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The United States Central Intelligence Agency, the CIA, to insiders, simply the
Agency.  The tip of the spear, the face of the shield that protects America from
those  who  seek  to destroy  her , from  without , and  sometimes  from  within . 
Since 1947 the men and women  of the Agency  have dedicated  themselves  to
that mission , some even sacrificing  their lives to it, others , their souls.  Their
motto:  country and mission first!
The  landscape  at home  and  abroad  has  changed  tremendously  in the past
seventy  years, now tribe has replaced  community , fiction has replaced  truth,
and expediency  has replaced  honor , but at its core , the Agency  remains  the
same , and  so do those  who  serve .  And  if the  D.C. powerbrokers  and  their
lapdogs on Capitol Hill and in the White House think differently, they’re in for
a world of PUSHBACK!

 
“The Central  Intelligence  Agency is the premier  intelligence  and security
organization  of the United  States  Government , and the only one that is
independent  of a cabinet  master .  Its primary  mission  is to protect  and
defend  the national  security  of the United  States .  Not the government , the
country.  There is an important distinction that I hope all of you understand. 
Never  forget  that while  what  we do is largely  secret  and will never  be
revealed to the public at-large, what we do is for the people, for the citizens of
this country.  Every sacrifice , every hardship , every loss we endure, we do it
for them, so that they can live in peace and safety, and the generations  that
will come after them.”

 
                —Kevin J. Mada, Jr.Director of Security at the United States Central Intelligence Agency 
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For the professionals who leave personal politics
outside the door and do the job without prejudice or
agenda, choosing a life of service over wealth and
personal gain. For those who serve!

 



 
 

PUSHBACK



Chapter 1

1500 WESTBRANCH DRIVE
MCLEAN, VIRGINIA
0842 HOURS

 
There were forty-three fresh-faced recruits sitting in the cramped
auditorium on the main floor of the Stafford Building when the
Chief of the Security Education Staff (C/SES) walked in and
introduced himself at eight that morning. He was alone, as he
always preferred to be when meeting the latest crop of prospective
entrants into the Office of Security, this being the first stop on what
lay before them as future full-fledged members of the United States
Central Intelligence Agency. Assuming they successfully completed
training, of course.

At eight-thirty, the rest of the senior staff from the Office of
Security (OS) who were available began to file into the room,
including the two deputy directors (Physical and Technical Security
and Personnel Security) and the chiefs of Investigations, Protective
Programs, Information Security, and Polygraph. C/SES introduced
each one in turn, giving a quick overview of their duties and
responsibilities within OS. Ten minutes later, there was one more,
and final arrival, and as soon as he stepped into the room, standing
quietly off to the side wearing a charcoal gray suit, dark blue shirt,
red tie adorned with blue dots, and highly polished black Oxfords,
the new recruits noticed that all of the other senior managers
suddenly stood straighter, their manner deferential to the early
fifties black man with close-cropped, slightly graying hair, thinning
in the front.

The Security Education chief smiled and rubbed his hands
together.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, you are in for a real treat this
morning. I wasn’t sure if he would be able to make it, but he does try



to get here at the start of each new class, despite how busy he is.
Allow me to introduce you to Mr. Kevin Mada, our Director.”

The senior staff began to clap and a second later the recruits did
as well. As he approached the podium in the center of the room,
Mada rolled his eyes at the staff, waved a hand at the recruits.

“And let that be the last time that any of you expend any energy
clapping for me,” he told them all with a half smile, glancing once
again at his staff, in particular the man who had just vacated the
podium where he now stood. “And, Mike, you know better. Let me
guess, Anna put you up to it?”

When no response came from the man himself, Mada looked past
him down to the tall blonde three over, one of his two deputy
directors. She was grinning but would not meet his gaze. Mada
nodded, turned to the assembled once more, took out a pair of
reading glasses and set them on the podium.

“Good morning, all,” he greeted, stepping to the side of the
podium, resting his left hand on the side. “As you have already been
told, my name is Kevin Mada. Strike that. Since you’ve all passed
your background checks and have been granted Top Secret/SCI
clearance, I’ll tell you that my full name is Kevin Jerone Mada, Jr.
I’m currently fifty-one years old and have worked at the CIA for
twenty-nine years, all of that time in the Office of Security. And for
some unknown reason, the person who occupied the Director’s chair
at Headquarters three years ago decided to make me Director of OS.
After that, I decided to push for regular drug testing of everyone on
the seventh floor over there.”

The staff laughed immediately, the recruits were a bit slow to
respond because they didn’t know if Mada was joking, his delivery
was deadpan. After a few seconds he smiled.

“Yes, despite all protests to the contrary, I do have a sense of
humor.”

Several people against the wall to his rear began to cough, and he
could have sworn he heard BULLSHIT under one of them.

Mada walked closer to where the recruits sat, glancing around,
remembering his first day in orientation three decades ago, knowing



what was going through their minds now because he’d had the same
thoughts then. I’m really here, I’m in the fucking CIA!

“I’m not going to take up too much of your time this morning
because I know Mike wants to get started separating everyone into
their training groups so you can settle in and meet the cadre of
instructors who will be responsible for all of your lives over the next
few months. But I did want to take the opportunity to welcome you
to the Agency and to the Office of Security. Now here comes the
speech, but I promise not to be too much of a bore.”

He stood in the middle of the room, hands clasped in front of him,
speaking in a conversational but easily understandable tone that
reached everyone in the room, his eyes constantly on the move,
engaging each and all.

“The Central Intelligence Agency is the premier intelligence and
security organization of the United States Government, and the only
one that is independent of a cabinet master. Its primary mission is
to protect and defend the national security of the United States. Not
the government, the country. There is an important distinction that
I hope all of you understand. Never forget that while what we do is
largely secret and will never be revealed to the public at-large, what
we do is for the people, for the citizens of this country. Every
sacrifice, every hardship, every loss we endure, we do it for them, so
that they can live in peace and safety, and the generations that will
come after them.”

He paused for a moment, scanned the young faces again, then
continued.

“I know that for a lot of you, Security was not your first choice of
assignments when you filled out all that wonderful paperwork for
your security clearances. Most of you probably joined up to be
James Bond, Jack Bauer, Jack Ryan, Sydney Bristow, or perhaps
even Nikita. Yeah, I spent a good deal of my youth in front of a TV,
as, no doubt, have a lot of you. And you joined the CIA to become a
spy. Let you in on a little secret, so did I. And when I was notified
that I didn’t qualify for Operations training, it broke my heart. But I
needed a job and the Agency never wastes material if they can help
it. I got the same pitch some of you got, telling me that there was



still a place for me, a job. So even though I felt dejected about not

going into CT
[ii]

 training, and the prospect of becoming a security
officer was not all that appealing to me, even if it was at the CIA, I
decided to take the opportunity. I thought, as many of you are
thinking right now, that after a few years, with more experience, I
could reapply to Operations and stand a better shot at getting in.
And some of you might just do that. I was in training with a few who
tried, some made it. But you know what, I never did try again, and I
have not regretted that decision once in the past twenty-nine years.”

He turned and went back to the podium, glancing briefly at the
people lined against the rear wall. They had all heard this speech
before, and were probably thinking they could be somewhere else
doing something more important right now. Mada smiled at them,
then stepped behind the podium and picked up his glasses, but he
didn’t put them on.

“The CIA protects this nation from its enemies and the threats
they pose. In the Office of Security, we protect the Agency from its
enemies. I know some of you come to us from the military and are
probably well familiar with the term force protection. That’s good,
because in OS, that pretty much sums up our mission. Data,
physical and digital, facilities, and personnel, everything connected
the Agency is our responsibility to protect. The designation that you
are seeking to achieve is one that I thought was the dumbest thing
I’d ever heard of when it was first introduced more than ten years
ago. MDSO—Multi-Discipline Security Officer. When I and all the
folks behind me came onboard, our designations were broken into
different categories. Deputy Director Betts and I were on the Special
Agent track. Chief Gonzales there was on the Technical Analyst
track. But the brains that were at the time decided that the system
was a little too complicated and created unnecessary problems when
one of us wanted to switch tracks, and designations, and since most
of us would eventually be trained in several specialties, thus
becoming multi-disciplined… Well you can see how it happened.
And while I still prefer Special Agent Mada over MDSO Mada, I
have come around to liking the current system of career



designations within OS. Which is why I didn’t kick it straight out the
door the second I sat down in the director’s chair three years ago.”

He spoke for another ten minutes, keeping everyone’s focus the
entire time, and when he concluded, despite the prior admonition
against it, the recruits all clapped, and so did the staff behind him.

“Disobeying orders on the first day,” The DOS (pronounced The
Doss) shook his head. “This does not bode well for the future of the
Office. Mike, they’re all yours. Good luck, everyone, and once again,
welcome to the CIA and the Office of Security.”

Kevin Mada pocketed his glasses and turned to leave. The SES
chief retook the podium after shaking the boss’ hand and the rest of
the senior staff officers fell in line and followed Mada out into the
corridor.

Anna Betts moved close to his right side as they turned left at the
intersecting corridor.

“You didn’t tell them what trainees were called back in our day,”
she said with a grin.

Mada briefly glanced at her.
“No I did not,” he said. “And neither will anybody else. But you

know we didn’t have it as bad as the trainees from Personnel. They
called us SORTS, but those poor folks had to walk around being
called POTS!”

Everyone was still laughing when they got on the elevator for the
ride up to the top floor.



Chapter 2

HEADQUARTERS
CIA OFFICE OF SECURITY
09:31 HOURS

 
The United States Central Intelligence Agency is a very large
organization with many moving parts and entities. And it is a secret
organization that is required to keep a significant portion of its
operations hidden from public view, domestic, and especially
foreign. Therefore, for this reason, and reasons of operational
necessity and security, various sections, divisions, and offices have
separate headquarters locations away from the main complex in
McLean, what is commonly referred to, inaccurately, as Langley.
The actual number and location of these satellite buildings is highly
classified, but then pretty much everyone with Agency clearance
knows where they are, even those who no longer work there.

While keeping the main complex, Headquarters, safe and secure
is, of course, a top priority for the members of the Office of Security,
and the Uniformed Division is based there, its main headquarters is
located approximately fifteen minutes west, still in McLean, in an
ordinary looking seven-story office building on Westbranch Drive.
The Stafford Building, the same place that Kevin Mada first
reported to thirty years ago when he was being considered for a
position within the Agency and OS.

Today he occupied the southeast corner office suite on the top
floor with a view of a small lake and a lot of greenery surrounding it.
Every day he was there he reminded himself to take a few minutes
to look out and enjoy it, no matter what chaos was flowing around
him, which in his position was usually significant.

As he had told the recruits a short while ago, he had never wanted
to be in Security, but was glad that this was where he’d ended up,
and was unable to even imagine working anywhere else in the



Agency after all these years. What he had not told the recruits, but
was generally known among his closest confidants in the building,
was that he had not wanted to be Director either. And in all honesty,
he still didn’t, despite his obvious ability to do the job rather well.

The Director of Security was called The Doss, and no one could
remember how this had come to be. Perhaps it was derivative from
the computer term, Disk Operating System, or perhaps something
to do with an earlier occupier of the office, such as with British
Intelligence, the SIS. The Chief of that organization was referred to
as C, but not because of the title chief, rather in deference to the
first person to hold the office, Mansfield Smith-Cumming, who
always signed every official document he read with the letter C in
green ink. Maybe the Director of Security at the Agency was called
The Doss for some similar reason, but no one knew, or would admit
to it. Kevin had already looked up every previous Director and had
found no one by the name of Doss, or anything close to it, not even a
nickname. He realized it could be something operational and
specific to a Director’s time in the field prior to promotion to the top
floor, and if that were the case then finding the specific operation,
even though now everything was computerized, would not be easy,
and hardly worth the effort. So the mystery would remain. At least
until he was ready to retire in maybe another nine years and could
spend the last month or two of his time at the Agency combing
through every file that predated his tenure as the current DOS.

It was Monday and that meant senior staff meeting time, and this
normally would have taken place at eight and be done with by nine-
fifteen, however, because of the start of the new training class, the
meeting was delayed until nine-thirty, in the Director’s conference
room next to his main office.

When Kevin entered carrying an electronic notebook in one hand
and a steaming cup of tea in the other, he found that the rest of the
staff were already inside and seated, save for his executive assistant,
the redoubtable Mindy Gregg. Silver haired, rail-thin, steel framed
glasses above a long, pointed nose, wearing a plaid skirt suit and
white turtleneck, and carrying an e-notebook of her own. She had
been with the Agency for thirty-five years, all of that time in the



Office of Security on the administrative track, having started out at
the age of twenty as a GS-1.0 clerk in the Records Section. She was
now the most senior administrative officer in the entire Agency, had
been solicited many times for advancement in other departments,
but had turned them all down, saying that Security is where she
belonged, where she felt at home. When Kevin was named Director
three years ago, Mindy had been serving as Chief Administrator of
Records in the Information Security Group. They had been
acquainted for years, had worked in the same sections from time to
time, never friends, but always mutually respected one another. He
walked into her small office on the fifth floor of Stafford after
getting the nod from the Deputy Director for Support, the senior
Agency manager that OS reported to, and before he could say a
word, she told him that he was going to need a damn good executive
assistant who knew how to get things done across the Agency
bureaucracy and who also knew where all the bodies were buried;
because she had buried most of them herself. Kevin laughed
genuinely, nodding as he did so, then asked if she wanted the job.
Mindy’s response was that she had resigned her current position as
soon as she heard he was to become the new DOS. Then they both
laughed.

In the room at the circular conference table were Hector Chavez,
49, Deputy Director for Physical and Technical Security, Anna Betts,
53, Deputy Director for Personnel Security, Larry Gonzales, 46,
Chief of the Investigations Group, Loraine Pelnichek, 50, Chief of
the Information Security Group, Ian Zenk, 45, Chief of the
Protective Programs Group, Erica Champion, 40, Chief of the
Clearance Division, Ahmed Vali, 39, Chief of the Polygraph
Division, and Elena Kohl, 51, Chief of the Uniformed Division. As
Kevin walked in, none of them made to stand. The CIA, although a
clearly defined and structured organization from bottom to top, was
not so rigid on formality, therefore no one would be snapping to
attention every time someone of superior rank entered the room,
other than the DCI—Director of Central Intelligence—or the DDCI—
Deputy Director of Central Intelligence. In general not even senior
directorate heads rated much more than a nod of acknowledgement



when they walked in, which is what the DOS received from his staff
right now.

Kevin took the open seat between the two deputy directors and
Mindy took the one against the wall behind and to his left, as was
her usual custom.

“Good morning to everyone again,” Kevin said, settling.
“Especially to those of you who couldn’t make it to the new class
greeting earlier. I hope everyone had a pleasant weekend and are
rested and ready to take on another challenging week of protecting
this nation of ours from all the hostile actors out there who mean to
do it harm.”

Anna Betts snickered as she leafed through a black portfolio next
to her e-notebook on the table in front of her. She had known Kevin
the longest, had trained with him, served with him in the field, and
was the one person in OS who got his sense of humor more so than
anyone else.

“And if we aren’t?” she cast a sideways glance his way.
He turned to her, smiled. “Then tough shit. Suck it up and soldier

on, soldier.”
There were mummers of laughter about the room. Kevin glanced

around, then settled his gaze on Dr. Gonzales, head of the
Investigations Group. Larry was putting his glasses on, knowing
that he would be first, as was generally the case.

“Okay,” he said, typing on his on e-notebook. “If everyone will
direct their attention to the plasma screen behind me, I’ll try to
make this as quick and painless as possible.”

Everyone knew he was lying, Larry loved to drone on to the nth
degree, but what he had to say was usually worth it, most times. The
nice thing about being the DOS was that if someone other than he
got to be too longwinded, he could cut them off whenever he
wanted. So far Larry Gonzales was the only member of his senior
staff who came close to that line on a regular basis.

Elena Kohl finished up with the roundtable that morning,
bringing everyone up to date on the latest happenings within the
Uniformed Division. She capped it by adding that she hopped all of
the fourteen SPO candidates in the latest recruitment class would



survive and pass training because she could sure use them, and
about three dozen more. Kevin knew this comment was directed at
him, of course, and as far up the chain as he cared to take it. SPOs—
Special Protection Officers, Uniformed Division Officers—were a
critical part of the Agency’s security methods and protocols. They
worked in every section, every division, every station where the
Agency operated, and every year it seemed that they were being
asked to do more and more, to take on greater and more difficult
responsibilities, as was everyone else, of course. The only problem
was they were being asked to do this with significantly dwindling
resources, financial and personnel. Kevin was doing his best with
the budget, had written proposal after proposal for the DDS, to be
passed on to the Executive Director and DCI. All of them were
sympathetic and fully understood the situation, they assured him,
but right now, there was little they could do about it. And this was
the same response Kevin gave to Elena. And hated it.

“Questions or comments about anything before we wrap up?”
Kevin asked the room, glancing back at Mindy who was furiously
typing on her e-notebook.

“Just that you remember I and my deputy will be away from
tomorrow throughout the middle of next week,” said Loraine

Pelnichek, the head of ISG. “Joint test project with NSA
[iii]

,

NRO
[iv]

, and NGIA
[v]

. We’ll be locked away in some deep, dark
hole at Fort Meade. If you don’t hear from us by next Wednesday,
send in Delta Force, please.”

Kevin smiled, nodded.
“I remember,” he told her. “Paul Hayber is the person running the

shop till you two return, correct?”
Loraine nodded.
“Yep, and he knows just enough to be really dangerous.”
“Don’t we all?” he said. “Anything else?”
There wasn’t, so he ended the meeting.
“Ah, Anna, could you, Larry, and Ahmed stay a bit longer,

please?” Kevin said as everyone was preparing to stand. The three



he signified dropped back into their chairs as the others made for
the door.

Hector Chavez made a shame gesture at them, rubbing one index
finger across the back of the other.

“Somebody must have done something really naughty to be held
back after class,” he mocked, clicking his tongue.

“Not that anybody knows about yet,” Anna told him as she leaned
back in her chair and crossed her long legs. “But you might want to
be careful sitting down behind your desk today, check all the
drawers, look in all the trashcans and so forth.”

Hector stopped smiling halfway to the door, then shook his head.
With Anna it could have been a joke, or a warning. Or both.

When they were alone, Kevin pushed back from the table. Mindy
Gregg had departed as well. She knew what was about to be
discussed anyway because there was very little that the DOS kept
from her.

“Got a request from the top for a priority expedite on a TS/SCI
clearance for a contractor, employee of the Cutler Group. They do a
lot of DOD projects and some of them are joint with us. We’ve
cleared their people before so it shouldn’t be too much of a problem.
They just hired this guy in a top position and he’s going to be
overseeing a couple of DOD projects that intersect with some of
ours. He’s had DOD clearance before for his previous job, but
they’re going to vet him again, as per protocol. And so are we. Larry,
I need your best and fastest, please. It is a priority, as I said, but it
needs to be done right. He lives in D.C. now, has for about a year,
but before that he was based in Colorado, and has a significant
amount of overseas travel, too. Task whoever you have to, but get it
done.”

“You got it, boss,” Larry said. “I’ll get on to the SAC at WFO when
we’re done and get the ball rolling. Once we get a look at the PHS,
I’ll see who else I need to assign.”

“Should be on your server now,” Kevin told him. “Mindy has
probably sent everything to you already, and you and you,” he
nodded at Ahmed and Anna. “Ahmed, your best poly examiner,
please. Have someone get in touch with the guy and set it up for end



of the week. The investigation won’t be done by then, but we should
have enough of a prelim to form a baseline. And if anything flags,
Larry’s people can keep digging.”

“Will do,” the head of Polygraph Division said, making a note on
his e-notebook. “We’re caught up with the Reinvestigations backlog
now so I got two of my best doing training, I can pull one for this.”

Kevin nodded, turning to the head of the Personnel Security
Directorate, the person in the office ultimately responsible for
overseeing all things Investigative.

“And you want me to stay on top of this and provide any
assistance they need,” she said knowingly. “Remove any
impediment, crack any head that needs it.”

Kevin grinned.
“Just like when we were back in the jungles of Manila all those

years ago,” he said.
Anna rolled her eyes and shook her head.
“Don’t bring up Manila again, please,” she chided. “Some days I

can still feel those damn leeches on my skin, and other
unmentionable places, and it’s been something like twenty-five
years since we did that job!”

Kevin smiled again, pushing up from the table.
“Know what you mean, my friend,” he said, glancing at the other

two. “As I said, a priority from the top, but that doesn’t mean we
don’t do our jobs thoroughly. Anything comes up I need to know
about, don’t hesitate.”

This meeting ended and Kevin was the first out the door, there
was a lot of work on his desk that he needed to get to, but first he
had to go to the men’s room. He loved tea, but some days it went
right through him.

This was one of those days.



Chapter 3

1102 WESTBRIAR COURT NE
TYSONS CORNER, VIRGINIA
18:35 HOURS

 
Angela René Dell-Mada, Ph.D., who preferred Angie to Angela,
managed to get out of work early today, the first time that had
happened in months. Considering she was a senior executive at her
firm, you’d think she could accomplish this more often by simply
fobbing her work off on an underling. But that wasn’t her way, and
she really did enjoy her work. Not as much as she enjoyed her
family, though, and tonight was her night to show them just how
much.

Angie was in the kitchen at the sink when her husband came in
through the back door and stopped to admire the view. She was still
wearing the charcoal pants and green blouse she’d put on that
morning, but the black pumps and her jacket were gone. She wore
slippers on her stocking feet.

Angie is five-eight, slender, athletic, with the grace of a dancer—
she learned ballet as a child but gave it up as a teenager—the mind
of a genius, the soul of a saint, the vocabulary of a scholar and a
sailor, and the ass of someone half her forty-eight years. Or so Kevin
Mada thought as he admired it now and every other time he did so.

“Would you stop staring at my ass,” Mrs. Dell-Mada demanded
without a backwards glance, continuing with what she was doing at
the sink. “I can feel the heat all the way over here.”

Kevin chuckled, moving into the kitchen, rolling his wheeled case
up next to the table.

“No,” he said, now removing his jacket and dropping it across the
back of a chair, still moving toward his wife. “And if you think you
can feel some heat from all the way over there…”



He had undone his tie by the time he reached the sink, snaked it
around her trim waist, pulled her back against him. “You ain’t felt
nothin’ yet, babe.”

Angie giggled as she felt him against her.
“Good lord,” she mocked. “You’re a grown man, and yet you come

home with the hard-on of a teenager. I don’t know what I’m gonna
do with you.”

Kevin kissed the right side of her neck, then her cheek, his lower
body now completely meshed with hers, and there was definitely
some heat being generated between both.

“First, my lady, if you didn’t come home with the ass of a
teenager, perhaps I wouldn’t come home with the hard-on of one.
And second, my love, I can offer plenty of suggestions about what
you can do with me. Or to me, if you like.”

Angie snickered, turned off the water in the sink as she picked up
a towel and dried her hands, then reached back and cupped her
husband’s ass, squeezing hers into his crotch.

“I’m sure you can,” she teased, moaning softly. “But when you
consider that our eighteen year old son is up in his room right now
and his twenty-two year old sister is due home any minute, it might
be a good idea if I wasn’t doing any of them to you on the counter
when they walked in. We might not be able to stop them from
washing their eyes out with bleach after that.”

Kevin chuckled, kissed her cheek again as he groaned deeply, then
released her so that she could turn around, slipping his tie into his
pants pocket. Angie has the most incredible pair of pale blue eyes he
has ever seen, and he is lost in them every time she looks at him.
Her hair is much longer than it was when they first met twenty-five
years ago, now down to the middle of her back, and more blonde
than brown, but it still framed her thin face perfectly. They stood
kissing for several minutes, just like they always did, holding
nothing back, and when finally it ended, both were breathless,
holding onto one another and grinning.

“Keep that up, Mr. Mada, and I may cancel dinner in favor of
dessert,” Angie told him, patting his backside with her right hand.

Kevin smiled, kissed her again.



“Fine by me. Kids are old enough to get their own damn dinner.”
They were about to kiss again but then heard the door in the front

room being unlocked and opened.
“Looks like first-born has made it home,” Angie said.
“Either that or burglars are getting more sophisticated and daring

these days,” Kevin said, quickly pecking his wife’s thin lips.
A moment later, the force of nature that was Regina “Reggie”

Dell-Mada came roaring into the kitchen to confront her dear
parents.

 
AGE EIGHTEEN, ALREADY TALLER THAN both his parents,
thick, muscular, gangly, with an easy smile and quiet manner, and a
mind for all things scientific, in particular those related to the
weather and climate. Adam Mada, aka Pali. The nickname derived
from the word palindrome, a word or sentence that could be spelled
the same way backwards as well as forwards. His parents had
known what they were doing when they named him Adam, his last
name naturally being Mada, which was Adam backwards, but they
couldn’t resist. They had kept it as an inside the family joke (just the
two of them) at first because as with their oldest, they added mom’s
family name and hyphenated, making him Adam Dell-Mada, but
eventually the truth will out. So he was Palindrome, and he liked it,
so much in fact that he had started calling himself Pali by the age of
seven. A dork in the making, and such a great kid.

At age twenty-two, his sister Reggie was the true pathfinder, and
limits tester, had been so since the day she was born. Like her
brother, her skin was very light, but where his hair was curly, hers
was straight like her mother’s. Her eyes, like Pali’s, were an even
more brilliant shade of blue than Angie’s, and so striking, so full of
life and intelligence. Not to mention mischief. She was shorter than
both her parents, a little thicker than her mother, and not quite as
graceful on her feet, but still a better dancer than her father. She
was very passionate, very opinionated, and still one of the kindest
and most considerate people when it came to helping others. Where
her brother had only recently entered George Mason University and



began studying atmospherics, Reggie had graduated near the top of
her class with an economics degree from Georgetown University last
year and was already working as a paid intern for a D.C.-based
nonprofit that specialized in getting businesses to invest in the
economically challenged inner city centers of poverty. And her
sponsors and coworkers there just loved her, big mouth and all!

“So you’re actually gonna have time to do that, too, Pali, with all
your studying, not to mention Zandelee?”

Pali glanced over and regarded his mother shrewdly, a forkful of
seasoned mashed potatoes halfway to his mouth.

“Is this a question about my schoolwork or my personal life, mom,
I’m trying to figure out which?”

“Both,” his father and sister said simultaneously, then looked at
one another and started laughing.

Angie glared at them, then refocused on her son, who was sitting
to her left.

“Pay them no mind, they’ll pay later. Especially your father. I was
simply wondering because taking up something as demanding as
wrestling will eat up a lot of your time, and it is physically
demanding, too.”

“No doubt like Zandelee,” Reggie added under her breath,
chewing some green beans.

Another glare from her mother, her father kept his mouth closed,
and Pali washed his mashed potatoes down with lemonade before
responding to his sister’s jibe.

“You should talk, considering your love life is a three-way. How
are Lionel and Emma these days anyway?”

Reggie colored, raising a finger at her brother.
“It’s not a three-way!” she declared. “We don’t put labels on our

relationship. And as you well know, they don’t date each other, only
me!”

“Which is probably really exhausting for both to them,” Kevin
couldn’t resist, and his wife glanced at him sharply, prepared to be
disapproving, then couldn’t help but chuckle herself.

“Dad! Mom, you, too?!”



“Sorry, dear,” Angie responded untruthfully, and then the entire
family laughed.

Monday was family dinner night, no matter what else was going
on in their lives, unless one of them was out of town and unable to
make it, everything else got shelved for a couple of hours while the
four of them gathered for a meal together, usually prepared by one
or both of the parents, although occasionally one of the offspring
would take care of the food. Meaning an order of Chinese or pizza,
sometimes both.

After dinner they would sit and talk as a family some more, find
out what was going on in one another’s lives, problems hashed out,
moral support offered. Pali still lived at home but with their busy
schedules, there were some days where Kevin and Angie missed him
completely. Reggie had an apartment in D.C. now, that she shared
with her roommates and special friends, Emma and Lionel, but she
stayed in touch with her parents and brother almost every day, texts
for mom and younger brother, longer, more carefully written emails
for dad because he hated texting and the shorthand associated with
it. They were close and worked hard to stay that way.

Reggie left at a quarter to nine to make the trek back to D.C. She
hugged and kissed her parents goodbye in the front room, then her
brother followed her out to the front drive where they had a few
words before saying good night. Pali came in, hugged his parents,
then said he was going up to his room to get some stuff done on the
computer before bed, and would probably talk to Zandelee for a
while before then, too.

Kevin and Angie finished up in the kitchen, checked the security
of the house, then made their way up to the master bedroom on the
back side of the second floor. Angie showered first while Kevin sat at
the dressing table and read a speech that she was scheduled to
deliver to some clients at a conference next week in Bethesda. When
he came out of the shower he found her sitting on the front of their
bed wearing a cream colored knee-length nightshirt, her knees
together with her laptop resting on them, brown reading glasses
perched low on her long nose. Her hair was still a little damp, and
he loved that look on her.



Kevin was wearing blue gym shorts and still drying his hair and
upper body with a towel. He stood admiring his wife once again and
she looked up at him, smiled.

“You know, for a guy over fifty, you’ve still got a mighty fine
looking body, Mr. Mada.”

“Why, thank you so much, Madame,” he said as he walked over to
the bed. “And you’re still the hottest woman I ever married.”

Angie laughed, closed the lid on her laptop. “I better be the only
woman you ever married, Mister.”

He was about to say something else, but stopped when Angie held
up a finger.

“Before I forget,” she said, reaching behind her on the bed. “These
are for you.” She tossed something at him, which he deftly caught in
his free hand. Kevin might not have been much of a dancer, but he
had lightening quick reflexes, a consequence of the life he had led
during almost twenty years of field work for the Office of Security
before the management rungs finally ensnared him.

He laughed wickedly when he saw what she had thrown to him.
“Well I’m not sure they’ll fit me,” he said, tossing the towel on the

bed and reaching inside his shorts.
Angie tossed her laptop on the bed and stood up.
“Don’t you dare!” she demanded, reaching inside his shorts as

well. “Kevin Mada, if you stretch them out I swear I’m going to put
you over my knee!”

“Hey, you’re the one who tossed them to me,” he rejoined, now
engaged in a playful struggle with his wife. “If you didn’t want me to
put them on… Ouch! Careful, darling, you’re dealing with sensitive
cargo there.”

Angie was laughing despite herself, pulling her hands out of her
husband shorts and bringing with them the pair of her underwear
that she had threw to him a minute earlier.

“Now they’ve got the scent of your balls all over them,” she
protested.

“As if that’s something new,” he told her, then stepped closer and
took her in his arms for a long, deep kiss. “And I guess that means
you aren’t wearing anything other than this nightshirt?”



Angie grinned, kissed him again, but didn’t say anything. Instead,
she took him by the hand and led him to bed.

 
IN THE DARKNESS THEY WERE IN THE spoons position, Angie’s
back against his front, his mouth against her long neck, their fingers
intertwined. Angie was talking and Kevin was listening, his focus on
every word coming out of her mouth, as well as every beat of her
heart against his chest.

Today Angie was an executive vice president and senior director
at a very profitable private diplomacy and international investment
firm based in Georgetown called the Bryce Group, which had been
founded nearly three decades ago by a former U.S. Secretary of
State and one-time presidential aspirant. At age 48 she made more

than seven times Kevin’s SIS-IV
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 salary at the CIA and held stock
options that would ensure they could retire in comfort whenever
they were ready to do so, but there were times when she missed the
work she used to do, what she had been doing when she and Kevin
first met in Morocco twenty-five years ago.

Angie had joined the State Department right out of college,
unsure what she wanted out of life at the ripe old age of twenty-two,
and decided that a couple years of government service while she was
deciding might be a benefit to her in the future. The application
process was not an easy or quick one, but Angie persevered and was
eventually hired. She moved to D.C. from Syracuse where she had
gone to school, having moved there from rural Indiana where she
grew up. And the culture shock of the nation’s capital was far more
shocking than Syracuse had been to this Indiana farm girl.
However, she wouldn’t have long to acclimate because a chance
opportunity just a month into her placement at DOS headquarters
had her packing her bags and heading overseas on her first foreign
posting, and to exotic Rabat, Morocco no less.

She was twenty-three and only a minor functionary in the
Passports and Visas Office at the embassy, but she was on foreign
soil for the first time in her life and she intended to enjoy the
opportunity to the fullest. The food, the languages, the people and



their culture, and it was this latter that brought her to the attention
of and into her first contact with the RSO—Regional Security Office
—, that entity of every embassy and consulate the world over with
responsibility for the safety and security of all facilities and
personnel assigned. It is a State Department office, most of its
personnel from the ranks of DSS—the Diplomatic Security Service
—, but not all of them are really employees of State, some work for
other agencies, and one Agency in particular. This would be the first
time that Angie had ever had contact with anyone from the CIA, too,
although she didn’t know it at the time.

Special Agent Kevin Mada, at this time age 26, fresh from a two-
year deployment to the Far East, which included a three month
hard-duty tour in the Philippians, was assigned to North Africa as
part of the CIA’s contingent of the State Department’s Regional
Security Team based in Rabat; operating under official cover, unlike
his time in Manila. The job was presented as a plum assignment and
reward for all the hard work he had put in during the past two years
as part of a Special Tactics team the Agency had formed to protect
high-risk targets in the Far East, a test case really, but would
eventually see wide expansion in the coming years as the threat of
terrorism and instability in the developing world increased
dramatically.

Kevin didn’t really care for easy assignments, and he didn’t need a
reward for his service, he got a paycheck for that, with a lot of extra
hazard duty pay to boot. But the Agency ordered him to Morocco
and that’s where he was, and while assigned, he intended to do his
job to the best of his ability, ever vigilant and ready for action.

Unfortunately, his initial assignment in Rabat was what he
considered to be scut work, security clearance checks on locals who
applied for jobs at the embassy, bailing Americans out of jail for
minor offenses and admonishing them to behave better next time or
they’d be expelled from the country, and from time to time,
shadowing embassy officials who might require some off-the-books
protection while they attended an off-the-books, but still official,
meeting, or following one of them who might be considered a



security risk. This was how he came to meet the fiery, blue-eyed,
brown-haired Angie Dell for the first time.

“Let go of me!” she demanded, trying to break his grip on her
wrist. But despite her anger and determination, Kevin was much
stronger than she and held on firmly, trying not to hurt her, yet
unwilling to let go until they were clear of the building that he had
followed her to an hour earlier.

They were in the alley out back now. It wasn’t well-lit, but she
could see him clearly enough, thought she might have recognized
him as she squinted up into his brown face.

“Who the hell are you?” she insisted, still trying to free her wrist,
but not struggling as hard now. “Don’t I know you?”

“I have no idea,” he told her in a low, annoyingly calm tone. “I
suppose it is possible, considering we work in the same building.
But right now we have to get out of here.”

“Why? This is my night off, I was invited here by some friends and
we were having a good time before you accosted me on my way to
the bathroom. You’re lucky I didn’t pee on your shoes.”

This made Kevin smile despite himself, but he quickly shoved it
away, glancing both ways down the alley.

“You should choose your friends better, Ms. Dell,” he told her, and
before she could respond, the first sirens could be heard in the
distance and closing fast.

“Come on!” he hissed, his grip on her wrist even tighter now as he
pulled her behind him. “We have to get out of here before the cops
seal of the block.” He didn’t say anything more and as the sirens
drew closer, Angie decided not to ask anymore questions, now
frightened of what was happening.

She was a little unnerved that this stranger—because he hadn’t yet
introduced himself—knew where she lived, took her inside the
building and right up to her apartment door, waiting until she took
her key out with shaky hands and unlocked it.

“Get some rest, Ms. Dell,” he told her. “Tomorrow you’re going to
have some questions to answer at the RSO. And your boss is
probably going to ream you, too, but I don’t think you’re in too
much trouble, not enough to get you sent home early. Like I said,



though, you should be a little more careful in picking your friends
locally.”

Without another word, and without identifying himself either,
Kevin Mada turned and walked away without a backwards glance.

The questions at the RSO lasted for more than five hours. The
reaming from her desk supervisor lasted less time, but was far more
stinging. Still, Kevin had been right, she was not sent home. During
the course of her questioning and reaming she learned that the club
she’d been pulled out of just prior to the raid was a frequent
hangout for various radical elements, including some well-known
terrorist sympathizers. Three were in the club last night and the
authorities had staged a raid to capture them and any of their
associates and backers who were present as well. Everyone caught
there was being detained until their status could be determined, and
this could take a long time, even if they claimed diplomatic status
with a foreign embassy. Had Angie been caught there when the raid
occurred, she would still be in lockup, and when she was released,
likely not any time soon, despite her status at the American
Embassy, she would have been put on a plane back to the states and
most likely booted out of the State Department when she arrived
home. So it would seem that she owed the creep from Security
who’d been shadowing her last night big time for saving her job, not
to mention her butt. If she only knew his name. Not that it really
mattered, though. After all, he was a creep.

A month later Kevin returned from working in Chad, and he was
just in time for the embassy’s annual 4th of July blowout bash
hosted at the ambassador’s residence on the outskirts of the capital.
Not that Kevin was an invited guest, he was on the security team,
along with a significant contingent of the embassy’s Marine guards.

Angie Dell was a guest, although she was still in the doghouse
with her boss, and would remain so for months to come. She arrived
with a group of friends, all in casual clothes, jeans, loose tops,
sandals, and was both surprised and annoyed to see Kevin walking
down the front steps of the residence dressed in khaki slacks, a
white polo, and a blue blazer. A radio earpiece could be seen



dangling from the left side of his head, and he did not look pleased
to be there.

Angie took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, told her friends
she’d catch up later, then strolled up to him and put out her hand.

“I’m Angie Dell,” she said confidently. “And I don’t think we’ve
been formally introduced even though we have met.”

Kevin was not in a great mood, he was tired, and he was not in the
right frame of mind to be pleasant, but looking into those pale blue
eyes right then made something in him melt. Before he could stop it,
a smile bubbled to the surface, he extended his hand and took hers.

“Kevin Mada, Ms. Dell. Good to see you’re still around.”
She smiled.
“You, too,” she said, releasing his hand. “I’ve been looking around

the embassy for you but no one seemed to know where you were. I
didn’t know if you were hiding from me or perhaps had been
reassigned.”

Kevin smiled again, feeling a little more tension release.
“I was away on assignment,” he said vaguely. “RSOs do quite a bit

of traveling, as I’m sure you know.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard,” she said. “Busy all the time, following people

around and all, I guess.”
Kevin frowned a little; he was not in the mood for an argument

about individual privacy rights either.
Sensing this, Angie shook her head.
“I wasn’t being accusatory. Look, I just wanted to thank you for

what you did that night a month ago. I had no clue, and if you
hadn’t gotten me out of there when you did, I’d be back home and
fired right now. And I have done what you suggested regarding my
friends, choosing them more carefully.”

Kevin nodded.
“Very wise of you,” he told her. “And you’re welcome.”
They stood staring at one another for almost a full minute, then

one of the Marines posted out front signaled they needed his help.
“Gotta go,” he told her, with some reluctance.
“Yeah,” she said. “Me, too. My friends are in there drinking up all

the booze without me. Guess I’ll see you around, if you don’t have to



go away again.”
“I’ll be around for a while,” he told her, moving over to the Marine

who had called to him. “Maybe I’ll bump into you again.”
Angie felt warm in the pit of her tummy, took a couple of deep

breaths as she watched Kevin Mada move away, couldn’t resist
checking out his backside, too. Then she turned and went inside the
residence to find her friends. And the booze!

Two months later, Kevin and Angie were coming back from their
first date at a cozy little restaurant two blocks away from the
embassy when four heavily armed gunmen opened fire on the
Marines out front and tried to force their way inside. As RSOs are
always required to be armed when deployed, especially those who
actually work for the CIA, Kevin first made sure that Angie was safe,
then went to help. He killed two of the gunmen but was critically
wounded himself in the exchange. The embassy doctor later told
him that if Angie hadn’t been there to keep pressure on his wounds
until medical aid arrived, he would not have survived long enough
to get into surgery.

Five months after that, with Kevin almost fully recovered, and
while both were back in the states on home leave, Angie and he were
married in a small ceremony with just a few close friends and family
in attendance. Less than a year and a half later came Reggie the
Fearless, followed in four years by Pali the Palindrome. During that
time Angie continued her education, obtaining advanced degrees in
economics and international relations. She rose through the ranks
at the Department of State, becoming an office director shortly after
her thirty-fifth birthday. A couple years later, with a new
administration in the White House, an opportunity opened up on
the National Security Council staff and she took it, her star and
political influence continuing to rise.

And now the private sector, although she still held high security
clearance and was in regular contact and consultation with many
top officials within government, including the one she routinely
climbed into bed with. She was doing important work, and
providing for her family’s future and security, but still, there were
times when she missed the service of what she had done before.



 
ANGIE SHIFTED AGAINST HER HUSBAND, groaned a little as
she finished telling him about a meeting she had with the Italian
ambassador early that morning, and about all the flirting he had
done with her, unreciprocated, of course. Kevin grinned, kissed her
neck again.

“The Chief of DO/SAD
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 owes me a favor; I’m sure if I ask,
she’ll have somebody from one of her black bag teams strangle him
in his sleep tomorrow night,” he quipped, then started shuddering,
groaning, too.

The entire time they had been lying in bed, Kevin was completely
naked and Angie’s nightshirt was lifted above her waist, Kevin’s left
hand under it, caressing his wife’s bare breasts. He was swelling
inside her, now exploding inside her, and Angie was experiencing
yet another series of intense orgasms.

Afterwards, she lay in the crook of his arm, her head on his bare
chest, lips nibbling sleepily on his skin, feeling the rough, nine inch
scar that would always be a reminder of their first date, and the
night she had nearly lost him. Kevin kissed her forehead and closed
his eyes, a completely happy and satisfied man.

Angie snuggled closer, resting her leg across his lower body. She
was the same kind of woman.



Chapter 4

CIA HEADQUARTERS
MCLEAN, VIRGINIA
1147 HOURS

 
Wednesday morning, every other week, was senior staff meeting day
in the Directorate of Support (DS), that arm of the Agency’s
bureaucracy responsible for making sure that the trains ran on
time, so to speak. The people who made sure that everyone else had
what they needed to do their jobs with as little consternation as
possible.

At the head of this directorate sat Alvin Kramer, 59, a thirty-three
veteran of the Agency eyeing retirement in a couple years and still
searching for the right person to replace him. His official title was
Deputy Director for Support, DDS for short.

The key components of DS were the Office of Budget and Finance,
the Office of Logistics, the Office of Medical Services, the Office of
Communications and Technology, the Office of Training and
Education, and, of course, the Office of Security. All of the directors
of these offices were in town and present for this morning’s every
other Wednesday meeting, something that had not happened in
more than two months as each of them often had a busy travel
schedule, including DDS Kramer himself. Actually he was supposed
to be attending a conference in Europe right now but had sent his
associate deputy director in his place because of a could not miss
dental appointment he had this afternoon. It was good to have the
lot of them together in one place, Kramer thought as the meeting
wrapped up.

As everyone was gathering their things to leave, the DDS caught
Kevin’s eye and indicated that he should hang back until the others
cleared the conference room attached to Kramer’s seventh floor
OHB—Original Headquarters Building—office at the CIA campus.



Kevin sat back down and Kramer came to him, pulled out the
chair next to him, lowered his bulk into it with an audible sigh.

“I need to loose twenty pounds,” the deputy director said as he
patted his stomach. When Kevin didn’t say anything, Kramer
smirked. “Don’t rush to tell me I’m wrong.”

Kevin returned the smirk.
“I was hired for my honesty and integrity, Mr. Deputy Director,

sir, I’m afraid I cannot lie to my superiors.”
Kramer chuckled, as did Kevin.
“Smartass. Say, have you given any more thought to what I asked

about?”
“If you mean about me moving into your chair when you retire,

absolutely not,” Kevin said firmly. “I’m quite happy where I am,
didn’t ever think about getting this far. But running OS will be the
pinnacle of my career. I have no desire for a position in senior
management, least of all trying to oversee the eight hundred pound
gorilla known as the Directorate of Support. No thank you.”

Kramer smiled ironically.
“So is that a maybe?” he said.
“It’s a no,” Kevin said. “And it’s final.”
“Have you discussed it with Angie?” Kramer persisted.
“I’m a grown man, Alvin. I’ve been in the CIA nearly my entire

adult life, I’ve survived dozens of firefights, scores of fistfights, and
who knows how many boring embassy parties. I don’t have to get
my wife’s permission before I turn down a job.” He paused. “That
said, she told me I can do whatever makes me happy.”

Kramer grinned again.
“Sounds about like my Ginny,” he said. “Tells me exactly when my

mind is made up. Well to be honest with you, pal of mine, it’s not
looking too good to keep the position in-house when I go. You’re
about the best hope. I know you’re really serious about not wanting
the job, Kevin, but you do know you could do it. And the DCI would
support you for it. She’s a fan of your work.”

Kevin cast a sideways glance at his boss, not entirely sure if he was
being bullshitted or not. Then he decided he didn’t really care. His



mind was made up; he was not taking the promotion, not even
considering it.

“So, Al, is there anything else you wanted to discuss, because if
that was all…”

Kramer suddenly looked off into the distance for a few moments,
sighed heavily again.

“How’s that thing with Cutler coming?” he asked.
“You mean that contractor BI you asked to be expedited?” Kevin

said.
“Yeah,” Kramer said. “And to be clear, that wasn’t me asking for

the expedited clearance. Came to me through the Director, and she
got it from the White House.”

Kevin sighed in annoyance. This was the key reason he had
initially balked at being elevated to the top slot in Security, and was
the chief reason he would never take the position of Deputy Director
for Support. Politics. And even worse, politicians.

“We just got tasked on Monday, Al, and I put it directly into the
hands of Larry Gonzales, head of Investigations Group. Ahmed Vali
is arranging to have the guy come in for a polygraph, hopefully by
Friday. But even with dispatch, assuming everything comes back
clean, it’s not like it’ll be an overnight or a rubber stamp thing.”

Kramer suddenly held up both hands, palms out.
“Oh, Kevin, don’t misunderstand me, man. I know you’re gonna

do your job like it’s supposed to be done, all of your people, in fact.
And I sure as hell am not asking for a rubber stamp on a Top
Secret/SCI clearance. I probably should have kept my mouth shut
about the White House, but the Director called a little while before
you all arrived. She got a call from over there first thing this
morning, inquiring. Didn’t tell me who called, but if I had to guess
I’d bet it was the chief of staff. She was just passing it on to me. She
probably should have told that old jarhead to keep his stars in the
drawer and we’d be done when we’re done, but you know how it is.”

Indeed Kevin did, which, again, is why he was staying where he
was. In Security. Where he belonged.

“Al, my people are on it,” he said evenly. “And as soon as we have
all our ducks lined up, I’ll let you know. My folks are good, you



know that. We’ll have something soon. Promise.”
Kramer nodded, hefted his bulk up from the chair and smiled,

patting Kevin on the shoulder.
“No doubts, my friend,” he said. “No doubts.”

Kevin had lunch with some friends in the covert dining hall
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at Headquarters and then drove back to his office at Stafford a little
after one p.m. in the middle of a heavy rainstorm. He was still a
little bit annoyed about the politics that were being played out
around him, and that would ultimately keep him from ascending to
a position that he knew he was more than capable of handling,
deserving even.

Not to mention the top slot at the Agency, the DCI. And talk about
politics, in that job it would be the only thing he ever had time for.

No, he hadn’t lied, he was happy right where he was.
Happy being The Doss.
Almost as happy as he was being Angie’s husband and the father

of Reggie and Pali.
Almost, but really not even close.



Chapter 5

OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR
CIA OFFICE OF SECURITY
13:11 HOURS

 
Thursday morning Kevin spent in a meeting with a team from
Budget and Finance, his least favorite thing to do, but quite
necessary if he wanted to keep his office funded. If he wasn’t so
conscientious he might have pawned the duty off on one of his
deputies—had actually considered it anyway—but he knew better
because this was his opportunity to make the strongest possible case
for increases in operating funds while shooting down their reasons
to cut Security’s budget. All in all he’d rather be back in the jungles
of Manila fighting to stay alive with Anna Betts and the rest of their
team at his side, it had been a lot more fun then, despite what Anna
said now. And the leeches.

He went to lunch at the Subway a few blocks away from Stafford
and had a veggie sub on flat bread with sweet onion and chipotle
sauces generously applied. His favorite.

Returning to his office after lunch, Kevin was content, his tummy
satisfied, and knowing that the workload on his desk this afternoon
wasn’t too insurmountable. He might just get done before five and
be home before his wife this evening, surprise her.

He was in his office for approximately three minutes before the
phone on his desk buzzed, the intercom, and his administrative
assistant, Clark Beeson, informed him that he had three
unscheduled visitors who would like a word, if possible. Kevin asked
who and when Clark told him, he mockingly told his AA to call
Security and have them thrown out. Since the intercom was on
speaker on the other end, he heard Anna Betts retort, “They aren’t
dumb enough to try that with me.”



Kevin chuckled, she wasn’t wrong about that. In general everyone
considered Anna Betts to be the most dangerous person in OS,
perhaps the entire Agency. Once while leading a high-threat
protection detail in Latin America, years after Manila, she had
ordered her team to cover and evacuate their principal, a deputy
chief of station whose cover had been blown and was on the top of a
lot of bad guy hit lists, and by herself had engaged five armed
hostiles with nothing but a handgun, an ASP, and a folding knife.
The latter of which she used to sever one of the bad guy’s carotid
arteries when he was dumb enough to get into a hand-to-hand
contest with her. Something Kevin could have warned him was a
really bad idea, having fought her many times during training, and
most often having his ass kicked for his troubles.

He sat back in his chair and watched as Deputy Director Betts
walked in, followed closely by the Chief of Investigations Group and
the Chief of Polygraph Division. None of them were smiling, not
even Anna, despite the joviality of her comments over the intercom.
Something was wrong, and for all three of them to come in together,
he had a pretty good idea what it was. He told them to sit. Larry
Gonzales and Ahmed Vali took the two chairs in front of the desk
while Anna sat on the sofa to his left and crossed her long legs,
unbuttoning her suit jacket as she settled.

“Tell me,” Kevin said, leaning further back in his chair and
interlocking his fingers behind his head. He was in shirtsleeves, the
jacket of his dark blue suit on the rack in the far corner, his light
blue shirt still looking fresh after several hours of wear, his red
striped tie still a perfect Windsor.

“Dameon Sinclair,” Anna announced without preamble, her face
showing irritation. “The new vice president recently hired by Cutler
Industries to head up their International Operations Branch.”

“I know who he is, Anna,” Kevin said, still leaning back in his
chair.

“Maybe not,” she said slyly. “First, Ahmed.”
The head of the Polygraph Division turned to Kevin, adjusting his

blue horn rimmed glasses before speaking.



“We contacted Mr. Sinclair to set up an appointment for him to
come in for a polygraph examination, and let me tell you, it wasn’t
easy getting in touch with him, but my assistant can be relentless,
and eventually got through.”

“Okay,” Kevin said.
“She explains why she’s calling, telling him that we can set it up

for this week if he’s available, or any time that is convenient because
this is a priority job. Then he tells her that he’s not sure if or when
he’ll be able to make an appointment because he is very busy,
traveling a lot, and doesn’t have a lot of free time.”

Kevin frowned, lowered his hands to his stomach.
“He said he’s too freaking busy? Seriously?”
“Yes, boss,” Ahmed replied quickly. “Lois asked for confirmation

and wrote everything down in her notes. She explained that a
polygraph was necessary for anyone being considered for Top
Secret/SCI clearance with us, but he still maintained that he was too
busy.”

Kevin was still frowning, about to respond, when Anna cut in.
“And that’s not the best part yet, Kev,” she told him. “Larry?”
The head of Investigations nodded, looking at the Director.
“Washington Field Office has reported no fewer than nine

discrepancies between what is listed on his PHS and what they’ve
turned up. Some minor, some not. Some look like outright lies,
Kevin, which is why they sent in the prelim report so quickly,
knowing this is a rush job and the guy works for a high-powered
contractor.”

“Nine?” Kevin frowned deeper. “Jesus! And this guy has held
DOD clearance before, correct?”

“Still does,” Larry told him. “He’s being reviewed by the Defense
Security Service because of the new job, but they did the last
background on him when he worked for his previous employer,
another DOD contractor. They had to have seen this stuff, boss. I
find it hard to believe that their investigators are this sloppy.”

Kevin took a breath, released it as he leaned forward on his desk,
glancing at his head of Personnel Security. She stared back hard and
unblinking, no doubt thinking the same things he was. After a few



moments of consideration, Kevin looked at the two men sitting in
front of him.

“Ahmed, make one further attempt to get Mr. Sinclair to come in
for a poly, make sure that it is absolutely understood that no
clearance can be granted by this agency without one. If he refuses,
make sure it is properly documented again, please.”

Ahmed nodded.
“I’ll take care of if personally,” he assured.
“Larry, have WFO put together everything they have so far in

report form and get it to me ASAP.”
The head of IG held up a hand.
“Already done, boss,” he said. “Figured you’d want to read it for

yourself. I can send it to you from my phone now.”
Kevin smiled a little, nodding.
“Please do. And tell WFO to keep at it, full-court-press. Have you

assigned other personnel to look into him overseas and such?”
“Yeah. Senior ASAC/WFO is spearheading that for me. Everybody

on it is reporting to her and she’s reporting to me.”
“Good,” Kevin said. “Keep that channel open and flowing. As of

right now, Mr. Sinclair is off the fast-track. And if he lied on his
PHS, he might be getting referred to DOJ for further investigation
and possible prosecution. I’ll leave that up to the DCI, though.”

“You gonna tell her?” Anna said.
He looked at her.
“Oh yeah,” he replied. “She got this request from the White House

and they’ve already been asking questions about its status. Need to
let her know ASAP so she can get out in front. Her and Al Kramer.
With luck they’ll tell us to shut it down and we can move on, but for
right now I want the investigation to continue, understood?”

The other three managers in the office nodded.
Kevin nodded somberly, his mind already considering several

unpleasant possibilities. Ahmed and Larry stood and headed for the
door, Anna stood as well, coming over to the desk, leaning down
with her hands on the front.

“Think the White House knows about this guy?” she said.



Kevin considered his response carefully before sighing and
leaning back once more.

“What I’m wondering is how they or whomever got DOD/DSS to
go along with his previous clearance,” he told her. “Can you
discreetly inquire about their previous BI, find out who ran it, who
supervised and cleared it?”

Anna nodded slowly.
“Yeah, I’ve got a few sources over there. Have to be careful not to

tip off any of the wrong people that I’m snooping, but I’ll find out.”
“Thanks, Anna. Isn’t this upper middle management thing a real

hoot?”
She pushed off the desk and smirked down at him.
“No it is not,” she told him, turning for the door. “But still a hell of

a lot better than fucking Manila!” And she was gone.
Kevin sat in deep thought for several minutes before he reached

for his desk phone again, this time buzzing his Executive Assistant,
Mindy Gregg.

“Mindy, could you find out, through that wonderful backchannel
network of yours, a convenient time for both the DCI and DDS to
meet with me on a somewhat urgent matter? Today would be nice,
but no latter than tomorrow, as it is Friday. Yes. Yep. Thank you,
kind madam. I’ll await your results.”

He hung up and turned to his desktop, the ding a few minutes ago
told him that an email file was waiting for him to acknowledge
receipt of. The preliminary report from Washington Field Office
that Larry Gonzales had promptly sent.

Another deep sigh, then Kevin accepted and accessed the file, an
uneasy dread settling into his guts as he began to read.



Chapter 6

CIA HEADQUARTERS
OFFICE OF THE DCI
1434 HOURS

 
Grace Tunny-Baxter, 62, petite, short cut red hair going to silver
around the edges, emerald green eyes behind rimless tortoiseshell
bifocals, windows into the highly intelligent and rigorously ordered
mind behind them.

She is the first woman to ever head the Agency, to rise to the
position of Director of Central Intelligence. With the reorganization
of the U.S. Intelligence Community and the creation of the post of
Director of National Intelligence (DNI) in the early 2000s, the top
slot at CIA was now officially referred to as D/CIA, but inside the
halls of Headquarters, they were still called the DCI. Tradition is a
hard habit to break in the spook world, which is not always a good
thing when dealing with dynamic and evolving threats.

In addition to being the first woman, she was also the first
careerist to rise to the top slot at the Agency in quite a while, having
begun her career thirty-three years ago as a Near East analyst after
finishing up a four year hitch as an Air Force Intelligence officer.
Her selection to her present post was an unlikely one, given the
current occupant of the White House and his obviously demeaning
attitude toward women, however, her predecessor, although a
career congressional politician and not an Agency Man himself, had
been a great fan of Tunny-Baxter’s going back to when he served as
House Select Intelligence Committee Chairman and she was the
Director of the Office of Nonproliferation and later Deputy Director
for Analysis. When the congressman was tapped to lead the Agency
by the incoming administration, he knew he needed someone from
the inside with an intimate knowledge of the inner workings of the
organization to be his number two. Grace Tunny-Baxter was his first



and only choice and he had tirelessly championed her appointment
with the White House, eventually prevailing over some stiff internal
objections from the misogynist-dominated National Security
apparatus over there.

Then, a year into his tenure as D/CIA, a shakeup at State heralded
the early end of tour for the nation’s chief diplomat and a mad
reshuffling of the cabinet decks. The D/CIA was nominated to take
over as SecState and he insisted that he would only take the position
if his deputy were nominated to replace him at CIA. Now a year
later, DCI Tunny-Baxter was not so sure she should have accepted
the job. Nothing to do with her abilities, of course, she knew that
she was more than adequate to the task of overseeing the nation’s
top intelligence service. No, it was that she hated politics about as
much as her head of security did, but unlike him with regards to the
DDS’ slot, she hadn’t had the good sense to turn down the DCI’s job.

It was Friday afternoon, the end of a trying week where she had
spent most of that time testifying before both houses of congress in
open and closed-door sessions, answering a lot of questions that the
questioners already knew the answers to as well as she did. When
they were in front of the cameras this was done so they could look
on top of things with their constituents back home, but when they
were in executive session, it was pure politics, and the DCI really
hated that. She was looking forward to the weekend, spending time
with her husband, who no doubt had had as rough a week as she,
being a senior judge with the D.C. federal circuit and currently in
the middle of a high-profile trial. They had plans to go down to West
Virginia on Saturday with some friends to visit a horse ranch and
check out some new thoroughbreds. Then on Sunday they were
scheduled to have brunch at the Maryland estate of a D.C.
powerbroker known for hobnobbing with the great and the good in
government service from across the D.C. spectrum. Later on Sunday
they would relax at home and maybe watch an old movie that was
now available on digital.

The last thing the DCI needed was the mess that her Director of
Security was bringing to her now. Both he and her Deputy Director
for Support were seated in the wing chairs across from her large



carved oak desk in the middle of the surprisingly small seventh floor
office afforded to the head of the nation’s premier spy shop. She had
just finished reading the preliminary report that investigators from
the Office of Security’s D.C. Field Office had compiled on one
Dameon Sinclair, Senior Vice President for International
Operations at Cutler Industries of Norfolk, Virginia.

“Does this man not want a clearance?” said the DCI, glancing
away from the monitor to her right. “If I remember correctly, the
PHS is thirty-eight pages long. How in hell can you make this many
mistakes in thirty-eight pages? And his busy schedule preventing
him from making an appointment to come in for a poly? It was
explained to this nitwit that in order to get Top Secret/Sensitive
Compartmented Information clearance from us you have to take a
polygraph examination, and pass it with flying colors?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kevin answered. “Chief of Polygraph Division has
that documented, as you can see in the attachment to the
Investigations report. He’s been contacted twice and both times it
was made clear to him.”

DCI Tunny-Baxter frowned deeper, glanced at her screen again,
then over to her DDS.

“He’s been cleared before by DOD, right, AL?”
“Correct, ma’am,” replied Al Kramer. “For his previous job at

Stabler Technologies out in Newport News. He was based at their
Denver office part of that time. And his BI was handled by the
Defense Security Service.”

“How long ago?” she asked.
“Not quite four years,” replied the DDS.
“And some of these discrepancies go back farther than that, surely

DSS’ people can’t be that careless?”
“I would hope not,” said the DDS. “Otherwise that would mean

there could be a great many people walking around with top
Pentagon clearance who probably shouldn’t be.”

“Kevin, can we get a look at the old DSS investigations?”
The DOS was reticent and careful in his response.
“An official request would take a while,” he said at length. “And

would likely be redacted in several key ways. And they could simply



refuse to share it, which means we’d have to go to the DNI and see if
he would order them to do it, which he might or might not do, and
in the meantime we get into a pissing contest with a sister agency
and it might cost us down the line.”

The DCI studied the DOS for some time, her face closed, her eyes
appraising. Then she shook her head and grinned.

“Tell me what you’re planning,” she said. “Unofficially, of course.
You fuck up, I never even knew you existed.”

Kevin smiled, too, then told both of them.
“Okay,” she said when he finished. “Good, let me know when you

have it. In the meantime, until this is resolved, these questions
satisfactorily answered and a poly administered, Mr. Sinclair is off
the fast-track, and at this rate I highly doubt he’ll be getting a
clearance at all. I wonder if the White House knew about any of this
before they asked for expedited clearance?” She paused, glanced
over at her two subordinates, knowing the question on both their
minds. There really was no reason for her to tell them, but Tunny-
Baxter, though in the secrets business, did not like keeping her
people in the dark when it was not necessary, and given what she
now saw as a messy storm brewing, perhaps letting them in the
know might be wise.

“The request came from Susan Hull, Special Assistant to the
President for National Security Affairs, the number two on the
National Security Council. But I’ll tell you both that I don’t believe
this originated with her, more likely someone else further up the
chain is using her as a beard.”

“Well that’d be a short list, Grace,” said the DDS. “Considering her
position. And if I make no mistake, Jonathan Redmond Cutler IV is
an ardent supporter of the president, a major campaign
contributor.”

The DCI looked at him sharply for a moment, then glanced away.
Kevin shook his head wearily. More politics.

“Kevin, have your investigators keep doing what they’re doing for
now, but as I said, Sinclair is off the fast-track. I’m going to be
attending a brunch Sunday morning in Maryland and Dr. Hull is
going to be there as well. I’ll arrange a private word; let her know of



the snags that have come up in the clearance process regarding Mr.
Sinclair. Perhaps this will be enough to get them to pull the plug.
Maybe by early next week. In the meantime, don’t sweat it. I’m sure
you’ve got a lot of other things on your plate more pressing.”

She allowed a small smirk.
“Otherwise I’m not working you hard enough.”
Kevin smirked in return.
“If not you, then somebody sure as hell is, boss,” he said, and the

three Agency seniors laughed.
Inwardly, Kevin was relieved, having heard exactly what he

wanted to from his Director.
Inwardly, Tunny-Baxter was not at all relieved, knowing full well

that this White House was just petty enough to keep pushing to get
Sinclair cleared despite all the problems that had come up with his

SSBI
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, and vindictive enough to come after the Agency for
standing in their way.

If she could just hang on three more years, it would be nothing
short of a miracle.

Days like this, Grace Tunny-Baxter wasn’t so sure that was such a
good thing.



Chapter 7

It was early spring, and while the weather in and around the
nation’s capital was still wintry some days, this weekend it was near
ideal and Angie and Kevin took full advantage. Saturday they went
down to Colonial Williamsburg to do some antique shopping, Angie
having seen some pieces featured online from a local shop and
thought they’d look good in the den and maybe the living room. She
was lucky enough to get two of the pieces she wanted, and only
made a small dent in their retirement fund, joking that they were
really investments rather than purchases. Kevin simply smiled
because he loved his wife.

The Farm, officially known as Camp Peary, is also located in
Williamsburg, the Agency’s primary training center. They ate lunch
in the guest dining room with the assistant chief of base security
who had the weekend duty and she caught Kevin up on all the
goings on, official and unofficial, tipping him to a couple of potential
problems that might be brewing when Angie excused herself to go to
the bathroom. Nothing too serious, but it was always good to have
advanced knowledge, and for this reason Kevin always made sure he
had people he could rely on posted everywhere. The assistant chief
was an up and comer with another eight months on her tour at the
Farm before her next assignment. Her boss had no plans to leave his
position any time soon and she didn’t have enough time in grade to
take that slot anyway, but Kevin had a few others in mind that she
would be well suited for, each in need of a pair of The Doss’ secret
eyes.

Sunday they went kayaking on the Chesapeake with their kids and
Zandelee Motubu, Pali’s girlfriend. Kevin and Angie both knew
they’d be sore for the rest of the upcoming week, but the fun they
had with the youngsters far outweighed any future physical



discomfort. Or so they told themselves Sunday night. They treated
the kids to pizza at a nearby specialty place, then parted company at
five, returning to their home in Tysons Corner to shower and then
spent the last hours of their weekend snuggled up together on the
sofa with their favorite Sherlock Holmes stories.

Then it was Monday.
Tuesday afternoon, Angie and Kevin had lunch at the Shanghai

Lounge on Wisconsin Avenue Northwest in Georgetown, a favorite
spot of theirs, just a few blocks away from the renovated three-story
townhouse that was the global headquarters of the Bryce Group.
Kevin drove from McLean while Angie walked, despite still feeling
sore from their excursion on the water this weekend, not to mention
later on the sofa after Sherlock Holmes lost their interest.

It was one-fifteen and the sky had become overcast while they
were dining inside. Kevin said he’d run her back to her office in his
car, but Angie said she wanted to walk off lunch. Kevin remarked
that he knew a better way to work off lunch if she were interested.

Angie grinned, leaned close to her husband.
“Want to do it in the back of the Honda?” she said, then kissed his

lips.
“Or the front,” he quipped, holding on to her as people passed

them on the street. “Love you, blue eyes.”
“Love you, too, hubby-dear. And I have to get going, otherwise

you won’t see me at home until after midnight. Then it might be too
late for me to jump your bones.”

Kevin chuckled, kissed her again before releasing her.
“Never will it ever be too late for that, darling. Even if I’m dead.”
She laughed, reached around and patted his rump. “Pretty sure I

know how to bring you back to life,” she said, then turned and
started away quickly. Kevin stared after her until she reached the
corner where she would turn left. She paused, blew him a kiss, then
was gone.

He stood waiting, his manner now completely devoid of the
happiness that had been present when his wife was with him.
People continued to go by him, some glancing at him oddly as he



stood there looking into the distance, seemingly oblivious. Then the
voice called from behind.

“Mr. Mada, I was wondering if we might have a word?”
Kevin did not turn right away, nor did he respond, simply

continued staring in the opposite direction. Another minute went by
and then a tall man in a dark gray suit, highly starched white shirt,
solid red tie, highly polished brown brogues, white hair, and ramrod
straight bearing stepped in front of him.

Kevin sighed and stared up into the man’s steel gray eyes. Though
they had never met, Kevin knew exactly who this man was, what he
did not know is how this man knew who he was. Nor did he know
why he was stalking him at lunch.

“General Johns,” Kevin said after another few moments. “Funny
running into the White House Chief of Staff out here on the streets
like this. And somehow I don’t get the feeling this is a coincidence.”

David Johns, Chief of Staff to the President of the United States,
smiled with no warmth, glanced around at the street for a few
moments before resettling his attention on Kevin.

“Could we talk in private, Kevin?” he said in a quiet tone. “It won’t
take long, I promise, but what I have to say is confidential, you
understand?”

Kevin did not, but he was sure he soon would.
“Sure, General,” he said, then turned and started walking in the

other direction. “My car is this way.”
Johns probably wanted to protest because, as Kevin well knew, his

chauffer driven official Towncar was idling down the street in the
opposite direction. However, after some deliberation, Johns
irritably shook his head and followed the DOS to the green Honda
CR-V on a meter five spaces away.



Chapter 8

WISCONSIN AVENUE NORTHWEST
GEORGETOWN, WASHINGTON, D.C.

 
“My car would have been more comfortable,” said the retired
Marine general as he got his long legs inside the CR-V and closed
the door. “Not to mention a bit more private, the windows are tinted
after all.”

“You can let the seat back,” Kevin told him. “The button is on the
right side. You’re a bit taller than my wife.”

The passenger reached down on the right side of the seat and
found the button, but this only moved him back a few inches and he
was still cramped. That’s what happens when you don’t stop
growing at a reasonable height, Kevin smiled inwardly.

“And we have all the privacy we need right here, Mr. Johns,” he
went on, fiddling with some of the buttons on the dash. A
compartment opened and a panel with a keypad revealed itself.
Kevin typed in a sequence of numbers, there was a brief electronic
hum and then Johns grabbed his ears, in obvious discomfort.

“Takes a bit of getting used to,” Kevin said as he turned to the
other man. “Electronic sound dampening system. Not quite a

SCIF
[x]

, but pretty darn close for a Honda. Given my position and
the fact that sometimes I have to take secure calls while on the move
—and I’m not assigned a specially modified vehicle such as someone
on your level—my personal car had to be modified.”

Johns nodded as he removed his hands from his ears, discomfort
still showing on his pockmarked face.

“Not sure if the unpleasant side effect is worth it,” he mumbled,
glancing around the street. “But if we’re secure…”

“We are,” Kevin assured him. “And I have a few questions in
regards to security. The first is how do you know who I am?”



Johns was cagy, didn’t make eye contact at first, which Kevin
found odd for a decorated combat veteran with a reputation for
going right at an enemy no matter the odds.

“Given my position, Mr. Mada, you really shouldn’t be surprised,”
he finally said.

“Given that I work for a secret government organization and my
identity is highly classified, Mr. Johns, I am very surprised. Because
even though I work at a senior level, my actual employer is still not
officially disclosed. Not even on my tax returns. Even though you
are a very senior government official, a former Homeland Security
secretary and NATO supreme commander before that, it does not
automatically grant you access to such knowledge.”

More silence, and Johns continued to look forward and not at
Kevin.

“Then there is the matter of how you knew where to find me
today?” Kevin went on. “I know I wasn’t followed, and as soon as
your car arrived on this street, I saw it, saw you get out and walk
down the block and wait until my wife and I came out.”

“You’re very observant, Mr. Mada,” Johns said, smiling a little.
“Given my job, General, if I weren’t, I’d have been dead long ago.

Only two people at the Agency knew where I was going to lunch
today and with whom, and I know neither one of them would have
told you or anyone outside the Agency without my permission. So I
really would like an answer to that question as well.”

Again, more silence.
Kevin waited, although he did have things he needed to be doing

back at Stafford, his attention was fully on the security breach that
was sitting in the passenger’s seat of his vehicle right now.

Finally Johns sighed and turned to face him.
“Kevin, you know I am not a security risk,” he said with

exaggerated patience, adding a little condescension to his tone for
good measure. “And so do a lot of other people. I work for the
President of the United States, your boss’ boss’ boss. I have the
highest of clearances. Let’s leave it at that, okay?”

Far from okay, but Kevin chose not to say more on the subject for
now, nodded after a few moments.



“Okay, David, suppose you tell me why it is you decided to violate
about a dozen security and procedural protocols in order to meet
with me today?”

The White House Chief of Staff’s smile grew colder, and he
glanced around once more. Mid-level government functionaries did
not address him by his first name; however, he wisely chose to
ignore the slight, given the circumstances.

“I wanted to have a word with you about Dameon Sinclair,” he
said, eyes now focused on those of the DOS. “Seeing as how you are
the man ultimately responsible for granting him security clearance
at the Agency. And you seem to be dragging your feet about it.”

Kevin actually chuckled, his eyes never leaving those of the old
general.

“I think you mean I’m the one doing my job, David,” he said
easily. “And since you seem to know so much about what’s going on
in my shop, you probably also know about all the things that don’t
match up on his personal history statement.”

“A few minor discrepancies,” Johns waved a hand. “This can be
cleared up with a revised submission. Sinclair is a very busy man,
I’m sure he just made a few mistakes in his haste, no ill intent, and
no need to sidetrack his clearance.”

“As of last evening, we were up to twenty-three things on his PHS
that don’t match with what my investigators have found,” Kevin told
him coolly. “And most are not trivial or minor. I also find it hard to
believe that all of them were unintentional. Plus, having filled out
and signed one yourself, you’ve probably noticed that part at the
bottom right above the signature line that says providing false
information is a crime and could lead to fine or imprisonment, or
both.”

Johns suddenly didn’t look so sure, perhaps he had not heard that
OS/IG investigators had uncovered more inconsistencies since he
was last briefed, yet he did not appear ready to give up the game.
Sensing this, Kevin moved first.

“And there is the matter of him refusing to set up an appointment
to come in for the polygraph examination. You know that everyone
we grant TS/SCI clearance to has to take the poly. I’ve taken it, the



DCI has taken it, and so has every other contractor we’ve ever
cleared. It is an absolute requirement, no exceptions.”

Johns had been glancing out the window on his side of the
vehicle, he sighed heavily and turned back to Kevin, his gray eyes
seemingly softer, a bit.

“Kevin, there are no absolutes in life, you should know that.
Arrangements can be made, things can happen, for Mr. Sinclair’s
clearance, and for your career.”

Kevin kept his expression neutral, even though a powerful White
House official had essentially just offered him a bribe.

“You’re still a relatively young man,” Johns went on, lowering his
tone a little. “Your career could go on for a while yet. Perhaps
advancement is possible beyond your current position, or maybe
even in a sister agency. With the right connections, with the right
friends, you never know what could happen. You just have to be
willing to show friendship in return. If you take my meaning.”

Kevin was nodding, even smiled slyly.
“I do, General,” he said, and the smile faded. “Now get the fuck

out of my car before I hit the button for the ejection seat.”
General David Abraham Johns, Sr., USMC, Retired, stiffened, his

eyes going deadly cold. He looked as if he wanted to throttle the
man from CIA but realized that would probably be a bad idea. There
was the thirteen year age difference, and the fact that the Director of
Security, being CIA, was likely trained in close-quarters dirty
fighting, ejection seat not withstanding, though he was pretty sure
that was just a joke. Probably.

He climbed out, about to slam the passenger’s door, thought
better of it, then leaned back in, his eyes blazing.

“And with the wrong kind of enemies, Mr. Mada, people like you
can find their careers over before their pension plans are fully
vested!”

Then he slammed the CR-V’s door.
Kevin sat watching him in the rearview mirror until he was back

in his Towncar, and a few moments later it pulled out, heading
south down Wisconsin.



Kevin deactivated the masking system, checked that everything
said in the vehicle had been duly recorded visually and audibly,
transferred a copy of the recording to his phone via Bluetooth, then
started up and pulled out himself.

He was using Bluetooth now to make calls to both his AA and EA,
the former to tell him he would not be coming back to Stafford for a
while, perhaps not for the rest of the afternoon, and that his
appointments should be rescheduled. The latter was tasked with
setting up an emergency meeting with the DCI and DDS, ASAP!

“And when you’ve accomplished that feat, Mindy,” he said as he
turned onto the George Washington Memorial Parkway, his speed a
bit faster than was prudent for this time of day, “See if you can find
out what hole Conner Ricks has crawled into since last we heard
from him.”

Understanding the urgency in her boss’ voice, Mindy Gregg said
she would get right on everything and call back as soon as she had
taken care of what he requested. He thanked her and rang off, his
anger still burning deep within. Right now he was seriously thinking
about murdering a man, which was the clearest indication that he
should never, EVER, think of advancing any farther than his current
position of responsibility at the Agency.

“Politics, politics, fuck politics!” he raged, lowering his speed as
traffic picked up.

“And the motherfuckers who play at them!”



Chapter 9

CIA HEADQUARTERS
OFFICE OF THE DCI
1359 HOURS

 
Grace Tunny-Baxter and Alvin Kramer were busy as well this
Tuesday afternoon, but an urgent call from the Director of Security
was not something either one of them felt comfortable blowing off,
so they had agreed to the hasty meeting, and as soon as they saw
Kevin Mada’s face, they knew something bad was about to happen.

As quickly and succinctly as possible, he gave them the broad
strokes, and before they had time to fully digest that shocker, he
pulled up the recording from his phone and transferred it to the
DCI’s desktop. Kramer moved around back of her desk and leaned
over her shoulder as they watched and listened together, both with
their glasses perched high on their noses, eyes widening and jaws
dropping in disbelief.

When it ended, the Director glanced up at Kevin, removed her
glasses, and actually smiled.

“Does your car really have an ejection seat?” she inquired.
Kevin smiled for the first time since he had arrived.
“No,” he admitted. “But after this, I’m seriously thinking about

having one installed.”
“Might come in handy,” she told him, now frowning again. “This

is unbelievable. The Chief of Staff of the White House sidestepping
protocol like this, not to mention all the security violations he
committed. And he was actually dumb enough to get into your car
and think you wouldn’t record him. Of course, being a Marine
general, there is a lot of arrogance there. And I share your concerns
as to how he knew who you were. He would know that the Office of
Security was overseeing the clearance investigation into Dameon
Sinclair, but seeing as how he has never met you, he should not have



known your name. You do testify before congress in closed door
sessions, though.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kevin responded. “But even in executive session
they never use my name, I’m referred to as Director M/CIA/OS. The
leaders of the committees in both the House and the Senate know
my name, though, and I would imagine some of their senior staff as
well, but we vet all of them, too. Anyway, I’m not so sure the leak
came from that end. Plus there is the matter of how he knew exactly
where to find me today.”

Kramer was still standing behind the Director’s desk, frowningly
deeply, removing his glasses as well.

“Who knew where you were going to be having lunch today,
Kevin?” he said.

“My AA and EA, and neither one of them would tell anybody,
except maybe the two of you. I wasn’t followed either, plus, how
would they know who to follow and that I was going out to lunch?
And I don’t work at this facility, so that means they would’ve had to
have been waiting around Stafford, which they weren’t. Our covert
patrols would’ve spotted them.”

“This is a major breach of security, Kevin,” the DCI said. “I don’t
care if he is the White House Chief of Staff, he does not have a need
to know who you are, and certainly has no right to approach you
outside official channels. Then there is the matter of the threat at
the end.”

“And the bribe,” the DDS pointed out.
“That, too,” the DCI admitted.
“Ma’am, did you have that talk with the deputy at the NSC this

weekend?” Kevin said, still standing in front of her desk.
She nodded.
“I did. And sit, please.”
Kevin did, and the DDS came back around and sat next to him.
“I explained everything that we discussed on Friday, told her that

I thought it might be a good idea if she or someone from the White
House had a word with Cutler, have them quietly pull the clearance
request. Dr. Hull appeared to be genuinely stunned by the news,
and that was before the latest report of twenty-three discrepancies



in Sinclair’s PHS. She said she’d report what I told her to the
relevant parties and get back to me.”

“And she hasn’t yet, has she?” said the DDS.
“No,” said the DCI. “And today General Johns goes to see Kevin

when he’s out at lunch with his wife. The leak of your identity is a
personnel issue. Somebody had to tell him. As you said, officially
you aren’t listed as an employee of the Agency. Tax records show
you’ve been employed by the Department of Defense since you were
twenty-two, all of your postings in the Agency have been under one
cover or another within the DOD structure, correct?”

Kevin nodded.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Even when I was attached to a State

Department RSO, it was still covered as an appointment from
DOD.”

The Director nodded her head.
“And even in the Congressional Record where all government

promotions and appointments have to be listed, you’re shown under
the Senior Executive Service schedule and not the Senior
Intelligence Service one because we’re the only agency that uses SIS;
it would be a dead giveaway otherwise. So somebody in the know,
perhaps someone here in this building, had to give him your name.”

“Maybe,” Kevin said cautiously. “There is another possibility,
outside my own office at Stafford and several other places. The
White House Intelligence Office.”

“Shit,” said the Director of Central Intelligence. “Forgot about
that. How many currently posted there are ours besides Max
Foster?”

Alvin Kramer thought for a minute before responding.
“Six out of the thirteen,” he said. “Max’s deputy, Lucy Atlas, and

five others, I can get their names.”
“Max and Lucy both know me,” Kevin said. “But anyone with the

Agency can find out the name of the head of any office, division,
branch, or section, so the leak could be any of them, or none of
them.”

“We need to find out,” the DCI said.



“Agreed, ma’am. I’ll task Anna Betts from my office to head up the
effort, but I think we should bring CIC into it, too.”

The Director stared at him for a few moments, thinking quickly,
then nodding.

“Good idea. I’m also going to give a copy of your recording to the
Inspector General for safekeeping, bring her in as a backstop
because her appointment and mandate are congressional and the
White House has limited control regarding her work. You want to
call Mr. Ricks?”

“Already got my EA hunting him down.”
“Of course you do,” she smiled, but it was short lived as other

thoughts began to crowd her mind.
The Deputy Director for Support turned to the Director of

Security, touched his arm.
“One good thing to come out of all of this,” he said. “Everybody

thinks you should get promoted.”
Kevin was about to join him in laughter, but then felt the pressure

of the touch on his forearm and sat up with a start.
“What?” the DCI said.
“I think I know how Johns found out where I was,” he said,

shaking his head in disbelief. “And if I’m right, it was the mother of
all security breaches.”

Both the DCI and DDS sat rapt as the DOS told them what he
suspected. Dread set into both of them as they listened,
understanding the implications if he was correct.



Chapter 10

A lot of things changed because of the events of 11 September 2001,
and not all of them for the best of reasons. Perhaps the single most
significant change had come to be about three years afterwards,
following the complete integration of the new Department of
Homeland Security into the government structure. The highly
classified, by presidential order, Key Personnel Location System.
Back in 2001, one of the central problems was that in the mass
confusion of that day, for quite some time no one knew for sure the
locations of several very senior members of the government, cabinet
officials, congress members, judges, and key agency directors and
essential staff. This confusion left the nation vulnerable for more
than half a day and in the event the attacks had been more intense
and ongoing, could have led to the total crippling of the country.

Enter the Key Personnel Location System—KPLS for short. A list
of personnel deemed indispensable to managing and responding to
a national crisis was put together, studied, reorganized, whittled
down, built back up, until finally those responsible for overseeing
the project at DHS and the White House were confident that it
contained every position necessary. Then a proposal was presented
to the president of the day, which after some consultation with
senior staff and the lawyers, he signed off on. And the central
component of this order was that it was an order, if anyone did not
want to comply, they would not be allowed to hold an essential
position in the national security apparatus. No exceptions.

Today, there were four hundred thirty-nine people walking
around with highly encrypted GPS tracking chips implanted into
their left forearms. Three of them sitting in the DCI’s office right
now.



“And the son of a bitch used to be Secretary of Homeland
Security,” Kramer raged. “He’d know all about the program. He’s
got his own chip, too.”

“Plus he would know who to call at NSA,” Tunny-Baxter said.
“Because the only way to get those chips activated is through NSA
Security. Which is only supposed to happen in the event of a
national emergency, and even then only the President or his
successor can issue the order. The National Security Advisor could
do it, too, but only under certain circumstances.”

“But these things aren’t supposed to be used like that,” the DDS
protested. “Not for routine tracking or surveillance of the bearers.
National Security or not, that’s a serious fucking violation of our
civil liberties. And a huge goddamn crime!”

“It is,” the DCI agreed, sharing her deputy’s anger.
“There is a way around an official order,” Kevin pointed out

calmly, and both senior executives turned his way. “If it were a test.”
“You’re right,” the DCI said. “They do periodic tests of the system,

randomly selecting a certain number of chip holders, but they’re
supposed to notify us ahead of time, in case we’re in a classified
location, or some place we don’t want anyone to know about. I take
it no one contacted you about a test, Kevin?”

“No ma’am,” the DOS confirmed.
“Then that means it was done illegally,” she said. “But we have to

have proof that it was actually done before I can pursue this
further.”

Kevin nodded, standing.
“Director, if I can use your green line, I think I can expedite that.”
The DCI nodded, pushed back from her desk.
“By all means.”



Chapter 11

Captain Roger Chao came on the secure line a minute after Kevin
called the Office of Security at the United States National Security
Agency and identified himself, requesting to be put through to his
NSA counterpart immediately, priority-one.

Roger Chao was a career Navy officer, his entire service spent in
signals intelligence, so his appointment to the NSA ten years ago
was no great stretch. He was named Director of Security just last
year and during an introduction tour at CIA Headquarters, he and
Kevin had met, hit it off, and now had a very good working
relationship, often bypassing official channels and working on a
personal basis when something urgent came up. So a call such as
the one today was not unusual.

“Kevin!” Captain Chow exclaimed down the line. “Good to hear
from you, man. It’s been a minute. How are you, and what’s going
on? My assistant said priority-one, and we both know what a joke
that is, TV bullshit.”

Kevin chuckled a little, leaning over the DCI’s desk.
“Yeah, I know, man” he said into the speaker. “Look, Roger, this is

important. And before I go any further, I need to tell you you’re on
secure speaker in the DCI’s office. Present with me are Director
Tunny-Baxter and Deputy Director Kramer.”

Silence followed, except for the faint electronic hums and clicks
that let them know they were on a secure line.

“Captain Chow, are you still there?” the DCI said.
A clearing of a throat down the line.
“Yes, ma’am,” said the NSA man. “I’m here, sorry. First I thought

Kevin was joking. Good to speak with you, ma’am.”
“And you as well, Captain. Perhaps some time we can meet in

person for a proper introduction, as I was out of the country when



you came over after your appointment last year.”
“Yes, ma’am. I would like that. Now please tell me, what can I do

for you today?”
She glanced up at Kevin and he nodded, taking over the

conversation.
“Roger, I need to know when was the last time my KPLS tracker

was activated,” he said. “And who authorized it?”
“Are you serious, Kev? You know those things aren’t activated

unless there’s a major crisis and we get an order from the White
House. Or there’s a test, and I know you haven’t been part of a test
in something like a year. I get all the reports when there’s a test
ordered. Comes out of Homeland but is managed by my office. No
test is even scheduled till the first of next month.”

“Humor me, Roger,” Kevin said, glancing at Tunny-Baxter and
Kramer. “Please just check. It’s very important.”

“Already into the system now,” Chao said. “But like I told you…
what the…”

“Roger?”
“Yeah, I’m here. Look, Kev, I don’t know what the hell’s going on,

but according to the backup system profile, there was a test run
today, on a single chip. Yours. Lasted for twenty minutes. Thing is,
it only shows up in the backup protocol, not in the main system or
the central backup. Those can be altered without too much alarm if
somebody is good enough. But the backup protocol requires a
minimum of Office Director-level access.”

“Meaning somebody illegally conducted a test on Director Mada’s
signal tracker and then tried to cover it up?” said the Director of the
CIA.

A very long pause followed, but furious key clicking could be
heard in the background.

“Yes, ma’am,” Chao finally said. “And I will find out who that
person is, Director. You have my word. It may take time, but I will
find them.”

“Thanks, Rog,” Kevin said. “And could you email me what’s in the
backup log, I want to have a look myself?”



“Sure thing, but you won’t learn much. Gonna have to do a
complete system scrub and reconstruction. Whoever did this was
really good, which kind of narrows my suspect pool, but finding
exactly who did it will take time, as I already indicated.”

“Whatever you got I want to see as quick as you can get it to me,
Rog. And we won’t take up any more of your time. Thanks.”

He ended the call and stood back up, looking down at his
Director. Her face was set very hard, her eyes furious. When she
spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper, but her orders were
clear.

“Get our Counterintelligence on this now,” she commanded. “I’m
calling Frank Carfagno at FBI myself, and I’m getting the IG in here
now, too. Two priorities, Kevin. Find out who leaked your name,
and get me proof positive that the KPLS was used illegally. Oh, and,
of course, the head of the bugger who did it.”

Kevin nodded, already moving around to the front of the desk,
heading for the door. She called out to him before he reached it, her
phone already halfway to her ear.

“Also, one more thing, Kevin?”
He paused, turned.
“Ma’am?”
“Keep on investigating Dameon Sinclair, too,” she told him.
He nodded.
“Oh, I intended to, Director,” he said with a humorless smile.

“Most assuredly.”
Then he was gone.



Chapter 12

OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR
CIA OFFICE OF SECURITY
18:30 HOURS

 
Conner Ricks is seven years older than Kevin but has less time at
CIA because he began his government service working for the FBI,
almost ten years, and most of that in the Counterintelligence
Division. So it was no wonder that when he came over to CIA
twenty-three years ago he would end up working for what was then
called the Counterintelligence Staff, today the Counterintelligence
Center, of which Mr. Ricks is now the chief. 58, graying, somewhat
untidy and thick hair, a beard of similar state, slightly aquiline nose
over which were set two of the sharpest hazel eyes that Kevin had
ever looked into. The eyes of a born interrogator. He was sitting on
the sofa to the left of the DOS’ desk right now. Next to him was
Anna Betts, Deputy Director of the Office of Security (Personnel
Security Directorate).

Kevin was behind his desk in shirtsleeves, his tie loosened, a half
consumed bottle of water in his left hand. His guests were drinking
sodas, something he hadn’t touched in more than a decade.

“You know, Anna, your talents are being wasted here in Security,”
said the Counterintelligence Chief with a sly glance at Kevin before
continuing to address the woman seated next to him, smiling a little
flirtatiously. “Working for a boss who doesn’t fully appreciate you
and your vast array of professional skills. But if you were to come
over to CIC, I can assure you that you would find the work more
stimulating and the company a lot more pleasant. Not to mention
you would be working for someone who fully appreciates all you
bring to the profession.”

Anna snickered as she sipped her Coke, glancing over at Kevin.
Then she leaned closer to Ricks and spoke in an exaggerated



whisper.
“I’d like to take you up on that offer, Con, but if I were to leave OS

right now, I have it on good authority that the place would be in
open rebellion within a day.”

They both chuckled. Kevin smirked.
“I wonder if we’re still allowed to shoot conspirators and

insurrectionists around here?” Kevin mused, taking another sip of
water.

“We should be,” Conner Ricks said, now all business and sitting
up, finishing the last of his Mountain Dew and setting the empty can
on the floor next to his feet. “Especially when we catch the ones
we’re after now. I agree that the leak likely came from the White
House Intelligence Office, though probably not from Max Foster. He
knows better. I’m not so sure about his deputy, she’s relatively
young and ambitious. She wants the top job and might not be above
a little politicking to get her way. Word is that she and Foster don’t
get along well. The other five I’m not sure of yet, but I’ll be looking
into them.”

“So will I,” Anna put in, holding her Coke can over her lap. “I’ve
already tasked Larry again. And if you say the word, we can pull
them in for a sit down with Ahmed’s people right away; that ought
to clear some things up pretty fast.”

Kevin considered this for a few moments, then shook his head.
“Not just yet,” he said finally. “Let’s see what your two

investigations come up with first, narrow the list down some, and it
still could have come from somewhere else, even Capitol Hill,
although I highly doubt it. All roads seem to lead to the White
House.”

Ricks nodded.
“Not to mention the NSA and Homeland Security,” he said. “Can’t

believe they would be so arrogant as to use the signal tracker system
like that. Even covering their tracks, they’d have to know there
would be traces. Roger Chao is outstanding at his job. He’ll find out
who activated yours, and when he does, they’ll give up whoever
asked them to do it. Shit, that’s a major federal crime. The Director
notified the FBI?”



Kevin nodded.
“She was on the phone when I left her office hours ago, called

Frank Carfagno personally, Assistant Director in Charge of
Counterintelligence over there. She’s also notifying the Inspector
General of the situation. To be honest, I think she ought to notify
the Select Committee chairs in the House and Senate, too, but that’s
her call.”

“This is nuts, Kevin,” said Ricks, shaking his head and leaning
back on the sofa. “All this trouble just to get a contractor a
clearance? This guy can’t be that special. And the DOD did a piss
poor job the last time, it seems.”

“They did,” Kevin said, and then saw Anna perk up. “Something?”
“Yeah,” she said, sitting forward. “Almost forgot to gloat. Got on

with DSS at DOD, discreetly, of course. Couldn’t get a copy of the
investigative report just yet because my contact is a bit skittish,
apparently there is a review going on and all the files are being
checked for copying and transmission. But I was able to find out the
names of the field investigator who did the BI and the desk
supervisor who approved the clearance.”

“Well that’s something,” Kevin said. “Who?”
“The investigator is just a regular foot grunt, still active, still

working the D.C. field office for them. Went down to Newport News
where Sinclair was living part of the time when he worked for
Stabler Tech. Doesn’t appear he made it out to Colorado, where the
subject was living the rest of the time. Name’s Floyd Jackson,
currently 48, lives in Silver Spring, married, three kids. But the
interesting name is that of the desk supervisor. Finnegan James.”

Kevin looked blank.
Ricks turned to her with recognition in his eyes.
“Okay,” said the DOS. “Obviously you two know something I

don’t.”
“Plenty,” said Ricks.
Anna grinned.
“Finnegan James left DSS a couple months after he approved

Sinclair’s clearance for Stabler, and almost immediately took a job



at Cutler Industries as Chief of Internal Security and
Investigations.”

“Shit!” Kevin swore. “You aren’t serious?”
“Oh yeah, boss,” she told him. “As a heart attack.”
“And there’s more,” Ricks put in. “I know the name because he

came up as a peripheral on a CI investigation we were working

jointly with DIA
[xi]

 five years ago when I was still running the
Domestic Desk. We scooped up a couple of contractors and one
official, all of whom were taking bribes from foreign entities. Turned
all three of them, actually. DIA may still running them, too. Anyway,
nothing actually stuck to James, but if I remember correctly, his
name came up because he was the one who had done the clearance
approvals for the contractors.”

“Well that’s fucking coincidental,” Anna said. “Given the situation
with Sinclair. This guy apparently just rubber stamps security
clearances for contractors, probably taking kickbacks, too. Or was
back then.”

“No traces were found when DIA subpoenaed his bank records,”
Ricks told her. “But something could have been missed.”

“Or maybe the payoff was something else,” Kevin wondered aloud,
leaning back in his chair.

Anna and Ricks looked at him questioningly.
“Like maybe a cushy gig in the private sector with a nice salary

and benefits in his golden years. I’m sure that when he was with
DSS he cleared contractors for Cutler Industries, too. Could we find
out if Cutler has a relationship with Stabler?”

Anna nodded.
“I’ll check on that.”
“Kevin,” said Ricks. “You do know that Jonathan Cutler is a major

power player in D.C. politics? And that he contributes a lot of money
to political campaigns?”

Kevin nodded.
“And I’ve already discussed this with the DCI,” he told him.

“Which is why we’re doing this with as much light and transparency
as we can. For all we know, the request to get Sinclair cleared could



have come from the Oval Office, and if that’s the case, that’s on
Tunny-Baxter to deal with. We’re just going to do our jobs, get her
as much ammunition as we can, and let the chips fall where they
fall. But one thing we absolutely will not do is grant a security
clearance to someone who should not have one. At least not while
I’m in this chair.”

Ricks suddenly turned to Anna and grinned again.
“Oh, I see now,” he whispered. “You’re staying put because you

figure if he keeps pushing this he’ll get canned and you can take
over his job?”

Anna snickered, glanced at Kevin, then put her finger to her lips
and shushed the Chief of CIC.

Kevin rolled his eyes, then glanced at his watch.
“Shit, didn’t realize it was this late. I need to get home. Anything

else we need to cover before we wrap up?”
There wasn’t, and the other two stood and took their leave. Kevin

was putting on his suit jacket as he made the call to his wife’s cell
phone, tidying up his desk, making sure all classified material was
locked away in his safe. It would be rather embarrassing if the head
of Security got nailed on a security violation.

“I’m leaving the office now, sweetie,” he said into the phone as he
locked the middle drawer of his desk. “Meeting just wrapped up.
You want me to grab anything before I come home?”

She told him no, he could grab something when he got there
though, and likely so would she.

Kevin was grinning and warm on the inside as he headed toward
the elevators in the middle of the floor.

It was probably the last time he would be smiling in this building
for a good little while.

Two days later a story broke in the Washington Post:
 

WHITE HOUSE PRESSURING SECURITY OFFICIALS
TO BYPASS RULES FOR GOVERNMENT
CONTRACTOR SECURITY CLEARANCES

 



Subsequently, every metaphor from the wheel came off the cart to
the shit hit the fan was most applicable because at that point
Congress got in on the act, and next, the pundits!



Chapter 13

CIA HEADQUARTERS
DCI’S CONFERENCE ROOM
09:41 HOURS

 
Both the Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI or DD/CIA
in the new order) and the Executive Director (recently renamed
Chief Operating Officer, but the title hadn’t taken hold yet) were out
of the country at the moment, as was the DDS&T, Deputy Director
for Science and Technology. But the other major directorate heads
were present for the emergency meeting called by the DCI Friday
morning. The Deputy Director for Operations (DDO once again
after that ridiculous effort to turn Operations into the National
Clandestine Service some years back with its boss referred to as
D/NCS), the Deputy Director for Analysis (DDA, previously Deputy
Director for Intelligence—DDI), and, of course, the DDS (previously
the DDA when the Directorate of Support was the Directorate of
Administration). Oh, and yes, the newest little brother (or sister,
depending on the occupant) directorate head, the Deputy Director
for Digital Innovation (the DDDI).

In addition to the top level Agency managers, there were several
other senior middle managers present, among the most prominent
were the Director of Public Affairs, the Chief of Counterintelligence,
and the Director of Security.

And from their loftier and somewhat detached perches more as
watchdog and advisor than actual participants, the Inspector
General and General Counsel of the Agency.

There was a large plasma screen on the wall behind the Director’s
head where she sat at one end of the highly polished oblong table.
Displayed on it was the latest story in the Washington Post to be
filed by Aileen O’Brien, senior national security reporter. All the



faces of those gathered around the table were as grim as the
Director’s.

“I’ve been fielding calls from the DNI and National Security
Advisor since late last night,” Tunny-Baxter said unhappily. “Not to
mention all the calls that have come in from the press, which Mateo
Shepard from Public Affairs is dealing with, via official the NO
COMMENT. And, of course, Congress. Both Senator Dixon and
Representative Ruddy of the respective Senate and House Intel
committees want to be briefed, closed-door, for now. I’m putting
them off for as long as I can, until we know more. And I really want
to know more.”

Her focus was on no one in particular, her gaze drifting around
the large conference room, taking everyone in. This was a major
crisis and everyone understood both the implications and the
consequences.

Imelda Friedman, the Agency congressionally appointed
Inspector General, sat on the far end of the table across from the
DCI with the General Counsel, Antonio Strauss, to her left. She
cleared her throat before speaking.

“Director, I should add that I have been in contact with them as
well. They are seeking guidance for the moment, and have not yet
expressed a desire for me to begin a formal inquiry.”

“But we all know that’s coming soon,” said Al Kramer, the DDS.
“With the way the White House is dumping shit on us over this,
accusing us, without any proof, and some news outlets with certain
political leanings are stoking the flames in that direction, too.”

“True,” the IG concurred. “However, as you know, Al, if my office
does conduct an official inquiry, it will be completely independent
and unbiased, my only desire is to find the truth. If tasked, that is.”

The DDS looked at the IG for several long moments, then nodded.
“That aside for the moment, Imelda,” said Tunny-Baxter. “We are

taking a hell of a lashing in some quarters, but right now this looks
even worse for the White House, and all their deflections about
leaks from our side of the street aren’t working out too well. Still, I
don’t want to focus on that now, or ever, really. That’s politics and
shouldn’t be what we’re worried about. We all know how this will go



down in the end if the politicos want it to. I’ll be asked to resign, but
in reality I’ll get the boot. My problem to deal with later. For right
now, the leaks to the press are not our concern either. DOJ is
inquiring into that, at the behest of the White House, of course. And
I want to say to all of you right now, whatever cooperation they
request, we provide. There are some things about this matter that
some of you aren’t privy to and have no need to be, but be assured,
all necessary steps have been taken to ensure that we are on the
record and aboveboard. Keep your people focused on doing their
jobs and not worrying about stuff that’s irrelevant to them. We’ll
handle that from the seventh floor. Is that understood?”

Everyone nodded.
“Good,” she continued. “Okay, there are a couple of things that

I’m going to read everyone in on who don’t already know, not
everything, mind you, but because of your senior positions, I feel it’s
important that you not be kept in the dark any longer. But you are
not cleared to share anything you learn here today with anyone, is
that understood?”

More nodding.
“Okay,” she said, glancing first to Kevin, and then around the

room. “This whole thing began when I received a request from the
Deputy National Security Advisor to expedite a security clearance…”

It took approximately twenty minutes for the complete story to be
told, with Kevin imparting the bulk of the information, including
the unorthodox meeting with the White House Chief of Staff in
Georgetown, but not the part about the illegal use of his KPLS signal
tracker. For now the DCI had ordered that be kept compartmented.
Roger Chao still hadn’t tracked the source of the system hack on his
end but was getting closer, and the FBI was now working with
Conner Ricks at CIC and Anna Betts from Kevin’s office on the
suspects in the leak of his name to David Johns.

When Tunny-Baxter finished the tale, she watched her senior
officials digest this, knowing that each of them was as disgusted as
those who already knew.

“So this shitstorm is all because the White House wanted to get a
clearance for some contractor who works for one of the president’s



top donors and the guy can’t pass the BI?” said the DDO in her well-
known caustic tone.

“Essentially,” confirmed the DCI.
“So the story in the Post is basically true?” said the DDA. “The

White House is trying to knuckle us into skimping on the clearance
process?”

Tunny-Baxter sighed.
“Yes and no,” she said. “The request, when it came to me, was

routine, nothing that hasn’t happened before, with every
administration. The problem is what happened after Security
discovered issues with this Sinclair fellow’s PHS.”

“And his refusal to come in for the poly,” the DDS reminded.
“Yes, Al, that, too,” said the DCI.
“Wait a minute,” said DDO, suddenly frowning. “How the hell did

Johns know who Kevin was? And for that matter, how the hell did
he find him outside that restaurant when he was having lunch with
his wife?”

Silence ensued and the DCI swallowed a little uncomfortably.
Kevin was looking at something on the table in front of him, Conner
Ricks was studying the ceiling. Finally, the DCI turned to her DDO.

“Claire, that’s one of those things I’m not going to cover with
everyone right now,” she said sternly. “It is a concern and is being
looked into, believe me. However, for the moment, it is not a topic
for this discussion.”

Claire Reynolds had been in the Agency for twenty-seven years, a
veteran of Field Operations, had served in several major hotspots
around the world, working her way up from street agent to chief of
station before being posted back to Headquarters for a well-earned
division chief’s slot. Like Grace Tunny-Baxter as DCI, Reynolds was
the first woman ever selected to lead the Directorate of Operations,
which meant she had to be twice as tough and five times as smart as
all her male contemporaries. This also meant she knew when to
push, and more importantly, when not to. This was a time for the
latter.

The DDO nodded and was silent.



When this meeting ended, the DCI making certain requests of
some of her staff, everyone rose to leave. The Director exited via the
door that led to her private office. A few minutes later, Al Kramer,
Conner Ricks, and Kevin Mada joined her.

The DCI went to her chair behind the desk, removed her suit
jacket and hung it up on the rack a few feet away, then plopped
down hard and leaned back, exhaling. She told the others to sit,
which they did, Kevin pulling up a chair from the wall so that all
three of them sat facing her desk.

“According to the National Security Advisor, the President is
furious at me and I should expect to get sacked by this time next
week,” the Director announced without preamble or apparent
concern in her voice.

“Oh that’s bullshit!” Kramer exclaimed. “This isn’t your fault,
Grace, and they know it. Hell, this all started because of them, and
they likely are the source of the leaks to the press.”

Tunny-Baxter regarded her DDS thoughtfully.
“I have considered that, Al” she said. “That this is the result of

infighting over at 1600. Somebody didn’t like the clearance process
being politicized so they leaked it to the press after they found out
about our concerns. For all I know it could have been Susan Hull
herself because as I mentioned before, I don’t think she knew about
the problems in Sinclair’s background and she was most likely being
used by a higher up on this anyway.”

“Well what about Johns?” said the DDS with obvious distaste.
“We could light up his shoes with that recording Kevin made. That’s
clear evidence of undue influence, and a direct threat to a
subordinate by a White House official.”

“Yes it is,” the DCI said. “And if I go before Congress, it will be
revealed. I’m holding that in this building for now, not even Frank
Carfagno at FBI knows about it. Johns probably thinks he’s covered
because even if Kevin said something, it would be his word against a
senior White House official who just happens to be a decorated
Marine general and war hero. Little does he know…” There was such
a wicked smile on the Director’s face for just a brief moment.



“But right now I’m more concerned with two things. Who leaked
Kevin’s name to Johns, and who got NSA to activate his signal
tracker? Where are we with that, gentlemen?”

Conner Ricks and Kevin exchanged brief glances, and then the
Chief of Counterintelligence turned to the Director of Central
Intelligence and brought her up to date.



Chapter 14

“You have got to be shitting me?” said the Director of Central
Intelligence with immense incredulity after listening to her Chief of
Counterintelligence reveal the findings of the joint investigation his
Center had been conducting with the Office of Security to determine
the source of the leak of Kevin’s identity to the White House Chief of
Staff, General David Johns. An investigation that had almost
exclusively focused on the White House itself, given the fact that a
senior White House official was involved.

Ricks was still leaning forward, hands on his knees, staring back
at the Agency’s top official.

“No, ma’am,” he replied. “I shit you not.”
Grace Tunny-Baxter smiled a little at the colloquial rejoinder,

then nodded for Ricks to continue, which he did.
“Sometimes, ma’am, conspiracy or an evil mind are not even a

part of the equation. Sometimes it’s just plain stupidity, or perhaps
naivety, maybe both in this case.”

He reached into the briefcase at his feet, extracted a gray folder
with the word CONFIDENTIAL stamped across the front and back
in bold red letters. He held it above his lap.

“Leona Hemmings, age 27, three years with the Agency on the
administration track. Assigned to the White House Intelligence
Office six months ago as Donna Rodriguez’s AA. As you know,
Director, Donna is Max Foster’s deputy over there, also Agency.”

The DCI nodded but said nothing.
“We were able to narrow our focus fairly quickly,” Ricks went on.

“Able to make it seem like just another unscheduled and routine
OS/CIC random security check, asking questions, poking in the
files, looked over phone and computer records, and there it was, an
inquiry into the database requesting the unredacted organizational



chart for the Agency, specific query for the name of the DOS, Kevin
J. Mada, Jr.”

“And the request was made by Ms. Hemmings?” said the DCI,
sitting with her arms crossed over her chest, her expression severe.

“Yes, Director,” said Ricks. “She did not attempt to disguise her
actions in any way. When one of Anna Betts’ people asked her about
it she admitted it without hesitation. When asked why she wanted
the information, which, of course, is not a security violation in and
of itself, she said that she had been asked for the information by a
White House official.”

Tunny-Baxter shook her head.
“Yeah, I know, Conner, you shit me not, but seriously?”
Ricks nodded.
“Seriously, ma’am. Think we’re gonna have do a better job at

instructing our people, especially the young ones, on protocol and
procedures when detailed to other government agencies, in
particular the White House. I mean I can see it from her standpoint,
everybody who works there, especially the senior folks, have top
security clearance, or should, so she didn’t actually see a problem
with honoring the request.”

“Guess she never heard of need to know?” said the DDS from his
seat to Ricks’ left. “And I know there’s a reminder at the bottom of
every document, physical and digital, that warns people about
unauthorized dissemination of any Agency material, risking the
exposure of sources and methods. To say nothing of covert
identities. Christ!”

“Yes, Al,” Ricks told him. “There is. But as I pointed out, she
didn’t think the dissemination was unauthorized.”

“Then she’s an idiot who shouldn’t have a security clearance and
damn sure shouldn’t be working in this Agency! I hope you yanked
her clearance, Kevin.”

Kevin shook his head, looking at the Director.
“No, not yet. Anna’s got people watching her, from Investigations

and Information Security. We don’t think she’s involved beyond the
leak of my name, which is a big deal and we’ll handle that at a later
time, but for now Conner and I feel that it’s better to leave her in



place so as not to arouse suspicions over there, tip our hand that we
know more than they think we do.”

“I want her downgraded immediately after we wrap this thing up,
Kevin,” the DCI ordered. “She might get to stay onboard in some
capacity, but she won’t have SCI clearance, not even top secret.
We’ll just have to see. She might have been naïve, but that’s no
excuse for this kind of stupidity. I mean, we do spend three days
going over security rules and procedures at the beginning of
everyone’s career, plus periodic review instructions. The point is she
should have known better, regardless of the fact that the
information was requested by a higher authority in the White
House. By the way, you have not revealed the identity of the person
she gave the information to, was it General Johns?”

Ricks shook his head.
“No, ma’am,” he told her. “Not the Chief of Staff, but rather his

deputy for operations, Brandy Bascombe. This took place on
Monday, and the next day somebody at NSA activated Kevin’s KPLS
chip and General Johns tracked him down at lunch in Georgetown.”

“Well that’s compelling enough for me,” said the Director.
“There’s only one reason Bascombe would request the information,
because her boss told her to, and wanted to keep his hands as clean
as possible. I wonder if he had her make the request of the NSA?”

“We still don’t have the data on that yet,” Kevin told her. “Roger
Chao is close, but not quite there, and we need the name of the
person at the NSA before we can track it back to the White House,
specifically to General Johns, or whomever made the request, most
likely on his behalf.”

“Are we now thinking that David Johns is the person ultimately
behind the Dameon Sinclair security clearance push, even though
Susan Hull is the one who first approached the Director?” said the
DDS.

“Not sure about that, Al,” Kevin said, glancing past the Chief of
Counterintelligence. “So far as I know there hasn’t been a direct
connection established between the general and Cutler Industries.
He isn’t a politician per-se, although he has had a lot of dealings
with military contractors. The FBI is discreetly inquiring into any



possible connections, but I think it’s more likely he is running
interference for someone else, perhaps even the president. That’s
gonna be a tough nut to crack, although we could ask him directly.
Play him the recording I made and threaten to take it to Congress.
Or the press.”

The DCI looked at him sharply.
“Let’s hold off on making a direct charge at the president’s chief of

staff for now, shall we?” she said. “I’m no fan of the SOB either, but
I would like to avoid an all out war with the White House if at all
possible. I don’t like the mud that’s being slung our way one bit, and
I’d dearly love to hit back right now, but we need to stay above that,
do our jobs the right way. Let me worry about the politics. You guys
have done really good work in a short space of time. But I need
more. More on Sinclair and how he got his clearance from DSS
when he worked at Stabler Technologies. Does anybody know
anybody over there, someone on the inside of security or admin or
something?”

The three men looked at one another and shook their heads.
“Not offhand, Director,” Kevin spoke for them all. “But I can

check with some of my folks, I’m sure Investigations Group has
done clearance checks for them. Anna Betts might know somebody;
she used to head Investigations before I bumped her up to Deputy
Director.”

Tunny-Baxter looked at the clock on the wall above the exit door,
nodding.

“Okay, gentlemen, we’re coming up on the weekend, and it
couldn’t have happened at a better time. Go home this evening and
get some rest, enjoy your families. Hopefully nothing extraordinary
will break over the weekend. On Monday, get back at it, full-court-
press. Before I get called before Congress, or to the White House, I
want to be loaded for bear.”

The three Agency sub-managers nodded, then stood, dismissed.
The DCI sat back in her chair after they were gone. She turned to

look out the window at the magnificent view of the campus below,
the lake in the distance. It was a beautiful spring day out there. She
had been thinking that when she retired she might like to spend a



few years in academia, perhaps as president at a small university or
college somewhere, and on days like this she could stroll the campus
and enjoy the scenery and the exuberance of being surrounded by
youth. Today she would like that more than anything in the world.

But she knew that today of all days that was not going to happen,
no matter how much she yearned for it.

Her desk phone buzzed, the internal line from the Operations
Center in the basement of NHB—New Headquarters Building—
directly across from where her office was located on the top floor of
OHB. Another crisis, this one overseas, a case officer had gone
missing and it was presumed that she was grabbed by the terrorist
cell she’d been tracking in Libya for the past three weeks.

The DCI rose immediately and told the duty officer that she was
on her way, then called her AA and told him to alert her security
detail, she was about to be on the move.

Today, Grace thought, she would have even settled for being a
high school geometry teacher. Now on the run, she snagged her suit
jacket from the rack in the corner as she made for the exit.



Chapter 15

MADA RESIDENCE
TYSONS CORNER, VIRGINIA
21:12 HOURS

 
Angie Dell-Mada was watching her husband intently as she sat
astride him in the middle of their bed, both night table lamps on low
providing just enough illumination for each to see the other clearly.
She was covered in a thin film of perspiration, her breathing a little
erratic, her heart rate elevated, her blue eyes full of love and lust for
her husband. And she could feel how much he loved her by the
swelling of his penis inside of her womb.

She was forty-eight and he was fifty-one, and despite all their
years together, their sexual appetites had never waned, only
increased as time went on. Kevin would listen as some of his friends
and coworkers of similar age would tell stories about the miracle of
the little blue pills, or one of their contemporaries, how they had
brought back the fever of passion to their sex lives from days gone
by. He would stay silent during these conversations, never letting on
that he was unfamiliar with such results as all he needed to get his
sex drive going was his leggy wife of the past twenty-four years. One
look into those eyes, or at her cute little butt, or those
aforementioned long legs… and he was as hard as steel, like now,
palming her small breasts as she leaned down over him, squeezing
them, playing with her erect nipples, drawing her closer for a deep
kiss.

Then she was riding him hard, moaning, shrieking, and finally
screaming at the top of her lungs as she convulsed and climaxed and
eventually collapsed onto her husband’s bare chest, still shuddering
with passionate delight. Their son Pali was still out for the evening,
not expected home before midnight, as it was the weekend. Lucky
him because even if he had been at home, it was doubtful that his



loving parents would have been much quieter. He and his sister
both owned top-of the-line noise canceling headphones, gifts from
their over-amorous parents some years ago.

Before Angie could recover herself, Kevin rolled her onto her back
and pushed up on his arms, suddenly moving with increased
deliberation, looking down at his wife as she continued to shake
under him, nibbling on her lower lip, her eyes half closed, her
tanned skin flushing several shades of red as her orgasmic streak
continued, merging with his in one cataclysmic eruption that just
might have shattered windows in neighboring houses for blocks
around.

“Maybe I should make you start wearing a condom again,” Angie
said sometime later after they had recovered and were lying on their
sides facing one another, the covers off on the floor, their bodies still
bare, but largely dry now. They were holding hands and playing
footsy. “Something tells me you might still be potent enough to
override my regular birth control.”

Kevin chuckled and kissed her lips.
“The way you look at me when we make love, Ange, I’m not sure

ten condoms would be enough. You just make me want to fill you up
with everything in me.”

She snickered, bumped his knee with hers.
“Guess that’s why they call it boning,” she said. “Because it felt

like you were trying to put all of yours into me tonight.”
He should have found that funny, but suddenly he was not in a

laughing mood, and Angie immediately sensed the shift, stroked his
hands gently, continued to gaze at him until he met her eyes.

“This leak stuff is still on your mind, huh?” she said astutely.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “And I’m sorry. The Director ordered us to

forget about it for the weekend and try to relax. Easier said than
done, though.”

Angie lifted his hands to her mouth and kissed them.
“Yeah, especially in your case. You never let anything go. Learned

that the hard way back when I first got naked with you. All that time
you spent licking my clitoris and fingering my G-spot, god you just
didn’t know when to stop!”



Now Kevin did snicker, kissing her lips.
“I did, too, know when to stop,” he protested. “After your eighth

orgasm, when I knew that if I didn’t put that condom on right then I
was going to mess up the sheets.”

Angie laughed again, took her husband’s head in her hands,
pulled it against her chest. He closed his eyes and listened to her
heart beating steadily behind her breasts.

“Two things you should always remember,” she whispered. “The
first is that I love you, always. And the second is that you are the
best person I have ever known, and no matter what happens, that
will never change.”

Kevin sighed and squeezed her to him, feeling safe and warm and
content. After a minute or two she added, “And I guess the third
thing would be that you’ve got the best cock I’ve had in my mouth
all week.”

They both shook with laughter and eventually Kevin raised his
head. He kissed her, then pulled her back into his arms as he rolled
onto his back. They stayed like that for a long time just staring into
one another’s eyes.

Contentment was bliss.



Chapter 16

Sunday afternoon Kevin received a call from Conner Ricks asking
that the DOS meet the C/CIC at an unnamed location of which both
were familiar, by personal code. Understanding the significance of
this call, Kevin agreed without hesitation, checking his watch. He
and Angie and Pali and Zandelee Motubu were supposed to order
pizza and watch a favorite old movie recently released on digital, the
original The Day the Earth Stood Still, but one look at the
expression in Kevin’s eyes and Angie told him to go, she and the
kids would be fine on their own for the afternoon.

She followed him up to their bedroom, watched as he went into
the safe concealed inside their large walk-in closet. He removed one
of the half dozen weapons contained inside, a Heckler & Koch USP
Tactical .45 caliber semiautomatic pistol with a threaded barrel. He
loaded it, chambered a round, then set the safety before attaching
an inside-the-pants holster at the small of his back and slipping the
weapon inside.

“A precaution,” he told her, coming out and closing the closet
door.

“Yeah,” she said a little sourly. “I thought once you were in
executive management I wouldn’t have to see you carry one of those
again. I know you keep up your skills, Kevin, but seeing you with a
gun just brings up memories of our first date, and not the good first
half, the unpleasant second half where I had to hold my hand over a
gaping hole in your chest to keep all your blood from pouring out.”

He turned and came to her, taking her in his arms, looking deeply
into her eyes.

“On the positive side, you did get my shirt off that night,” he
quipped, and despite herself, Angie grinned.



“I would’ve preferred to have done that back at my apartment, as I
had planned. Did I ever tell you that I was going to invite you back
to my place after we picked up my car at the embassy? For a
nightcap.”

“Oh?” he said, brow raised. “And what would you have served
me?”

She leaned her mouth close to his left ear and whispered.
He snickered, rubbing his cheek against hers.
“In a glass?” he said.
“On your face!” she playfully shoved him, then threw her arms

around him and held on for dear life.
Ten minutes later, Kevin was in his CR-V and on the road to his

meeting.
 

ONCE HE WAS ON THE MOVE, he took out his phone and
Bluetooth, mounted the former on the dash while placing the latter
in his left ear. He activated the electronic masking program, then
the phone’s encrypted scrambler before punching a number on the
speed-dial. It was answered after two rings, the owner of the
number most likely recognizing his number and understanding that
a call from the DOS, even on a Sunday afternoon, was no trivial
matter. Perhaps especially on a Sunday afternoon. A woman’s voice
answered.

“Yes, boss?”
“Maggie, sorry to disturb your weekend,” he told her.
“Not a problem, Kevin,” she told him. “What you need?”
“First I need you to scramble,” he told her.
There was a chuckle down the line.
“Boss, I never take your calls without doing that,” she told him.
He laughed, too, then told her what he needed her to do. As they

had already discussed this possibility a few days ago, Maggie Kel
was already prepared to do as requested.

“Okay, I’ll take care of it right now. They’re on standby. Team Blue
is up. You’ve already got the action codes.”



“I do,” he confirmed, stopping at a red light, checking his mirrors
and surroundings out of habit. “Thanks, Mags. I hope not to require
anything else from you today, but just in case…”

Another chuckle.
“The phone will be close,” she assured him. “Nichelle and I are

going to spend the evening cuddled up on the couch with a good
bottle of wine and some poetry, nothing too complicated. I think I
may forgo more than a glass now, just in case. You need me, buzz.”

“Got it,” Kevin told her. “My best to your better half. I see she’s
still trying to culture you up, a lost cause, doesn’t she know?”

Maggie Kel snickered.
“A hopeless romantic, but what would you expect from a professor

of English lit at Georgetown? Besides, if I pretend she’s succeeding,
she let’s me get into her pants.”

Kevin chuckled as the light changed.
“One track mind, Mags, and good luck in your efforts on that

front.”
“And you be careful, boss.”
“I will,” he said, then rang off.

 
THE OFFICE OF SECURITY HAS A FACILITY in Vienna, Virginia
off Follin Street that is internally referred to as Tech I, a bit of an
oddity because there is no Tech II. Or three or any others for that
matter. Tech I houses Polygraph Division and the Security
Education Staff. And the Directorate of Operations maintains a
small staff there as well, a part of NROC, the National Resettlement
Operations Center. NROC—N-Rock—is that entity of the Agency
responsible for dealing with defectors once they have come over and
have completed their debriefing process, which can take several
months, perhaps even years. Once they are done with that and a
determination is made regarding what should be done with them,
whether they will be allowed to stay in the United States or be sent
to another country, NROC takes over and is responsible for setting
up their new lives and getting them securely settled in. Kind of like



the Witness Security Program, WitSec, does for the U.S. Marshals
Service.

NROC operates four safehouses in close proximity to Tech I for
convenience sake, all for short term guests, and as would be
expected, when they have a guest in residence, OS is tasked with
providing security, arranging agents from PPG—Protective
Programs Group—to maintain a round-the-clock vigil as long as the
defector is in place.

At present all the safehouses were empty, including the fifth one
that was exclusively maintained by OS for housing their teams when
on active duty. Because the Counterintelligence Center is intimately
involved in all defector debriefings and works in close concert with
the Office of Security, Conner Ricks was fully read in on the
safehouses and their locations, which meant he knew where the OS
house was, too. He arrived there ten minutes after Kevin, coming
through the concealed back entrance, Kevin waiting there for him,
securing the door and reactivating the house’s security system once
he was inside. It was nearly dark outside now, the weather growing
cooler. Conner was wearing a light gray overcoat, which he took off
as soon as the backdoor was closed.

There was a SCIF where the den has once been and the two senior
CIA men entered and secured themselves inside before even saying
hello.

“Sorry if I interrupted anything with your family tonight, Kevin,”
Conner said as he settled into a chair on one side of the small round
table in the middle of the room, setting his briefcase down in front
of him. “Janie is in Philly visiting some relatives this weekend, CJ
and Talia are out living their lives, so I was on my own anyway.”

“Well Angie and I, plus Pali and his girlfriend, were about to sit
down and watch the original The Day the Earth Stood Still, one of
Pali’s favorites. But I figured you didn’t want to meet just to shoot
the shit. I can watch it with them some other time. Tell me what you
got.”

“A few things,” he said, reaching into his briefcase as he spoke.
“First, I talked with Roger Chao about two hours ago. I know you
wanted him to call you with any news he had first, but I was just



checking in with him to see what his progress was. He had just
identified the person who activated your tracker and rigged the
system to delete the intrusion. I told him I’d pass it on to you and
also asked him to hold off on bringing that person in until he heard
from one of us. Monitor them around the clock, but keep them in
play.”

Kevin leaned across on his side of the table, frowning.
“I take it you had a very good reason for doing this, Mr. Ricks?” he

said. “Given that we are now in criminal territory and this part of
the investigation is within the purview of the FBI and Department
of Justice. Meaning we should be bringing Frank Carfagno into this
as well.”

“And we will,” Conner said, dropping a buff colored folder on the
table in front of him. “Eventually. But I have to tell you some things
first, and then you and I need to decide how we’re going to proceed.
Okay?”

Kevin stared across at his colleague and friend for some time,
carefully considering the man, having trusted him for a long time,
he was prepared to continue to do so now, but he also had to
consider some other things as well, his career not being the least of
them if word got back to the DCI that he was withholding
information from her that she had specifically requested. In the end
he shrugged and told Conner to get on with it.

“First, the person at NSA who activated your tracker is a Major
Fred Tomlinson, 38 years old, eighteen year veteran of the United
States Marine Corps, four enlisted. He’s one of the senior duty
managers who maintains security for the KPLS. At one time when
he was a first lieutenant, he served a tour at NATO Headquarters in
Brussels, where he was a junior aide to the Supreme Allied
Commander. Want to guess who that was?”

Kevin smirked.
“Don’t have to,” he said. “David Johns.”
“Correct, sir,” said Conner. “And General Johns wrote quite a few

glowing letters of recommendation for Lieutenant and then Captain
Tomlinson, one of which helped secure him his current position in
NSA.”



“So Johns is his rabbi,” Kevin said. “And Tomlinson knows he
owes the guy. Plus he works at the White House now to boot. Good
connection, not actual proof, though, but when he’s sitting across
from an FBI Counterintelligence interrogator being threatened with
life in prison for a serious breach of national security, I’m pretty
sure the major will role on his rabbi. I’m still not seeing why you
don’t want to have Chao pull him in now and get that process
rolling.”

Conner tapped the folder he had set down, looking into Kevin’s
eyes.

“Because of what’s in this file, and please don’t ask me how I got it
or what I had to do to get it. And don’t remind me that in the Agency
we have no domestic remit, because as you well know, in CI and OS,
that isn’t exactly true, we just don’t have any law enforcement
powers.”

“Okay,” Kevin said. “Now you’re scaring the shit out of me,
thoughts of the scores of federal laws that you may have broken and
all the years we could spend in prison together if I don’t turn you in
now swimming through my brain. You’re a pretty cool guy, Con, but
I much prefer snuggling up with Angie at night as opposed to you.”

“Well that hurts,” the CI Chief feigned disappointment. “What’s
she got that I don’t? And don’t answer that, please. Just have a look
at the file, then we’ll talk. I think some things will look a lot clearer
afterwards, and give us a new direction in our investigation.”

Kevin looked down at the folder, and then back into Conner Ricks’
eyes. After a minute he sighed and pulled the folder to his side of the
table, used his pocket knife to slit the red security tabs holding it
closed, then opened it and slowly began to leaf through and read.



Chapter 17

NORFOLK, VIRGINIA
22:28 HOURS

 
Lakeview Estates is a well-to-do neighborhood in the southeastern
section of Norfolk, home to many of the city’s wealthy and well-to-
do, in particular the industrialists from out of town looking for local
digs to impress their fellow business rivals and the politicians they
bring down from D.C. to wine and dine.

Jonathan Redmond Cutler IV owned the largest estate in the area,
and most weekends, despite keeping homes in other cities across
the country such as New York, San Francisco, Atlanta, and
Washington, D.C., he could be found in residence down in Norfolk,
the seat of his commercial power in the United States. And if he was
in residence, he was entertaining the wealthy, the elite, and the
powerful. This weekend was no exception, but according to reliable
reporting, this weekend’s company was more exclusive than most,
with only a small number of attendees. However, security was
tighter than usual, which, when you knew who the main guest of
honor was, it was not surprising.

Kevin and Conner had been out of the field for some years now,
Conner longer than Kevin, and he had never been all that good at
the physical stuff, his prowess lay more in the cerebral aspects of his
chosen life’s work, which is one of the key reasons he switched over
from the FBI two decades ago. The Bureau was more about
knocking on doors, sometimes kicking them in, and sometimes still,
tussling with the bad guys. The Agency was more about identifying
the bad actors, watching them, ascertaining what they were up to,
and then manipulating or exploiting them for the better purposes of
American national interests. Sometimes it got rough, but that was
usually the parlance of younger and stronger field operators, and
afterwards people like Conner would sit across from a detainee and



methodically render their resolve useless until they willingly gave up
all they knew. Sometimes at least, not always. There were the really
hard cases that couldn’t be broken. But that was rare.

Tonight, however, Conner had to return to the field, but his
partner in the endeavor was much better suited for the work than
himself. Kevin Mada was a born field operator, had loved working
covert surveillance, close-protection, even tactical support and
intervention operations early on, had even managed to stay active
until the age of forty when he was Chief of the Special Activities
Staff, OS’ version of DO’s Special Activities Division, only OS/SAS
didn’t actively pursue and eliminate threats, it was more a of high-
threat antiterrorism security, surveillance, and tactical intervention
unit that could be deployed internationally as well as domestically
to deal with emergencies as they arose in relation to Agency
operations. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, SAS was one of the
first teams on the scene in New York. What they were doing there is
still a mystery to most, but internal speculation is rife, and one story
has it that this feat by SAS was a central reason behind CIA being
deployed on the ground in Afghanistan with a special strike force
ready for action within nine days of the attacks. Whatever SAS
recovered from Ground-Zero perhaps pointing the analysts in that
direction.

Kevin led SAS for three years, could have stayed in that position
for the rest of his career if others hadn’t had different plans for him,
and the demands of the family that he missed tremendously when
he was constantly on the move for one assignment or another.
Conner noticed a sheen on the man’s face tonight, one he had not
seen in a long time, and it unnerved him a bit, but it was too late
now, and, after all, this had been his dumb idea in the first place.

“The Director will have our balls if we get caught,” Kevin pointed
out as he slipped a watch cap onto his head. “And prison won’t be
fun either.”

“You mean you aren’t carrying cyanide?” Conner attempted
humor.

“Nah,” Kevin said as he shut the trunk on the covertly
backstopped vehicle they had taken from the safehouse garage. “I



figure a bullet for you and me each ought to do the trick.” As he said
this he took the USP .45 Tactical from his waistband and checked it,
a slightly maniacal gleam in his eyes. “Don’t worry, I got you, pal.”

Conner considered the possibility that his friend was not joking,
hard to tell with him sometimes; he thought again that it was too
late to turn back now.

“Let’s do this then. The good news is that he is traveling low
profile so there are only four agents with him, including the driver.
Cutler has security, though, but they aren’t on the same level,
hopefully.”

Kevin nodded.
“I’m wondering if I should ask how you’re so well informed on all

of this?” he said as he followed Conner into the woods about four
miles east of the Cutler estate. “You know in a way you’re starting to
remind me of another CI Chief from days past. Jim Angleton.”

Conner Ricks glanced back over his right shoulder and grinned at
the DOS before continuing his careful trek.

“You flatter me, sir. A true legend of the Agency.”
“And a true nutjob,” Kevin muttered. “Who eventually met his

downfall.”
Conner did not respond and after that the two men made the rest

of their journey in silence.
Even so, though they were being as quiet as they could be, they

were not nearly as stealthy as the twenty-six year old woman or the
twenty-seven year old man stalking them in the dark with state-of-
the-art high-resolution night vision equipment and silenced
weapons. The duo easily kept the two older men in sight as they let
the distance widen somewhat, and while at the same time
maintaining watch on all of their surroundings, silent, ready,
primed for action.

 
KEVIN AND ANGIE RAN SEVERAL MILES a week and
consequently he was in better shape and far less winded than his
friend who was pushing sixty and hadn’t run—except to the
bathroom after a bad batch of chili—in probably two decades. That



aside, they made it to the outskirts of the estate in decent time, with
the CI Chief only a little worse for wear. Kevin let him lean against a
large oak tree to catch his breath while he moved in closer with a
pair of NV binoculars to get a better look at the place.

Conner joined him after a few minutes, easing in close to the spot
where Kevin lay on his stomach, studying.

“Looks like your data regarding the dogs was correct,” he
muttered as the other man settled next to his right shoulder. “And
that’s a lucky break for us. If they had the dogs loose on the property
this weekend we’d be seriously fucked.”

Conner nodded.
“Lucky for us our man is afraid of them, a childhood thing, and

always insists that when he comes down, Cutler have them removed
from the property. He barely tolerates them back in Washington,
and I hear at the residence he insists they be kept outside the
fenceline. It caused something of a stir with the protection detail in
the beginning, but they eventually accommodated him. By the way,
I have it on good authority that his security detail is not a fan of his
or his wife’s.”

“But they are duty-bound to protect them anyway,” Kevin said,
knowing the duties of a protection agent so well, one of his fondest
memories from early days at the Agency, working in the Protective
Programs Group, serving on, and then leading close-protection
details. Not easy work by any stretch of the imagination, on the
contrary, quite demanding, especially if the person you were
protecting was an asshole, but still very satisfying work. At least to
Kevin Mada.

“Get the camera set up,” Kevin said. “I want to be ready, and then
I want to get out of here.”

Conner nodded, reaching for the backpack behind him. Three
minutes later he had the mount set and the camera in place, zeroing
in on the verandah of the house just over two hundred yards from
their position, taking a couple of test shots, looking at the digital
display.

“Good to go,” he announced.



Kevin nodded, continuing to scan the perimeter and the grounds
of the estate. If things like this impressed him, he would have been
very impressed with what he saw now, but because the conspicuous
displays of wealth turned his stomach, he spent a few seconds
considering how much fun it would be to burn the place to the
ground.

Ten minutes later, the French doors opened and several men
stepped out onto the verandah, cigars in their mouths and tumblers
of what was no doubt some very expensive brandy in their hands.
All wore formal attire, black tuxes with expensive white shirts and
bow ties. Five men in total, all but one was white, and all but one
was over fifty. The youngest and non-white being Dameon Sinclair,
the man who had essentially started everything by applying for a
security clearance from the CIA. Then again, he really wasn’t the
man who had started it all.

Jonathan Cutler was there, too, the oldest at seventy, looking
every bit the privileged shit he was, laughing and blowing huge
smoke rings into the air.

To his left back was Finnegan James, late of the Defense Security
Service, currently head of security for Cutler Industries. He didn’t
look as comfortable as the others in his tux, and something in his
eyes showed that he knew he really didn’t belong in this setting, but
he’d take it anyway, and enjoy it for as long as it lasted.

Then there was General David Johns, late of the United States
Marine Corps and Department of Homeland Security, currently
Chief of Staff to the President of the United States. Funny how much
he was looking like a privileged asshole himself right now, and far
less like the warrior he had once been back when he knew the
meaning of the words selfless service. Cutler leaned in and said
something to him and both men roared with laughter.

The fifth man was the best known of the group, indeed perhaps
the only one that most people would be able to identify, but not as
well as you would think, given his current position. In the past he
had been a U.S. Congressman and a Midwestern governor, a
favorite of the religious conservatives, a great friend to the defense
industry, and a solid supporter of the gun lobby. Many knew he



would run for president one day, and with the right support, he
stood a good chance of capturing the White House.

Unfortunately for him, right at the time he was preparing for his
run, a cultural shift occurred within the country and his party that
made it difficult for a traditionalist such as him to get the
nomination, but with his supporters and their money, he was able to
maneuver into a slot on the national ticket as the number two. And
that’s what he was today.

Number Two.
Vice President of the United States of America.
Conner Ricks had been taking digital photos of all of them ever

since the back door to the verandah opened. After five minutes he
turned to Kevin.

“I could go on all night, but I think we got enough.”
Kevin nodded, about to say something, but then heard a twig

break to his rear, spun, the USP halfway out from its holster.
Had this been an actual attack it would have been too late, and

then Kevin realized just how far removed from the field he really
was. He also realized that he should have sent someone else to do
this job, perhaps the two people who had just so easily crept up on
him and Conner Ricks. Still, given the nature of the mission, the
political sensitivity involved, he knew that it had to be them.

The twenty-six year old female raised her night vision goggles as
she knelt a few feet away from Kevin, her partner still standing,
scanning the area around them.

“Didn’t mean to startle you, sir,” said Blue-One, leader of the two-
agent Blue Team that Maggie Kel, current Chief of OS/SAS, had
sent to cover Kevin tonight. “But you’re in danger of being
discovered. Blue-Two and I have been subtly leading the rovers
away from your position for the past forty-five minutes, but they are
beginning to catch on and are circling back this way. I estimate five
to seven minutes. We could engage them, silently, and with non-
lethal ordnance, of course, but…”

Kevin held up a hand, turned to Conner.
“Let’s go,” he said, moving to get to his feet. “We’re done. Blue-

One, get us out of here.”



The young woman nodded, effortlessly rising to her feet. Kevin
envied her agility, remembered it from his youth, before all the
scrapes and injuries and three decades had begun to catch up with
him. His rise to his feet was not so graceful, but he took small
delight in the fact that he did it much easier than his cohort, whom
he actually had to lean down and assist.

With Blue-One leading the way and Blue-Two silently bringing up
the rear, the four of them made it out of the woods undetected,
which was good because if they had engaged any of Cutler’s security
personnel, or worse, U.S. Secret Service agents, the resulting
political firestorm and congressional recriminations would’ve made
the Washington Post leak story of the past week look like a day at
the beach by comparison.

And the real story and scandal might just become conveniently
lost in the shuffle.



Chapter 18

CIA HEADQUARTERS
OFFICE OF THE DCI
0837 HOURS

 
Since it had been his idiotic plan, and most of the information had
come from his unnamed sources, Kevin thought it best if Conner
Ricks did most of the talking when they were shown into the DCI’s
office just before eight Monday morning. He had called her at home
just before midnight to request the meeting, apologizing for the
lateness of the hour, but stressing the absolute importance and
necessity of it. Miffed and annoyed, but nonetheless understanding
that her job was a twenty-four-hour-a-day adventure, she agreed,
notifying her security detail that she would be going to the office
earlier than usual on Monday.

Ten minutes into Conner’s recitation, the DCI held up her hand,
leaned forward, glaring at both her juniors.

“No need to be concerned that I’m going to fire you, gentlemen,”
she told them. “I’m going to shoot you both! Kevin, since the armory
falls under your jurisdiction as DOS, I’m ordering you to get me the
biggest caliber firearm they have down there, something with really
big bullets that hurt the entire time they’re killing you! Of all the
dumb things! If you two had been caught, the Agency would have
been ripped to shreds by the White House, by Congress, by the
press! Right now we’d all likely be in handcuffs and it would be the
biggest scandal in the history of this country. I could see the
headlines now, ‘CIA CAUGHT SPYING ON THE VICE PRESIDENT
OF THE UNITED STATES AND PRIVATE CITIZENS ON THEIR
OWN PROPERTY’! Christ!”

She paused, took several deep breaths, her glare never leaving
either of them. When she had herself under control once again, she
shook her head.



“And, Kevin, lots of bullets,” she added. “It’s been a while since I
did any shooting. But, Conner, for the moment, do continue.”

And he did.
There were also the photos on display on the DCI’s desktop

monitor that she glanced at as they ran on a continuous loop while
her CI Chief (at least for the moment) explained everything, in great
detail.

When he was done, before Tunny-Baxter could break into another
diatribe about how she intended to dispose of their mortal remains,
Kevin stepped forward and handed her the folder that he had been
holding in his left hand.

“What’s this?” the DCI muttered.
“My eager beavers in Investigations have been earning their keep

this weekend,” he told her, then started outlining what was
contained in the file now in her hands. When he was done, the DCI
sat back and opened the folder, putting on her glasses and rapidly
scanning the contents.

She had them standing the entire time, and when she was done
with the file, put it on the desk and reached for her phone, issuing
rapid instructions to her AA. She hung up after five minutes,
removed her glasses, and stood, facing them, her eyes still full of
disapproval.

“Who wants the first bullet?” she said to them.
Kevin nodded at Conner.
“Well it was his idea,” he said. “And he is older.”
“Thanks a lot, pal,” Conner said sarcastically. “Grace, I know

you’re pissed, and have every right to be, but you know why we
didn’t come to you with this ahead of time. You needed deniability,
and to be frank, your neck was already on the chopping block. They
were going to sacrifice you anyway, at least if you didn’t know about
what we were doing, the likelihood of you facing criminal charges
was far less.”

“Well then I should thank you for being so considerate of my
future as a federal prisoner,” said the DCI hotly. “What I should do
is pick up the phone and call the Attorney General and tell her I
have two staff members who violated I don’t know how many



federal statues last night, in addition to the Agency’s charter. But I
can’t do that. What I will do is enter a classified reprimand into both
of your sealed files. It, of course, won’t really mean anything, being
sealed and all, but it will make me feel a lot better about not
shooting you. Kevin, tell Captain Chao to pull in this Major
Tomlison at once. I’m calling Frank Carfagno and bringing him up
to date. Then I’m going to brief the Senate and House Intel chairs so
they know what’s coming. After that, I’m going to the White House.
It’s time to put a stop to all this once and for all.”

Conner and Kevin glanced at one another before returning their
gazes to their boss, who now reclaimed her seat behind her desk.

“Does this mean that we should retire to the seclusion of our
respective offices to clean out our desks?” inquired the Chief of CIC.

Grace Tunny-Baxter toyed with her glasses for a few ponderous
moments as she looked at both men, then she sighed and reached
for her phone again.

“It means, gentlemen, that the next time either of you pulls a
boneheaded stunt like this, I’m going to have you assigned to
infiltrate Hezbollah, after having I love Israel tattooed all over your
bodies. Now get the hell out of my office!”

“Yes ma’am,” they said in unison, and did just that.
The DCI shook her head and could not suppress a grin as she

called the DDCI’s office. He had returned to the country over the
weekend and probably had visions of soon being named acting
Director dancing through his head. Time to disabuse him of that
notion, and to acquire his assistance with preparations for the
masterstroke she was planning to deliver at 1600 Pennsylvania
Avenue in very short order.



Chapter 19

Friday’s headline in the Washington Post, and every other capital
newspaper for that matter, was: “CHIEF OF STAFF RESIGNS”. The
chief of staff in question was the one who worked in the White
House, or had until late Thursday evening when he handed in his
resignation to the president. This had followed a week of blistering
scrutiny and criticism from congress and the press regarding David
Johns’ role in pressuring federal agencies to clear contractors for
top secret and above level access despite serious security concerns.
Reports in the media quoted numerous anonymous sources in
several intelligence and security agencies who alleged Johns used
strong-arm tactics, including negative career reprisals, when it came
to pushing for contractor clearances, even suggesting that the
former Marine general had physically threatened several junior
level employees at these agencies.

Congress announced hearings, the press demanded answers, and
the president took to twitter to say that he had full confidence in the
integrity of his chief of staff and all those who worked for him, and
that the media was simply conducting a witch hunt and that
congress should find something better to do with its time. But then
rumors began to surface about the existence of recordings that
could confirm some of Johns' threats, and then the first public
opinion polls revealed a strongly negative reaction to the White
House’s alleged actions in this matter, with more than seventy
percent of respondents saying that they supported congressional
inquiries and further press scrutiny.

The White House twit machine fell silent after that, and David
Johns was told to clear out his office.

Behind the scenes a number of things occurred that would never
be made public, or at least never publicly connected to what had



gone on in the White House. The arrest of a Marine major at the
NSA on unspecified security violations, the stripping of all DOD
contracts from Cutler Industries, the arrest of Finnegan James of
Cutler Security, formerly of the United States Defense Security
Service, on charges of knowingly granting clearances to contractors
who did not qualify during his time at DSS, in exchange for
kickbacks. FBI Counterintelligence was more thorough than DIA
had been before, and they found the financial connections, some of
which, in a serpentine fashion, led straight to Cutler Industries. Not
enough to go after the top dog there, but enough to get the Pentagon
to tear up all of his current contracts. The future of the company,
not to mention the man for whom it was named, was in serious
doubt. Oh, and the recently hired Senior VP for International
Operations, well once his clearance was rejected, owing to, among
other things, the discovery of his questionable connections to
several foreign entities in the Middle East and Russia, Mr. Dameon
Sinclair was encouraged to seek employment elsewhere.

A couple months later, rumors also began to surface that the vice
president was thinking about stepping down after only one term
and would not stand for reelection with the president a year and a
half from now. These rumors were unconfirmed, of course, and
certainly a shock because everyone in his orbit knew of the VP’s
longstanding ambition for the top job himself. Probably only rumor,
but consistent, and not wholeheartedly denied either.

 
CIA SECURITY TRAINING ACADEMY
VIENNA, VIRGINIA
1215 HOURS

 
Kevin stood next to Mike Genowich as the Chief of the Security
Education Staff called the names of each of the thirty-four graduates
from the lastest OS training class on a rainy but warm early summer
Friday afternoon, each one standing and coming forward to shake
hands with the DOS, have their picture taken, and then receive their
official Agency credentials. For most, this would be the rare



occasion when they would actually see their real creds as many of
them would be working under one cover or another for their entire
careers and anything that identified them as CIA would be kept
locked away in a vault somewhere, quite possibly until the end of
time. Kevin thought with an ironic smile that it wasn’t until his
elevation to Director of Security that he was actually given regular
access to his real credentials, although for all intents and purposes,
he was still officially a middle manager in the nonexistent Special
Security Office at the Pentagon and had ID to that effect in his
wallet.

All the senior leaders in the Office of Security were there in the
auditorium and after the ceremony, they all shook hands and
welcomed the new members to the fraternity, and more pictures
were taken. Plans had been made for a group lunch at a nearby
restaurant, all the class and their instructors would attend, and
some of the senior staff, but Kevin could not make it, as he already
had another pressing engagement.

This time when he and his wife met for lunch at the Shanghai
Lounge in Georgetown they were not being followed by anyone from
the White House or the NSA, and he was most certain of this
because after a heated, closed-door, joint session of both the House
and Senate Select Intelligence Committees, several of the members
with signal trackers implanted in their own forearms, a decision was
made that the KPLS program be terminated at once. It required
presidential approval, but that was a mere formality, given that
some senior members of the White House staff had been involved in
several rather serious violations of federal law in recent months. A
fact that the White House and the current Oval Office holder were
not eager to have publicized.

Angie and Kevin were in their favorite booth in back, largely
concealed from the rest of the diners, even though the Friday
afternoon lunch crowd was always bustling. They sat on the same
side, very close, whispering in low tones, touching a lot, smiling
even more. At one point, Angie kissed Kevin’s lips and moved her
mouth to his ear.



“How about we skip the rest of work today, go find a quiet place to
park, and see if we can still do it in the backseat like we used to?”

Kevin laughed, kissed her, feeling her insistent hand on his
crotch.

“Can I have dessert first?” he said.
She leaned in close again.
“That will be your dessert,” she said.
He nodded, caught the attention of their waiter as he was passing

close by.
“Check, please!”

 
END



 
 

COMING IN 2020…
 



 
 

 

[a]
 Writing under the pseudonym Leo Croix.

[ii]
 Career Trainee, the designation for officers in training to become field

operations officers in the CIA’s Directorate of Operations.
[iii]

 National Security Agency.
[iv]

 National Reconnaissance Office.
[v]

 National Geospatial Intelligence Agency.
[vi]

 Senior Intelligence Service, Level 4.
[vii]

 Directorate of Operations/Special Activities Division, the gunslingers
of the CIA.
[viii]

 There are two dining halls at CIA Headquarters, one overt, where
family members and other uncleared civilians can dine with personnel
whose employment is known, and one covert, where only persons with
Top Secret/SCI clearance are allowed access as officers on covert status
dine there.
[ix]

 Single Scope Background Investigation, a requirement for everyone
seeking TS/SCI clearance from the CIA.
[x]

 Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility.
[xi]

 Defense Intelligence Agency.
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