter a
while he be gan to sus pect that ReaAnn was hold ing some thing back.
He un der stood this be cause he had no of fi cial brief and there were
prob a bly things she couldn’t share with him, but it felt dif fer ent
some how, and he couldn’t quite place the feel ing. This both ered him
but he knew bet ter than to push it. ReaAnn Bracken did not re spond
well to be ing pushed. She tended to push back ten fold.

So lace came on the per sonal side of things be cause with Cen tu rion
hum ming along like the well oiled ma chine it was, this left plenty of
time for he and Alex to spend to gether af ter work, get ting home at



rea son able hours, go ing out to din ner, to the movies, and even to
the San Diego Phil har monic, some thing they had not done in al most
two years. And there was plenty of time for their fa vorite in ti mate
pas time…

Then one morn ing Robert re ceived a call from the shift leader
cov er ing Teddy Ten nyson at that mo ment. There was not a prob lem,
but the client had re quested a meet ing with Alex and Robert as soon
as it was con ve nient, he had some thing he needed to dis cuss with
them.

Robert called Alex’s of fice, be cause he was in La Jolla at the time,
found out when it would be con ve nient for her, then called the shift
leader back and told her to tell Ten nyson that they could see him the
next day at ten in Alex’s con fer ence room. Af ter he hung up, he re- 
turned to the train ing room where he spent the next hour fend ing
off knife at tacks from the stu dents in his Ad vanced Tac tics for CP
Agents course.



Chap ter 40

It was rain ing heav ily in San Diego the next morn ing and the view of
the bay was not what it usu ally was, but hey, it was still South ern
Cal ifor nia, and the sun was sure to come out some time soon.

Alex had a video con fer ence with a cou ple of at tor neys rep re sent- 
ing a for mer em ployee of CPG’s who claimed that he was un fairly
passed over for a pro mo tion he felt he de served and then sacked for
com plain ing about it. Alex had re viewed all of the facts with the su- 
per vi sors and man ager di rectly in volved, con fer enced with CPG’s
in-house coun sel, and de ter mined that there was no wrong do ing on
the part of any one at her com pany. And for this rea son she de cided
to han dle the lawyers per son ally. They had pro posed a set tle ment to
make the le gal mat ter go away qui etly. Alex lis tened silently to this
pro posal, ap peared to con sider it for sev eral mo ments, then fo cused
her at ten tion on both lawyers on her mon i tor screen.

“Hav ing thor oughly re viewed all of the re ports re gard ing your
client’s ten ure at the Cen tu rion Pro tec tion Group, I am sat is fied that
the as ser tions he is mak ing are un founded.” Alex was, af ter all, a
lawyer her self. “And to that point, in my ca pac ity as Chief Ex ec u tive
Of fi cer and Pres i dent of the com pany, I have de cided that there will
be no set tle ment with your client. If you and he choose to pur sue
this mat ter and waste a court’s time, the full weight of CPG’s le gal
de part ment will con front you. Good day.”



The link was sev ered be fore ei ther of the stunned men on the
other side of the screen had a chance to find the words to re act. The
time was nine forty-five. When Robert knocked and en tered her of- 
fice ten min utes later, Alex was com ing out of the bath room and
slip ping into her suit jacket.

“They here?” she asked.
Robert nod ded. “Just got word from re cep tion.”
Alex nod ded, glanced at the mon i tor on her desk, tapped a few

keys on the key board, then smiled at Robert. “Then let’s go see what
this is all about.”

 
TEDDY TEN NYSON DID NOT WASTE much time with pre am ble
once he greeted the two of them warmly in the same con fer ence
room where they had res cued him from his fate just a few short
weeks ago. And in all hon esty, nei ther Alex nor Robert was par tic u- 
larly sur prised by what he had to say.

“There’s been a lot of buzz on the in ter net,” Ten nyson was say ing.
“A lot of ru mors about what’s hap pened to me, why WPA sud denly
went silent. Some peo ple have been post ing about an in ter nal power
strug gle, oth ers claim ing that WPA is in the midst of re or ga niz ing
and plan ning to come out bet ter and stronger than ever. None of
them, how ever, come close to the truth.”

“I know the FBI is mon i tor ing those chat rooms,” Robert said. “As
well as Andie Pearth’s peo ple. There does not ap pear to be any of fi- 
cial link to WPA, Scud der or any of the oth ers so far.”

“Yeah,” Ten nyson car ried on. “I sur mised as much, or they would
have been tracked down and taken into cus tody by now. I must ad- 
mit that I find it a lit tle hard to be lieve that Har lon and the oth ers
could elude the FBI for so long. Erin Bryce Boyd, I’m not sur prised



about, given his back ground. But I can’t con cern my self with them
now. That’s the FBI’s headache. And when they find them, I will do
what ever I have to, tes tify be fore any jury, com mit tee, whomever, to
try and atone for my part in all this. How ever, in the mean time I
need to do some thing else. I need to go pub lic with the truth. And I
need to do so in a big way.” He paused briefly, look ing at both
Robert and Alex seated across the ta ble from him.

“I need to go back to the place where all of this started. I need to
go home.”

 
ALEX AND ROBERT HAD LUNCH IN Robert’s of fice. It was small,
win dow less, and the per fect place to for get about the weather and
the out side world while you were try ing to hash some thing out with- 
out dis trac tion. By three-thirty, Alex had kicked off her shoes and
rested her stock ing feet on the front edge of the small desk in the
cen ter of the room. Robert leaned back in his chair, eyes half closed,
star ing at his wife’s feet.

“I re mem ber the first time I saw you bare foot,” he said.
Alex snick ered, ad just ing her feet so that she could see him bet ter

with out hav ing to sit up. “You re mem ber ev ery thing else so I’m not
sur prised about that. Tell me.”

“One week af ter we first spoke af ter class. I was on the east side of
the cam pus near the phys i cal sci ence build ing talk ing to Max
Stoller. You came walk ing up car ry ing your books in one hand and
your shoes in the other. To tal South ern chick.”

Alex snick ered again.
“Nice way of say ing red neck hick?”
“What’s that song? Bel lamy Broth ers. Red neck Girl. And in your

case, re ally cute feet.”



“That all you no ticed?” she teased.
“Sadly, yes,” he replied. “I was kind of an id iot back then, at least

when it came to re al iz ing some things.”
“Well you even tu ally caught on. Em pha sis on even tu ally. All that

time we spent to gether in that dusty sec tion of the li brary’s fourth
floor be fore you even tried to kiss me. God you were slow, couldn’t
you tell how much I wanted you to?”

“Play ing hard to get seemed to work out pretty well for me.”
Alex smirked, low er ing her feet and sit ting up.
“Nearly didn’t, you know. I al most went out with Jeremy Bris tow

when he asked me. If I had…”
“You’d have been bored out of your mind be cause all that guy ever

wanted to talk about was base ball. You and I had a lot more in com- 
mon than that. This was plain from the first time we spoke. And
then we did kiss.”

“Yes we did,” Alex smiled. “And so goes the story of the first time
you saw me bare foot. Shall we dis cuss the mat ter be fore us one
more time?”

Robert sighed. “Not re ally a need, do you think? He’s de ter mined
to do it and has agreed to spend an other mil lion dol lars out of his
pocket to hire us for the job. At the end of the day, Madam Pres i- 
dent, we are in busi ness to make money. It’s ex actly the kind of
work we do, why we formed this com pany. The ul ti mate de ci sion is
yours, but if you’re ask ing, my vote is yes.”

Alex paused to con sider her hus band’s state ment, re al iz ing, as was
usu ally the case, that there was no flaw in is logic.

“It’s a big job,” she mused. “A lot of mov ing parts. You’ll over see it
per son ally?”



“Thought about it,” Robert ad mit ted. “Af ter all, it would be a
chance to get back home for a brief pe riod, not that I’ve ever been
one to be home sick, un less home was where you hap pened to be
wait ing for me. Prefer ably naked and… well you get the pic ture. But
no, I’m go ing to, should you sanc tion the op er a tion, put this di rectly
in the hands of Pro tec tive Op er a tions, let Jim sweat the de tails. I
might mo sey over there for the event it self, and thought about invit- 
ing you along, too, so we can both get a trip back home on the com- 
pany.”

“Nice,” Alex said dryly. “Re mind me to have Ac count ing take a
look at your travel ex penses. But as far as Ten nyson want ing to hold
a rally in Birm ing ham to in form his sup port ers and the world of his
change of heart, it’s go ing to be one bitch of a se cu rity night mare to
cover. I don’t envy Jim one bit.”

Robert smiled. “Ah, but Mr. Paxon thrives on this sort of thing,
lover. And since Fort Laud erdale is merely a ninety minute or so
flight away from the Magic City, I’m sure he’ll fly up him self to take
per sonal charge. Prob a bly bring Wally over from At lanta so they can
both co or di nate.”

Alex sat qui etly for a few mo ments more, then fi nally nod ded and
looked back across at him.

“Op er a tion ap proved, then. Have CCC put a des ig na tor on the
board and have Jim as sign an over sight team.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Robert said, reach ing for his desk phone. “I’ll co or- 
di nate ev ery thing on this end with Ten nyson’s se cu rity de tail.”

“Good,” Alex said, stand ing and stretch ing her arms above her
head as she groaned. “You know you re ally do need a big ger of fice
than this. Kind of em bar rass ing that one of the own ers and a found- 



ing mem ber of the com pany has a smaller of fice in head quar ters
than my ex ec u tive as sis tant. And you don’t have an as sis tant.”

“Well it’s not like I ac tu ally do any real work, you know. And this
of fice boasts one or two fea tures of spe cial note.”

Cu ri ous, Alex stared down at him as he held the re ceiver at the
mid way point be tween its cra dle and his face.

“Such as?” she said.
“Such as,” he said. “Firstly, it is thirty-seven feet from your outer

of fice. And sec ondly, be cause I don’t have a per sonal as sis tant, no
one is likely to come knock ing or buzzing me on those not too rare
oc ca sions when you get li bidi nous and wan der over for a mid or late
af ter noon quickie.”

Alex snorted, shak ing her head as she picked her jacket up from
the back of the chair, slip ping her feet into her shoes.

“You wish,” she said, but was blush ing. “I’m go ing back to my of- 
fice now. It’s get ting re ally deep in here.”

Robert put the re ceiver against his right cheek and be gan di al ing
the phone as Alex de parted.

“You know, I think that ev ery time we…”
But be fore he could fin ish, Alex had shut the door with her on the

other side of it. The line rang three times be fore be ing picked up by
Floyd Coop.

“You’ve reached Mr. Paxon’s of fice,” the rich bari tone echoed in
Robert’s right ear. “How may I be of as sis tance?”

Coop never in tro duced him self, which, Robert sur mised, was a
sort of in tro duc tion in and of it self.

“Floyd, it’s Robert Chan dler. I need to speak with your boss right
away.”



With the re al iza tion of who was on the line, Floyd Coop’s man ner
switched im me di ately from pit bull gate keeper to loyal ter rier.

“Of course, Mr. Chan dler. He’s right here. Just one mo ment.”
One mo ment later, “I told you never to call me at the of fice. Peo- 

ple will start to talk.”
“No body re ally cares how much dick you had to suck to get your

job, Jimbo,” Robert replied with out miss ing a beat. “But a few might
be in ter ested to know how much you liked it.”

Jim started chuck ling and so did Robert.
“You want some thing?” Jim said a minute later, once the laughs

had sub sided. “Or did you call just to an noy me?”
“Well an noy ing you is al ways a good thing,” Robert told him. “But

to day it’s busi ness.”
And he told him.



Chap ter 41

FAL CON CREST was a highly clas si fied, CODE WORD (ac cess by
pres i den tial au tho riza tion only) op er a tion sanc tioned by the pre vi- 
ous White House ad min is tra tion in re sponse to a very spe cific prob- 
lem that could only be solved by es sen tially vi o lat ing the con sti tu- 
tional rights of ev ery Amer i can cit i zen, or so it was rea soned by the
key play ers in the pre vi ous ad min is tra tion who highly rec om- 
mended that the pres i dent au tho rize it. Which he had, and not a day
went by af ter wards that the man did not won der just what kind of
Pan dora’s Box he had al lowed to be opened and what the reper cus- 
sions for the fu ture would be. Es pe cially if it ever went pub lic. His
sin cer est hope was that he would be long dead by the time this hap- 
pened.

Ruth Vaughn had been the NRO’s point per son for the op er a tion
and was only al lowed a small staff to as sist her; the only over sight of
her work was done by her Di rec tor. There were many com plex vari- 
ables to over come and not a whole lot of time to work with, but Ruth
loved solv ing prob lems and had hand picked a team of peo ple with
sim i lar think ing but from very di verse back grounds. In record time,
they man aged to pull off mirac u lous things. If you could call what
they had done mirac u lous, but time was of the essence, the sit u a tion
ur gent, and they were work ing with full pres i den tial au tho riza tion.
Al though that prob a bly wouldn’t mean much if the wrong peo ple



ever found out. Pres i den tial find ing or not, this project vi o lated sev- 
eral sec tions of the U.S. Con sti tu tion and more statutes than Ruth
cared to think about. She con tented her self with the knowl edge that
what she was help ing to build would be used for one pur pose and
only for a very short win dow of time. Af ter that, it would be moth- 
balled, scrubbed from NRO’s sys tems, for got ten as ev ery one in- 
volved would be per ma nently sworn to se crecy.

At the FBI, as the num ber two per son in the Coun tert er ror ism Di- 
vi sion, ReaAnn Bracken was li ai son on the Bu reau’s end. And while
her knowl edge of FAL CON CREST was not as ex ten sive as Ruth’s,
she was a very bright per son and had most of it fig ured out af ter
their first meet ing in the NRO Di rec tor’s SCIF. Al though nei ther of
them ever dis cussed their reser va tions about the project, de spite
know ing full well the rea son be hind it, both knew the other well
enough to un der stand their mu tual in ner tur moil.

The sys tem was com pleted with lit tle time to spare, and no time to
ad e quately test. It was pos si ble that what they were plan ning would
not work. Ac tu ally, a part of Ruth se cretly hoped it would not. How- 
ever, the tech ni cal skills of her team were su perb and FAL CON
CREST per formed bril liantly for the ter ri fy ing ninety-three min utes
it was in op er a tion.

In a highly se cure con trol room buried deep be neath NRO Head- 
quar ters, Ruth, ReaAnn, and the ex-Air Force lieu tenant gen eral
who com manded the agency at the time stood watch ing as mil lions
of ter abytes of data streamed through the sys tem Ruth and her team
had con structed, data about the lives and habits of ev ery per son in
the United States who had ever used a tele phone, mailed a let ter,
voted, made an elec tronic pur chase, reg is tered a car, ap plied for a
credit card, been ar rested, been hos pi tal ized, so on and so forth. Ev- 



ery thing that could be recorded about a per son, in clud ing men tal
health records. Watch ing this sys tem work was be yond as ton ish ing,
and all three who stood do ing that felt like vom it ing.

But ninety-one min utes later the sys tem com pleted its work, spit
out a neat list of names. Ruth checked the list, then handed it to
ReaAnn, her own hands shak ing slightly. The FBI deputy as sis tant
di rec tor stared at the list in as ton ished si lence. It was some time be- 
fore she could look ei ther Ruth or the Di rec tor in the eyes, and by
this time, Ruth had de ac ti vated FAL CON CREST, ac tu ally she had
dis con nected its power cord and thought se ri ously about cut ting it
to pieces.

ReaAnn thanked the two NRO ex ec u tives and then de parted the
con trol room, the list tucked se curely in side the pocket of her suit
jacket. Af ter they were alone, the Di rec tor turned to Ruth, stared at
her for a long time.

“Our or ders are to ter mi nate the sys tem im me di ately. We will
carry out those or ders. Of fi cially. Un of fi cially, Dr. Vaughn…”

Ruth had ex pected this, planned on how she would re spond, af ter
all, she had pur pose fully built in sev eral safety mea sures to pre vent
any one from gain ing con trol of the sys tem with out her au tho riza- 
tion. A few clicks on a few keys and the sys tem would be dead, never
to be re cov ered. And Ruth would be fired, but did that re ally mat- 
ter?

Ap par ently it did be cause she did not de stroy FAL CON CREST,
even af ter a new NRO Di rec tor was named. It was dis con nected,
moved and hid den even deeper within the bow els of the agency’s
head quar ters. But still eas ily ac ces si ble to Ruth Vaughn.

She worked late on Fri day night, send ing her staff home to en joy
their week ends. By six, ev ery one who worked day shift was gone,



and by six-thirty, Ruth made her way down to the highly re stricted
ar eas of the build ing, for which she pos sessed to tal clear ance. For
sev eral days she had been pre par ing for this event, all of the nec es- 
sary ad vance work com plete. Once FAL CON CREST was re ac ti- 
vated, she would have what she needed within an hour, she hoped.
And she also hoped that never again would she have to use this in- 
fer nal cre ation of hers, this bane of her ex is tence that would haunt
her as long as it lived. Or as long as she lived.

Ruth left the NRO build ing just af ter eight-fif teen, climbed into
her car, and sat for sev eral min utes wait ing for her hands to stop
shak ing. She had driven sev eral miles away be fore pick ing up her
phone (as se cure as the NSA could make it) and di al ing a match ing
phone in the pos ses sion of a cer tain FBI As sis tant Di rec tor. ReaAnn
Bracken an swered on the first ring.

“You have it?”
“And hello to you, too, Rea. Yes, I have it.”
“Sorry about the lack of niceties, Ruth, but I’ve been sit ting on

pins and nee dles here.”
“You’re not the only one. Are you at the spot?”
“Al most. How close are you?”
“Eight min utes, give or take.”
“See you then,” ReaAnn said, then hung up.
They met twelve min utes later. The NRO As so ciate Di rec tor

handed over sev eral sheets of thick pa per to the FBI As sis tant Di rec- 
tor who skimmed the doc u ments for a few min utes, shak ing her
head.

“Feels like we just lit a match to the con sti tu tion,” she breathed
heav ily.



“For the sec ond time,” Ruth added. “But it’s the last, Rea. I will
not do this again. I knew you were fish ing when you came to my of- 
fice be fore, not sure if I had de stroyed FAL CON CREST or not,
know ing that I was prob a bly or dered not to. But this time, it is gone.
I know that what we did two years ago was very nec es sary and
avoided a ma jor catas tro phe in this coun try that might have crip- 
pled us for ever. And I know that by get ting this list for you, we
might be help ing to save many lives, but the law has to count for
some thing, Rea, we took an oath to that ef fect. The ends can not jus- 
tify the means.”

ReaAnn Bracken folded the sheets of pa per very neatly and placed
them in side her jacket pocket. She took a long time be fore turn ing
to stare at her friend of sev eral decades now, the avail able light
barely enough for them to see one an other’s eyes. She reached out
and touched the other woman’s knee.

“I’m the choir, Ruth. It was the only op tion I could think of, and I
am sorry to put you through this again. I know how much it both- 
ered you last time, but I want you to know that I am grate ful, and
this might just help to avoid an other ma jor tragedy in our coun try.
Now I have to go. Don’t know how long the peo ple on this list will
stay where they are and I need to get teams mov ing ASAP.”

Ruth nod ded.
“Good luck, Rea. I’m sure I’ll be see ing you on TV again real soon

ex plain ing the bril liant in ves tiga tive work that the FBI em ployed to
bring these folks to jus tice. And be lieve me, that’s just how I want it
to be ex plained to the pub lic. As far as I’m con cerned, you and I
haven’t seen one an other in months.”

ReaAnn grinned, pat ted Ruth’s knee.
“Ruth who?” she said, and both women gig gled.



Two min utes later they were on their sep a rate jour neys. Be fore
Bracken had even re turned to her car, she was on the phone with
Bernie Boyce.

“I need you in the of fice in one hour, Bernie. And yes, I know it’s
Fri day night. A lot of peo ple all around the coun try are about to
have their evening plans ru ined. I’ll see you in fifty-nine min utes.”

She hung up be fore he could say more, mov ing with de ter mi na- 
tion, feel ing more sat is fied than she had in weeks. Well other than
those thirty min utes she spent with her hus band the other af ter noon
when… never mind that now.



Chap ter 42

News out lets all around the coun try be gan re port ing tid bits from in- 
ter net post ings about a riff in the ranks of one of the most pow er ful
and prom i nent al ter na tive-right or ga ni za tions in the United States,
the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance. The founder and charis matic leader,
Teddy Ten nyson, had not been seen in pub lic for quite some time,
the or ga ni za tion head quar ters in Home wood, Al abama had not
opened in weeks, and phone and email mes sages left on the or ga ni- 
za tions voice mail and mes sage sites went unan swered. Re porters
be gan to dig on their own and were soon em broiled in the mys tery,
fol low ing leads, in ter view ing peo ple with a story to tell, true or not,
and help ing to fan the flames of all the mis in for ma tion cir cling
around. Then word came that Teddy Ten nyson would be hold ing a
rally at the Oak Moun tain Am phithe ater south of Birm ing ham on
the first Sat ur day in July, tick ets were free, all one had to do was re- 
serve them on line, limit one per at tendee. When this news broke,
the ticket site was flooded within five min utes. Within twenty, all
the tick ets were taken.

Teddy Ten nyson re ceived this news with a smile of grim sat is fac- 
tion. “I fig ure most of them will be pissed about a minute af ter I
open my mouth,” he said to his son Ed die as his old est child
bounced his youngest on his knee in the safe house that Ten nyson



was shar ing with Lissie Cald well and their son Teddy (once again)
Ju nior. “Not to men tion want to kill me.”

“You sure you want to do this, dad?” Ed die said with gen uine feel- 
ing. “I mean, wouldn’t it be eas ier, not to men tion safer, to do this
by live video chat or some thing? That way they couldn’t hurt you.”

Ten nyson was nod ding. “That would be eas ier, son, and safer, but
I’m afraid this needs to be done in per son. Face-to-face. I have been
di rectly re spon si ble for spread ing this bile for years, have done
nearly ir repara ble harm to a lot of peo ple, helped to turn many of
them into noth ing but hate mon gers who lash out at any one who is
dif fer ent from them, who do not be lieve what they be lieve. I have to
do some thing to try and wash that stain off my soul, Ed die. For the
sake of my chil dren, and hope fully, one day, your chil dren.”

Ed die Ten nyson glanced down at his mixed raced lit tle brother,
smiled at the gig gling three year old.

“I’d say he’s a very good start.”
Ten nyson smiled, then his eyes clouded over as he thought of

Georgina, the woman he had pledged his life and heart to. She hated
him now, and he did not blame her one bit. He had promised that
she and their two youngest chil dren would want for noth ing, that
she would be taken care of for the rest of her life, and he meant ev- 
ery word. None of this was her fault, and she was a good woman.
She just wasn’t the woman he loved any more.

“Dad?”
Around the third time his son called, he re al ized he had not been

lis ten ing.
“Yeah, sorry, Ed die, mind was wan der ing a bit. What is it?”
“I was say ing that if you’re go ing back home, then I’m com ing

with you. And I know Melba has been giv ing you the cold shoul der



lately, but she’ll prob a bly want to go, too.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Ed die. Like you said, this will be

dan ger ous. I don’t want to risk your life or your sis ter’s. I’m al ready
in enough trou ble with your mother as it is.”

“Thing is, dad, I’m not a kid any more. Nei ther is Melba. And while
I can’t speak for her, I’m telling you that I’m go ing with you to Birm- 
ing ham. I want to stand at your side on that stage when you tell the
world ev ery thing.”

Ten nyson’s eyes filled at that mo ment and he could not re spond
for some time. Ed die Ten nyson sat his brother down on the floor
with his toys and crossed to the sofa where his fa ther sat, put an arm
around his shak ing shoul ders.

From the door way sev eral feet away, Elis a beth Cald well watched
this all un fold and thought how beau ti ful it was. She did not want to
in trude on the fa ther and son (and son) mo ment, so she stood
silently weep ing tears of joy for the man she loved.

Cor rec tion, the men she loved.



Chap ter 43

J. EDGAR HOOVER BUILD ING
WASH ING TON, D.C.

 
The FAL CON CREST list con tained forty-four names and lo ca tions
—some ad dresses, oth ers sim ply co or di nates—scat tered across the
United States, some in re mote ar eas, oth ers in large met ro pol i tan
cen ters. This did not mat ter to ReaAnn Bracken; all that did mat ter
was get ting Bu reau per son nel en route to each lo ca tion as soon as
was hu manly pos si ble.

Two things ham pered her in the be gin ning. The first be ing that it
was very early on a Sat ur day morn ing when a lot of peo ple were ei- 
ther at home in bed rest ing from a dif fi cult week in the grinds, or
else still out cel e brat ing the end of the week from hell. And fed eral
agents were just like any body else; they liked to re lax when they got
the time. Too bad a lot of them would not have the time this week- 
end, and maybe not for sev eral to come. But the way Bracken saw it,
they did ask for the job.

The sec ond prob lem was get ting le gal au tho riza tion to take the
peo ple on the list into cus tody once they were lo cated. Di rect ev i- 
dence against most of them was sketchy at best, and it would take
too long to pre pare a de tailed af fi davit that a U.S. At tor ney could
present to a judge. And even the most law and or der of judges would
in sist on strong doc u men ta tion be fore sign ing off on so many or- 
ders. The so lu tion to this prob lem was much sim pler than the first,
and a quick call to a very an noyed and sleepy FBI le gal li ai son at



three in the morn ing gave her the end-run she was hop ing for. Over
time this might not hold up ei ther, but right now she wasn’t so wor- 
ried about get ting to a suc cess ful pros e cu tion as she was about stop- 
ping more at tacks. She was rea son ably cer tain that once her agents
laid hands on most of these peo ple, it wouldn’t be hard to break
them, at least some of them, the ones who wanted to have a chance
to not spend the rest of their lives be hind bars. But first, the lay ing
on of hands was es sen tial.

“Ma te rial wit ness war rants?” Bernie Boyce said af ter a yawn.
Then an other. “That’ll hold up?”

Bracken could hear the skep ti cism in her as sis tant’s voice, and
pri vately shared it, but nod ded con fi dently.

“It should, at least for the time be ing. We need to take them into
cus tody and sweat them. And even if they don’t give us a thing, we
still will have them off the streets.”

Boyce thought about that, fight ing to keep his eyes open. He re ally
missed his bed.

“I’m still try ing to fig ure out how you got all these lo ca tions,
boss?”

Bracken stared at him across her desk, her eyes firm. “Bernie,
never ask me that ques tion again. You have de ni a bil ity, that’s all you
need to know. When the time comes, I will pro vide an ex pla na tion
to the ap pro pri ate au thor i ties. At that time, you will be able to say
that you only know what you were told af ter the fact. Is that un der- 
stood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Boyce said, feel ing the sting of her re buke. He knew
the sub ject was closed and was con tent to leave it that way. Know ing
where Bracken used to work, he could guess that she still had many
con nec tions to the sneaky world of her past and strongly sus pected



she had sought help from one of them. If that was the case then she
was right, he was bet ter off not know ing.

“How many have you talked to so far?” Bracken in ter rupted his
thoughts.

Boyce glanced over at her, cleared his throat, looked down at the
iPad in his lap. “Tom, Be linda, and I have spo ken to the duty of fi cers
in all the nec es sary field of fices. Key per son nel are be ing re called,
SACs, ASACS, RACs, SSAs. All the lead er ship. I’m hop ing to be able
to ar range a tele con fer ence for 0700 our time so you can brief ev- 
ery one your self. Will that be enough time to get the war rants?”

“Prob a bly not,” Bracken con ceded. “But that’s not im por tant right
now. The war rants can come later, as long as they have been signed
be fore any one is taken into cus tody. But we need to get peo ple out
find ing the folks on the list ASAP. Don’t know how long any of them
will be at their cur rent lo ca tions so we have to move quickly. We
don’t have all of them, of course. Most no tably miss ing is Erin Bryce
Boyd. He is very good at hid ing. As are the key mem bers of his se cu- 
rity com pany. But we have most of the se nior lead er ship of WPA lo- 
cated. For now any way. If we can take them in tact, find ing Boyd
might just be a lot eas ier.”

Boyce nod ded, glanced down at his pad again, and at that mo- 
ment, the phone on the ta ble be hind Bracken’s desk buzzed. Her
pri vate line. Bracken glanced back at the phone, looked over at
Boyce.

“Bernie, could you ex cuse me for a few min utes?”
“Sure, boss. I’ll get a cof fee re fill for both of us.”
“Good man,” she said with a forced smile. She, too, was tired as

hell. She turned back to the phone and picked it up on the fifth buzz,
al ready know ing who was call ing.



“Hey, babe, what are you do ing awake at this time of morn ing?”
she said to her hus band, then laughed at Cord Hamil’s epic re- 
sponse.

“Well the girls miss you, too,” she gig gled. “And in about a month,
when this is all over or I quit this fuck ing job, you and I are go ing
some place quiet, no phones, com put ers, nosy chil dren, noth ing but
a bed and a shower. Oh, and no clothes ei ther. Can you guess what
I’m go ing to do to you then?”

Mr. Hamil ap peared to have quite a few thoughts on the sub ject,
some even more elab o rate than his wife’s.

She could only spare him four min utes, then apol o gized for hav ing
to cut their con ver sa tion short.

“I love you and I’ll call you again as soon as I can. Prob a bly go ing
to have to go out of town again very soon. Per haps as early as this
evening. Might not get home be fore then. I’ll let you know. Give my
love to the girls and tell them the elec tronic sur veil lance de vices I
planted in their rooms and in their phones keep momma in the loop
on ev ery thing they’re do ing even when she’s not around.”

This made Cord laugh again.
“Should I ask if you got me bugged, too?” he said.
“You can ask,” she re torted. “Love you, baby. Gotta go. Bye!”
ReaAnn Bracken felt re freshed and light of heart for ap prox i- 

mately twenty sec onds be fore Bernie Boyce reen tered her of fice with
two steam ing cups of black cof fee.

This time the phone on the right side of her desk buzzed. She
reached for that re ceiver af ter tak ing the cup from Boyce.

“Bracken? Oh yes, thank you for get ting back to me so quickly,
your honor, and I apol o gize for the late hour, but this is rather ur- 
gent. If pos si ble, I’d like to speak with you in per son as soon as con- 



ve nient. And yes, it must be to day. As I said, the mat ter is ur gent
and I as sure you that I would not trou ble you so early on a week end
if it were not.”

The ex pected protest fol lowed, but she had been pre pared for it,
and soon had got ten the caller to agree to her re quest.

“Thank you, Mar vin,” she said sweetly. “I’ll be at your house in
George town in less than thirty min utes. Thanks again, see you
soon.”

Bracken cra dled the re ceiver look ing very pleased with her self.
“Get that tele con fer ence, vid con fer ence, what ever, set up as quick

as you can. This meet ing won’t take long. Judge Hor ton owes me
some big fa vors. I shouldn’t be gone longer than ninety min utes.
Stay on top of ev ery thing here. Co or di nate with the D.C. Field Of- 
fice, too. Prob a bly go ing to have to send teams from there to sup ple- 
ment some of the smaller of fices and res i den cies.”

“Copy that, boss,” Boyce said as he typed. “And good luck with the
judge.”

Bracken nod ded, fin ished her cof fee in three dan ger ously un wise
gulps, then reached for her suit jacket as she made her way to the
door.

Woman on the run.



Chap ter 44

Of the forty-four names on the list cir cu lated to the FBI field teams,
suit ably san i tized so as not to even hint at the orig i nal source of dis- 
sem i na tion, agents man aged to ap pre hend thirty-one of them scat- 
tered from North Car olina to Utah over the course of the week end
and the first two days of the fol low ing week. And in ad di tion to the
pri mary names on the list, there were an other twenty-three per sons
of in ter est taken into cus tody, mostly se cu rity or other low level
mem bers of WPA. Un for tu nately, Har lon Scud der was not among
them, nor was Erin Bryce Boyd or any of the peo ple from his se cu- 
rity com pany. But As sis tant Di rec tor Bracken would take what she
had.

The high est rank ing mem ber of WPA to be de tained was the com- 
mu ni ca tions di rec tor, Brett For man. Ap par ently he was not at some
re mote re treat with lim ited cell phone cov er age. As it turned out, he
was in Many, Lou i si ana stay ing at a dis tant cousin’s lake cabin with
his wife and three chil dren. He was trans ported to the New Or leans
Field Of fice late Tues day night, un der ex treme protest about the vi o- 
la tions to his civil rights and the over reach of a cor rupt fed eral gov- 
ern ment run amok. This af ter hav ing been shown the signed ma te- 
rial wit ness war rant bear ing his name.

At five Wednes day morn ing, ReaAnn Bracken landed in New Or- 
leans on the FBI Gulf stream she was start ing to like quite a lot,



Bernie Boyce in tow. They were picked up by the As sis tant Spe cial
Agent in Charge her self and taken to the field of fice on Si mon Drive.
The Spe cial Agent in Charge was al ready there, along with the chief
as sis tant U.S. At tor ney for the dis trict. They had a brief meet ing
where Bracken was rather cir cum spect with de tails, but man aged to
con vey the need for haste in ques tion ing For man. The man from the
U.S. At tor ney’s Of fice pointed out that de spite his protests about
civil rights vi o la tions, For man had yet to re quest le gal rep re sen ta- 
tion. To this, Bracken nod ded and said: “Good sign. Means he’s
look ing to make a deal.” And with out fur ther com ment, she turned
for the door and walked down the cor ri dor to the room where Brett
For man was wait ing.

Dur ing her time at CIA, ReaAnn Bracken had con ducted thou- 
sands of in ter views and in ter ro ga tions. She was bet ter than good, al- 
ways found a way to get the most re luc tant in di vid u als to open up
even tu ally. The in for ma tion she re ceived was not al ways ac cu rate,
but even lies were use ful in a lot of sit u a tions. Si lence was al ways
detri men tal, so she did what ever she could, within rea son and the
law, to get her sub jects to talk. She was never one for what some
termed harsh mea sures, what she termed tor ture or mis treat ment
of peo ple in your cus tody. Tor ture was al ways in ef fec tive, re gard less
of what a lot of know-noth ing mo rons preached. For one thing, you
wasted a lot of time. If the per son you tor tured truly didn’t know
any thing, at what point do you be lieve them and stop the tor ture?
And if they did know some thing but were very good at con ceal ing it,
even un der duress, how would you re ally know? Waste of time.
Talk ing was al ways the best way, but you couldn’t go in un armed.
That’s where ad vanced prepa ra tion came in. From the mo ment
Bracken first learned of the pos si ble con nec tion be tween the White



Pa tri ots’ Al liance and the do mes tic ter ror ist at tacks she was in ves ti- 
gat ing, she im mersed her self in the de tails of the or ga ni za tion and
all of its key per son nel, even the ter tiary ones. Brett For man was not
ter tiary.

One hour and twenty-three min utes af ter walk ing into the in ter ro- 
ga tion room, ReaAnn Bracken had For man talk ing, all the ve neer of
su per-pa tri o tism and right eous fer vor abated un til all that was left
was a very small man who had sud denly come to re al ize just how
far fetched and un re al is tic his life choices had been. All he wanted
now was a way to stay out of prison for the rest of his life.

“I didn’t know about the at tacks,” he told Bracken, un able to meet
her eyes. “Not at first any way. Har lon kept that close to his chest for
a long time. And you have to know Har lon Scud der. He truly be- 
lieves in what he’s do ing, more so than the rest of us. I mean sure,
we all want a strong Amer ica with the white race dom i nant and at
the lead, but Har lon truly wanted a white’s only Amer ica, and he
was pre pared to do what he be lieved it took to see it hap pen.”

For man ex pounded upon that theme for a few min utes be fore
Bracken brought him back to cur rent events.

“Any way, it was a lit tle af ter we found out about Teddy’s black
girl friend. Let me tell you, Har lon went nuts then, ranted about
what he wanted to do to Teddy, the woman, and their kid. I was with
him in his of fice and had to lis ten to a lot of sick shit, and even
though I al ways knew he was a lit tle off his nut, I didn’t re ally think
he was se ri ous. He was just mad, as I was. I mean, to find out that
our leader, the founder of our group, the face of it, was se cretly fuck- 
ing a black woman and had had a kid with her. The dam age that
would do to WPA and to our per sonal rep u ta tions, I wanted to
stran gle Ten nyson my self. But Har lon, he was re ally froth ing. And



that’s when he let slip what Erin Boyd was re ally all about. Let me
tell you, Ms. Bracken, for the first time in a very long time, I was
scared shit less. I mean, sure, we had in cited some vi o lence be fore,
caused some peo ple to get hurt, but noth ing like this, ac tively en gag- 
ing in vi o lence and mur der. I mean, for Christ’s sake, there were
kids killed in some of those at tacks. Blacks, Mus lims, and Jews,
yeah, but kids none the less. I was mor ti fied.”

“But not mor ti fied enough to do any thing to stop it?” Bracken in- 
ter jected, and for a while af ter wards For man did not re spond, his
eyes still averted.

“Look,” he con tin ued at length. “Like I told you, Har lon Scud der
has al ways been a lit tle crazy, and then I find out it’s more than just
a lit tle. Add to that this Boyd guy who I know is hard core. I got a
wife and kids to think about, too. No way am I go ing up against that.
It’s why when Har lon called and told me about what hap pened out
in San Diego, I got the hell out. I did what he wanted and sent the
alert to ev ery body else to shut down the of fice in Birm ing ham, went
with a pre ar ranged cover story about some in ter nal reshuf fling. But
when it came to the rest, I said screw that and booked.”

“What rest?” Bracken prod ded.
“Har lon wanted all the lead er ship to re treat to gether to a com- 

pound up in North Car olina that he and Boyd set up about a year
ago, to get ready for some kind of fi nal show down. What ever the
hell that’s sup posed to mean. Sounded like sui cide to me, and I
didn’t want no part of that. I got my fam ily and came straight here
to Lou i si ana to lay low un til the dust set tled. Fig ured I stood a bet ter
chance if I was on my own, at least with out any WPA con nec tions.
Guess I was wrong, though.”



“About a lot of things, Mr. For man,” Bracken said coldly, glanc ing
at the cur rent page of the large notepad on the desk in front of her.
It was the sev en teenth, and like the other six teen, was full of her
neat writ ing. “The com pound in North Car olina we raided on Sun- 
day night. Found three WPA lead ers and five oth ers. Again, no sign
of Scud der or Boyd. And ev ery body there claims not to know where
we can find them. Just like you. Why should I be lieve any of you?”

“Be cause we have no rea son to lie now,” For man said sim ply, fi- 
nally meet ing her eyes, al beit timidly. “At least I don’t. I know how
this plays out, all those dead bod ies, some body is go ing to pay for it
and I just as soon it not be me. I’m sure you al ready laid it out for
the oth ers too and they know this ends in lethal in jec tions for sev- 
eral some bod ies. Bet ter if it’s the peo ple be hind it, Har lon Scud der
and The Pride.”

Bracken frowned, then in quired.
“The Pride is what Boyd calls his core group. I only have par tial

in for ma tion about it, Har lon didn’t like to talk too much about the
whole thing most of the time and I had sense enough not to pry. But
it’s partly about white pride and her itage and partly to do with pride
in the work and the way it’s done. For more de tails you’re gonna
have to talk to Scud der, or more likely Boyd him self.”

“I’d love to do that, Mr. For man,” Bracken said with an edge in
her voice. “But so far I have not been able to lo cate ei ther of them.”

A heavy si lence filled the room and ReaAnn Bracken sat pa tiently
and watched the man seated across from her. She was feel ing the fa- 
tigue of the past sev eral weeks, too much cof fee, too much travel,
and far too lit tle sleep, but she had no in ten tion of slow ing down
now. Not now.



Fi nally, For man looked up again, some thing in his eyes. Bracken
waited.

“You know Boyd’s mar ried, right?” he said.
“Yes,” Bracken said. “With two daugh ters. Can’t find them ei ther.”
For man was sud denly smil ing, and it was not a pretty sight.
“I might be able to help you with that,” he said slyly, sens ing for

the first time that he ac tu ally had some thing with which to bar gain.



Chap ter 45

BIRM ING HAM (et-al), AL ABAMA
 

It had been some time since Jim Paxon had per son ally run a field
op er a tion this large, and de spite the pres sure and the stress of co or- 
di nat ing a lot of mov ing parts in an un fa mil iar lo ca tion, he found
that he was hav ing the time of his life ac tu ally do ing the work him- 
self once again. And he wasn’t the only one.

Wally Holt came over from At lanta to over see uni formed se cu rity
ar range ments at the Oak Moun tain Am phithe ater as well as the ho- 
tel where Ten nyson and the other mem bers of his fam ily would be
stay ing while in town.

Andie Pearth flew down from San Fran cisco to han dle on site in- 
tel li gence gath er ing and anal y sis and threat as sess ment, bring ing
with her a small team from her Coun ter in tel li gence and Coun ter- 
surveil lance Staff to aug ment Jim’s close-pro tec tion spe cial ists.

Ray Al varez brought a team of cy ber se cu rity tech ni cians, Dora
Shaw among them, to make sure that the venue was com pletely se- 
cure from a tech ni cal stand point, pre pared to de feat any hos tile
hack at tack that might lead to catas tro phe.

And lastly, the day be fore the event, one day af ter Ten nyson and
com pany had ar rived in town, Alex came home for the first time in
years. She was ac com pa nied by Lour des Belchek and three of her
clos est friends. “You know, Lour des,” Alex said with the thinnest of
smiles as they stood in the con trol box high atop the am phithe ater
later that af ter noon, sev eral tech ni cians mov ing about do ing their



thing. “I was just think ing about when you first grad u ated from CP
school and were on your first pro ba tion ary as sign ment.”

Belchek sud denly looked as if she felt ill, now re mem ber ing that
job, too, and not all that fondly. Her pro ba tion ary as sign ment had
been as Alex’s per sonal re tainer, much as now, only back then she
was green. Alex, though one of the nicest per sons one would ever
want to know and work for, could be an in cred i ble pain in the butt,
and be ing her body guard was not an easy task, con sid er ing that she
her self was one of the most highly qual i fied in the field.

One night Alex and Belchek were leav ing a Cham ber of Com merce
meet ing in San Diego. They were in the park ing garage headed for
their car when a scream alerted them to trou ble. Trained for im me- 
di ate ac tion, and be fore Belchek could stop her, Alex sprinted off in
the di rec tion of the scream. Belchek raced to keep up but by the
time she man aged to reach the scene, Alex was al ready en gaged with
two of the four at tack ers who were in the process of as sault ing two
of the busi ness own ers that had been at the same meet ing they had
just at tended. By the time Belchek moved to as sist, Alex had al ready
put down the third at tacker. Belchek dealt with the fourth.

Af ter the po lice ar rived, state ments taken, hand cuffs af fixed to the
proper wrists, Belchek and Alex fi nally made it to their car. Both
women were laugh ing them selves silly. “Yeah, I think I’m gonna tell
Robert that I want you to be my body guard in stead,” Belchek said as
she held open the pas sen ger’s door for Alex.”

Alex laughed again, climb ing in.
“I have to warn you first,” she said. “I’m not cheap and I wouldn’t

take half the shit from you that you’ve taken from me over the past
two weeks.”

They laughed all the way to Coro n ado Is land.



Robert had not laughed with Belchek the next day, and that is ex- 
actly what she was think ing about right now.

Alex touched the other woman’s shoul der. “Just kid ding, Belchek.
Prob a bly. Come on, let’s go find Ray and Andie.”

Alex was smil ing at her joke as she led the way out.
Lour des Belchek was not.



Chap ter 46

FBI RES I DENT’S OF FICE
CASPER, WYOMING

 
Brett For man’s in for ma tion re gard ing the lo ca tion of Erin Bryce
Boyd’s wife and daugh ters had been ac cu rate, the re sult of a chance
over hear ing of a con ver sa tion be tween Boyd and Scud der a year
ear lier about a fa vorite camp ing and fish ing spot the fam ily liked to
visit once a year out in Wyoming. Selma Boyd had been smart not to
use credit cards and wasn’t car ry ing a cell phone, but she had been
care less in plac ing a call to her mother in Ar kan sas from a pay phone
about three miles from the cabin where she and her daugh ters were
hole up.

The team of FBI agents dis patched from the Den ver Field Of fice
and the Casper Res i dency were given very spe cific or ders from
head quar ters to take no chances, but to act with re straint where the
Boyd women were con cerned. The last thing the Bu reau needed at
this stage was an other black eye the size of Waco or Ruby Ridge.

Selma Boyd had a small ar se nal in side the cabin, rang ing from
hand guns to two fully au to matic as sault ri fles, but she had cho sen to
sur ren der rather than fight, want ing her daugh ters to have a chance
to grow up and have fam i lies of their own. It took the agents about
an hour to clear the prop erty and make sure that Mr. Boyd and any
of his other more dan ger ous as so ciates were not hid ing some where
in the cabin or on the prop erty. Then ev ery one was loaded into Bu- 



reau SUVs and trooped down to the Casper Res i dent’s of fice at 100
E.B. Street.

ReaAnn Bracken was al ready there and wait ing in the makeshift
in ter ro ga tion room when Selma Boyd was brought in. A slen der but
sturdy woman in her mid-for ties. Dark blond hair, in tel li gent blue
eyes, cur rently col ored with con cern, but de fi ant, too. A strong
woman. Just like the one seated across from her.

Bracken in tro duced her self, left her cre den tials open on the ta ble
be tween them, and then spoke for some time with out pause. She
com pleted her speech thusly: “Right now, Selma, you have to con- 
sider the rest of your life and the lives and hap pi ness of your two
girls. I know this is not easy, but it is where we are now. Your hus- 
band has done some very ter ri ble things and for that he will have to
an swer to the law. I would like to take him into cus tody in tact be fore
he does any more dam age. I know you love him, he’s the fa ther of
your girls, but what he has done, what he may do in the fu ture if he
is not stopped, is just wrong. And look ing at you now, see ing you sit- 
ting across from me here in this room, I know you know that. You
be lieve some of what he does, maybe most of it, but I just don’t see
you go ing along with the mur der of other peo ple’s chil dren, re gard- 
less of their skin color or their re li gion. I don’t be lieve you’re that
kind of woman. That kind of mother.”

And then there was a long si lence. Four min utes into it, a sin gle
tear leaked un abated from Selma Boyd’s right eye, drip ping onto the
front of her blouse. Two min utes later she snif fled and wiped her
nose with the back of her hand. A minute af ter that, she cleared her
throat three times be fore she was able to speak in a very trem bling
tone.



“I can’t tell you where he is at the mo ment,” she said through free
flow ing tears and a bro ken heart. “But I can tell you what he’s go ing
to do next. And god help me for be tray ing him.”

ReaAnn reached across the ta ble and took her hand, squeezed it.
Five min utes later she had ev ery thing she needed, was scram bling
out of the room af ter is su ing some quick in struc tions to the agent
posted out side the door.

Her mind and heart were rac ing as she moved along the cor ri dor,
not sure what to do first, not know ing how much time she had to
pre vent a slaugh ter. She stopped, thought again, then pulled her
phone from her belt and scrolled through her con tacts list un til she
found the name and num ber she wanted. Tak ing a deep breath, she
swiped the screen and waited for the line to ring.



Chap ter 47

OAK MOUN TAIN STATE PARK
PEL HAM, AL ABAMA

 
Oak Moun tain State Park opened back in the 1970s when Robert
was a lit tle boy. He had vivid mem o ries of the first time his par ents
took the fam ily there for a Sat ur day af ter noon out doors ad ven ture,
and each sub se quent time there after un til his teen years. He had not
been there in more than thirty years, and the place had changed so
much since then. Grew, ex panded, and had be come so much more
than sim ply a park. If cir cum stances had been dif fer ent, he might
have had the chance to ex plore and ex pe ri ence anew what the place
had be come. How ever, this evening there was no time for such nos- 
tal gia. ReaAnn Bracken’s phone call had seen to that, along with
sub se quent in tel li gence pro vided by Andie Pearth’s team.

In sup port of the close-pro tec tion op er a tion that Jim was run- 
ning, Tino Vega pro vided a tac ti cal sup port team, some work ing in
con cert with lo cal po lice in Over watch po si tions, while oth ers
worked in plain clothes around the am phithe ater, min gling with at- 
ten dees, get ting a per son on the street feel for the crowd’s mood.

In ad di tion to this team, Robert had re quested a sec ond tac ti cal
team in the area to act as a quick re ac tion force if the need arose to
deal with any thing un ex pected. Such as a full scale at tack by a
bunch of bomb-toss ing lu natics bent on may hem and de struc tion.
Tino’s branch was spread thin at the mo ment, ow ing to the re cent
in crease in CPG’s busi ness, and he could not pro vide a full team.



Robert had grinned and said that was okay, he knew of a cou ple of
guys that he could tap to help out. A cer tain ex-Ma rine with im pec- 
ca ble style and groom ing, and an ex-CIA se cu rity agent who knew
all the words to the Rocky theme song Eye of the Tiger.

To that, Tino re sponded, “Well in that case, for that mat ter, I can
think of one more, a semi-bro ken down for mer Coast Guard an titer- 
ror ism spe cial ist who’s been spend ing way too much time sit ting
around on his ass lately.”

They had a team of seven strong, and hope fully suf fi cient enough
to deal with what ever awaited them in the three east side of the lake
cab ins Andie had iden ti fied on the grounds of the state park, all
leased year round to a dummy cor po ra tion that even tu ally traced
back to a dis tant rel a tive of Har lon Scud der’s. Ap par ently he had
been us ing these cab ins for se cret meet ings with Boyd and oth ers
for years and no body out side a se lect group had known. Un til now.
Three miles as the crow flies from the Oak Moun tain Am phithe atre.
Co in ci dence, prov i dence, who the hell knew. Maybe just blind luck.

“We can’t go in guns blaz ing,” Robert mused from the com mand
van. “And we can’t wait un til they get into po si tion at the venue.
Best would be to trap them in the cab ins and then call the cops and
let them deal with them. Of course, then we know how this will end.
With a blaze of glory bat tle to the end and a lot of dead bod ies lit- 
ter ing the park. Maybe not all of them bad guys.”

“No ev i dence they’ve been to the venue be fore now?” Gerry asked.
“None,” Robert con firmed. “Jim’s had peo ple in place for a week.

His own coun ter surveil lance teams, then Andie’s ar rived a cou ple
days back. Ray’s peo ple have swept ev ery inch of the venue back and
forth. Plus Wally brought in five K-9 units to do a sweep and they’re
still on site. No, they’ve prob a bly done a soft case, but Scud der’s



been in Birm ing ham for years, no doubt he’s been there be fore.
Prob a bly Boyd, too. And you can Google the place and get maps and
ev ery thing you need to plan an as sault.”

“And if they’re look ing for mass ca su al ties, re gard less of se cu rity,
they can do that with a few rocket launch ers and a whole lot of small
arms fire. Peo ple will be killing each other to get away. But I imag- 
ine they’ll want to get Ten nyson, too,” Tino con tin ued. “So they’ll
have some thing planned for that. A sniper maybe?”

“Couldn’t get past our counter-sniper teams on Over watch,”
Robert said, then dropped into a deep, thought ful si lence. Fi nally he
shook his head, glanced up at Tino and Gerry. “Fuck it, let’s just get
in there and see what we see. Deal with it as it comes. No un nec es- 
sary risks, watch out for civil ians, en gage only if ab so lutely nec es- 
sary, and then take no chances. Un der stood?”

Both men nod ded and replied in uni son.
“Yes, sir!”

 
HAR LON SCUD DER TURNED AS ERIN Bryce Boyd came out of
the back bed room of the cabin the two men were shar ing. Boyd was
dressed for war, adorned from head to foot in cam ou flage gear, face
black ened, his chest cov ered in spare mag a zines and grenades, a
web belt at his waist, a drop hol ster on each leg, two as sault ri fles
slung at his back. Scud der smiled with envy.

“Proud white war rior,” he breathed.
“Not at the mo ment any way,” Boyd laughed. Right now I look

more like a mul ti cul tural night mare. Per fect for what we’re about to
do, don’t you think?”

Sud denly Scud der frowned sourly.



“More like what you’re about to do. You and The Pride. I’m go ing
to be sit ting here wait ing, post ing on the in ter net about the glo ri ous
blow the true White Pa tri ots have struck against the sav age mud
peo ple tonight. You will ac tu ally be out there strik ing that blow.”

Boyd stared at the other man for a mo ment, then walked over and
placed a gloved hand on his thick shoul der.

“We all serve in our own way, Har lon,” he said softly. “Re mem ber
the first time some body said those words to both of us?”

He did.
“Yeah. Back in col lege. Whit man was a very coura geous man. A

true pa triot for the cause. May he rest with the good lord in heaven.”
Boyd was about to re spond, but gun fire in ter rupted him just as he

opened his mouth.

 
NO MAT TER HOW MUCH MONEY YOU spend, no mat ter how
long your as so ci a tion is with the park, Oak Moun tain has some very
spe cific and very strict rules re gard ing vis i tor/guest con duct on the
prop erty. One thing it ab so lutely does not tol er ate at the cab ins is
out door cook ing, so when a com plaint was called in from a nearby
cabin re gard ing an open pit grill be ing used out side one of the three
east side of the river cab ins, the of fice dis patched one of the three
rangers on duty that evening to in ves ti gate. Al though it oc curred
rarely, some times some cabin guests liked to push the rules. This
usu ally re sulted in a stiff fine and a strong warn ing that an other vi o- 
la tion would re sult in ex pul sion from the park. Ranger Judy Court- 
land was pre par ing to take just this ac tion if she ar rived and dis cov- 
ered that the com plaint was valid.

The of fice told her what she al ready knew, hav ing been a ranger at
the park for two years now. That those cab ins were rented ex clu- 



sively by the same com pany and used as some sort of cor po rate re- 
treat. They paid a year in ad vance and had been very good cus- 
tomers for more than three years. All well and good to Ranger
Court land, as long as they weren’t break ing the rules. As far as she
was con cerned, it didn’t mat ter who you were, if you couldn’t fol low
the rules, then you didn’t de serve to use her park.

The sun was be gin ning to set when the ranger pulled her for est
green SUV into the gravel lot to the west of the first cabin. Her win- 
dows were down and the dis tinc tive odor of out door cook ing wafted
into the ve hi cle. Not an un usual thing be cause there was grilling al- 
lowed in other ar eas of the park and the scent car ried. How ever,
Court land had a very good sense of smell and di rec tion and knew
that this aroma was not com ing from across the lake.

Sigh ing, she reached for her ci ta tion book be tween the seats,
slipped her cam paign hat onto her head, strap un der her chin, then
climbed out of the ve hi cle. There were two black Sub ur bans parked
on the side of the cabin and Ranger Court land gave them a quick
glance over, not ing that nei ther had a li cense plate. She stood con- 
sid er ing this fact for a few mo ments more, then looked to ward the
cabin win dows, the cur tains drawn. Sud denly her in sides were rum- 
bling, some thing was not right about this scene. She started back to
her truck, hand on the ra dio mike at tached to her left epaulet. Sud- 
denly the front door of the cabin she was clos est to burst open and
two cam ou flage clad men armed with as sault ri fles rushed out onto
the small front porch.

Prior to be com ing a park ranger, Judy Court land had been an el e- 
men tary school teacher, and a good one, but she had no prior law
en force ment train ing and had barely qual i fied with her weapon dur- 
ing ranger train ing. Nev er the less, on this day, she per formed bet ter



than some peo ple with twenty years tac ti cal ex pe ri ence, even though
this would be the day that she died.

The first two shots that Har lon Scud der and Erin Bryce Boyd
heard were not from the as sault ri fles car ried by their men, but from
the 9mm Beretta car ried on the left hip of Ranger Judy Court land.
The first hit the cen ter mass of the man on her right, stag ger ing him
be cause he was wear ing body ar mor, how ever the sec ond went
lower, strik ing him in his un pro tected groin. He would bleed out be- 
fore any one could save him. Though by this time, Ranger Court land
had al ready been cut down by a sus tained burst from a fully au to- 
matic M4 as sault ri fle.

 
ERIN BRYCE BOYD RACED OUT OF THE sec ond cabin, one of the
M4s from his back track ing ahead of him in a steady, two-handed
grip. Har lon Scud der stood cau tiously in the par tially ob structed en- 
try way. Boyd quickly as sessed the scene, swore as the rest of his
men swarmed from the cab ins.

“What the hell?” seemed to be the theme of the day.
Boyd swiftly put an end to all com men tary.
“Get the bod ies in side, now!” he barked. “Get the ranger’s ve hi cle

out of sight. The shots were heard clear across the lake and some- 
body will know the ranger was over here. We don’t have long.”

He paused and turned back to ward the cabin where Scud der still
re mained in the en try way.

“Har lon, we’re blown. We have to move. Ei ther to ward the tar get
early, and he’s not sched uled for an other two hours, or we bin it and
try for an other day.”

Scud der was not as quick with de ci sion-mak ing as Boyd and his
in de ci sion shamed him. He stepped out onto the small porch,



glanced around.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“I think if we move now, hit them hard and fast and then re treat,

it will send a pow er ful mes sage. It will also keep Ten nyson from
speak ing tonight, maybe make him think twice be fore he goes pub- 
lic. Maybe buy us some time. We’ve got places we can head to where
they won’t find us. They haven’t be fore now, de spite cap tur ing sev- 
eral of the oth ers.”

More in de ci sion on Scud der’s part, but he was closer now, about
to re spond, and then two more ve hi cles ar rived at speed, the lead a
plain brown econo line van with heav ily tinted win dow. The doors to
the van and the fol low up SUV were open ing be fore the ve hi cles slid
to a full stop, fig ures dressed in black from head to toe dis gorg ing.
The worst night mares of Har lon Scud der were sud denly re al ized.
The gov ern ment’s Goon Squad had fi nally come for them! Yeah, he
re ally be lieved this shit.

Again, Erin Bryce Boyd was the de ci sive thinker. He reached into
the drop hol ster on his weak-hand side and drew out the .45 cal iber
Kim ber Arms pis tol, knock ing off the safety and aim ing in one fluid
mo tion. Har lon Scud der’s life less body flopped to the ground a mo- 
ment later, a neat smok ing hole in the cen ter of his fore head.

Af ter that, there was a lot more gun fire and a lot more bod ies
joined Scud der’s in the dirt.

 
A CALL FROM REAANN BRACKEN HAD THE SAC of the Birm ing- 
ham field of fice al ready mov ing to ward Oak Moun tain be fore any of
the shoot ing started, but she and her team were not able to get there
un til af ter ev ery thing was done. Pel ham Po lice and Shelby County
deputies had the whole area on lock down and were not be ing all



that co op er a tive with their fed eral broth ers and sis ters. But when an
as sis tant di rec tor from D.C., speak ing with a very dis tinc tive south- 
ern ac cent, calls the county sher iff to per son ally threaten his fu ture
fed eral fund ing, things have a way of clar i fy ing one’s per spec tive.

Only one of Robert’s team of op er a tors was se ri ously in jured and
had to be taken to the hos pi tal via Life saver he li copter. She was sta- 
bi lized be fore trans port and her prog no sis was good. Most of The
Pride would never be good again, in clud ing its leader, Erin Bryce
Boyd. Less than a minute af ter killing Har lon Scud der, Boyd tried
mak ing a break for the woods to the south, only to find Gerry Con- 
rad al ready wait ing on that side. At that point, it was Marines ver- 
sus Army. The Marines won.

Sem per Fi!
With Boyd, there were eigh teen mem bers of The Pride, in clud ing

its sec ond-in-com mand, an ex-USAF Se cu rity Forces sergeant by
the name of Dud ley Ham mer. Mr. Ham mer and two oth ers were the
only ones to sur vive the hastily ar ranged gun fight with CPG’s tac ti- 
cal in ter ven tion team. Oh, and Tino Vega added a new scar to his
col lec tion that night when a metal frag ment, prob a bly from a bul let,
creased his fore head.

“I’m telling Gina this was a train ing ac ci dent,” he told Gerry later.
“She finds out I was in the field do ing this shit again, my balls are
go ing to be in a jar on the man tel piece in the liv ing room.”

Af ter the third round of ques tion ing, and even tual in ter ven tion on
be half of the FBI SAC, Robert was fi nally al lowed to make a call to
Alex. The event had be gun on sched ule, de spite word of a shoot ing
at the park. Teddy Ten nyson walked out on the stage to a mix ture of
cheers and boos, thanked ev ery one for com ing, and then spoke
with out pre am ble about the re cent changes in his life and the events



that led to those changes. Half way through his pre sen ta tion, those
who had come to cheer him were scream ing and boo ing, while those
who had booed him ear lier were now loudly ap plaud ing and cheer- 
ing. Then he brought his old est son and daugh ter out onto the stage
with him. When the au di ence set tled down enough, he brought out
his fi ancé and their now four year old son. Pan de mo nium erupted
then, but se cu rity was ready to re spond, or der re stored in rea son- 
ably short or der af ter some peo ple were forcibly re moved in hand- 
cuffs. Ten nyson and his fam ily were still on stage at ten-thirty, tak- 
ing ques tions, speak ing sin cerely, and hope fully forg ing a new op ti- 
mism for the fu ture.

What ever that was go ing to look like.

 
WASH ING TON, D.C.

 
A WEEK AND A HALF LATER, THE DI REC TOR of the FBI and the
At tor ney Gen eral of the United States held a joint press con fer ence
at DOJ head quar ters in Wash ing ton, D.C. to dis cuss a host of is sues,
among them, the bloody shootout at a state park in Al abama that
left more than a dozen dead. Af ter ini tial state ments by both the AG
and the Di rec tor, the mi cro phones were turned over to FBI As sis- 
tant Di rec tor ReaAnn Bracken, head of the re cently formed Do mes- 
tic Threat Di vi sion. Over the course of an hour, Bracken spoke with
barely a pause, de liv er ing as com plete a run down of the facts as the
Bu reau and DOJ knew them at the time. She spoke first about the
Birm ing ham-based group known as White Pa tri ots’ Al liance, pre vi- 
ously led by Ed ward Mar tin Ten nyson III, then about the nu mer ous
do mes tic ter ror ist at tacks across the coun try over the last two years,
and fi nally about a group that had been get ting a lot of press play



over the last week, pre vi ously un known to most. The Pride, now all
but de stroyed, as was the White Pa tri ots’ Al liance.

The re main der of the hour she spent lay ing out the con nec tions
be tween all three, promi nently ref er enc ing the late Har lon Scud der
and the late Erin Bryce Boyd as she spoke about the con spir acy to
com mit ter ror ist acts against in no cent Amer i can cit i zens, chil dren,
peo ple of color, and po lice, all in the name of racial pu rity. Doc u- 
men ta tion had been dis cov ered when FBI agents raided ad di tional
safe houses that were un cov ered in the un fold ing in ves ti ga tions,
doc u men ta tion that proved be yond all doubt what Scud der, Boyd,
and The Pride had been up to. And there was cor rob o ra tion from
cap tured WPA per son nel with vary ing de grees of knowl edge re gard- 
ing these events; The Pride mem bers who sur vived, too. When
Bracken fi nally stopped talk ing, reach ing for and drain ing the re- 
mains of her third glass of wa ter, the Q&A por tion be gan.

It would not end for nearly three hours, dur ing which time no one
had no ticed that both the At tor ney Gen eral and FBI Di rec tor had
qui etly de parted as it seemed no one had any ques tions for them.

 
CHAN TILLY, VIR GINIA

 
IN HER OF FICE AT NRO HEAD QUAR TERS, Ruth Vaughn
watched the first hour of the FBI press con fer ence, lis ten ing care- 
fully as her friend care fully laid out ev ery thing she knew about the
re cent shock ing events, at least those of this week. When the re- 
porter ques tions started, she shut off the flat screen with her re mote
and then sent it back into hid ing in a com part ment in the ceil ing of
the of fice. De spite the tragedy and all the deaths, Ruth was very
happy that her friend had brought this mat ter to a suc cess ful con- 



clu sion, and happy de spite her self that she had played a small role
in bring ing this about. How ever, she had not changed her mind
about what she’d told ReaAnn Bracken weeks ear lier.

In the sub base ment con trol room ten min utes later, Ruth re con- 
nected the soft ware and hard ware one more time, watched the op er- 
at ing sys tem run through a pre pro grammed check list be fore boot ing
up, then came on line and dis played a large ques tion mark in the
cen ter of the huge flat screen in the mid dle of the front wall. She
stood star ing at that ques tion mark for al most a minute, then leaned
down and typed sev eral lines of code, hit ting the en ter key with out
paus ing when she fin ished.

Al most im me di ately, the screen started to blur, the ques tion mark
be com ing fuzzy as if it were ex pe ri enc ing con vul sions. This con tin- 
ued for an other three min utes un til the screen went blank and Ruth
could smell the odor of burnt elec tron ics. The sys tem had just fried
it self and ren dered the hard ware un us able as well. Ruth was so phis- 
ti cated enough and had high enough clear ance to be able to cover
her tracks should the Di rec tor or any one else in the fu ture come to
her with de signs on re ac ti vat ing the FAL CON CREST pro to cols. As
far as in ter nal elec tronic records were con cerned, she had never left
her of fice and come down here this morn ing, and this would be sup- 
ported by video sur veil lance should any one de sire to check. Ruth
was that good.

She knew what she had done was right, but she also knew that
many would not see it that way. Even so, she would sleep much eas- 
ier now that she knew for cer tain no one would ever be able to use
her cre ation again. For good or ill. And in the case of FAL CON
CREST, they were re ally one in the same.





EPI LOGUE

MOUN TAIN BROOK, AL ABAMA
 

A lot of things would never be the same af ter re cent events in North
Cen tral Al abama, and for many, this was a good thing. A lot of peo- 
ple who hadn’t been will ing to talk to one an other were now do ing
so, and even though some of the con ver sa tions were heated, they
were civil, and peo ple seemed to be will ing to give each other the
ben e fit of the doubt even when they dis agreed.

“But will it last past the next news cy cle?” Robert said.
Alex took deep breath, cast a smirk her hus band’s way.
“So young and yet so cyn i cal,” she quipped. “But maybe not so

young any more.”
Robert glanced side ways at his wife. “I’m younger than you now. I

age back wards, re mem ber?”
Alex snick ered and leaned into him. It was a month and a half af- 

ter Teddy Ten nyson’s speech and the shootout in Oak Moun tain.
The lo cal cops had de cided not to pur sue charges against any one at
CPG be cause once they saw the stock piles of weapons and ex plo- 
sives The Pride mem bers had, un der stand ing what they were plan- 
ning, it was clear that Robert and the oth ers had nar rowly averted a
ma jor ter ror ist at tack that could have left hun dreds dead. Even so,
Robert was warned by the Shelby County Sher iff not to do any thing
such as this again in his ju ris dic tion.

Ten nyson and his fam ily left Al abama a day af ter wards, but he
promised his sup port ers, far more of them now than be fore, that he



would not be gone for ever. He had fam ily mat ters to work out, and
then he would come back and be gin a new chap ter with new friends
and new and bet ter ideas for the fu ture. And when he did come
back, chances were good that he was go ing to need some very good
pro tec tion. Jim Paxon was al ready plan ning a long term op er a tion
to that ef fect.

Alex and Robert re turned to San Diego a few days later and the
rest of the team dis bursed to their op er at ing bases. Life re turned to
rou tine, and Alex made sure that Robert gave Belchek some thing
bet ter to do than fol low her around. Robert was happy to oblige be- 
cause Jim sud denly had need of a very good de tail leader to as sist
him.

Then Robert’s fifti eth birth day ap proached and Alex said she was
tak ing him some place spe cial. She had not lied, be cause any place
she was with him was al ways very spe cial.

Moun tain Brook had al ways been the most ex clu sive and ex pen- 
sive sub urb of Birm ing ham, and a place that Robert es pe cially knew
he would never be able to af ford to live. Over the last three decades
as the Birm ing ham metro grew, Moun tain Brook main tained its ex- 
clu siv ity and splen dor. Re cently, a new ho tel, the Grand Bo hemian-
Birm ing ham, had opened its doors in the city lim its, not too far
from the Botan i cal Gar dens and the Birm ing ham zoo. A gen uine—or
as close as pos si ble, con sid er ing the lo ca tion—old world Eu ro pean
style ho tel right in the heart of Dixie. A suite at this place for a week
could feed ev ery hun gry per son in Birm ing ham for prob a bly a
month. So af ter mak ing the reser va tion and pre pay ing for it, Alex
wrote checks to sev eral Birm ing ham area char i ties that spe cial ized
in feed ing the hun gry.



It was his birth day, their third day back in town. They stood with
the French doors open star ing at the green ery all around the
grounds on a very warm end of sum mer af ter noon. She had treated
him to a spe cially pre pared birth day lunch in a pri vate din ing room,
then a walk ing tour of the Botan i cal Gar dens af ter wards. They re- 
turned to their suite to shower and Alex told him that she had two
more presents for him.

“Hon estly, dar ling,” he said con tent edly. “I re ally don’t need an- 
other thing. To day was per fect. Ex cel lent food, re ally good tour of
the gar dens, and my best gal for com pany. Just a per fect day.”

Alex beamed, took his arm and pulled him back into the room,
shut ting the doors.

“And who wants to mess with per fec tion?” Alex said, slip ping her
hands onto his waist. He was wear ing a large bath towel tied around
his waist and she had on a ho tel robe. He leaned down and kissed
her lips. “But I think you could use a back rub right now.”

Robert smiled at her.
“Babe…” he be gan, but she cut him off.
“Yeah, I know, Robert. You like to be the giver and not the re- 

ceiver. I also know you like get ting back rubs about as much as you
like get ting blowjobs.” And then Alex’s brown eyes blazed wickedly.
“By the way, guess what you’re get ting next…”

Be fore he could re spond, she yanked the towel from his waist and
threw it across the room.

Again, be fore he could protest, she un did the belt to her robe and
dropped it to the floor.

Grin ning and shak ing his head, Robert leaned down and placed
his fore head against his wife’s as she looked up at him.

“You know, I’ve al ways won dered some thing,” Alex said.



“What’s that?” Robert said.
“How many times fifty can go into forty-eight?” she said.
He laughed and shook his head again, kissed her lips.
“Some thing tells me you’re go ing to find out the an swer to that

ques tion tonight, Madam Wells.”
Alex was stroking him in her hands now, her eyes never leav ing

his.
“I think you’re right, Mr. Chan dler,” she said with a de lighted

sigh, then pulled him over to lux ury king bed and pushed him down
on it.



 

[i]
 Pro tec tive In tel li gence and Per son nel Se cu rity.

[ii]
 See Prin ci pal Tar get by Stellen Qxz.

[iii]
 Fear less killers in the em ploy of the drug car tels.

[iv]
 From the 1980s’ TV show The Equal izer.

[v]
 Ref er ence to the White House as it and FBI Head quar ters are both lo‐ 

cated on Penn syl va nia Av enue in Wash ing ton, D.C.
[vi]

 See Prin ci pal Tar get by Stellen Qxz.
[vii]

 Camp Peary lo cated in Williams burg, Vir ginia. Home of the CIA’s
pri mary train ing cen ter.
[viii]

 De part ment of Pro tec tive Op er a tions.
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