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PROLOGUE
“My fellow scientists, we are in the middle of a mass extinction event. Every year, thousands of unique forms of life disappear from existence, a rate astronomically higher than the historical average. And who do we have to blame for this catastrophe? Ourselves. Humanity. We are the cause. We must be the solution.”
Dr. Marcus Chen joined his fellow scientists in applauding the words of their leader, Dr. Elena Kovac. Elena allowed the applause to continue for fifteen seconds before lifting her hand for quiet. “And finally, we have a chance to do just that. Thanks to the aid we’ve received from our friends in the Third Voice Movement, we can finally coerce the governments of the world into decisive action against climate change. No more pleading with bloated politicians fat off of the exploitation of our natural resources. No more begging the blind masses to see the truth to which their leaders blind them. No more pointless rhetoric for news cameras that care only about their ratings. We can finally act!”
The room erupted into applause once more. Marcus reviewed his notes briefly, then cleared his throat and nodded at Elena.
She returned his nod and said, “And now, our friend Dr. Marcus Chen will provide a brief overview of the tools the Third Voice has given us to accomplish this task. Marcus?”
Marcus stood, cleared his throat again, then pressed a button on the small remote he held. The projector screen at the front of the room displayed the first of his slides. It depicted a typical “techy” background of a closeup of a micro transistor in blue. The words on the slide read Evolving Intelligence Combat and Security System. He grinned at his fellows. “Sorry. No cool acronym for this one.”
The others returned polite laughter. Marcus clicked to the next slide and began to explain the system. “So the Third Voice has managed to steal the software architecture for this system and create an analogue that will serve our purposes. The system works through a network of processors connected via a proprietary cloud-based link. Those processors control a system of sensors and passive and active security systems. I’m told the system is robust enough to independently control an artificial army, though of course, we’re not utilizing its full potential. We will be using a number of advanced drones to provide external surveillance and internal security at the summit. These drones will use their own sensors and link with the security systems already present at the meeting to deliver a full view of… well, of everywhere. Anything that moves within the Alpine Climate Research Center or within a fourteen-mile radius of the center will be visible to our system, and we’ll be able to respond to it almost instantly. And… well, that’s about it.”
“So what you’re saying is…” Elena prodded.
Marcus smiled. “No one will be able to stop us.”
Dr. Thomas Blackwood, the facility director, didn’t seem convinced. “How can we be sure the Third Voice won’t screw us over?”
Marcus held his colleague’s eyes. “That’s easy, Dr. Blackwood. The Third Voice won’t screw us over because they want the same things we want.”
“They want the same things we want, yes,” Blackwood replied. “But they also want to rule the world.”
Elena answered before Marcus could. “Let them. What do we care who’s in charge as long as whoever is in charge takes proper care of our world? There will always be greedy people. What we hope to accomplish is to show those greedy people that it’s costlier to destroy our planet than to care for it.”
“And we do that by murdering hundreds of innocent people?”
Elena’s eyes flashed. “Not innocent. None of them are innocent.”
“But we hope to gain what we want without killing them,” Marcus added.
“Right,” Elena agreed. “Of course. We’ll kill if we have to, but ideally, they will simply agree to our terms and everyone gets to go home safely.”
Dr. Blackwood’s frown suggested that he didn’t find that answer satisfying, but he bowed and said, “I look forward to our victory.”
“As do I,” Elena agreed.
“Yes,” Marcus added. “As do I.”



CHAPTER ONE
“I’m just as frustrated as you are, Jake, but there’s nothing. Whoever Mr. O is, he’s managed to keep his public life completely removed from his activities as a terrorist.”
Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer crossed his arms and sighed at Captain Hector Muñoz. The two friends and coworkers were meeting in Jake’s rarely used office at Secret Service Headquarters in Washington, D.C.
As head of the Presidential Security Division, Jake had a vested interest in putting a stop to the actions of the Third Voice and its mysterious leader, the man known to the Secret Service as Mr. O. As head of the Counterterrorism Division, it was Captain Muñoz’s job to put that stop to the Third Voice.
That was difficult to do when no one had any idea who Mr. O really was. Jake was the only member of the Secret Service who even knew what the man looked like, and apparently, a lot more South African men had blonde hair, ice-blue eyes, and soft features than Jake had expected. Nearly six months of work had left them with nothing.
“What about Harriet Klein? Or Umber? Hell, I’d take news on Pulver at this point.”
Muñoz shook his head. At first glance, the new head of the Secret Service’s Counterterrorism Division was nothing special. Four inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter than Jake’s six-four, two-ten, he had the lithe build of a track star rather than the muscular frame of a warrior. Jake knew, however, that Muñoz was quite possibly the most dangerous fighter alive.
It wasn’t only his fighting ability that made him the perfect choice for the counterterrorism division, though. Muñoz was also among the best intelligence agents Jake had ever met. Hopefully, that expertise would allow them to make short work of the Third Voice.
“We’re fairly sure that Pulver is dead,” Muñoz replied. “We have Klein’s movements as recently as three months ago but nothing from Pulver since the most recent conspiracy to nuke Washington failed.”
“You have Klein? Where is she?”
“Well, she was spotted entering a hotel in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan three months ago. She looked terrible.”
Jake smiled slightly. “Is that your official report, Hector?”
“Yes. The footage we captured suggested she was drunk and miserable. It’s very unlikely that she’s still involved with the Third Voice’s operations. We’re still looking for her, but honestly, she’s taken a backseat to finding Mr. O.”
Jake agreed with that. The Third Voice operated through proxies—individuals and organizations that conducted the actual terrorist actions under the instruction and with the aid of the Third Voice’s leaders, in other words, Mr. O. In every case, Mr. O concealed both his identity and the extent of his involvement, making it easy for him to disappear before trouble caught up to him.
Still, she might be able to tell them who Mr. O was. Since all other potential sources of information had dried up, Jake wanted to take advantage of her knowledge. “Make her a priority again. We believe she was in direct contact with Mr. O. She might have information that will help us find him.”
“Will do,” Muñoz said.
“Anything else to report?”
Muñoz sighed. “On the Third Voice? Nothing. We hacked into the national governments of China, Japan, Indonesia, North and South Korea, Malaysia and Papua New Guinea, but we’ve found nothing.”
“No one’s talking?”
“Oh, they’re talking, all right. They practically begged to throw Mr. Avander under the bus. The problem was that both Mr. Avander and his company never existed, not even as a shell company or a tax shelter. Hell, not even as a front.”
“And a dozen of the wealthiest people in Asia were duped by that?”
Muñoz smiled thinly. “Greed blinds people. They saw dollar signs and forgot to check references.”
Jake sighed and ran his hand across his forehead. “Lovely. So we really have nothing.”
“I tried to tell you.”
“Yeah. You did.” He sighed again. “Okay, so what’s the next plan?”
“I think we follow the money,” Muñoz replied. “The Third Voice’s actions can’t be cheap. Someone somewhere is getting paid somehow, and no one can hide money forever. I think we keep an eye on where all the money goes and flag instances that look suspicious.”
“All of the money? Everywhere?”
“Yes.”
“How do you plan to do that?”
“We don’t plan to do it,” Muñoz clarified. “We plan to work with the CIA and the NSA.”
“Ah. Gotcha.”
“I know it’s not what you were hoping for,” Muñoz sympathized, “but it’s the best chance we have. Besides, it’s possible that Mr. O can’t act right now. Or won’t. Anonymity is very important to him, and you took that from him. At his core, he’s a coward. You saw his face. Cowards don’t like that.”
“I saw his face six months ago, and he’s successfully avoided detection since then. He’ll grow bold again. I doubt like hell that little underground compound in Indonesia is the only place he has.”
“Probably not,” Muñoz agreed. “But I’m willing to bet that you threw him off of his game.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” Jake got to his feet and headed to the coffeemaker to pour a cup for himself. “You want some?”
“Sure,” Muñoz replied. “Thank you.”
Jake brought the coffee back to Muñoz and remained standing. “My concern is that his window of opportunity might be closing.”
“Because the President’s term is almost ending?” Muñoz guessed.
“Yes. I think Mr. O was counting on capitalizing on the turmoil in Bryan’s term. With him out of office, it’ll be a lot harder to hide behind the media narrative that it’s all his fault.”
It was highly unprofessional of a Secret Service agent to refer to a President by his first name, but in addition to being President of the United States, Bryan Jackson was also Jake’s father-in-law. His administration was known, unfortunately, for enduring the greatest number of assassination attempts in American history, as well as being the first to survive an armed coup attempt since Shay’s Rebellion in the eighteenth century. None of that was Bryan’s fault, but the media being the media and people being people, a lot of the world considered him guilty by association.
It was a shame. Bryan wasn’t perfect, but Jake thought he was a good president. He had fought hard to navigate an increasingly volatile global political arena and despite all of the challenges faced had accomplished a lot more than any president in recent history had on that front. China and the U.S. still weren’t buddies, but after the events in Indonesia, China had relaxed its stance on U.S. shipping and naval traffic in the South China Sea. Sub-Saharan Africa was seeing a renaissance of industrialization and wealth creation that was rapidly shrinking the number of people living in poverty in the region. Even Europe—vocally critical of Bryan—had benefited from the Jackson administration, growing strong enough to defend itself from Russian encroachment even without constant help from the United States.
But that wasn’t what people would remember him for. People would remember him for being the person in charge when terrorists both domestic and international wreaked havoc on the American people.
More to the immediate point, Mr. O only had six months left to capitalize on that reputation. And with an international climate summit taking place in the Swiss Alps in two days, he would have another perfect opportunity to kill the President and plunge the world into chaos so the Third Voice could pull it out of chaos and establish a new world order with Mr. O at the top.
Echoing Jake’s thoughts, Muñoz said, “So you think he’s going to try something at the climate summit.”
“I think so.”
“That’s what you said at the African Tour three months ago and the European tour last month.”
“And I was wrong both times,” Jake admitted, “but I still think he’ll try something before the end of Bryan’s second term.”
“He might,” Muñoz replied, “and you’ll be ready for him. Just like you always are.”
Jake chuckled ruefully. “I’d much rather you just found out where Mr. O was so we could put a stop to him without needing to risk the President’s life.” He sipped his coffee and began pacing. “That’s what really has me upset. I just hate that we’re reacting to everything and not being proactive.”
“That’s what I’m here for. I’m your proactive guy.”
“Yeah, and you haven’t found anything yet.” Muñoz looked away, and Jake sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to insult you. I just… I want this to be over. I want the Third Voice put away. I want terrorism to stop, and I want people to focus on how to make the world a better place for everyone instead of just how to get richer off of other people’s suffering.”
“As long as we’re dreaming, I want a Nissan Skyline GT-R,” Muñoz replied.
Jake laughed. “You would want a Nissan Skyline.”
“Oh, because that’s so much less manly than a Harley-Davidson?”
“Yes. A lot less manly.”
"Well, I'm sorry your tastes are so twentieth-century."
“What the hell does that even mean?”
The door opened, and a beautiful strawberry blonde poked her head into the room. “Jake? I’m sorry, am I interrupting something?”
“Not at all, Sheila,” Muñoz replied, getting to his feet. “The important part of the conversation ended already. Jake was just trashing my taste in cars.”
Sheila Jackson, the First Daughter and Jake’s wife of four years, laughed. “Really? The guy who still has a pinup of a Harley Davidson on his nightstand instead of a picture of his wife and son?”
"I have a picture of you guys, too," Jake protested.
“Yeah. Behind the motorcycle.”
Muñoz grinned at Jake. “Sounds like the Jake I know. He’s lucky he’s good-looking. Intelligence isn’t something Marines have in abundance.”
Jake crumpled up a napkin and tossed it at Muñoz. “Get out of here, soldier boy. Go polish a latrine.”
“So you can drink out of the bowl?”
Jake threw another napkin, but Muñoz ducked out of the way and escaped the room, laughing to himself. Sheila raised an eyebrow at Jake. “Is that some sort of military joke I don’t get?”
“Yes,” Jake replied. “It’s all in good fun. The Army’s always been jealous of how much cooler the Marine Corps is.”
“Ah,” Sheila said drily. “Got it.”
“So what brings you to visit, my love?” Jake asked. “Not that I don’t love seeing you, but why didn’t you go to your mom’s birthday party?”
“I did. I just… Well, you’re going out again tomorrow, and I wanted to spend some time with you before you left, just you and I. Beau’s going to spend the night with Mom, so I thought you and I could grab some dinner and maybe dessert?”
Jake lifted his eyebrow. “Dessert? I like the sound of that.”
She giggled. “Well, I was talking about eating gelato and cuddling together on the couch, but we can do that too. If you make me feel like a princess tonight.”
“Hmm… Will Taco Bell do it, or do I have to spring for Carl’s Junior?”
Her brow furrowed. “What’s Carl’s Junior?”
“Oh, that’s right. It’s called Hardee’s out here. It’s a burger place.”
"Yeah, I know what Hardee's is. You've lived here for what, fifteen years, and you don't know what Hardee's is?"
He shrugged. “I don’t eat fast food a lot.”
She rolled her eyes. “How about you take me to Valentino’s and spend some of that hard-earned Secret Service money? I’ll wear that black silk dress you like.”
He grinned. “Only if you promise to take it off later.”
She looked at the ceiling and shook her head. “Why do I even bother? I should just wear sweatpants everywhere. It’d be all the same to you.”
“Hey, if that black dress makes you happy, go ahead and wear it.”
She glared at him. “Try again.”
He met her eyes and said earnestly. “My love, dress nicely tonight. I’m taking you to Valentino’s. Then I’m buying you the nicest brand of gelato Target sells and watching whatever schlocky rom-com you want.”
She laughed. “You slipped a little at the end there, but I’ll accept it.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him softly just under his ear. “And I’ll be happy to take that dress off for you tonight.”
His smile widened. “In that case, it’s a date.”



CHAPTER TWO
Jake didn’t get much sleep that night, but it was for the best possible reason. When his alarm went off at five-thirty that morning, Sheila was still asleep, and Jake felt refreshed and relaxed in spite of the lack of shuteye. He spent several minutes admiring her sleeping form—she’d never gotten around to dressing again—before it felt weird for him to watch her while she was sleeping. With a reluctant sigh, he pulled the blanket over her, then headed to the shower.
An hour later, he walked into a conference room where his partner Jess Foster—the Service’s tech guru—and his subordinates Special Agent Presley and Captain Shiao—the leaders of the Presidential Security Detail and Combat Action Team One respectively—sat waiting.
“Thank you all for being on time,” Jake began.
“You mean early,” Jess corrected. “You were on time.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Thank you for being early, all except for Jess, who clearly set her clock five minutes ahead just so she could make my life harder.”
Presley chuckled. The ghost of a smile crossed Shiao’s face, but that was about as close as she ever came to mirth.
“All right,” Jake said. “Let’s get down to brass tacks.”
“Where does that saying come from, anyway?” Jess said. “Why brass tacks? Why not nickel? Or tungsten. Or molybdenum?”
Jake sighed. “Jess, can we just get through the meeting and then you can crack jokes?”
“Aww, where’s the fun in that?”
“She’s just happy because she had a date last night,” Presley said. “Apparently it went well.”
“Don’t be jealous just because you’re living that single life, Presley,” Jess replied with a grin.
“Congratulations, Jess,” Jake said. “Meeting first, screw around after. Okay?”
Jess sighed. “Fine!”
Her exaggerated attitude earned another ghost of a smile from Shiao. That was progress. Shiao had yet to shed the rigid professionalism of the Army, and as the newest member of the “inner circle,” it was important for her to open up. Jess wasn’t always this mischievous, but the banter the four of them shared was critical to dispelling the anxiety that their job brought.
And Heaven knew the upcoming assignment would bring anxiety with it. Jake clicked the projector remote, and the layout of the Alpine Climate Research Center—the state-of-the-art think tank and laboratory outside of Lucerne, Switzerland where the U.N. climate summit would take place—appeared on the screen.
“Okay,” Jake said, fishing the laser pointer out of his pocket and highlighting the central structure. “This is the conference center. This is where all of the meeting will take place. It consists of the central auditorium and a collection of large and small conference rooms. The President will be spending most of his time in this auditorium, but there will be a meeting on the third day between the United States and the other North American representatives in Conference Room Four and a meeting on the sixth day between the G7 nations in Conference Room Eleven.”
He moved the pointer to highlight a large rectangular building next to the central structure. "That's the parking garage. We get to the tenth floor of the thirteen-floor structure. The structure was built to house tanks in World War Two, so it's plenty strong enough for your MRAPs, Shiao, as well as the two SUVs we'll be bringing."
“So we’re taking two C5s again?” Presley asked.
“Just one. It’ll be cramped, but there’s limited space for aircraft, so the Air Force is going to fit all five vehicles onto one transport. We’ll fly in Air Force One. The Air Force will refuel the Galaxy halfway to our destination. Air Force One can make it the whole way. Don’t worry too much about the logistics in the air, though. I want you all focused on what happens on the ground.”
He clicked the projector, and the slide switched to a layout of the city of Lucerne. "The President will be staying in the Lake Lucerne Resort and Spa, eleven miles from the research center. The cantonal police will close the road from the resort to the research center for the duration of the summit, so we will have a clear path each day and cantonal police watching our backs on the road. That being said, we all know what happens when we let our guards down on the road, so let's stay vigilant."
“I understand the research center will be closed to the public as well,” Presley interjected.
“It will. This summit is not just for show. The attending nations intend to agree on real changes to global climate policy. That means there will be a lot of politics going on, not just posturing for the media. Speaking of, media presence will be very limited. It’s my understanding that only one journalist from each attending nation will be allowed into the facility, and they will be kept separate from the national leaders except for a Q&A session at the end of the summit.”
“Damn. All of this for a climate summit?”
Jess frowned at Presley. “You don’t think the climate matters?”
“I mean, it does, but they didn’t have this kind of security when we visited NATO.”
“They’ve learned from their mistakes,” Shiao opined.
“I agree with Shiao,” Jake said. “I also don’t care if they’ve learned from their mistakes or not. We are responsible for the President’s safety, and that means we are the ones who call the shots when we get there. Presley, as always you get the easy job. You and your agents remain glued to the President’s side at all times. I’d better hear him complain about how close you were when we get home. Shiao, you will deploy the CAT in teams of two throughout the outer facility and remain in constant contact with me.”
“Have you cleared this with the cantonal police?” Jess asked.
“I have not. If they have a problem with it, I’ll clear it then. But this is happening. I’ve seen what occurs when we don’t take complete control of the President’s safety.”
“Fair enough,” Jess said. “I just needed to know how much ignorance to feign.”
Jake smiled. “If anyone gives you or anyone else grief, send them to me. I like dealing with whiny foreign security officers.”
Presley stood. “Well, before this conversation becomes inappropriate, I’m going to go brief the detail. I’ll see you all on Air Force One in two hours.”
“See you there,” Jake agreed.
Shiao got to her feet and saluted crisply. “I’ll talk to the team, sir. May I ask one question?”
“Yes. You always have permission to ask questions.”
"Yes, sir. My question is, how likely do you think it is that the Third Voice will attempt an attack on the President during this summit?"
Jake’s smile faded. He thought about his answer and finally said, “I think we need to act as though it’s always possible. I can’t tell if this is any more dangerous than any other assignment we’ve ever undertaken, but I know the Third Voice is still active, and I know they’ll try something sometime. So we’re going to be prepared for it whenever it comes.”
“Understood, sir.”
Shiao offered another crisp salute, then spun on her heel and marched out of the room. When it was just Jess and Jake left, Jess said, “So give it to me straight, Jake. Are you expecting something to go down?”
Jake sighed. “I expect something to go down constantly. We’re overdue.”
“That’s it, though, right? No hard evidence, just a hunch that the Third Voice needs to act before Bryan is removed from the Presidency?”
Jake frowned. “It’s a pretty damned good hunch, Jess.”
“I know. I’m not saying it isn’t. I was just hoping Muñoz might have stumbled across something more concrete.”
Jake sighed and took a seat opposite his partner. “Yeah. Me too. But Mr. O has apparently managed to keep his real identity completely separate from the Third Voice. I sent him hunting for Harriet Klein again, but I have a feeling that she’s going to turn up dead if she turns up at all.”
“Do you think maybe you scared him off?” Jess asked hopefully. “Like maybe he was so upset after you almost caught him that he went into hiding?”
“I think that’s exactly what happened, but I don’t think he’ll stay in hiding. He’s invested a lot into the Third Voice.”
“Maybe he’ll decide this investment hasn’t paid off,” Jess offered, “and he’ll abandon it.”
Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think Mr. O has an investment background, but I don’t think he sees the Third Voice as a business venture. I think this is an idealistic pursuit for him.”
“Like he sees himself as the Messiah or something?”
Jake shook his head again. “I don’t know. He likes running the show from the background. I don’t know if he’ll ever want to be the figurehead. He might just want the freedom to restructure the world without needing to put his face and name to his actions.”
“How would he manage to do that?”
Jake smiled ruefully. “I don’t know that either. I’m a straightforward kind of guy. I don’t know how to play politics. I just know that whatever Mr. O’s motivations, this is more than just a profiteering scheme for him. He wants to win. He needs to win. And we need to stop him.”
Jess nodded. She sipped some of the sugar and milk-filled concoction she called coffee and said, “What are the weak points? For us, I mean, at this convention?”
“The biggest weak point is that every other attending country is getting the same attention as us. We’re going to be butting heads a lot, and if the Third Voice has paid someone off within those security teams, then we’re not going to know about it until they do something overt.”
“Can we handle it if they do something overt?”
“I think so. It’s not likely that he will have paid enough people to overwhelm us and all of the other security forces there.” He looked back up at the projection of Lucerne. “I think we’ve done the best we can with the information and resources we have. But somehow, he always finds a way to get to us in spite of that.”
“And we always find a way to stop him.”
Jake smiled at Jess. “Yes, we do.”
Jess’s phone chirped. “Okay, that’s my alarm. We should get going. If we’re late to Air Force One, Presley will never let us hear the end of it.”
The two of them gathered their things and left headquarters. Jake helped Jess with a suitcase containing her laptop, several earpiece radios, specialized scanning and transmitting tools, batteries, and a whole lot of other technological trinkets that served no identifiable purpose to Jake.
They reached Air Force One eighteen minutes after that. The enormous transport and the equally enormous C-5M Super Galaxy sat on the tarmac, engines spooling up already. The two of them had made it just in time.
Jess parked the car and the two of them made their way to the President’s personal transport airplane. The massive Boeing 747-8 was resplendent in its blue and white livery. Like so many things in Washington, form mattered just as much as function. The airplane needed to project nobility, strength and confidence. It needed to embody the Presidency and the commitment of the American government to the free world, and it did that very well.
But Jake had learned from experience how easy it was to expose the cracks in such symbols. If the Third Voice succeeded in killing the President, then it didn’t matter how pretty the airplane looked.
Relax, he told himself. You're letting your anxiety run away with you. Don't fret the problems you can't see. Besides, this time, you're not alone.
Somewhat mollified, he settled in for the flight to Lucerne and put his fears about Mr. O and the Third Voice on the back burner. Whatever came his way, he and his team would be ready for it.



CHAPTER THREE
The night of the President’s arrival in Lucerne was the only part of the summit that involved a media circus. The press shouted questions at the President as he and the security team made their way to their vehicles. Cantonal police kept the press back while Jake supervised the loading of each vehicle and quickly got them on the move.
Once they were out of the airport, things calmed down. The President of Cameroon had arrived shortly before they had, and the drivers of the Secret Service motorcade followed the Cameroonian entourage to the resort.
Upon arrival, the two nations were met by a middle-aged woman in a sharp business suit. The woman stood at parade rest with a posture stiff and straight enough to bring tears of pride to a Marine drill instructor’s face.
“Good morning. I am Captain Sarah Winters. I am chief of security here at the Research Center. You are the head of the U.S. security contingent?”
“Yes, me and my partner, Special Agent Foster,” Jake replied, pointing to Jess. “I’m Special Agent Jake Mercer.”
Sarah nodded acknowledgment. “I am scheduled to meet in fifteen minutes with the head of Cameroon’s security contingent. I would like to meet with you immediately after.”
“Fine with me,” Jake replied. “We all need to be on the same page when it comes to security.”
“I agree wholeheartedly, Agent Mercer.”
She spun on her heel and marched off without waiting for a reply. Jake turned to Jess and raised an eyebrow. “Nice woman.”
“Do you want nice, or do you want effective?” Jess asked.
“Good point.”
The resort—not surprisingly—was gorgeous. In the summer, there was no snow, but the lake was breathtaking, and the number of pleasure boats navigating the waters near the resort escorted by an even larger number of police vessels told Jake that the early arrivals were taking advantage of their haste by enjoying the warm sun and clear blue waters.
“Damn,” the President said appreciatively as they walked to their suite. “We should have flown here last night.”
“Next time,” Jake offered.
Bryan looked him up and down. “Everything all right?”
“All good, sir,” Jake replied.
He didn’t want to have a conversation about his doubts and worries in front of his subordinates. Right now, Bryan was his boss first and his friend second.
Bryan wasn’t so easily dissuaded, though. “Don’t worry about me. We’re surrounded by security here. This isn’t like Indonesia when it was you and I against the world.”
Jake limited his response to a simple nod. He didn’t think it would be helpful to mention all of the many times Bryan had nearly been murdered when surrounded by security.
After getting the President situated in the suite, he, Jess, and Shiao went to meet with Captain Winters. Presley stayed with the President, where he would remain until the President entered the White House when they returned home. Possibly even after that.
Captain Winters met them just outside of the suites reserved for them. She raised an eyebrow. “Your other man, Presley, won’t be joining us?”
Despite her rather mundane English name, she spoke with a Swiss German accent that made her already stoic demeanor seem even more unbending. Jake had a bad feeling that this conversation would only confirm that personality trait.
“He will remain at President Jackson’s side,” Jake responded.
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. The auditorium is to be kept free of security personnel. Agent Presley and his team are welcome to join President Jackson at any other time. However, they must surrender their weapons before entering the facility.”
Jake stared at her, too stunned to think of a response at first. Jess helped him with that.
“What my partner is too shocked to say, is—I’m sure—a much more polite version of hell no, they won’t surrender their weapons.”
Captain Winters frowned. “They must. The topics to be discussed are extraordinarily sensitive. We cannot risk conflict breaking out among the forces of the more… volatile nations represented.”
“And you think the United States is one of the more volatile nations?” Jake asked.
“Not at all. But it wouldn’t be fair to the others if we allowed the United States special dispensation.”
“Got it,” Jake said. “Too bad I don’t give a shit if it’s fair or not.”
Captain Winters sighed and lowered her head. “I was warned that you would be difficult.”
“Good. I’m glad to hear it. That means you know that you have exactly zero chance of enforcing that rule.”
“I cannot budge. Not for you or for anyone.”
Jake nodded. "I hear you. I'll offer a compromise. All four of Presley's agents will remain armed the entire time and go everywhere the President goes. Captain Shiao and her team will station themselves by twos in Conference Rooms one, five, nine, thirteen and seventeen. They'll be fully armed, too, as will the MRAPs. Two of those at the entrance to the facility and one at the back door. Special Agent Foster and I will be in one of those MRAPs monitoring the entire facility with our drones."
“You are delusional,” Captain Winters replied. “This is not the United States of America. This is Switzerland, and you will respect our rules regarding security at the Alpine Climate Research Center.”
“You’re delusional,” Jake countered. “Bryan Jackson is the President of the United States, and we will ensure his safety regardless of how many feathers are ruffled. If you’d like, you can get the President of Switzerland here, and I’ll tell her the same thing.”
Captain Winters took a deep breath, then forced a smile that looked entirely out of place on her. “Perhaps it will ease your mind if I explain to you the security we’re providing to the delegates.”
“It won’t, but I still want to know about it.”
Winters pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. It was one of those fancy folding types that opened up into a small tablet. She pressed a few buttons, and a blueprint of the facility came up. She pressed another button, and a bunch of green dots appeared at various points throughout the research center.
“So you see here,” she said, showing the phone to Jake. “Each green dot represents a sensor suite that can detect electromagnetic wavelengths ranging from low-frequency radio to microwave emissions. This includes a full suite of optical, infrared and ultraviolet sensors, of course, along with radar, lidar and sonar. Essentially, our security system can see and hear everything that happens within the facility.”
She tapped another button, and the green dots disappeared, replaced by red dots. “Each dot you see here represents a weapons system. The solid red represent fixed emplacements. The red outlined in black represent drones. The drones and emplacements carry projectile weapons—both lethal and nonlethal—anti-personnel lasers, flamethrowers and grenade launchers—again both lethal and nonlethal.”
She tapped another time, and the red dots disappeared, replaced by dozens of yellow dots. Jake noted that those yellow dots were all outside of the facility. “This is a typical patrol pattern we will be using during the summit. As you can see, we will have the airspace in the immediate vicinity of the center saturated. Nothing is getting in to harm the President—yours or any other.”
She looked triumphantly at Jake, somehow expecting that what she’d just told him would sway his mind. It didn’t.
“That’s impressive,” Jake admitted, “and it really drives home how important it is to make sure that the President is kept under guard at all times.”
Captain Winter’s brow furrowed. “I must insist—”
“Yeah, we’re done,” Jake interrupted. “I don’t give a shit what you insist. We’re keeping our President safe.”
Captain Winters glared at Jake for a long moment. Then she drew herself up and said coldly, “I will be speaking with your President about your rudeness. We are guaranteeing your President’s safety and only asking that you abide by the same rules every other nation must follow.”
“Have fun with that,” Jake said. “It won’t change a thing.”
***
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Jake thundered.
Bryan sighed and got a resigned look on his face that Jake recognized all too well. He wasn’t as loud as Jake, but he was every bit as stubborn, and Jake’s confidence waned even before Bryan replied to his outburst.
“I’m not kidding. I’m instructing.”
“After everything you’ve been through, after having it confirmed that the Third Voice is targeting you, you want to hamstring your own security? No! I won’t allow it.”
“You don’t get to make that call, Jake.”
“The hell I don’t! That is literally the call that I get to make. That is what being the leader of the Presidential Security Division means! I am in charge of your safety, and I am telling you that you will be protected according to the plan I drew up with my team.”
“I’ve spoken with Captain Winters. Dr. Blackwood—the facility director—is going to give us a tour of the facility tomorrow. You’ll see all of the security measures they have in place so you can put your mind at ease.”
“My mind will be at ease when you tell me you’re rescinding these instructions, and I can be responsible for your security again,” Jake retorted.
The two of them were alone in the living room of Bryan’s suite. Presley and his security detail waited just outside and could probably here the unprofessional argument happening between the President and his son-in-law but had enough plausible deniability to pretend that they didn’t.
Jake didn’t like talking to the President this way, even in private, but for God’s sake! This was playing right into the enemy’s hands!
“Do you think Captain Winters is a member of the Third Voice?” Bryan asked placidly.
Jake sighed. “No, I don’t think that. I had the CIA vet her after she passed along her bullshit rule.”
“Do you think that she intends to do everything in her power to keep me and every other attendee at this summit safe?”
“Yes, but that’s the problem. And every other attendee. We only care about you. We are here to protect you.”
“An admirable quality in a Secret Service agent,” Bryan allowed, “but not helpful when we’re trying to push international climate change policies that will require a great deal of sacrifice and strain from everyone, including nations that are struggling in other ways. This is not going to be a pleasant summit, Jake. It’s going to take a lot of work to convince the wealthier nations that if they want the less wealthy nations to play ball, they have to be willing to subsidize them to a degree in the short run. It’s going to take a lot of work to convince less wealthy nations that the climate policies we want will actually benefit them in the long run. There’s going to be a lot of hurt feelings.”
“Sounds like a terrible time to have security,” Jake said sarcastically.
“Jake, this is important to me,” Bryan said softly. “I only have six months left in office. I’ve already told Winters that we’re going to comply with her request.”
“That…”
Jake pressed his lips together and took several deep breaths to calm himself. He wanted very badly to just ignore Bryan’s wishes and follow the security plan he’d admitted, but doing so would mean directly defying the President’s orders. And if the political situation was as sensitive as Bryan described, that kind of defiance might lead to the President being kicked out of the meeting. Much of the world had developed closer relationships with the United States during Bryan’s administration. Unfortunately, most European nations fell into the camp of the few nations that had drifted apart.
He sighed. “This is phenomenally stupid of you, Bryan, and I want that on record.”
“Noted,” Bryan replied drily.
“Presley and his team remain with you. At all times. Armed. They can carry MP7s. They’re concealable. No one will notice them underneath the team’s jackets unless they need to notice them. Shiao and her team can remain in the MRAPs, and Jess and I will remain in one of the SUVs while two of the CAT agents drive the SUV that will be used to extract you if shit hits the fan. We’ll keep all but that one vehicle in the parking lot—the first floor, not the tenth—and the extraction vehicle sits as close to the back door as possible.”
“I’ll take that. And I’ll make sure Captain Winters takes it as well.” Bryan stood and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “Cheer up, Jake. It’ll be okay.”
“It’s my job to worry about what happens if it isn’t okay, sir.”
“Fair enough.” Bryan smiled. “If it’s not okay, then you’ll pull another miracle out of thin air. Just like you always do.”
“Thank you, Mr. President,” Jake said in a clipped tone. “You can’t imagine how much it means to me to hear you say that.”
“Now you know a little bit how my job feels,” Bryan replied.
Jake didn’t have a good response to that, so he only nodded curtly, spun on his heel, and left the room. On his way back to his room, he met Presley’s eyes. Presley gave him a tight smile that indicated his understanding of Jake’s frustration.
Jess met her outside the President’s front door. “What happened?” she asked. “Is he making you follow the rules?”
“Yep,” Jake replied curtly. “We’re cutting our own balls off and hoping we don’t get screwed.”
Jess, thankfully, didn't offer Jake a trite "It'll be okay."
The best comfort Jake could find in this situation was the realization that it was out of his hands. Which was no comfort at all.



CHAPTER FOUR
Jake was in a somewhat better mood the next morning. If nothing else, the tour would give him a better understanding of what the interior of the facility looked like. If he wasn’t happy with the security arrangements, there was always time for him to change his mind.
Now that he was here, though, he had to admit it. He was impressed. Captain Winters seemed to have her shit together.
As soon as they entered the facility, he caught multiple cameras observing them. Metal detectors chimed when Presley and his team entered the doors with their concealed weapons, but a note on a floating holographic display informed them that a special exemption had been granted for their weapons. Drones hovered in the foyer, quiet enough that Jake had to stare hard to realize that they were drones and not ceiling lamps. Jake didn’t see any obvious weapons on the drones or the cameras, but it was possible that some of the “cameras” were actually laser emitters.
Dr. Blackwood spoke, and Jake gave the director his attention. “Welcome, honored delegates,” he said, once more betraying a slight Swiss German accent that belied his English name. “We are excited to show you the advances we’ve made at the Alpine Climate Research Center. Over the next week, you will all be discussing ways the world can collaborate on climate improvement. We’d like to start this summit by showing you that it’s possible to achieve the goals you’ll be setting over the next seven days.”
He gestured for them to follow, and two of the drones turned and shone cool blue spotlights ahead of the crowd. After the appropriate oohs and ahhs, the crowd followed Dr. Blackwood down the corridor.
“The first place we’ll visit is the satellite imaging center,” he informed them. “This allows us multilayered imaging of the entirety of Earth’s surface and even allows limited observation of the Earth’s mantle and core—far less limited when we communicate with ground-based geological missions.”
Jess fell into step next to Jake. “As you’ve probably guessed, many of the cameras are actually weapons emplacements according to my readings.”
“All lasers?” Jake asked.
“No. Some are, but most are machine guns and grenade launchers. Two nonlethal for every lethal weapons system, but still more than enough lethal coverage for the entire facility.”
“What about EM hardening?” Jake asked. “Can it withstand an electronic attack?”
“I don’t know, but I wouldn’t be surprised. Honestly, these things are bleeding-edge. I don’t even know if the military has this tech.”
Jake frowned. “Why do they need this kind of weaponry?”
Jess laughed nervously. “I mean, with terrorists threatening to assassinate the U.S. President every time he goes anywhere, are you really surprised?”
“How would they find this technology, though?” Jake pressed. “This isn’t standard equipment for a research center.”
“I honestly don’t know,” Jess replied. “But I’m glad it’s all on our side.”
Jake managed a smile he didn’t feel. The uncertainty in the pit of his stomach was stronger now. He really didn’t like the idea of unknown connections that could get these people security systems that put those at DARPA to shame. Those connections could be connected to the Third Voice, in which case this fancy security system was a great danger to the President rather than adequate protection for him.
“He approached Captain Winters and asked, “How did you guys find all of this technology?”
"I believe it was Dr. Marcus Chen," Winters replied. "He is the Research Center's technology expert. He's the only doctor here whose doctorate is in a field other than environmental science."
“Where can I find Dr. Chen?”
Captain Winters looked over her shoulder and pointed. "There. I figured he would be following along from behind. He's curious, but he's a rather timid fellow, I'm afraid."
Jake turned around to see a white-faced man of around thirty with an unruly mop of straight black hair and a pair of huge round glasses hiding dark brown eyes flinch and hurriedly approach a computer terminal.
Let’s see if your timidity is hiding something else, Jake thought.
“Jess, follow the group and map the layout of the security systems. Captain Winters, she’d appreciate your help with that.”
“And you’d appreciate some time to interrogate Dr. Chen without me hovering over you,” Winters deduced drily.
Jake didn’t respond to that. He approached the nervous doctor and suppressed a chuckle when Chen glanced at him and quickly looked away.
“Dr. Marcus Chen?” Jake asked.
The man flinched and swallowed. He looked longingly at the exit of the building, then sighed and turned to Jake.
Timid was an understatement. The poor doctor was shaking visibly and sweating profusely. He swallowed and tried a smile. “Yes?”
“I’m Special Agent Jake Mercer of the United States Secret Service,” Jake replied. “Mind if you and I talk for a moment?”
“Um… I guess?” Marcus agreed.
His voice trembled as much as his body, and when Jake gestured toward a nearby bench, he flinched away as though afraid Jake was going to strike him. “Oh,” he said when he realized what Jake was really doing. “Right. Yeah. Sorry.”
He scurried over to the bench and took a seat. He smiled at Jake and said, “Um… Okay. What do you want to talk about?”
Jake initially planned to stand in front of Marcus to intimidate him, but if he did that, the poor doctor might faint. Instead, he sat next to Marcus and offered what he hoped was a disarming smile. “I heard we have you to thank for our state-of-the-art security system.”
Marcus flinched again. Considering he had done that after every single action Jake had taken, it was hard to tell if that was a sign he was hiding something or just a sign of his general timidity. “Oh. Um…” He swallowed. “Well, uh, I am fortunate to have friends who could get me access to uh, to some things that are, er, not available to the general public yet.”
“What friends?”
Jake kept his tone friendly but his eyes hard. Marcus shrank beneath his gaze. “Um… his name is Gary Wei. Well, his name is Weig Gong-Li, but he goes by Gary.”
“And how does Gary have access to this kind of technology?”
“He, uh, he works for a tech company. Shangri-La Technical Industries. Please don’t tell anyone, though. He would get in a lot of trouble if anyone found out he was the one who gave us these drones.”
“You don’t think they’ll find out when the leaders of almost every nation on Earth—including China—start telling people about the incredible security systems they saw here?”
Jake thought that all of the color had already drained from Marcus’s face, but the man proved him wrong by paling even further. “Oh God,” he whispered. “Oh, I didn’t think about that. I don’t want him to get in trouble. I was just… Well, you know, I was nervous. I didn’t want anything to happen here. There have been so many terrorist attacks lately, and with your President almost getting killed in Indonesia a few months ago… I just wanted everyone to be safe.”
Jake held Marcus’s gaze for a long moment, looking for any sign of deception. The results of his scan were inconclusive. Marcus was, as Captain Winters had said, a very timid individual. It was impossible for Jake to tell if that timidity was fear of being caught in a lie or just a general anxiety.
He nodded and smiled at Marcus. “All right. Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about it. If anything, Gary’s company just got a ton of free advertising. I would expect a lot of phone calls from a lot of governments after this.”
Chen brightened. “Really?”
“Wouldn’t surprise me.” Jake got to his feet. “I’ll see you around, Dr. Chen.”
“Oh, yes. Um, thank you. Goodbye, Mr. Mercer.”
He shot to his feet, looked around uncertainly, bowed, and rushed off. Jake watched him go until he disappeared into the foyer, then tapped his earpiece. “Jess, give Art a call for me. Tell him to look up Dr. Marcus Chen, Wei Gong-Li, aka Gary Wei, and Shangri-La Technical Industries. Allegedly, they’re the individuals responsible for the security systems here.”
“Will do. You think there’s something fishy going on?”
“There’s definitely something fishy going on. According to Chen, the fishiness is his buddy Gary giving the research center a bunch of security technology it’s not supposed to have. I want to see if that’s true or if the fishiness is more along the lines of all of that being bullshit.”
“Got it. Should I keep an eye on Chen?”
“No. I want to keep our eyes on the President. But if he leaves the facility, I want to hear about it. In fact, keep an eye on everyone entering or exiting.”
“You got it.”
“Okay. I’m coming back to join you.”
“You should! I won’t lie; they have some really cool stuff here.”
“I like cool stuff.”
“Then you’ll love the meteorology room. They can basically predict weather patterns for an entire year.”
“Sounds fun.”
“Super fun.”
Jake clicked off and moved back toward the group. He noticed the security cameras following him as he walked. He also noticed that there were no other humans in sight. Not one. It could be that Captain Winters just had ultimate faith in her security system, but it bothered Jake. He wasn’t superstitious about AI or technology in general, but he had seen advanced technology turned against them before. At the end of the day, a computer was just a computer, and computers could be reprogrammed.
Shouting ahead pulled his attention back to the present moment. Two men were standing in front of each other, arguing loudly and gesticulating wildly while Captain Winters tried fruitlessly to separate them. Both men were African, but Jake couldn't recognize the specific national origin of their uniforms.
Not that it mattered. They were on the verge of coming to blows, and if Captain Winters was pissed enough by that, it would mean another fight over security procedures. Jake couldn’t afford that right now.
His earpiece chirped. “Jake? You coming?”
“One moment, Jess. I need to break up a fight.”
“Seriously? Between who?”
“Couple of meatheads,” he replied. “Like high school all over again.”
“Jesus. Well, have fun.”
“Oh yeah. Exactly what I want to be doing right now.”
He looked up at the drones and wondered why they weren't intervening. Did they know that a fight was going on, or did they only intervene when the confrontation was deadly?
Or were they waiting for a different signal to complete a different mission?



CHAPTER FIVE
“Enough!” Captain Winters thundered. “Stop at once, or I’ll have you tased and removed!”
As soon as she said that, two of the drones dropped lazily from the ceiling and positioned themselves behind the combatants.
Well, that answers one of my questions, Jake thought.
He stepped toward the larger of the two men—a six-foot-six brute with a powerlifter’s build—and pulled him away from the other man. The brute immediately whirled around and shoved Jake. Jake wasn’t quite so massive as this man, but he wasn’t small either, and he had a lot of fighting experience. He weathered the blow without falling backwards.
“What the hell are you doing?” the man demanded in a Central African accent. “This is not your business!”
“Actually, it is my business,” Jake replied. “I’m the head of the United States Secret Service contingent, and your behavior might compromise my ability to protect my President. So I’d really like it if you two could stop acting like children.”
“He is the one acting like a child!” the man shouted, pointing at the other man.
Jake glanced at the other man. He leaned on Captain Winters’ shoulder and looked a little unsteady after his bout with his larger opponent. Captain Winters glared at Jake. “You’re right. This might indeed mean I banish all of you from this facility as I intended to do in the first place.”
“Don’t do that,” Jake pleaded. He glared at the big man in front of him. “Don’t punish the many for the inexcusable idiocy of the few.”
The man reddened but then lowered his eyes. “I apologize, Captain Winters. Perhaps I should step outside to cool off for a moment.”
“Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” Jake said. “I’ll go with you.”
Winters nodded curtly, then tapped her lapel mic and said something in German. Jake led the big man outside. The man glowered fiercely but thankfully didn't do anything violent.
Once they were outside, the big man sighed heavily. “It’s just annoying. Those Nigerians act like they’re better than everyone. They think they can disparage my president and call my people names as well and get away with it. It’s not fair that I should hang my head meekly when they insult my people.”
“What did he say?”
The big man’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t care to repeat it. Suffice it to say that it was very insulting.”
Jake nodded. “Got it. Well, I’m sorry you have to deal with that.”
The stranger shrugged his massive shoulders. “I suppose it’s what I am called upon to suffer for my people.” He glanced at Jake. “Thank you for separating us. It would have brought great dishonor to myself and my country if we were removed from the summit for my actions.”
Jake doubted strongly that the President of Cameroon would be removed from the summit and not just the security officer, but he kept that opinion to himself. “Don’t mention it.”
The Cameroonian stuck out his hand. “Captain Jean-Paul Rousseau of the Cameroonian Republican Guard.”
Jake took the outstretched hand and tried not to react to the strength of Rousseau’s grip. Thank God he didn’t try to fight me. “Special Agent Jake Mercer, United States Secret Service.”
Rousseau pumped Jake’s hand once. “Nice to meet you.”
He released Jake’s hand, and Jake flexed his fingers to ensure they still worked. That Nigerian dude is lucky to be alive.
“Cigarette?” Rousseau offered.
“No, thank you.”
Rousseau lit his cigarette and took a deep drag, then sighed and looked out at the clear blue sky. “It’s a waste of time to be here. This will only result in the wealthy nations of the world telling the rest of us what we have to sacrifice to make their bloated citizens feel good about themselves. No offense.”
“None taken. But you never know. President Jackson’s been very vocal about his belief that it’s the responsibility of the first world to affect real climate change.”
“So he’ll throw money at the problem. That doesn’t work.” Rousseau sighed. “I’m sorry. I know you can’t speak out of turn. I just hate that everyone always cries about the plants and animals. People are starving, and I see teams of broadcasters and filmmakers ask to have people removed from a region so they can film hippos and elephants in their natural environment.” He shook his head. “That’s why I’m angry. No one cares for the people.”
“President Jackson does,” Jake insisted. “He’ll make sure that any agreement struck here will benefit the people of every nation impacted by that agreement.”
Rousseau chuckled. “You are a typical American, always certain that your American ideals will win out in the end.”
Jake shrugged. “I have hope.”
Rousseau scoffed. “Hope is worth less than the breath it takes to express it.”
Jake didn’t know how to answer that, so he just kept silent. Rousseau took another puff from his cigarette, then said, “So we have you to thank for relaxing the security rules imposed on us.”
“Yeah, I made some noise,” Jake said. “I get that they don’t want a fight to start, but I’m not leaving the President of the United States unprotected.” He looked at Rousseau. “Which is why it really sucks that a fight started.”
Rousseau’s lips thinned. “Yes. I’ve already apologized for that.”
Jake didn’t remember hearing an apology, but he let it go.
“You don’t think something bad is going to happen, do you?” Rousseau asked. “With all of the security here?”
"I've learned it's better to be prepared for the worst at all times," Jake replied.
Rousseau scoffed again. "It would be just our luck that the nation of Cameroon is finally invited to participate in a discussion on global policy, only for everything to be overshadowed by a damned terrorist attack. I don't understand why the United States permits such nations to exist."
Jake frowned. “What nations?”
“The ones that harbor terrorists. The radical Islamic empires, North Korea, the aggressive governments of Africa… just flatten all of them. They can’t threaten you if their militaries are burnt to ash.”
What an interesting conversation that I am totally prepared to have, Jake thought drily. He tried to extract himself by saying, “I don’t write the policies; I just protect the person who does.” It was actually Congress that proposed legislation, but Jake didn’t want to get into an even more involved conversation on politics.
Rousseau laughed. “That’s us. Working men doomed to watch the whims of the rich dictate the course of our lives. But we have some fun along the way.”
“We certainly do.”
Rousseau took another drag of his cigarette and said, “What do you think they’ll do? About the environment?”
“Honestly, I have no idea. I don’t keep up much with the environment.”
“I don’t either. This whole summit is a mystery to me. I wonder how much money they’re spending on this foolishness that could be better used helping the poor among us feed their families?” He looked back at Jake. “Do you have a family?”
“I do. A wife and son.”
Rousseau smiled. “How lucky you are. I have a wife. Our son is no longer living, I’m afraid.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me too.” He took another puff. “Ebola. He lasted one week. For some reason, the disease spared his wife and daughter but only took him.”
“It’s horrible to lose a son. I’m sorry that you and your wife had to go through that.”
Rousseau smiled at Jake. “You said that already.”
“It’s worth saying again. I’m sorry.”
Rousseau chuckled, but Jake could see the sadness behind his eyes. "Thank you. I'm sorry, too. He was a good son. He was strong, like his father." He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, opening it to show a faded portrait of a smiling young man with massive shoulders and well-developed arms. "This is him. Louis. Like the king." He sighed and looked toward the horizon. "Like a king."
He folded his wallet and put it back in his pocket. “Would you like to be a king one day, Jake? If you had the chance?”
“Honestly? No. I feel like I’d hate the job.”
“As would I. I would be a terrible king and a terrible president for that matter. But Louis would have made a great king or a great President. He was wise for one so young. Compassionate too. That’s what really would have made him great. He had compassion. So few have that quality anymore. So few can have that quality.”
He looked at Jake. “What about your son? Do you think he’ll be a president one day?”
“Maybe. If he wants to be. He’s only four years old right now, so he’s got time to decide.”
Rousseau raised an eyebrow. “Ah! He is young! What a wonderful age. Do you want him to be president?”
Jake thought of watching Beau take the oath of office one day and imagined the pride he would feel. Then he imagined his son as the target of terrorists, and chill ran through him. "Honestly? No. I would hate for him to have that target on his back."
Rousseau nodded seriously. “I understand that. Especially to be the American president. By the way, you have done an excellent job keeping your President safe. And yourself. I remember reading in the news how you two survived being lost at sea for a night in the middle of a storm. Then you evaded insurgents for two days on an Indonesian island just in time for your President to stop a nuclear war.” He laughed. “You two are real-life cowboys.”
“It sure feels that way sometimes,” Jake agreed.
Rousseau’s interpretation of his and Bryan’s most recent adventure was somewhat exaggerated, but not by that much. Of course, it didn’t feel like a Wild West adventure when it was happening. Jake didn’t mind a little excitement here and there, but if he had a choice, he’d much rather not have to pull the President out of the lions’ den every few months.
He wondered if Muñoz had made any progress on finding Harriet Klein and Mr. O. Probably not after only two days. But hopefully soon. That was the key, and it was key that they stop him soon, before Bryan’s presidency ended. Ever since the thought had come to his head, Jake was worried about what would happen if the Third Voice struck again during the next President’s term.
His earpiece chirped. Jess. “Hey, Jake, they’re about to start the summit. I’m heading outside to meet you, all right?”
“No, go to the command SUV,” Jake said. “I’ll meet you there.”
“You’re not there already?”
“No, I was talking with a new friend.”
“Chen?”
“No. Captain Jean-Paul Rousseau of the Cameroonian Republican Guard.”
“Ah. The guy you pulled off of the other guy?”
“One and the same. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
“I can’t wait to hear all of the juicy details.”
Jake chuckled and offered his hand to Rousseau, too late to rescind the offer. He endured another crushing handshake and said, "It was nice to meet you, Captain Rousseau. Enjoy the summit. I hope the decisions reached here will help your people."
“As do I, Special Agent Mercer. Perhaps hope is all we have left, but we do cling to it, don’t we?”
“For as long as we can,” Jake agreed.
Rousseau released Jake’s hand and headed back inside. Jake flexed his fingers again, then headed toward the back of the building where Jess waited at the command SUV.



CHAPTER SIX
Jake flexed his fingers again when he stepped into the back of the sleek black command SUV.
“Trying to summon dark magic?” Jess asked.
“Trying to regain feeling in my hand,” Jake replied. “Rousseau’s handshake felt like getting crushed by a hydraulic press.”
“You’re an old man now,” Jess teased. “You can’t keep playing with the big boys.”
“He’s the same age as me.”
“Yeah, and he’s five inches taller and fifty pounds heavier. I looked him up while you were gone. He’s also a champion wrestler.”
“I believe it.” Jake took his seat next to Jess. “How was the rest of the tour?”
“Uneventful. I mean, super cool if you’re nerdy about technology and stuff, but otherwise uneventful.”
“How was the mood in there?”
“Tense. The nations invited are organizing into three camps. Camp one is the U.S. and most of Africa. They want strict enforcement of strong environmental protections, and they want the first world to foot the bill for the nations that will be most impacted by these policies. Camp two is China, South America and most of Asia. They’re concerned about the interruption of trade and want environmental protections to remain relaxed and focused on improving trade rather than increasing restrictions. Camp three is Europe and Russia. They don’t feel like they should be expected to pay for another nation’s environmental policy. Their argument is that they already have effective environmental policy, and it’s not really their problem that the rest of the world hasn’t caught up yet.”
“Typical European Union response,” Jake groused.
Jess lifted an eyebrow. “Why how judgmental of you, Jake. Are you making an assumption about an entire region?”
“You just told me that’s what they said. How is that an assumption?”
“You assume that it’s normal for them. Besides, I thought you didn’t care about politics.”
“I don’t, not really. But talking to Rousseau made me see things from a different perspective. Africa resents being treated like they have to bend over backwards to whatever the West tells them to do.”
“Weird that they wouldn’t align in the European camp then.”
“Well, they need the aid too. Not to mention that as they industrialize, pollution and waste is going to be a severe public health problem. If they can get ahead of that, then why not?”
“Look at you being a statesman all of a sudden. You should go into politics when you leave the Service.”
Jake grimaced. “Hell no. When I leave, I’ll be moving to the Midwest and throwing away my cell phone and internet. I will live in blissful ignorance and let the rest of the world figure out its own problems.”
“Amen to that,” Jess replied.
They fell silent for a while and listened in to the first part of the conference. The senior researcher on site—Dr. Elena Kovac—was outlining the research center’s findings in key climate metrics and stating their goals for the summit.
“I didn’t know the scientists were getting involved in this,” Jake said.
“They’re hosting everyone, so they get a chance to talk,” Jess replied. “Doubtful anyone will listen, but we’ll be polite dinner guests, at least.”
“Hmm.” He frowned when he saw a flock of drones pass lazily over the roof of the center. “We should have asked Winters for access to the security system. Can you track those drones?”
“I can try.”
Jess’s fingers flew over the keyboard. The central monitor changed view to a bird’s eye blueprint of the research center with red dots representing the drones. “Looks like I got them all.”
“Why aren’t they yellow dots?”
Jess glared at him. “If you like Winters’ system better, go flirt with her and get her to let you sit in her office.”
“Are you saying if I flirt with you, you’ll change the dots to yellow?”
“If you flirt with me, I’ll send a bikini pic to you when I know Sheila’s sitting right next to you and let you deal with the fallout.”
Jake winced. “Jesus. Sorry I pissed you off so much.”
She pressed a button, and the dots turned yellow. “There. Happy?”
He looked at the monitor for a moment. “Actually, I think I liked red better.”
He dodged Jess’s swiping hand and laughed.
After the introductions and the statement of goals, Dr. Kovac began demonstrating new climate technologies. Jake had to admit that even for someone who wasn’t a tech nerd, the advancements she talked about were interesting. New satellite imaging technology that could reveal soil quality and water table depth anywhere on Earth, air samplers that could predict the likelihood of rain in North America based on the particulate content of the air over the Atlantic, and even the possibility of carbon dioxide scrubbers in large developing cities within the next ten years. Jake wasn’t sure how achievable or how helpful any of that was, but it was crazy to think of how capable humans were at understanding their environment.
And yet we still destroy it. Slaves to our nature to the end.
Of more interest to him was Dr. Kovac herself. She was on the petite side, perhaps an inch over five feet and maybe a couple of pounds short of triple digits. She wore big glasses with thick lenses, much like Dr. Chen, and her hair was a shoulder-length mop of straight drab brown. She looked like all of the stereotypes of the nerdy doctor.
Yet when she spoke, it was with a clear, strong, and commanding voice. She held her head high and her shoulders back and looked at the arrayed leadership of sixty percent of the world with the authority of an empress. Jake couldn’t help but admire her.
“We find ourselves at a crossroads, honored guests,” she said, speaking English with a noticeable but not especially thick Polish accent. “We have spent decades paying lip service to environmental protection. Yes, we’ve made token efforts to—as they say—put our money where our mouths are, but we’ve done little in the way of real progress. Yes, the European Union and the United States of America have instituted legislation mandating the reduction of fossil fuels, particularly in automotive applications. Yes, the United States and especially the European Union have made great strides in responsible food production and manufacturing, but the changes that must be made if we are to stem the catastrophe that awaits us must be sweeping!
“A gradual reduction in gasoline vehicle production in favor of electric vehicle production—a change that, I must point out, does not address the severe environmental problem that used batteries will present in the future—pales in comparison to the shift away from nonrenewable energy that the entire world must agree on. It is a nice gesture that economies that are shrinking away from manufacturing in favor of information and services have agreed to enforce stricter measures for those manufacturers that remain, but where are the manufacturing giants in all of this? Where are China and India? Will we see a real effort to mitigate the pollution the manufacturing industries in those nations create?”
A murmur ran through the crowd, particularly among the Asian delegates. The Premier of China retained a stoic demeanor, but it was clear that he didn’t appreciate having his nation called out like that.
Don’t fly too close to the sun, doctor, Jake thought.
He tilted his head and asked, “How did you get this camera feed, Jess?”
“I sneaked a few camera bots into the building and released them during the tour.”
“Camera bots?”
“CIA tech. Miniature robots that can conceal themselves from electromagnetic sensors. I put one in the auditorium and one in each conference room the President will visit during the summit. Miss Garnet says hi, by the way.”
Jake grinned. “Jess, you beautiful bastard.”
Jess laughed. “Wow. I don’t think I’ve heard that one before.”
“Well, I’m told it’s not polite to call a woman a bitch.”
She laughed again. “I appreciate you for thinking of me.” She frowned. “Hold on a second. Dr. Kovac’s still talking.”
"The sad truth is that our children and grandchildren are at risk of being left in a world that cannot support them. The power to change that is entirely within our hands. We only need to be willing to sacrifice." She lifted her hands like an old-time revivalist leading a call to prayer. "So I call on you, the leaders of the free world, to agree during this summit to treat the environment with the attention it deserves. Do not hide in your holes, content to live your lives and die before those evils coming our way affect you. Do what is best for your children, for your grandchildren, for posterity. Lead us into a brighter future. Don't leave us in darkness.
“To that end, I issue the following demands. You will immediately shut down all fossil fuel extraction, refinement, distribution, and use. All vehicles and generators utilizing such fuels will be outlawed. You will use only renewable sources of energy. You will immediately enforce policies of carbon neutrality. Any organization or individual that refuses to follow those laws will be prosecuted severely. You will dedicate an appropriate budget toward conservation efforts. You will stop exploiting the disadvantaged and making them suffer for your poor climate management.”
Jake frowned. He didn’t like the way Dr. Kovac said that. Demands, not requests. And incredibly ridiculous and unachievable demands too. A kernel of doubt sprouted in his mind.
The room was silent as a heart attack. Bryan seemed to take the words to heart, but instead of voicing his support, he leaned forward and rested his chin on his fist, eyes narrowed in thought.
Kovac chuckled and shook her head. When she continued, there was an edge to her voice that set alarm bells off in Jake’s head. He frowned and glanced at the monitor that showed the drones. The flight patterns appeared random to him, but there were so many of them.
“You know, I worked on that speech for two days,” Dr. Kovac said, “even knowing that not one of you will listen. And why would you? You’re all convinced that you know better than everyone else.”
Another murmur ran through the crowd, this one of consternation mixed with outrage. Dr. Kovac’s lips curled in contempt.
“All of you think that your own needs matter more than anyone else’s. All of you think that the world and everything and everyone in it exist to benefit you.”
Jake tapped his earpiece. “Presley, talk to me about what’s happening in the auditorium. Anyone suspicious sneaking in? Any drones hovering near windows?”
“No, but we have a lot of pissed off world leaders wondering why they’re still listening to Dr. Kovac. Why? Do you see something outside?”
Jake glanced at the monitor with the drones and still saw nothing amiss. He looked at Jess, who wore a similar look of concern but shook her head.
“No, not yet. Just a feeling. It could be nothing. Kovac’s being inflammatory, but she’s a scientist, not a soldier. We might be all right.”
“I’ll keep an eye out, sir.”
“Thank you.”
Jake turned his attention back to Dr. Kovac just in time to learn that his hunch was entirely justified. Dr. Kovac bared her teeth in a triumphant grin and said, “So unfortunately, I must accept that the only way to convince all of you to protect our world is to force you to so. The only way you’ll ever understand how serious we are about our demands is if we leave you no choice but to accede to them. The only way positive change will occur is if we hold a knife to your throat and threaten to spill blood to get what we want.”
Jake had heard enough. “Presley, get the President out of there.”
He received no response. “Presley? Can you hear me? Presley, come in!”
No answer.
“Jess, try Presley.”
Jess tapped her earpiece and tried to hail the Security Detail leader, but like Jake, she received no response. Jake looked at the monitor with the drones and saw two dozen of them converging on the windows of the central facility.
Shit.
“Shiao, come in!”
“Shiao here.”
“We’ve lost contact inside. Get into the building and get the President out now.”
As soon as he said that, Jess cried out. Jake looked back at the central monitor to see heavy steel shutters come down over the windows in the auditorium. He looked through the windshield of the SUV to see similar shutters descending over the doors.
“Son of a bitch,” he swore. “Jess, I’m going in. Fall back to a safe distance with the SUV.”
He jumped out of the door before Jess could respond.
And found himself straight in front of three armed drones.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Without thinking, Jake drew his handgun and fired at the lead drone. The bullet pinged off of the armor and sailed harmlessly into the distance. “Shit.”
The drone dropped a short-barreled machine gun down from its belly and aimed it at Jake. Just before he was cut to pieces by the drone, the deep rattle of heavy machine guns split the air and fifty-caliber shells ripped the drone apart.
The other two drones broke off from Jake and turned toward the enemy responsible for the death of their comrade. Jake looked to see one of the MRAPs barreling toward them and pumped his fist. “Hell yeah! Way to go, Shiao!”
His elation lasted only a brief moment. The drones that had broken off from him weaved through the air, easily avoiding the bursts of heavy machine gun fire that the embattled CAT agent sent their way. Jake’s smile faded, and he tapped his earpiece. “Shiao, go to EM weapons. Those drones aren’t going to be susceptible to human-directed fire unless we catch them off guard.”
As though reading his mind, a missile streaked through the air from behind Jake. The drone it targeted tried to evade, but the missile easily kept pace, and a moment later, the drone exploded.
“How was that, sir?” Shiao asked.
Jake looked to the other side and saw an Israeli armored vehicle closing in on the remaining drone. “Shiao, follow their example. Shoot those things down.”
Before Shiao could follow her instructions, the surviving drone fired a searing blue-white laser at the gunner on the first MRAP. Jake watched in horror as the light sliced the agent neatly in half. Shiao’s second missile dispatched the drone an instant later, but a dozen more drones were heading their way.
“Jake!” Jess called. “Get in!”
Jake swore and ran back into the armored SUV. He had no idea what protection the SUV would afford against the weaponry the drones carried, but it was better than just his skin and clothing.
As soon as he was inside, Jess gunned the motor. The SUV’s tires squealed and a moment later, Jess was accelerating away from the building.
“Hey!” Jake cried. “I need to get inside!”
“No way that’s happening right now,” Jess said. “We need to deal with the drones outside before we can send you inside.”
His earpiece chirped and Shiao informed them that their situation was even more dire. “Sir, we’re being pursued by multiple hostiles. Our EM pulses aren’t doing anything to them, and we don’t have the weaponry to drop all of them before they cut through us.”
Jake looked behind to see a Chinese armored car split in half by a laser. Another was destroyed by a missile. A third was shredded by converging machine gun fire from three different drones.
One by one, Jake watched the other nation’s security forces cut to ribbons. China, Russia, Israel, Germany, France, Great Britain: all of them eliminated. Soon, only U.S. forces remained.
Another drone lined up a missile shot, but missile and drone exploded when a well-timed burst from the third MRAP—just appeared behind the assault drones—reached it. The drones split into four teams and pursued each vehicle individually. Jess spun the wheel and drifted the SUV into a hard U-turn. “Jake, you drive. I’m going to try to create a different kind of EM pulse.”
Jake quickly got into the driver’s seat and slammed the gas pedal down just before one of the drones fired its laser. The beam sliced through the armored roof like a knife through butter, putting a hole in the roof and the back glass. Jess met Jake’s eyes. Hers were the size of dinner plates.
“As fast as you can on that EM pulse,” Jake said—probably not very helpfully.
Jess swallowed and strapped herself into the seat in front of her computer setup. Jake turned his attention ahead just in time to swear and swerve out of the way of a strafing drone. Shrapnel from its automatic grenade launcher peppered the side of the SUV. Thankfully, the armor held that time.
Jake tapped his earpiece. “Shiao, talk to me. How are we looking?”
"Not good, sir. We're going to lose—"
An explosion interrupted Shiao. Jake followed the flash of light to see the ruined frame of the third MRAP settle to the ground, flame billowing from its windows.
“Damn it!” Shiao said. “It’s the fucking lasers! Our armor can’t protect against that!”
“Try to ev—”
A burst of machine gun fire tracked across the windshield. Jake flinched and swore, nearly losing control of the SUV. “Try to evade! Jess, do we have an EM pulse yet?”
"No. Damn it, the encryption on these is too good. I was trying to backdoor an emergency shutdown command, but the code is all layered differently. It's like a protein structure. It's all folded end-over-end, and—"
“Find another way, then!” Jake commanded, slamming the brakes and spinning the wheel just in time to avoid the cutting laser of another pursuing drone. That movement drove him right into another burst of machine gun fire. The window spiderwebbed again. It was armored against the 7.62-millimeter shells of the drones’ medium machine guns, but it couldn’t take many more bursts like that.
The laser glowed again, and Jake turned away only for a grenade to blow off the passenger door and leave the interior of the cabin vulnerable. The drones were herding them into fire, knowing that Jake couldn’t evade all of them.
“Jess, we have no time. I need a countermeasure now!”
A drone lowered itself to the open passenger door and matched the SUV’s speed, but before it could fire its machine gun, a missile streaked from Shiao’s MRAP and destroyed it.
“Okay. I’ll try this,” Jess said.
She pressed a button, and the drones flinched. Jake didn’t know if a drone could flinch, but that’s what it looked like. They all shuddered, then rose slowly into the air. The first MRAP fired its fifty-caliber at the drones, dropping two of them, but Jake stopped them. “We need to get into the building now. Shiao, have the fifties handle the drones. Can those missiles open up the blast doors?”
“No,” Shiao replied.
“No?”
“No. We’re armed with Stinger missiles. They’re good against aircraft and lightly armored vehicles. We’d need something a lot bigger to crack those doors. Think Tomahawk missile or a laser-guided bomb.”
Jake’s blood froze. “So Presley and his team are on their own.”
“It looks that way, sir,” Shiao said reluctantly. “Unless we can find another way in that isn’t protected by armor.”
“Can we just blow our way through a wall?”
“Maybe, but we don’t know what’s on the other side. Or who is on the other side.”
Jake looked at the locked-down research center. The President of the United States was inside there, and thanks to his desire to play nice with the security chief and Jake’s unwillingness to stand his ground, he was in there with the bulk of his security force locked outside.
“Jake! The drones!”
Jess’s cry pulled Jake’s attention back to their immediate circumstance. The drones were waking up again. Already, Jake saw the blue glow as one of them charged its cutting laser.
He jammed the emergency brake, slammed the accelerator to the floor, and spun the wheel. The SUV twisted around and aimed at the central research facility. Jake released the emergency brake just before the drone fired. The SUV shot off like a rocket, its front tires nearly lifting off of the ground as the torque from the custom supercharged V-8 engine was finally allowed to transmit its energy to the rear wheels.
And still, a spray of gunfire slammed into the back glass. There were just too many drones. They couldn’t avoid all of them.
“I need options, Jess,” Jake said. “Give me something.”
“What the hell do you want me to give you?” Jess snapped. “A magic wand?”
“Anything!” Jake cried, throwing the SUV into another drifting U-turn. The laser that would have cut them in half instead slammed into the armor in front of the door. For a brief moment, Jake hoped that he had accidentally figured out how to break through the armor, but when the laser cut off, all he saw was a slight discoloration on the thick steel plate. Shiao was right. That armor was strong.
He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and followed it to see Rousseau. The big Cameroonian was firing his handgun at an approaching drone, snarling and shouting something that Jake couldn’t hear. The unconcerned drone lazily lined up a shot with its machine gun.
“Shiao!” Jake called. “Drop that drone!”
A missile streaked from Shiao’s MRAP, and just before Rousseau sacrificed his life for his country, the drone that intended to kill him disappeared in a ball of fire and a puff of smoke.
Rousseau’s head snapped toward Jake, and Jake hit the accelerator and drove toward his new friend. “Shiao, cover us!”
“Can’t!” Shiao said. “They’re swarming us like bees!”
Jake glanced toward the MRAPs to see drones doing exactly what Shiao said. The vehicles were smoking, and Shiao’s windshield was almost completely shattered. As he watched, a cutting laser glanced across the front of the other MRAP. A muffled explosion followed, and the MRAP slowed to a halt, its engine destroyed.
Jake’s heart sank. He turned his attention back to Rousseau and said a brief prayer. He needed a miracle.
He slammed to a halt in front of Rousseau. The big Cameroonian jumped through the hole left by the missing passenger door, and Jake swerved out of the way just before the drone pursuing him fired. The burst of machine gun fire from the drone cut the dashboard to ribbons but thankfully didn’t hit Rousseau or Jake.
“Those cowards!” Rousseau hissed. “I should have known! They used their robots to destroy us!”
“We’re not destroyed yet,” Jake said with more confidence than he felt. “Jess? Please tell me you have something.”
“I don’t know, but I’ll sure as hell try,” Jess replied.
She pushed a button on her laptop. A loud pop followed by a fizz and a crackling noise assaulted Jake’s ears. Acrid-smelling smoke filled the cabin.
“Jess? Jess, talk to me!”
“Shit! I just fried my system!”
“Did you fry their systems?” Jake asked.
“She did!” Rousseau cried. “Look!”
Jake looked through the windshield and saw the drones flying erratically. Two of them collided in midair, and several others veered into the ground or crashed into the buildings. Some flew into the air, disappearing above them.
One of them went haywire. Its laser streaked directly ahead, then began swinging all over the place as the drone lost control. Jake, Jess, and Rousseau swore and dropped to the floor of the SUV just as the laser sliced through the cabin of the SUV, cutting it neatly in half horizontally. Jake heard a cry over his radio, then a muffled explosion that was probably the other MRAPs engine.
Then the drone hit the ground. Jake remained where he was for several seconds. Only when the top of the SUV slid backwards and fell to the ground, leaving them in open air, did he risk lifting his head.
All around him, he saw carnage. Drones littered the ground, some of them still spinning their rotors as the AI controlling them struggled for life. The MRAPs were all down. Shiao’s smoked from the engine compartment, and its front driver wheel was cut neatly in half at a diagonal. The other MRAP was no longer smoking, but it was still and lifeless. The first one to be destroyed still burned. Jake didn’t have to ask to know that all of the agents in that vehicle had perished.
A soft whirring sound cut through the air, and a moment later, a drone slammed into the concrete in front of him, followed by two more, then another. The drones that had shot skyward had finally stalled and come back to Earth. It was over.
But now they were locked outside, without vehicles and without access to the building where the President of the United States was being held hostage, along with most of the other leaders of the world.



CHAPTER EIGHT
As soon as the shutters came down, Marcus gave Elena a thumbs-up. The exterior security drones were addressing the vehicles, but even in a worst-case scenario, there was no way for those vehicles to breach the building. The armor was designed to withstand heavy artillery rounds. Even the missiles lacked the penetrating power to breach the hardened steel plates.
As for inside… well, it was clear already that they had won. The American Secret Service agents inside had also reached for weapons, but the security drones had tased all four of them before they could put their hands on their guns, and Winters and her security officers had already disarmed them.
That’s when pandemonium erupted. The gathered leaders and their entourages burst into uproar, shouting and crying and whining when they realized they were essentially screwed. Only a few—the Chinese Premier, the American President, and an African leader that Marcus didn’t recognize—maintained their cool.
“This is an outrage!” the President of France thundered.
“You can’t hold us here!” the Prime Minister of Japan added. “This is an act of war!”
Elena finally responded to that. “War? You accuse me of being a warmonger? When it is you who have plundered and pillaged our planet without regard for the suffering you force on future generations?”
"Oh, for God's sake," the Russian President said before switching to Russian. Marcus had studied Russian briefly, and though he couldn't decipher exactly what was said, he understood enough to know that the Russian President was calling Elena a kook and mocking scientists and science in general.
“Enough of this!” an African security officer thundered.
He drew a wicked-looking knife from his boot and snarled as he rushed the stage. He made it two steps before a security drone fired a laser and sliced him in half. The two halves separated when they fell, and cries of shock erupted as the people around him struggled to get away from the smoking body.
“Quiet!” Elena shouted.
Silence fell over the room. Marcus felt a rush of warmth and was grateful that Elena couldn't see him. She was so beautiful and so strong. If only he had half of her courage, he might be able to tell her how he felt.
“I hope that little demonstration makes it clear how serious we are,” Elena replied. “I hope also that I don’t have to demonstrate further what will happen to anyone who attempts to stop us.”
“What do you hope to gain from this?” the U.S. President asked. “You can’t possibly believe that you’ll succeed. The world will denounce you.”
“The world won’t do a damned thing to us,” Elena retorted. “Because the world understands the truths to which you all blind yourself. Our planet is sick. It is you who have made it sick. You who have polluted it and broken it and pillaged it and put it on the brink of environmental disaster. The wealthy who support you will denounce you. The many who must suffer the consequences of your poor choices will support us.”
“You’re delusional,” the President replied. “Utterly insane.”
Elena chuckled. “Comfort yourself with that belief if it helps you, Mr. President. As for me, I will give you a moment to think things over. When that moment is over, I will be happy to list specific conditions for your release.”
“Our release?” the German Chancellor interjected. “You can’t hold us here!”
“Have I not just demonstrated that I can?”
“You will be destroyed. The German military will respond with force.”
“And kill you? Along with the leaders of over half of the world? I think not. This building cannot be breached without powerful explosives. And if this building is breached by such weapons, we will activate a failsafe that will ensure that everyone in this building dies.”
“That includes you,” the Chancellor reminded her.
“And you.” Her face softened a little. “I am sorry that we had to take it this far. We didn’t intend to kill anyone. But you won’t listen. No one will listen.”
She lowered her head a moment, and Marcus could see the pain in her eyes. Truly, they had all hoped to achieve their goals another way. But time had shown that they couldn’t expect to achieve their goals in any way but through force.
So, here they were.
“Dr. Kovac,” the American president interrupted. “Environmental sustainability is exactly what we’re here to discuss. If you’d let me share the goals I brought to this summit, I believe that you’d find—”
“I’ve read your goals. A pitiful compromise, Mr. President. Not enough. Not nearly enough. No, you will enact real change at this summit. You will do this, or your nations will be without their leaders.
“Now. I’ll give you all time to think. I trust you’ll come to the right decision.”
She stepped away from the podium and nodded at Marcus. Marcus gave her a smile and followed her out of the auditorium.
His spirits soared. They were doing it! They were finally going to save the planet!



CHAPTER NINE
Jake, Jess, Shiao, and Rousseau stood together outside of the SUV. Well, Jake, Shiao and Rousseau stood. Jess sat on the rear bumper and booted up her laptop. The SUV's computer system had completely fried itself when Jess disabled the drones, but her laptop still worked.
Unfortunately, her laptop couldn’t access the interior security or her security cameras. The connection to those miniature robots had been severed when the SUV’s computers lost power, so they couldn’t see inside the building at all.
The surviving CAT agents gathered a few yards away from their leaders. Anger, grief and frustration fought for supremacy on their faces. They had lost six of their member in a failed attempt to protect the President of the United States from capture and now could do nothing but wait.
To make matters worse, the terrorists—and whatever they were before this, they were terrorists now—were jamming cell signals, so Jake couldn’t even call for help. Sooner or later, the cavalry would show up, but with the leaders of over half the nations on Earth in that room, they couldn’t risk an armed assault.
Jake blamed himself. He had smelled Chen from a mile away but instead of dealing with the problem, he’d done some half-assed interrogation and then passed the buck to Art. He should have known better. He should have had Chen in a room with him and Shiao and pressured the man until his spine broke and he told them everything they needed to know.
Now it was too late. Agents were dead, and the President was a hostage.
“Art never got back to you?” Jess asked. “About Chen?”
Jake shook his head. “No. But he shouldn’t have had to. I suspected Chen was a threat. I should have done something to stop him the moment I saw him. I should have pulled him aside and interrogated the hell out of him until he was begging to tell us everything he knew.”
“There’s no point in blaming ourselves now,” Shiao said. “This is the situation we’re facing, so we need to face it. We can deal with blame once the President is home safe.”
She was right of course but saying it aloud didn’t help Jake feel better. “We need to get inside that building.”
“Is that wise?” Jess asked. “They chewed us up outside. From what Winters showed us, their security inside is even stronger. And that’s only what she showed us. Not to mention the fact that they have the most valuable hostages on Earth in there.”
"I don't mean we should conduct a full-scale assault," Jake said. "I mean, a small team goes inside. Just me and Shiao. We get the President out and then escape. The SUV in the parking garage still works, and they don't have any more drones outside."
“I’m going with you,” Rousseau said. “I’m not going to sit and wait out here while my own President is at the mercy of those animals.”
Jake’s lips thinned. He wanted to evacuate the President, not all the Presidents. No doubt Rousseau wanted to evacuate his own President, and Jake could understand that, but he needed to get to Bryan first and everything else later.
But it wasn’t like he could force Rousseau to stay outside. Besides, Rousseau had proven tenacity if nothing else during the fight with the drones. It might be helpful to have him along. “All right. You, me, and Shiao.”
“Let’s pump the brakes for a moment,” Jess said. “We need to assess the situation honestly before we make a plan to address it.”
“We’re screwed,” Jake said. “We got our asses handed to us, and now we can’t get inside easily. The President is a hostage, and the terrorists are winning. Our odds of success are next to nil, and it’s going to be a long time before we get helped. There. Situation assessed. Now we act.”
“Okay, how?”
Jake narrowed his eyes. “We get inside.”
“How?”
His lips thinned. “However it takes.”
“And how might that be?”
He sighed and rubbed his face. “Yeah, okay. You’re right. We need more information.”
“I don’t mean to be an asshole about it,” Jess said. “It’s just the wrong move to go in like cowboys and cowgirls. We need to have a plan that maximizes our chance of success. I like the idea of a small group. That’s a good start. I don’t know about sending both you and Shiao, though. We need someone on the outside who can manage the CAT. Shiao can. So can you. I can’t. Not to disparage myself, but that’s very far outside of my field of expertise.”
Jake looked at Shiao. She was frowning, but she nodded after a moment. “I’ll stay with my team.”
Jake nodded. “All right. So it’s me and Rousseau.” He turned to the big Cameroonian. “What kind of experience do you have?”
“I have been a member of the Republican Guard for eleven years. Prior to that, I was a member of the Cameroonian Army for twelve years. I have been in combat many times.
“Okay,” Jake said. “Good deal. I know you can shoot, so that answers that question.” He sighed. “My big concern is that we’re both going to enter that room to rescue our own Presidents. If those goals stop aligning, you and I stop aligning.”
Rousseau frowned. “Yes. That is a valid point. I will not sacrifice my president to save yours, and I don’t expect you to do that for mine.”
Jake folded his arms across his chest. “Okay, so we’re a team getting in, but then we’re divided. That might not necessarily mean we fall, but it certainly increases the chances.”
“I think you two should both slow down a bit,” Jess said. “We’re jumping right ahead to rescue. Right now, we should be gathering information. When we go in, we’ll have only one chance to do this right. We need to make sure that we have all of the information we can possibly have before we risk ourselves.”
“So what? We go inside and then scout it out?”
“Exactly. Our earpieces are still working. My laptop is still working. We still have an SUV, so my suggestion is that Shiao stays near the building with the CAT agents while I take the SUV and prepare to meet you guys at the extraction point as soon as we figure out exactly what that is. In the meantime, you two find a way into the building, but instead of immediately trying to overwhelm the security forces, you let me know what you see outside. I try to establish a connection back home and get that information to them, and then we might be able to get some help before we go to war.”
Jake nodded. “I like that. Fight smarter not harder.”
He didn’t feel especially optimistic, but he felt a lot better having a plan than not having one and just hoping for the best. “All right. Jess, can you pull up blueprints of the facility.”
“I’m looking for them right now. And… Yes, here we go.”
She turned the laptop so they could all see. “This is the full facility. We have the central facility here, the research labs here, parking garage, storage facilities, power facility—”
“Could we do something with the power?” Shiao suggested. “Maybe cut it off, and that will cut off the security system?”
Jess brightened for a moment, but only for a moment. “No, Winters said that each unit has its own power source, and they have a backup power system too.”
Shiao cursed. “Well, there goes my big idea.”
Jake peered over the blueprints. “What are the access points to the main facility?”
“Front door, back door, maintenance door on the side and windows,” Jess replied. “All covered by massive plates of sheet metal at the moment.”
“Hmm.” Jake looked over the blueprints. “What about the water pipes? Or the sewers?” He glanced at Rousseau. “You don’t have a problem getting dirty, do you?”
Rousseau scoffed. “What do I look like? An American?”
Jake managed a half-smile at the half-hearted joke. “Jess? Can we get in that way?”
She zoomed in on the facility. Her hands flew over the keyboard as she instructed her laptop to look for possible ways in. “So water’s a no-go. There are pipes but no maintenance tunnels. Ditto sewers. There’s a septic tank, and the outflow pipes from the septic tank might have room for you two to move, but the pipes from the building to the tank look too small.”
“What about ventilation?” Rousseau asked. “They have to have air.”
Jess smiled thinly. “I’m afraid that crawling through ventilation shafts is a Hollywood trope. In real life, ventilation shafts are very small and built of very thin metal, sometimes even foil. They don’t support the weight of an adult human.”
“There must be a way in,” Rousseau insisted. “I will not just wait outside twiddling my thumbs while my president is held hostage by terrorists!”
“I hate to be the one suggesting this,” Shiao interjected, “but what if you two take the SUV and drive into town for help? They haven’t sent any more drones after us, so either they can’t see outside, or they can, but they don’t have the resources to spare. Maybe you two can get away and get help from the cantonal police and the Swiss military.”
Jake considered that for a moment. He really did hate the idea of leaving and getting help, but he might not have a better option.
“The risk with that,” Jess replied, “is that the terrorists get spooked when they’re surrounded and start killing people.”
“They’ll do that if we catch them off guard too,” Shiao countered.
Jake nodded. "Yeah, they will." He took a deep breath. "I think we need to back up a little bit more. We're going inside to get information, which is good. I think what we should be looking for specifically is high-value targets. People we need to get to in order to destabilize this operation. Dr. Kovac is an obvious one, since she's the leader. Chen, too, since he's the tech guy responsible for all of these drones and the interior AI defenses. Winters as well, because she's the security chief. We need to see if we can get to the three of them and also identify anyone else who might be able to step in and take control of all or part of this thing."
“What if we capture them?” Rousseau asked. “Turn the tables on them. They need to release our leaders, or we’ll kill them?”
“I doubt that will work,” Jake replied. “Terrorists are willing to sacrifice their lives for their ideologies. They won’t be spooked into helping us or into surrendering.”
“Guys,” Jess interrupted. “I have something.”
“What is it?”
She turned her laptop so the two of them could see. “There’s an evacuation tunnel that leads throughout all of the buildings in this facility.”
“Perfect. Where is it?”
“So that’s the catch,” Jess said. “The tunnel system extends underneath every building on the property and leads to a large elevator strong enough to transport everyone here along—I assume—with critical research and equipment. It lifts everyone up to a proprietary railroad station. The railroad station is listed as defunct, but the tunnel might still be accessible. Not from within the buildings, though.”
“Why not?” Rousseau asked. “They didn’t lock down every building, did they?”
Jess pointed behind her at the storage facility nearby. Steel plates covered all of the doors and windows of that building too. “I’m guessing that part of the security system existed before all of the AI stuff.”
“It makes sense,” Shiao agreed. “This facility was constructed during the Cold War. It’s been modernized since, but its bare bones are that of a military storage facility. They’d have everything protected.”
“Okay,” Jake said. “I’m guessing we have to get in from the top.”
“Yes,” Jess replied. “And we should assume that the terrorists are guarding the entrance.”
“Would they know about the tunnels if it’s a Cold War relic?” Rousseau asked.
“I hope not,” Jess replied, “but we have to be prepared in case they are.”
“We’ll have to take that risk,” Jake replied. “So where’s the top?”
Jess pointed behind them. They turned to see the massive peak of Mount Wald stretching nine thousand feet above them. “The railroad station is located a thousand feet below the summit.”
Jake and Rousseau shared a rueful look. It would take them hours to reach, at least.
For a while, at least, the ball remained in the terrorists’ court.



CHAPTER TEN
Bryan watched Special Agent Presley tend to his fallen agents as they recovered from the effects of the tasers. After it became clear that the terrorists didn’t intend to kill anyone who didn’t try to attack them, the various world leaders had settled into a sort of tense calm. Most of them showed some level of anxiety, and on occasion demanded to know when they would be released—a question that Captain Winters and her security officers declined to answer. A few adopted a sort of militant stoicism, lifting their heads high and haughtily ignoring their captors. Others—including Bryan—remained neutral, aware of their surroundings but not committing a great deal of emotion to the situation yet.
In Bryan’s case, his lack of emotion had more to do with his experience in situations like this than anything else. To quote a common phrase, if he had a nickel for every time a terrorist tried to kill him or kidnap him to force him to accede to unreasonable demands, he’d have a whole collection.
But this was a unique situation. The terrorists appeared to have fairly reasonable demands.
Well, that wasn’t true. Their demands would almost certainly be unachievable, but their general goal was good, and their general desires were noble. The problem was that by capturing world leaders to try to force the issue, they had made it exponentially harder to achieve any sort of progress at all. They had fallen into the trap that so many extremists had fallen into throughout history. Cut the head off of the snake, and the snake would die.
Except that nations weren’t snakes, and democracies didn’t have heads in the sense that dictatorships did. If Bryan was assassinated, the leadership of the United States would be inclined to do everything they could not to accommodate Dr. Kovac’s demands. They would want her and all of her friends executed, and they would paint everything she said as the misguided ravings of a madwoman.
If Bryan could talk to her, convince her to stop this nonsense, then maybe there was a chance to salvage this. What really frustrated him was that he wanted to improve environmental policies. At this point, only a fool would believe that climate change wasn’t a serious issue that impacted every nation on Earth and would continue to impact them in increasingly more dangerous ways. Politics stood in the way of good progress on the issue, but this summit was a chance to change that. Damn it, if she’d only waited.
Presley approached Bryan. "Sir, have you heard from Ja—from Special Agent Mercer? Our radios aren't working, but maybe he's been able to reach you?"
Bryan shook his head. "I haven't heard from Jake, and judging from what I'm hearing, no one's heard from anyone. They're jamming cell phones and radio signals. If I were a betting man, I would guess that they're also somehow sending false broadcasts to our governments. That's why we aren't surrounded by tanks and helicopters right now."
Presley frowned. “That means we’re on our own. That’s all right. We’ll find a way out regardless. We can’t allow you to remain a captive of terrorists. We won’t do anything rash, but we will get you out of this building.”
Bryan’s smile widened. “You sound like Jake. No wonder he likes you.”
“We share the same goal, sir.”
“Then you’re going to be very upset with what I’m about to ask you, but I’m going to ask it anyway. I’m going to try to talk to Dr. Kovac, but I want to talk to her alone. I don’t want her to think that we’re trying to attack her.”
He frowned. “I am going to be very upset with that. But… I understand. You’re hoping to convince her to seek a peaceful resolution.”
Bryan raised an eyebrow. “Very smart. And much less resistant to other opinions than Jake. I’ll make sure to give him grief about that when I see him.”
Presley allowed himself a small smile. “As long as you make it clear that it’s coming from you, sir.”
Bryan squeezed his shoulder. “Stay strong, Presley. We’ll all get out of this alive.”
“From your mouth to God’s ears, Mr. President.”
Bryan released him and started toward the podium, hands raised. Immediately, a drone leveled in front of him, and a pleasant female voice said, “You are attempting to access a restricted space. Please stop moving, or I will be forced to fire on you.”
“You!” Winters barked with considerably less politeness than her drone. “President Jackson! Stop!”
“I would like to talk to Dr. Kovac,” Bryan replied calmly, still walking toward the podium. “I am unarmed, and I intend her no harm. I believe I can offer a solution that will allow everyone here to return home to their countries and still provide Dr. Kovac with satisfactory results.”
“Stop moving now, or the AI will kill you,” Winters said. “I cannot quickly adjust its programming.”
Bryan stopped at the foot of the stairs. The drone in front of him remained motionless, its motors humming softly, the barrel of its machine gun fixed on his head. “Will you please ask her to talk to me?” he asked Winters.
Winters sighed heavily. “You intend to submit to our demands?”
“I intend to do everything I can to achieve our mutual goal of an environmentally responsible world,” Bryan replied. “Before I can make any commitment more specific than that, I need to talk to her.”
Winters looked toward the door where the Dr. had left. “You will have to wait to talk to her when she returns.”
“I would like to talk to her alone. I believe there are considerations that she hasn’t taken into account that have a significant impact on the success of her mission.”
“Feel free to share them with her when she returns.”
Bryan frowned. “I’d prefer to share them with her now.”
He took a step forward, and instantly, drones aimed weapons at him. He heard curses behind him as Presley and his team moved to defend him.
"One step, and we kill your President!" Captain Winters shouted. She glared at Bryan. "Feel free to share them with her when she returns."
There was no give in her stony expression. He sighed and lowered his hands, then returned to his security detail.
So much for that, he thought. On the heels of that thought came another. Sorry, Jake. It’s up to you once more.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Jake sighed and wiped sweat from his brow. Ironic that he was sweating when it was barely sixty degrees and bound to get much colder the higher they climbed. The most useful gear they had scavenged from the MRAPs was the spare body armor that he and Rousseau now wore. On the heels of that were the MP7 PDWs they carried to supplement their handguns. The Heckler & Koch MP7 fired an armor-piercing 4.6-millimeter round that had similar ballistic performance to the nine-millimeter rounds their handguns fired but were far more effective against body armor and hopefully drone armor, although Jake doubted they'd get that lucky.
So they could fight, but there was nothing there that would help them climb. Jake looked up at the mountain and sighed. This was going to be tough.
“At least there’s no snow on the mountain,” Jake muttered.
“What’s the matter?” Rousseau teased. “Afraid of a little climb?”
“Do a lot of mountain climbing yourself?” Jake asked.
“I was part of an Antarctic expedition,” Rousseau informed him. “We spent eight months mapping the Transantarctic Mountain Range.”
Jake raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware that Cameroon had an interest in Antarctica.”
Rousseau grinned, but there was an edge to his smile. “Did you believe that only wealthy nations could be interested in science?”
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Jake replied. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”
The edge in Rousseau’s grin softened. “No offense taken. Yes, we had an Antarctic expedition. Cameroon wishes to be a part of the world stage. We don’t believe that we have some religious right, nor do we desire to be a world power or an economic giant. We just want to sit at the table without being told to sit under the wing of the French government or the U.S. government or God forbid the Nigerian government.” He sighed. “But that’s not what we’re here for. Not anymore, anyway.”
“Bryan has a strong interest in promoting African autonomy and participation,” Jake said. “I’m sure he’ll work with your president as much as he can to help Cameroon achieve that.”
Rousseau chuckled. “Your president has had seven-and-a-half years to talk to us.”
“He’s fought very hard to help Africa.”
“Yes. Africa. All of Africa. As though we were one nation with the same needs no matter who you talk to and not fifty-four nations with widely varying needs, some of which do not coincide with the needs of other African nations. He has not talked to Cameroon.”
Jake frowned. “Well, Africa needs to cooperate if they’re going to shake off their dependence on Western aid. Not that you’re all completely dependent on Western aid, but if you want to play on the world stage, then you have to be willing to work together. Even Europe recognized the need to put national differences aside and create the European Union.”
“A valid point,” Rousseau replied. “But it’s frustrating to know that we must shake hands with people who have our worst interests at heart.”
“Is this about Nigeria?” Jake guessed.
Rousseau’s eyes narrowed. “They seek to steal our nation’s wealth. You know the Bakassi Peninsula?”
Jake shook his head. “No, I don’t.”
“It’s an oil-rich peninsula near the border with Nigeria. It’s within our own national border. We discovered oil there. We built mines to retrieve it. We built infrastructure to sell it. Only after all of that did Nigeria show up and claim that it was theirs. We fought over it, and eventually, the International Court of Justice declared it was rightfully ours. Nigeria waited twelve years to formally withdraw, then as soon as the world’s attention was elsewhere, they declared the ruling illegal and have tacitly supported an insurgency in the region for the past twenty years.”
He looked at Jake, and the anguish in his eyes cut to Jake’s core. “We are poor, Jake. It is hard to see that. It’s hard to see our children suffer and know that the cure to their suffering is right there, right in our hands, but we can’t use that cure to its full potential because of the greed of our neighbors. But then your President shows up and says that we just have to shake hands and stop fighting because if we want the right to have a voice in global affairs, we have to let bygones be bygones.”
“I’m sorry,” Jake said. It was all he could think of saying.
“Well, that’s nice,” Rousseau said, a little frustrated but not angry, “but it doesn’t change anything.”
They climbed in silence for a minute or two. Then Rousseau added, “The worst part is that he’s right. We do need to just let bygones be bygones. Or we need to fight for what’s ours and accept that by doing so, we delay our involvement on the world stage.” He shook his head. “It’s a terrible choice. And I am getting older. It’s too late for me no matter what happens, but what about my son? He will never see his daughter grow up. And what about my granddaughter? She’ll grow up and watch movies and want to live like the people she sees there, but she can’t. She’ll be stuck in a nation that isn’t even allowed to be a nation.”
“I wish I knew what to tell you,” Jake said. “I really do. I think it’s shitty that you have to deal with this. I think it’s shitty that greed exists everywhere and that some people suffer more than others because of it. I wish I knew how to fix it so that no one had to suffer. But I can’t. The best I can do is live the best life I can live and encourage others to do the same.”
“I know,” Rousseau agreed. “Then you will go home to your comfortable house in your safe country and forget all about Cameroon and the other less fortunate nations on Earth.”
Jake’s eyes narrowed. “In my safe country, I have seen hundreds of people gunned down by terrorists. I’ve seen senior members of my own government attempt a violent coup against my President. I’ve seen a terrorist point a loaded weapon at my wife and threaten to kill her because I prevented him from assassinating the President. I’ve had to kill friends who betrayed their country because their country refused to pay for their loved ones’ medical bills. I sympathize with what you’re going through, Jean-Paul, but please don’t make the mistake of believing that you’re the only one who’s suffering.”
Rousseau was quiet for a while after that. When he spoke again, his voice was subdued. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I suppose I have been too focused on my own suffering to think of the suffering of others.” He sighed. “The world is such a piece of shit sometimes.”
“That’s why we hold onto the parts that aren’t shitty,” Jake replied.
Rousseau smiled. “So what part isn’t shitty for you?” Jake gave him a fishy look, and he added, “I mean that sincerely. I’ll start. My granddaughter is the light of my life. Ever since childhood, she has worn the same hopeful smile. Even when her father died, she smiled through her grief and told me that she would become a doctor so that she could help others so that they didn’t need to suffer as he had.
“I am wrong, I think, that she will envy those more fortunate. I think she will try to give back as much as she can to the world around her rather than fighting for more for herself. In that way, she is stronger than me.”
He looked at Jake. “So? What about you? You say you have a wife and son. Are they the lights of your life?”
Jake grinned. “You’d better believe it. Beau is like… I don’t even know how to describe it. He’s like a ball of limitless energy, and it takes so much effort to direct that energy somewhere that won’t get him hurt or in trouble or destroying everything around him, but it’s just so exciting to see his eyes light up at literally everything. He’s so happy. He doesn’t even realize that sadness is something that can exist. He just loves everything and gets excited about everything. I love being his dad. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
Rousseau laughed. “Yes, children are wonderful. They make you feel old and young at the same time.”
Jake laughed too. “Yep. That’s exactly it.”
Rousseau sighed. “I can’t wait to get home to her. When this is over, I think I’ll leave the Republican Guard and focus on my granddaughter. I have a little bit of money saved. Not much, but enough for my wife and I to live in a small cottage in Douala. I want to watch Josephine grow. I want that to be all of my life.”
Jake’s smile faded a little as he thought about his own future. It seemed like every time he was on a mission, he wished he was home, but every time he was home, he worried about what would happen if Bryan was without him. He thought that when Bryan left office, he’d be able to step away, but after discovering the extent of the Third Voice and hearing from the lips of its leader how committed they were to their plan of plunging the world into chaos, he wasn’t sure he could step away until Mr. O and the Third Voice were dealt with.
That’s what he’d said about Bard. But he’d also said that there will always be someone trying to destroy the free world. Or had Sheila said that?
Whatever. Maybe they both had. The point was that it was true. Killing Bard hadn’t’ stopped terrorism. Killing Mr. O wouldn’t stop terrorism either.
So, how long could Jake be the one to stand in the gap?
Finally, they reached the plateau and saw the railroad system ahead. Jake sighed and stretched, feeling the kinks in his spine crackle and pop as he worked them out.
Just in case I needed a visceral sign of how old I am, he thought drily. “Looks like we’re here.”
“Yes,” Rousseau said, his voice deadly serious now that they’d reached their destination. “Much faster than I would have thought possible. It is only just now midday.”
Jake looked up at the sun. It was true. So much had happened this morning that it felt to Jake like it could be later, but it had only been a few hours since they had arrived at the facility for Dr. Blackwood’s tour. He wondered if Dr. Blackwood was part of the terrorist plot, or if he was unwittingly caught up in Dr. Kovac’s plan. Hell, for all he knew, Dr. Chen was innocent too and had only been duped into giving Kovac the security system she needed for this operation.
“Shall we?” Rousseau asked, pulling Jake from his thoughts.
Jake looked into the dark, cavernous opening of the railroad station and pulled out his submachine gun and his flashlight. “Let’s do this.”
Rousseau clapped Jake’s shoulder, and Jake stifled a wince. “After you, American.”
“Sure thing,” Jake said, resisting the urge to rub his shoulder.
The two of them started into the opening. As Jake approached the entry to the tunnel, he found himself wondering if he was about to rescue the President or only throwing himself into the same prison.
Only one way to find out.
He walked into the station, and the light of day disappeared.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Marcus checked the monitors. So far, so good. The American forces outside appeared to have given up on their efforts to breach the building. The false broadcasts appeared to be working as well. There was no sign of a massive military response.
“How long are we going to keep them waiting?” Thomas asked.
“A little longer,” Elena replied. “I want them to be uncomfortable, not just afraid. When people are afraid, they can easily talk themselves into a solution to their fear. ‘We’ll be all right. We just have to wait, and then rescue will arrive,’ for example. When one is uncomfortable, they are reminded constantly of it. I want them to be reminded constantly of their discomfort. Then they will be more willing to hear how they can relieve that discomfort.”
Marcus grinned at her. “You should have been a psychologist.”
Elena gave him a sad smile in return. “I wanted to be a psychologist at first, but after a year, I switched my major to environmental science. The one psychological truth I learned was that people are incredibly shortsighted. It should be obvious to everyone that we are killing our planet and even more obvious that killing our planet is a bad thing, but here we are, still killing our planet, and the most anyone wants to do about it is post social media videos being outraged that McDonald’s doesn’t have a plant-based burger option.”
“They do, actually,” Thomas replied. “The Impossible Burger. I think it’s called different things depending on the market, but you get what I mean.”
Elena rolled her eyes. “That’s a little bit beside the point, Thomas.”
Marcus caught movement on his computer screen and frowned. He tapped a few keys, and his frown deepened. “Elena? We might have a problem.”
“What problem? The Americans?”
“Yes. Well, one of the Americans and the Cameroonian, the one who fought the Nigerian security officer earlier this morning.”
“What problem, Marcus?” Elena pressed.
“They’re infiltrating the evacuation tunnel.”
Elena swore. “Can you deal with them quietly? I really don’t want to kill any more people than we have to.”
“I might be able to stop them without killing them,” Marcus replied. “I can send some nonlethal drones with the lethal drones. If we’re lucky, beanbags and tasers will put them down. We can just keep shocking them every time they move.”
“Do it. What about the Americans outside? Have they made any moves?”
Marcus tapped another key. “No, it doesn’t look like it. They keep trying to call for help, but they haven’t broken through our firewall yet.”
Elena nodded. “Deal with the threat. Keep it quiet.”
“Of course, Elena.”
Elena sighed and rubbed her temples. “Okay, well, I suppose we should keep this moving, then. We might have to finish a little sooner than I’d hoped.”
“It’s just two people,” Marcus replied. “Your plan will still work. Don’t get spooked just because a couple of idiots can’t accept that they’ve already lost.”
“Thank you for your words of wisdom, Marcus,” Elena replied drily. “Just eliminate the threat. Preferably without losing all of your drones like you did with the Americans outside.” She glowered. “Why were they allowed such an enormous security force anyway?”
"Captain Winters believed that refusing them would result in their withdrawal from the summit. Like you said before, they're the most critical piece of the puzzle. Where the United States goes, most of the world follows. You needed them to agree to our demands. And they will. Bryan Jackson is very progressive. He wants the environment to be protected.”
Elena waved a hand to cut him off. “Thank you, Marcus. Yes, that is a good point. I just think Winters could have done a better job making them feel comfortable.” She sighed. “But it’s too late now. Try to leave them alive if you can.” She cocked her head. “Actually, have Winters on standby with two of her security officers. Maybe we can capture these intruders and use them as bargaining chips.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Elena took a deep breath and managed a smile. “Thank you. What would I do without you?”
Once more, Marcus felt chills. He looked at Elena’s smiling face and wished desperately that there was more behind it than camaraderie.
But there wasn’t. It killed him to know that she saw nothing in him that made her consider him for a romantic partner, but she very clearly didn’t. He would have to come to terms with that.
He turned back to his screen and sent two drones to the intruders, who were now entering the railroad station's elevator. The drones should be waiting for them when they reach the ground. This would be an easy task for them.
He radioed Captain Winters and said, "Sarah? This is Marcus. I'm sending a bean bagger and a gun to the evacuation tunnel. We have intruders trying to get in, and that just so happens to be the one place in this facility that isn't hardened against anything short of a nuclear war. Can you have two of your officers on standby to pick up the prisoners after we disarm them?"
“Intruders? Scheisse. It’s the American and the Cameroonian, isn’t it?”
Marcus smiled slightly. “You know your enemy well.”
Sarah sighed. “Yes, I’ll have people ready. Just make sure you put them down. I didn’t like the look of that American when he was talking to you earlier.”
Marcus’s smile faded. He shivered, remembering the American’s probing questions and diamond-hard eyes. “Me either.”
“Good luck, Marcus. Talk to you soon.”
Marcus looked back at the screen. After a moment, he sent two more drones after the first ones. Just in case.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Jake and Rousseau entered the massive elevator that would lead them down to the underground evacuation tunnels. The elevator looked vaguely like the aircraft elevators on the U.S.S. John F. Kennedy. Jake had visited the Kennedy with the President during the ill-fated meeting with China that had turned into a fight with mercenaries on a small Indonesian island.
Now here he was once again, except instead of Bryan, it was Rousseau at his side. Instead of mercenaries, it was terrorists, and instead of trying to kill him, they were trying to blackmail him into some sort of radical climate change. He wondered what exactly they wanted. No more gas cars? No more fossil fuels at all? No more fishing or hunting or farming?
“How does this elevator work?” Rousseau asked.
Jake pulled his thoughts back to the present and looked for an on-switch. "Why, what an excellent question," he muttered. "Do you see anything that looks like it might be an on-switch?"
“I see a lever,” Rousseau replied.
“Pull it.”
Rousseau obliged, and the elevator creaked and groaned. Rousseau looked doubtfully at the ancient machine under his feet and shared a look with Jake. “If we die, American, I want you to know that I will haunt you for the rest of eternity.”
“I won’t blame you,” Jake replied.
The elevator groaned again. Jake could almost feel the effort those gears made to lower the elevator toward the ground.
Finally, after another lurch and a loud groan accompanied by a terrifying snap, the elevator began to descend.
Jake took a deep breath and tapped his earpiece. “Jess, are you there?”
“I’m here. Sitting around twiddling my thumbs, just like I love to do.”
“Well, you can do something else now. Slave one of your monitors to my body cam. We’re on our way down.”
“You reached the elevator already? It’s working?”
Jake looked up at the retreating square of light above him. “So far.”
“Awesome! Okay, remember, when you get down there, we’re trying to get information first. Fighting later.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Jake, I mean it.”
“So do I. There’s two of us and who knows what kind of odds ahead. I can’t make promises.”
Jess sighed. “All right. Fair enough. Can you promise to stay alive, at least?”
Jake smiled a little. “I can try.”
“I’ll take it.”
She clicked off, and Jake turned his attention to the tunnel they were descending. A quick sweep with his lights revealed nothing out of the ordinary.
“Do you think they’ll be waiting for us when we reach the bottom?” Rousseau asked.
“I think it’s worthwhile to be prepared for that,” Jake replied. He lifted his PDW. “Hence the big iron.”
Rousseau lifted a dubious eyebrow. “That is the big iron? Why are American rifles getting smaller with each passing generation?”
“There are a lot of good answers to that question,” Jake replied, “but the most pertinent one is that this is a personal defense weapon or PDW, not a rifle. It’s more of a really big pistol than a really small rifle.”
“Will it stop our enemies?”
“It’ll do just fine.”
Rousseau shrugged and looked at his own submachine gun. He chuckled ruefully. “I just remembered that I am using this weapon too because my rifle is still in Cameroon.”
Jake realized that Rousseau was trying to make light of the situation to combat his nerves. It was a very common reaction in people about to enter a combat zone. “We’ll be fine, Rousseau. Whatever we’re going to face at the bottom of this elevator is a lot less dangerous than what we faced outside.”
Rousseau nodded. “Yes. I suppose you’re right.”
The elevator reached the bottom of the shaft with a resonating clang that Jake felt in his gums. There was a moment of silence. Then the massive doors opened.
As soon as the door was open wide enough for them to walk through, Jake stepped into the tunnel. Almost immediately, he felt a powerful blow to his solar plexus, followed by an electric shock originating in his right arm and spreading throughout his body.
He fell to the ground, his limbs no longer under his control. He looked at the drone pumping volts through him and could only think, Are you serious?
Rousseau was a little luckier. He managed to level his gun at the drones before the taser dropped him too.
Finally, the electric current passing through Jake’s body eased. He gasped and shook, looking up in amazement at the drones.
There were two of them. Two drones that launched bean bags out of what looked like modified grenade launchers and two more that carried machine guns. The machine gun drones were the ones that also held tasers.
A pleasant female voice said, “Do not resist. You are under arrest. Come safely, and no one will hurt you.”
Jake tested his fingers. They still moved. If he could get a good shot off, he might be able to take the drones down.
But he had to be crafty. “Can you help me to my feet?” he asked the drone. “I believe I was injured when I fell.”
Lights flickered on the drone’s face as it calculated the request. “Very well. Hold still, and I will help you.”
The drone cautiously approached Jake and lowered itself nearly to the ground. Jake put a hand on the drone's carapace and hit his MP7 on the other side. The drone rose slowly, motors straining to help Jake to his feet. It was too bad he'd have to kill it. The AI here really had potential.
As soon as he reached his feet, he brought his gun out from behind his back and pressed it into a small opening where a sensor node extended from inside. The drone started to pull away, and Jake fired. When he heard the satisfying crunch of internal components and saw the drone’s “eye” flicker off just before the robot crashed to the ground.
The other drones immediately separated. Jake ran toward the elevator and dove behind the door just before a burst of machine gun fire tore him to pieces.
He looked around for Rousseau and found him emptying his clip at the other machine gunner while the beanbag drone frantically fired bag after bag at him. The beanbags bounced off of Rousseau to no effect while the massive Cameroonian dispatched the more deadly drone.
The other machine gun drone spun around to aim at Rousseau. Jake fired at it, but it dipped below Jake's fire and held its aim.
“Rousseau!” Jake shouted. “Behind you!”
Rousseau snapped his head around, cursed and dropped to the deck just before the machine gun drone slaughtered him. Jake fired another burst, once again missing, but forcing the drone to evade and pushing its aim just slightly off of Rousseau so it had to hold its fire.
Rousseau scrambled forward and with a grunt of effort grabbed the downed drone and picked it up off of the ground. He spun around and used the drone as a shield. The machine gun drone fired a burst that slammed into the armored carapace of the dead drone. Jake heard Rousseau cry out and fired at the gun drone to distract it.
Then, a beanbag slammed into his jaw hard enough to make his head spin around. He dropped to the ground, ears buzzing and head swimming. The nonlethal drone had figured out that attacking the body was less effective than attacking the head.
Jake forced himself to get to his feet, keeping his arms in front of his head. His vision swam, but he dimly saw Rousseau hanging onto the machine gun barrel and trying to pull the lethal drone to the ground while the drone frantically tried to pull away and escape.
A beanbag slammed into Jake’s arm with the force of a baseball bat. He crouched low, but a beanbag still managed to find its way through his guard and hit him in the groin.
The pain that coursed through him was beyond intense. He had suffered actual torture at the hands of terrorists before. He’d been shot in combat. He’d been poisoned by a deadly supervirus. All of these things paled in comparison to the classic method by which all men could be defeated. He gasped and only his training kept him from pulling his hands away from his face to protect his groin, clearly what the beanbag drone intended since the next beanbag smashed into his hands.
Anger filled him from head to toe, riding on the heels of the pain and growing red hot with each throbbing pulse of agony in between his legs. He leaped to his feet with a snarl and grabbed the beanbag launcher. Shoulders bunching with the effort, he swung the beanbag drone around.
Rousseau met his eyes, and an unspoken understanding passed between them. With a similar mammoth effort, Rousseau swung the machine gun drone around. The two robots slammed into each other with a sound like a firecracker exploding. The force caused the drones to fly out of the two men’s hands. They careened in opposite directions, the machine gun drone bouncing off of the ceiling and wall of the tunnel while the beanbag drone hit the top of the elevator door and slammed onto the ground.
Jake aimed carefully and fired at the machine gun drone. The armor-piercing rounds found the weak point in the robot's optical sensor, and it lost control, spinning crazily and firing a spray of machine gun bullets in a wide arc. Jake dropped to the ground to avoid the rounds, and Rousseau fired a burst into its right rear rotor assembly. The rotor separated, and the drone lost control even further, finally slamming into the ground and damaging two more of its rotors. Rousseau fired the rest of his clip into the gap between the optical sensor and the machine gun turret motor. The drone stilled.
Jake got to his feet, shaking a little, and approached the beanbag drone. It’s impact with the top of the elevator door had shattered its front two rotors, and the rear two rotors wouldn’t lift it off of the ground or allow it to aim its weapon at the two men.
The pleasant female voice repeated, “You two are under arrest. Please surrender your weapons and submit to escort.”
“Yeah, I don’t think so,” Jake said.
He aimed carefully and disabled the drone. Then he winced and crouched low, allowing himself to focus on the pain between his legs. “God damn it,” he hissed. “Ooh, that hurt.”
“It looked painful,” Rousseau sympathized.
Jake looked up to see blood dripping from a wound in the man’s side. “That looks worse. How many rounds did you take?”
“Oh, this?”
Rousseau lifted his shirt, and Jake grimaced. Instead of a bullet wound, he saw a piece of shrapnel embedded about an inch into Rousseau’s skin. The Cameroonian pulled the metal shard out of his abdomen and tied his shirt around the wound.
“You’re not supposed to take shrapnel out like that,” Jake said. “Make’s the bleeding worse.”
“You worry about your balls,” Rousseau replied. “I’ll worry about my stomach.”
“Fair enough,” Jake groaned. “Oh God damn that hurt.”
He tapped his earpiece. “Jess, can you hear me?”
“Yeah, I can hear you. I still can’t talk to anyone inside the building, and I still can’t contact anyone outside of the compound, though. I managed to bypass the encryption that kept us from using our earpieces, but the building is EM hardened, and whatever they’re using to jam signals that are leaving is generating enough white noise to—”
“Yeah, that’s fine. I understand. I just wanted you to be aware that we were just jumped by some very mean security drones. We disabled them, but we were both wounded.”
Rousseau chuckled at that, and Jake glared at him.
“Are you two all right? Do you need to abort?”
“No. We can move forward. But I think they know we’re coming. This tunnel, where will it take us?”
“Let’s see… Looks like it puts you directly underneath the auditorium.”
“Okay, that’s a no-go for now. See if you can find us a less conspicuous place to go. We used most of our ammunition handling these drones. I’d rather not waste the rest of it.”
“I’ll look around. I don’t have an answer for you yet, but it looks like the tunnels split at one point. I’ll see if I can find more up-to-date information.”
“Do that. Meanwhile, I’ll try to pull my balls out of my stomach.”
“What?”
“Never mind. Call me back when you have something.”
“I will. Be careful, Jake.”
“Yeah. I’ll do my best.”
He hung up and rested his arms between his knees, still crouching.
“At least you’ve already fathered a child,” Rousseau offered, “so if it doesn’t work anymore, that’s not so bad.”
Jake glared at him again, and Rousseau broke into laughter.
Glad one of us thinks this is funny, he thought sourly.
Still, as much pain as he was in, it was better than getting shot in the head. Why had the scientists sent nonlethal drones to deal with them? Were they trying to keep people alive? And if they were willing to bend over backwards to do that, could they possibly be reasoned with?
Jake wasn’t ready to hope for that yet, but if he could see a little more from the enemy, then maybe they could find a way out of this without bloodshed.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Bryan looked up hopefully when Dr. Kovac returned to the podium. He stepped forward and said, "Dr. Kovac. I want to talk to you for a moment if that's all right."
Her eyes flashed when she looked at him. “I’m going to talk to all of you,” she replied, “and whatever you have to say you can say when I’m finished.”
Bryan thought about arguing but decided there was no point. “All right. Say what you need to say.”
Dr. Kovac nodded once, then looked up to address everyone. “Earlier this morning, you all saw the state-of-the-art technology that we’ve been using here to measure and track climate patterns and trends worldwide. What you didn’t know is that we’ve had this technology for years, and what we’ve seen has shown us that the state of the world is far more dire than we initially thought.” She glared at the President of Switzerland. “Most of you didn’t know, at least. Some of you did and decided that it wasn’t important.”
The President of Switzerland reddened slightly but didn’t respond.
“I’ll give you a brief summary of our findings,” Dr. Kovac continued. “Within two years, it will be too late to reverse global warming trends. Within eight years, it will be too late to prevent the eventual disappearance of the Arctic ice cap. Within eleven years, pollution will have caused the extinction of four-fifths of all marine life. Within forty years, air pollution will become so extreme that it will no longer be safe to breathe without N-95 filtration.”
“How did you get this information?” Bryan asked. “We have teams of scientists with equipment that’s just as advanced as yours, and nothing they’re telling us is remotely so dire.”
Instead of answering him, Dr. Kovac sighed. “Look at you. Even after hearing all of this, you all try to find a way out of your responsibility. You can’t even accept that what I’ve said is true. After all, why could it be true? If it were true, you’d have to do something about it, and God forbid you have to change your precious lifestyles in any god damned way.”
Her lower lip trembled. She took a deep breath and released it slowly to steady herself. “That’s how people always react. They don’t take it seriously. They don’t take anything seriously. They ignore us, snicker at us behind our backs and sometimes to our faces. Meanwhile…”
Her lips trembled again, and her façade broke. “Why can’t you all understand? Why can’t you see? We have to fix this!”
“We want to,” Bryan said, jumping in. “We agree with you. I came here specifically to propose strict and sweeping changes that—”
“Not good enough, Mr. President,” Dr. Kovac replied. “A good start if you had proposed this sixteen years ago. But it’s too late. We need to act now. We need to make drastic, complete changes, or it will be too late for all of us.” “Come on, doctor,” the President of France interjected. “Surely you realize that’s not possible to make the changed you’re requesting immediately. It would take decades at least to—”
“It would take decades to do so without requiring sacrifice,” Dr. Kovac interrupted, “but by then it’ll be too late. So you’ll have to sacrifice. You’ll have to deal with it.”
The President of France scoffed. "Oh, come on. You can't expect—"
“Captain Winters, if the President of France interrupts me again, kill her.”
A gasp rippled across the room. The President of France went white, opened her mouth, then closed it. Dr. Kovac held her gaze for a moment to ensure her point was made, then continued. “The fossil fuel industry must shut down immediately. The current infrastructure for battery-electric cars is godawful, but we have more time to find a solution to that. Renewable energy must be immediately legislated. Wind, hydroelectric, solar, and nuclear. Manufacturers must not release harmful gases into the air, or they must stop manufacturing their products.”
Bryan raised a hand. Dr. Kovac looked at him for a moment, then nodded.
“Thank you,” Bryan said. “Dr. Kovac, the United States has been among the leaders in the world at moving toward exactly the world you describe. But when I agree with my colleague the President of France that it will take decades to achieve this, I don’t say that because it will require me to stop eating expensive sushi and flying in a posh jumbo jet. I say it because the jobs that will be lost with these sweeping cuts will cause an economic collapse that will plunge the entire world into abject poverty. The rich will suffer, yes, but the poor will suffer far worse. You can’t imagine the poverty, doctor. This will plunge the world into another dark age.”
Dr. Kovac’s lips trembled again. She lowered her head and in a soft voice—so soft it was barely audible—she said, “I know. God help me, I know.” She lifted her head and met Bryan’s eyes. “But we have no choice.”
“What do you think will happen when the world finds out what’s happening here? You have reporters here. What happens when their editors realize that they haven’t received any footage or copy from this summit and their journalists aren’t answering their calls?”
“That won’t happen for a while.” Her lips curled. “They’re all seeing what they want to see.”
Bryan’s eyes widened. Then they narrowed. “You’re sending false footage to cover for your actions.”
“I’m doing what I have to do,” she retorted. “What should have been done years ago.”
She left the podium and returned back to wherever she’d disappeared the first time. Bryan stood where he was, fighting the sinking feeling coming to the pit of his stomach but losing the fight.
If the world couldn’t even see what was actually happening here, then their only hope was that Jake could pull another miracle out of thin air.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Jane Witting loved her job. As chief editor of ANN’s Politics & Government division, she had her finger on the pulse of every single decision made in Washington. She loved that the entire nation relied on her for their political news and loved even more the fact that the most powerful people in the country feared her and her news team for the damage they could do if they caught policymakers stepping out of line.
She had to admit, though, she’d much rather be thirty years younger, fresh out of journalism school, hitting the streets and finding the news rather than be a still-attractive but also still-middle-aged woman sitting in an office while others brought her the news. Emily was no doubt having the time of her life right now.
She reread Emily’s note. Cell phones are not allowed during the summit, which is really annoying, but they’re letting me email you. I sent some transcripts of the summit so far and a video clip (sorry, no audio!) of the most recent committee meeting. This one was about fossil fuel regulations, which is why President Jackson and Premier Li Xiao spend most of the time arguing with each other. I think that’s transcript two. Fun stuff!
She played the video and chuckled drily as she watched President Jackson gesticulating while Li Xiao looked on placidly. It was so funny to watch politicians work. Both of them knew beforehand what would be agreed upon at this meeting, but they had to put on a show for the people back home. Premier Li Xiao had to be calm, confident and still, serene in the knowledge that he was right, and the rest of the world must submit to the will of the Chinese people. President Jackson had to show passion, drive, and commitment. Even though his term was ending, people still watched him like a hawk, and his party’s hopeful, Senator De La Cruz, desperately needed for him to leave office on a high note.
Not that it mattered. After the turmoil that had accompanied Jackson’s presidency, there was no chance in hell of any candidate from his party winning election. They might as well just forfeit the race and hope Holland shit the bed badly enough to give them control of Congress during the midterms.
But they couldn’t do that, even if they knew that they had no chance of winning. They had to put on a show. And Jane Witting and the team at America News Network had to make sure that show was broadcast to everyone in the United States.
A knock on the door interrupted her musings. She looked up at the face of Holden van Dyke, the cute little intern she’d hired to run for coffee and supplies but mostly so she could watch his boyish face blush every time he saw her in her low-cut top, high heels and short skirt. “Yes, Holden?”
His cheeks flamed dutifully, and his eyes flickered briefly exactly where she wanted them to go. She was far too old and wise to act on his attraction, but it felt nice to know she could still have that effect on men.
He swallowed and said, “Orrin’s calling from the Gazette. He wants to know if Emily mentioned anything about Sam.”
Jane frowned. “Sam? Sam who?”
“Sam Guster. I guess Orrin got Sam a press pass by passing him off as South African.”
Jane flicked through her mental catalogue and remembered a tall, thin blonde with a slight accent who had dual citizenship that sometimes allowed him to get places other journalists couldn’t, since America was still rather hated worldwide. “No, I haven’t. How’d he get Sam in? I thought it was only one journalist per country?”
Holden shrugged. “No idea. He just wanted to know if Emily had heard anything. I guess Sam was supposed to report in, but he hasn’t, and Orrin’s getting worried.”
Jane sighed. “And this is our problem somehow?”
Holden looked unsure how to reply. “I… could tell him that we’ll let him know if we hear something?”
“Yeah, tell him that. I’ll email Emily and ask her to confirm he’s not dead.”
“Okay. Sounds good, Jane.” Holden stiffened. “Um, Miss Witting.”
She flashed him a smile that had made many men swoon in her day. “Jane’s fine, Holden. Thank you.”
God, how he blushed! “Thank you, Jane.”
He left, and Jane resisted the urge to watch him walk away. Damn it, if she were twenty years younger. Hell, even ten.
She sighed. Oh well. Time waited for no one.
She looked at the video. Bryan was still gesturing and soliloquizing. She chuckled and shook her head. Sam was probably busy flirting with all of the female reporters and had forgotten he was supposed to be doing his job.
Well, you’re loss Orrin. Hire professionals, not pretty faces.
She thought of Holden and his furious blush and chuckled at herself. “Well, he’s still professional.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“How many miles back to the facility?” Jake asked Rousseau.
“Why are you asking me?” Rousseau replied. “It took three hours to climb the mountain. I figure less time to walk through these tunnels, but it’s only been one hour. Maybe we’re halfway? We could also be moving more slowly since your legs were weakened so tremendously.”
Jake rolled his eyes. The pain in his groin had subsided to a dull ache, but he would never forget the way it felt to have a beanbag launched into his nuts at forty miles per hour.
May you never have to suffer such pain, Beau. He tapped his earpiece. “Jess, do you have eyes on us?”
“More or less. I can track the position of your earpiece. I can’t see Rousseau, but I assume he’s with you.”
“Yeah, he’s here. He’s very much enjoying the fact that I was shot in the balls with a beanbag.”
“As am I. Please don’t mistake my silence on the subject to mean I won’t tease you about this for the rest of your life.”
“Oh, trust me,” Jake replied drily. “I expect to hear about it every day.”
“You will. At the moment, though, I would like to tell you that I have an updated layout of the tunnels.”
"Wonderful. So, do we have options other than the central auditorium?"
“You do. Some very exciting options, actually.”
“Well, don’t keep me in suspense. What are we looking at?”
“Well, if my feed is accurate, you should be coming up to a fork in the tunnel in about eighty feet.”
Jake lifted his flashlight and saw the tunnel split ahead. “Your feed is accurate.”
"Perfect. So, if you go straight through, you will reach another fork in about a mile. At that fork, straight takes you to the auditorium and left takes you to a system of maintenance crawlspaces that extend throughout the entire facility."
Jake brightened. “Wonderful. We can use those to move through the building and make a plan of attack.”
“Yes. Or you could split up.”
The two men came to a halt in front of the fork. “And why would we do that?” Jake asked.
“Because if you take the right tunnel, you’ll reach the facility’s backup power system.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Yeah?”
“Oh yeah. Here’s what I’m thinking. The CAT and I move to the primary power station. One of you goes to the secondary power station underground. On my command, we both send massive power surges through the security system at the same time. Most likely, the AI is programmed to switch to backup power in case of an interruption to primary power. That means we’ll have two split seconds of surge instead of one. Doesn’t sound like a lot, but it might be enough to fry the system or at least frazzle it enough that I can try my jamming signal again.”
“So you might be able to shut down their security?”
“It’s possible. The drones have their own power sources, and the AI has backup batteries, but the drones rely on the AI, and if we can fry the AI enough, then they won’t communicate well with the drones, and the whole system will default to standby. It’s not a perfect or long-term solution, but at worst, it will give the team a few seconds to turn the tide in their favor. At best, we might actually shut them down.”
“I like it,” Jake replied. “So one of us cases the joint up ahead, and the other one messes with the power station.”
“That’s the plan, Stan.”
“Perfect. I’ll send Rousseau to the power station, and I’ll continue on.”
Rousseau’s head snapped toward Jake. “Wait, what?”
“We can stop the security system,” Jake explained. “You’re going to take the right-hand tunnel, and Jess is going to walk you through how to send a power surge back out to the building. I’ll go on ahead and look at the building so I can figure out the best way to extract our hostages.”
Rousseau shook his head. “I’m not going on a wild goose chase with my President in captivity. If you wish to play this game with the power, play it yourself.”
Jake blinked. “You don’t understand, Rousseau. This could kill their security system. We might be able to get everyone out without risking our lives.”
“Exactly why you should do this and let me rescue the hostages.”
Jake frowned. “I’ll call you back, Jess.”
Rousseau glared at Jake, arms folded, eyes narrow. "I have let you take the lead so far, American, but I am not your employee. I am in the service of the President of Cameroon, and I must rescue him. If you go, you will focus only on your President. I don't resent you for that, but I can't allow it. If you'd prefer, we can both go, but not only you."
“You could both go disable the security system,” Jess offered helpfully.
“Will doing that cause the blast shields to lift and let the CAT into the building?”
After a brief pause, Jess replied, “Probably not. Usually, the default for that kind of power interruption is for the shields to remain in place.”
Jake sighed. “So we’d have to hope that the agents inside are still alive and still capable of putting up a fight, and that they’d rescue the President without getting him killed.” He shook his head. “It’s too risky. We need information before we can disable the power.”
“Yeah, I agree. We need one of you to have eyes on the situation and let us know when it’s okay to disable the power.”
“Well, that raises another problem,” Jake said. “We only have one earpiece.”
“Do you have a radio?”
“No, but I have my cell phone.”
“That’ll work. You should have a radio program installed that uses your cell phone’s antenna as a receiver. One of you can have the cell phone, and one of you can have the earpiece.”
“I’m not going to the power station,” Rousseau insisted. “I need to rescue my President.”
“Rousseau, please hear me out,” Jake replied. “This is something I’ve done many times before. I have experience handling these kinds of things. I’m the best choice to be in that building when the action starts. No offense to you, but I know how to make decisions in that kind of situation. I’m the one who should go to the hostages.”
“And you have no loyalty to the President of Cameroon,” Rousseau replied. “Logic means little compared to the need to keep my leader safe.”
Jake pressed his lips together. Rousseau had a point. The reality was that Jake would always prioritize the President of the United States over everyone else.
But they were out of options right now. He couldn’t force Rousseau to accept his decision, and he couldn’t blame Rousseau for resisting. It’s exactly what he would do if their positions were reversed.
“You’re right,” he admitted. “My loyalty is to the President of the United States. But you have my word, I will get the President of Cameroon out alive too.”
“How can I trust you?” he demanded. “You’re a good man, Jake, but when you have to choose to sacrifice one or the other, you will sacrifice my President to save yours.”
“And you’d choose to sacrifice mine to save yours,” Jake retorted.
“Yes,” Rousseau replied. “I would.”
The two men stared at each other for a long moment. Jess broke the silence. “You have to figure this out, guys. It’s either the two of you against a fully functional security system or the chance of one of you against a compromised security system.”
“It has to be option two,” Jake replied. “We saw what those drones can do to us. I doubt very strongly that Winters and her civilians can do the same. If we disable the AI, the advantage swings wildly in our favor. We have to do this.”
Rousseau jutted his chin toward the right tunnel. “Then go disable the AI. I am not abandoning my President.”
Jake took a deep breath and released it slowly. "If that's what you insist on, Rousseau, then that's what I'll do. But please hear me out. I have saved my President from similar situations dozens of times. I have a lot of experience confronting overwhelming odds and finding a way to get him out alive. Only six months ago, the two of us survived a plane crash, a night in a stormy ocean, and two days on an island filled with mercenaries trying to kill us. Can you look me in the eye and tell me honestly that you have the same experience?"
Rousseau’s gaze faltered. “No.”
“Then you know what the right answer is. I know we barely know each other, and yes, if I have to choose between one or the other, I will choose my President, but believe me when I say that I will do everything in my power to get both of them out alive. Believe me too when I say that of the two of us, I am the more likely to get them both out alive. No offense to you. It’s just the way it is. This is the best chance we have of rescuing both of them.”
Rousseau took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Yes. You’re right.” He met Jake’s eyes again and said coldly, “If my President dies, Jake, I will take my pound of flesh from you. Believe that.”
“I do.”
Rousseau held Jake’s gaze a moment longer, then nodded. “All right. Tell your partner I agree.”
“He’s on board, Jess.”
"Okay. Who's taking the cell phone, and who's taking the earpiece?"
“I’ll give Rousseau the cell phone. I want both of my hands free in case I need to fight.”
“Good idea.”
He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and opened the radio app. “It’s pretty straightforward,” Jake said, handing it to Rousseau. You just use it like a cell phone, but it’ll work like a radio.”
Rousseau nodded and tested the connection. “Special Agent Foster, are you there?”
“Yes. You can call me Jess.”
“Jess. I hope you appreciate the faith I’m placing in you and Jake right now.”
“I do. Thank you. Trust me. I’ve been around the block a few times myself. We’ll get your man out of there.”
“So you say,” Rousseau said. He met Jake’s eyes and managed a half-smile. “This is where we part ways, then.”
“For now,” Jake said. “We’ll see each other again.”
“We will,” Rousseau agreed. “Hopefully still as friends.”
They shook hands, and Jake started down the tunnel straight ahead. A moment later, his earpiece chirped. “Hey, Jake.”
“Hey, Jess. What’s up?”
“I switched the two of us to our private channel. Just in case things don’t go so well.”
Jake sighed. “Yeah, good idea. Rousseau’s pretty serious about punishing us if his President doesn’t make it out.”
“Can you get them both out?” Jess asked.
“I don’t know. I know how Bryan works, and Bryan knows that in situations like this, he needs to do what I ask without question and without hesitation. If the Cameroonian President can follow directions the same way, then we’ll have a much better chance. If not, then we’ll have a very poor chance.”
“Yeah. Fair enough. Just do your best, and if we need to manage our interactions with Rousseau after that, we will.”
Jake sighed. “We’ll find a way. I told Rousseau I would protect him, and I will. No matter what it takes.”
“I know. Chin up, okay? We’ve been through shit before and come out smelling like roses. This is just another day in the life.”
Jake chuckled. “Oh, what a life.”
“You had your chance to leave. Coming back is on you.”
“Fair enough. I’ll call you when I get to the maintenance tunnels.”
“Sounds good. We’ll get to the aboveground power station and get set up. Good luck, Jake.”
“You too.”
Jess switched off, and Jake took a deep breath. They were taking a huge gamble with this plan, and like most gambles, it would either pay off big time or end in catastrophe. It all came down to the luck of the draw.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Dr. Elena Kovac considered herself a good person. She didn’t want things to go as far as they had. She wasn’t lying to the U.S. President when she said she had warned her government years ago about the dangers the world faced, nor was she lying when she said that she attempted to warn the entire world about it. She had tried, and like so many scientists who came to their leaders with uncomfortable truths, she had been instructed to go find answers that her leaders liked instead of the answers science and evidence provided.
Then the data from this lab poured in, and everything was revealed to be far worse than she thought. The freak weather occurrences of the past few years ceased to be phenomena and became a pattern. The trends seen in the polar ice sheet and the overall global temperature were worsening, and within years—just as she said—the effects would be irreversible.
What really frustrated her was the pseudo-logic that people used to argue against these conclusions. A popular one among unprincipled “scientists” was to compare the amount of carbon pollution generated by humans versus the amount of carbon dioxide generated by volcanic activity. Another was to try to compare the temperature variations year over year with historical cooling and warming trends. The general point of these efforts was to demonstrate that things weren’t that bad or that humanity’s effect on the world was far less damaging than “alarmists” claimed.
Fools. It wasn’t the total effect humanity had that was dangerous. It wasn’t even the cumulative effect. What made humanity’s treatment of the environment dangerous was the fact that the environment was a delicately balanced system. Turn the needle even a half-degree off course, and the cumulative effects of that one small action would lead to catastrophe.
Which was exactly what was happening now. The needle had been turned just slightly off course, and humanity had refused to correct it. Now they stood on the verge of catastrophe, and they still refused to correct it.
But it had to be corrected. Didn’t they see? It had to be fixed, or the human race would die out. Earth would survive. Life would go on. Over millions of years, the environment would reset itself and new forms of life would evolve to fill the ecological niches vacated by humans and the plethora of other species that would die in the ensuing disaster.
But for humanity, it would be too late. Nothing would remain of them but fossils for some later species to dig up and interpret.
“Elena!”
Elena’s eyes snapped up at Marcus’s warning. Three men—the Cameroonian security officers not trapped outside with their fellow—rushed the stage, using civilians to shield themselves from the drones, which were programmed not to fire on innocent people.
She cursed and pulled her cell phone out. She tapped quick instructions into the security app, and the weapons emplacements in the ceiling dropped down. In less than a second, machine gun rounds peppered the attackers from angles that avoided collateral damage.
One of the men snarled and threw a knife just before he was shot. A beanbag collided with it, knocking it off course inches from her throat.
And just like that, it was over. Elena stood where she was, frozen in shock at the nearness of her death. Behind her, Marcus breathed a heavy sigh of relief. In front of her, the equally shocked crowd stared at the mutilated bodies of her would-be killers.
Rage filled her. She glared at the crowd, her lips trembling. “You fucking assholes!” she shrieked. “God damn it! I’m trying to save you! You ungrateful pieces of shit!”
Her hands shook with anger, balled into fists so tight that she could feel her fingernails piercing the skin of her palms. “I’m just… I’m just trying to save you.”
She lifted a hand to her forehead and wiped sweat from her brow. She didn't want the weight of the entire world on her shoulders. She hadn't become a meteorologist so she could save the planet. She just liked rain, for Heaven's sake. Now, here she was, trying to rescue a foolish race from literally destroying itself.
She chuckled with a mixture of exasperation and bitterness. Clearly, her efforts weren't appreciated. She'd have to make her point a little more harshly. "Captain Winters, please bring the Cameroonian President to the stage."
Captain Winters barked orders, and two of her security officers grabbed the leader under his arms and propelled him forward. The President kept his head held high and his gaze stern as he was dragged onto the podium.
“Put him on his knees,” Elena commanded.
The men tried to comply, but the Cameroonian President fought to stay on his feet. “If you intend to kill me, you will kill me where I stand. I do not kneel.”
Elena thought about having the security officers sever the tendons in his knees to force him to kneel, but her emotions were calming now, and she thought better of it. “Very well.” She raised her voice so the crowd could hear. “To be clear, I don’t intend to kill you or anyone else. The only people who have died were the fools who attempted to kill me first.
“But it’s become clear to me that you won’t heed my warnings nor concede to my demands. So here is your new deal. You have one hour to meet my demands, or I’ll kill the President of Cameroon.”
“If you do that,” the U.S. President warned, “you will have crossed a bridge over which you can’t return. You still have a chance to escape this situation, Dr. Kovac. Assassinate a foreign leader, and you will have no chance.”
“I am far more concerned with helping all of humanity than I am with helping myself,” Elena replied. “You have fifty-nine minutes and forty seconds.”
She spun on her heel and left the podium again, hands shaking, lips trembling.
Please. For the love of God, just please let them do the right thing.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Jake reached the maintenance tunnels twenty minutes after splitting up from Rousseau. He tapped his earpiece. “Okay, Jess. I’m at the maintenance tunnels.”
“Roger that. Moving you to the general channel.” After a brief pause, she said, “Rousseau, talk to me. Are you in position?”
“I am at the power station. There are three levers. Should I turn them off?”
“No. you want them all on. We’re trying to send too much power, not turn the power off. I’ll walk you through what I want you to do and when. I just wanted to confirm that everyone’s in the right spot. Jake, start looking. The tunnels go throughout the entire facility. I want you to start by heading up the left tunnel. There should be a ladder a few yards in front of you.”
Jake found the ladder and said, “Okay. I see it.”
"Good. You're going to move in a ring around the auditorium and check the conference rooms. I want to see what kind of backup the terrorists have. You should be aware of that, too."
“Yes, definitely.”
“Then you check the situation in the auditorium. Find President Jackson and President Emmanuel Moukoko. Figure out a way to get them out, then talk to me. We’ll time our power surge to your rescue plan.”
“Sounds good. You guys are all right up top? No problems from security up there?”
“No, no problems. We’re all good to go.”
“Okay. I’m starting up the ladder.”
Jake climbed the ladder into a seven-foot-wide tunnel that led straight up. The ladder extended upward for about eighty feet before ending at a rectangular crawlspace about two feet wide and four feet tall. Shielded cables on either side of the crawlspace made the tunnel even more cramped. Jake drew his PDW before starting to crawl. He probably wouldn’t be able to do so once he was inside.
“Okay, Jess, I’m at the top of the ladder. The crawlspace here is tighter than an airline seat. We’re going to have some real issues if I end up caught in here.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had real issues in the past twenty-four hours,” Jess replied. “This is about as narrow as it gets, but it gets shorter going forward. I hope you still practice your army crawls.”
“Wonderful,” Jake groused.
“Wishing you had switched places with me?” Rousseau teased.
“You wouldn’t fit in here,” Jake replied. “You’re twice my size.”
A half-second later, Jess said, “Okay, we’re on the private channel now. Honestly, the best chance we have right now is for you not to be discovered in those tunnels. We want this to be a recon mission, not a combat mission.”
“I am fully in favor of that,” Jake agreed. “So where exactly am I right now?”
“You’re about twenty feet underneath the parking lot.”
“The parking lot? I thought I was in the main building already.”
“Nope. You have about a thousand feet to go before you reach the main building. Then you’re going to climb down, cross the building, climb up and then start your circuit.”
“That makes no sense at all. Who designed this place?”
“No idea, but it doesn’t matter. This is what we have to work with.”
Jake sighed and tried not to feel anxious as he shimmied through the narrow crawlspace. “And security isn’t coming after me?”
“I can’t tell. I can’t actually see inside the building. I can only see where your earpiece is.”
“Well, that’s good, right? That means you can see through their firewall.”
“I don’t know yet. You’re not inside the building.”
Jake stopped. “If I’m not inside the building, then I can’t tell you guys when to disable the power.”
“Yes,” Jess said. “I know.”
“Does Rousseau know that?”
“No. I didn’t think he’d react well to knowing that I’m basically winging this.”
“Well, I’m basically winging it now. How do I know how fast to move?”
“Use your best judgment. I’m making an educated guess on how long it’s going to take you to get this done. Hopefully, I can keep track of you and keep in contact with you, but if I can’t, then I’m just going to do my best, and so are you. Sorry, Jake. This is what we have to—”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. This is what we have to work with right now.” He sighed. “Okay. Here’s hoping.”
He continued crawling. As Jess promised, the tunnel shortened, forcing him to shimmy through like a worm. At least it felt like he was a worm.
The cables around him hummed, and Jake said a silent prayer that he wouldn’t come across an exposed wire. That would be just his luck to get close to rescuing the President only to be fried because of poor insulation.
The tunnel ended abruptly at another ladder, like the one that brought him up from the evacuation tunnel. He pulled himself through upside down. He didn't really have a choice.
The tunnel ended six feet above a hard concrete floor. Jake hung from his feet and shone his flashlight around the room. He saw a few fuse boxes and a large transformer. That would be the power distribution for this specific building.
He sighed and holstered his PDW and his flashlight. This was going to be tricky. Holding onto the bottom rung, he pulled himself down as much as possible and carefully removed himself from the tunnel, bringing his hips, then his legs, and finally his feet through the circular opening. With somewhat less grace than a gymnast, he spun around and dropped to the floor, landing not so softly on his feet.
He had made it, though. Step one complete.
He turned his flashlight on and saw, to his relief, that he was in a basement, and the door in front of him opened to a long hallway. He said a brief prayer that the hallway wouldn't be guarded, then started forward.
He tapped his earpiece. “All right, Jess, I’m in the building.”
She didn’t respond.
“Jess? Jess?”
No answer.
He swore. If he couldn’t communicate with her, then he would be left guessing when to flip the switch and short the power station.
The hallway continued for a long while. Doors opened on either side, but each of them revealed only cleaning and storage closets. No drones or AI-operated weapons and cameras, though. That was good.
He reached the ladder on the other side and shone his flashlight up the tunnel to see a similar setup as before. The ladder climbed about eighty feet, then ended in a narrow crawlspace.
“This is where things get dicey,” he said to himself, drawing his PW and starting up the ladder. When he reached the top, he saw that this crawlspace was actually much wider than the previous one—about five feet from side to side. Still only four feet tall, but that was fine with him.
He crouched low and moved through the tunnel. He had no frame of reference to tell him where he was in the building, so he’d have to hope that there were windows or exits that he could look through to see where he was.
He crawled for about two hundred yards by his estimate before he came to the first exit. A hatch in the ceiling opened to the room below.
“Okay,” Jake said. “Nice and easy.”
He grabbed the hatch’s handles and twisted gently. It came off easily, and he lay prone and lowered the hatch just enough to see below. He kept a strong grip on the hatch. If it fell open, it would be a very obvious clue to the security system that something was amiss, and the last thing he needed right now was one of the security drones coming to investigate.
He looked through the narrow opening and found himself above the climatology room that he had seen during the tour that morning. That put him about fifty feet outside of the ring of conference rooms and about one hundred feet outside of the auditorium.
A soft hum told him that a security drone was approaching. He quietly closed the hatch and twisted it shut. He needed to find a way deeper into the building.
He crawled for another thirty feet, then found a tunnel that led inward toward the auditorium and the conference rooms. This tunnel was much smaller, about two feet by two feet, or the same size as the narrowest parts of the first tunnel.
He squeezed through, shimmying forward. After crawling like that for a minute, he reached another hatch, this one a simple flip-down unit. He carefully unhooked the latches and lowered it.
He was over one of the large conference rooms. There was no one underneath, but he spotted one of the ceiling cameras a few yards away. He quickly closed the hatch and said a brief prayer that it hadn’t detected him.
Six feet ahead was the tunnel that Jess said would lead in a circle around the conference rooms. He took it and examined each room in turn. No people waited in any of the rooms, but each room had at least one camera and one weapons emplacement, and three of the larger rooms had drones hovering inside of them. The terrorists clearly had a lot of faith in their automated security system.
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he found himself back at the tunnel intersecting the ring. “All right. Now for the whole cigar.”
Just before he started inward toward the auditorium, he heard a soft humming sound. He froze and prayed that the sound he was hearing was coming from underneath him in one of the rooms.
It wasn’t. A few seconds later, he heard the pleasant AI-generated female voice say, “Intruder, please remain still. You will be sedated and then transported to the main auditorium to be held until further notice.”
Jake turned around—not an easy thing to do in the confined space—and saw a drone approaching from behind. The drone had to move slowly due to the confined space, but he had a feeling that the tranquilizer dart it carried underneath its chassis would move just as fast as it needed to.
He didn’t want to fire his weapon unless he absolutely had to. It wasn’t silenced, and the noise would carry to the terrorists and blow his cover. Instead, he launched himself forward and kicked just before the drone fired its dart. The dart ricocheted off of the crawlspace wall and sliced through his shirt, ricocheting again off of his body armor and falling harmlessly to the floor.
Even better, the drone—having no margin of error in its flight path—collided with the wall. Its rotors scraped against the steel channels that shielded the electrical cables, causing it to lose control and skid to a halt a few yards away.
Jake breathed a sigh of relief that was cut short when a bright blue beam of light impacted the drone and caused it to explode. He brought his hands to his face to shield his eyes, and when he lowered them, he saw the laser drone approaching through the smoking wreckage of the larger nonlethal drone.
The same pleasant AI voice said, “Remain still. You have been designated for termination. It will hurt less if you don’t resist.”
Jake brought his gun up, but just before he pulled the trigger, the drone stiffened, then stilled. Its laser emitter slowly dropped until it pointed at the floor of the crawlspace. It hovered in place, unmoving.
Jake realized that he could no longer hear the hum of electricity through the power cables. The power had gone out. Rousseau and Jess had come through in the nick of time.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Marcus frowned at the dot on his screen. He magnified the image and cursed.
“What is it?” Elena asked. “What do you see?”
“Someone’s trying to get in through the electrical maintenance tunnels.”
“What? Those weren’t blocked when we dropped the steel shutters?”
“No, we had to keep those open so we could still have power. It’s okay, though, it’s just one guy. I’ll send drones to stop him.”
He keyed in a few commands, and a nonlethal tranquilizer done headed to the tunnels followed by a lethal laser drone, just in case. “All right. Taken care of.”
Elena sighed and resumed her pacing. Her shoulders were bunched tightly together, and she walked stiffly, her lips in a thin line. Marcus wanted to comfort her, to put his arm around her shoulder and tell her that everything would be all right, but now wasn’t the time. They needed to focus on the job. If he made a move now, he would just look pathetic.
A shadow crossed his mind as he thought about the Cameroonian president on the stage. It was one thing to kill the security forces that were trying to kill her, but to threaten a world leader who hadn’t threatened them? Elena wouldn’t actually kill him, would she?
“Hey, Elena,” he said.
“What?” she asked in a distracted voice.
"Um… You were just bluffing, right?"
She gave him an irritated look. “What?”
He resisted the urge to shrink back. “About killing the President of Cameroon. You were just bluffing, right?”
She stared at him for a moment, blinking. Her shoulders bunched more tightly, and she looked away. She started to speak, but just then, the lights in the room brightened. A loud buzzing sound tickled Marcus’s ears, then the lightbulbs popped, and the room darkened.
“What the hell was that?” Elena demanded.
“Power surge,” Marcus said, “The Americans on the outside probably messed with the power station. That’s all right. We might not have lights, but the shield will stay down, the computers are all on batteries, and we still have control…”
His voice trailed off when he looked down at his monitor and saw the words written in bold red font across the screen.
ERROR: CONNECTION LOST
Oh God, no.
“Marcus?”
A shout from outside caused both of them to flinch and lift their eyes to the door. More shouting followed, and Marcus and Elena shared a frightened look.
It became clear all at once what had happened. The Americans had used the power surge to cause the AI to reset, and when it reset, they interfered with his command signal and coopted the security system.
Something slammed against the door, and Marcus cried out and jumped out of his seat.
“Marcus? What happened? Where is our security?”
In answer, the door flew open, and Captain Winters ran inside. Blood dripped from her nose, and a welt was forming over her right eye, but it was the brief glimpse of the room outside that caused Marcus’s heart to drop to the floor.
Sarah said the words just as Marcus thought them. "Our security system is down. The nation's security forces are overwhelming my officers. We need security back now!"
“Damn it, Sarah, I told you not to let any security in!” Elena shrieked. “Marcus, we need security now!”
Marcus dropped back into his seat. His hands flew over the keyboard as he fought frantically to regain control of the AI.
From outside, he heard a voice say, “That room! Behind the podium! They’re in there!”
A whine escaped his lips, and he clamped them shut to quiet it. Please, God, please, God, please.
He opened the code and cried out when he saw the jumbled mess of code. The Americans had not only taken the AI, but they were also trying to scramble the command software so he couldn’t take it back.
Something slammed against the door, and Elena cried out. “Marcus! Please!”
For her. Do it for her.
He took a deep breath and divorced his thoughts from his emotions. The American strategy was elegant but not particularly sophisticated. They were throwing up roadblocks, but they weren’t altering the root BIOS structure of the AI. He could slip underneath the firewall and reconfigure the BIOS to a new syntax.
He pushed aside the sounds of fighting outside and focused on his task. Each second seemed to stretch for hours, but he no longer felt anxious. He was in his element now. At one point, he was the most capable hacker in China, which made him the most capable hacker on Earth. He was going to succeed.
“Marcus!” Elena shrieked.
“Finished,” he said, astonished at the coldness in his voice. He tapped the emergency command, and turned toward the door.
A huge man—Russian, it looked like—held Sarah up by the throat. He watched the man’s fist collide with her temple, watched her stiffen, then go limp in his arm.
The Russian grinned at Elena and said something in his language. Then he jerked, and three holes opened in his chest. He coughed, spitting up blood, then dropped to his knees and fell onto his face, dead.
Marcus looked through the door and saw a half dozen others dead, the rest cowering as the revitalized drones aimed weapons at them. He looked at Elena and nodded. “We’re in control again.”
Elena nodded slightly, trembling and staring in horror at Sarah’s still frame. Marcus couldn’t tell if she was only unconscious or if the Russian’s blow had killed her.
His drone’s bullets had certainly killed the Russian.
At that thought, all of the emotions came rushing back. He looked in horror at the carnage and began to shake.
Oh God. What have I done?



CHAPTER TWENTY
Moments after the drone went into a standby state, Jake heard the faint sounds of fighting coming from below. That must be the captives fighting back after realizing that the security system was disabled.
Jake didn’t want to take any chances with the drone, so he placed his PDW barrel against the optical sensor and fired a burst. Sparks flew from the drone, and it collapsed to the floor of the crawlspace, dead.
Jake didn’t waste any time. He shimmied forward toward the auditorium. As he crawled, his earpiece chirped. “Jake? Are you there?”
“Hi, Jess.”
Jess released a sigh. “Oh, thank God. You’re all right?”
“I’m good. It got hairy there for a moment, but you came through just in time.”
“Good. It looks like we have control of the AI, but I can’t take the drones out of standby mode. There’s some sort of failsafe built in. It’ll take all day to try to take control, so I’m going to lock the bad guys out instead.”
“Roger that. Is it just the drones you don’t have?”
“Well, no one has the fixed emplacements. The power surge appears to have shorted them out, at least from what I can see through the drones.”
“That’s fine with me. On an even playing field, we have the advantage. Can you see what’s happening?”
“No. The cameras defaulted to a horizontal angle. I can hear it, though. It looks like we’re winning.”
Jake smiled. “Good. In that case, send Rousseau up to the building. I’ll drop down into the auditorium and get eyes on the two presidents. Then we can wrap this up.”
When Jess didn’t respond right away, Jake’s smile faded. “Jess?”
“Hold on. Hold on, he’s fighting me.”
“Who’s fighting you? What’s happening? Is Marcus Chen trying to take the AI back from you?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know who, but someone’s trying to crack through my firewall. I can’t talk right now.”
Jake swore and moved as fast as he could toward the auditorium. Which wasn’t fast. At all. He cursed and tried to pick up the pace, but this tunnel was the narrowest one yet, and his efforts did nothing to increase his speed.
“Jess, can you get a message to Presley? Tell him to get the President out of the auditorium and somewhere they can take cover.”
No answer. A chill ran through Jake’s spine. “Jess. Jess!”
No answer.
He slapped the floor of the crawlspace. “Damn it!”
He heard the rattle of gunfire and cursed. The security system was back online. They’d had their window of opportunity, and now it had closed.
And he had no idea what the situation looked like below. Had the President been shot? Had he escaped? Had Presley and his team found cover? Were the terrorists still alive?
He took a deep breath to steady himself, then continued onward. There was no point in speculating. He would figure out soon enough what was going on below him. In the meantime, there was nothing he could do to change anything.
He couldn’t believe that the terrorists had forced Jess out. In his years of working with the Secret Service, he’d encountered a number of tech geniuses. Sometimes they had made things harder for him and Jess, but he’d never seen anyone go head-to-head with her and succeed. This Chen guy was far more dangerous than Jake had given him credit for.
That’s what you get for being a dumb jock. It’s the tech geeks you have to worry about, not the football stars.
The sound of fighting had stopped, at least. Jake hoped that meant that only a few had died. He didn’t dare hope that no one had died. As long as none of them were his President, he could live with it.
He felt a pang of guilt at that. Rousseau was putting his trust in Jake to protect the Cameroonian President as well. He, like Jake, had dedicated his life to protecting the leader of his country, but he was out of his depth now and forced to rely on a foreign agent to help him. Jake couldn’t imagine letting the forces of any other country protect his President.
Actually, he could. He had seen other nations fail at protecting Bryan, and the experiences had made it impossible for him to trust anyone but his own team with the President’s safety. And Rousseau was now stuck in a position where he had to let a foreign nation’s operatives put their own President first and his President second because that was more likely to work for him than doing his own job.
The guilt faded, but the frustration that replaced it didn’t feel any better. Jake had to do his job, and that meant putting Bryan ahead of everyone, but it still sucked to know that doing that might mean letting so many others die.
Don’t get ahead of yourself, a voice in his head mocked. You don’t even know if you’ll get Bryan out of there alive.
He sighed and struggled forward. He should be reaching the center of the auditorium now, but he didn’t see any opening that would allow him to leave the crawlspace. It would be just his luck to have to backtrack and make his way down to one of the conference rooms to get to the auditorium.
Except he couldn’t do that because he would be seen by drones. In fact, as far as he knew, he could be seen now. He wasn’t sure how the terrorists had detected him in the first place. If it was a system that relied on power from the building, then he was fine, but if the drones had some sort of thermal imaging system that could track his movements through walls, then he might not be so fine.
Another thing he couldn’t do anything about.
Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he reached a hatch. This one was the twist open variety, not a flip down lid. On top of that, it was designed to open downward, since a repair crew would be entering from the outside, not by trekking through the entire maintenance tunnel system by way of the entire escape tunnel system. He had to be very careful not to let it slip through his hands and fall to the floor.
He put his flashlight ahead of the hatch, setting it so that the light shone obliquely over the hatch and didn’t blind him. He placed his submachine gun next to the flashlight and braced his legs against the sides of the crawlspace so he wasn’t pulled through by the hatch.
He took a deep breath, and as he exhaled, he strained to open the hatch.
It didn’t budge. For whatever reason, it was far harder to open than the first twist-off hatch he’d encountered. He braced himself and twisted again, straining until he felt the blood rushing to his ears, but still the hatch wouldn’t open.
You’ve gotta be kidding me.
He sighed and reached for his flashlight, checking the seal on the hatch for any sign of epoxy or screws that might be holding it in place. He couldn’t see anything, but of course, he couldn’t see what it looked like on the other side.
He decided to give it one more shot. If it didn’t open after that, he’d have to give up and find another way in.
He braced himself carefully and grabbed the inner handles. The fact that there were inner handles at all told him that it must open from the inside, even if that wasn’t how it was intended to be open. He just needed to give it all of his strength.
He took a deep breath and exhaled sharply, once more pushing with everything he had.
Nothing. The hatch was frozen in place.
He released the handles and swore. "Damn it. Of course. Of course, the hatch would be stuck shut." He wiped sweat from his brow. "I should have sent Rousseau after all. Be he’d get this open.”
He shook his head and reached for his gun and flashlight. Time to find a way to avoid the drones and sneak in from the ground.
As he pulled his flashlight back over the hatch, he stopped when he saw a red arrow on one of the handles. He shone the light over it and hung his head in embarrassment.
“Or, you know, I could turn the damned thing the right way. That might work.”
He replaced his gun and flashlight and braced himself again. This time, he turned the hatch the other way. It moved easily, and after rolling his eyes at himself, he twisted it open and slowly lowered it until he saw a sliver of light. He shifted the hatch backward, exposing a crescent moon of vision into the auditorium below.
There were twelve dead bodies on the podium. Jake first confirmed that none of them were the President or Rousseau’s President, then tried to identify the dead. He didn’t recognize any member of Presley’s team, so that was another plus.
Unfortunately, three of the bodies wore the same uniform that Rousseau did. It looked like his security team had been killed trying to rescue their President. Seven of the others wore uniforms that identified them as security for their own world leaders. Two were building security officers. One of those two was Captain Winters.
Drones hovered on either end of the bodies, their machine guns pointed at the crowd. A third hovered above Dr. Kovac, also pointing its weapon at the hostages.
Dr. Kovac looked disheveled. Her hair was tangled and matted, and her outfit showed spots of sweat on her chest and arms. It was hard to tell from Jake’s vantage point, but it looked like her hands were trembling too. Her eyes were wild, and when she spoke, her voice was definitely trembling.
“It seems I’ve been too patient with all of you,” she said.
Her accent was thicker now, too. She was losing her nerve. Considering that her finger was on the big red button that controlled the security drones, that was bad news.
“I expected that when forced to listen, you would all at least listen. I have tried to share with you how dire our situation is and how critical it is that we find solutions to climate change, but instead, you’ve focused only on yourselves and how uncomfortable you are here. You’ve shown no consideration for your people, no consideration for their future. For your future.”
She sniffed and ran her finger across her nose. “And now you’ve hurt innocent people. Sarah was only trying to keep that thug from beating me to death. And she… He…”
Whatever he’d done to kill Sarah was evidently too much for Elena to recount. She gripped the edges of the podium until her knuckles turned white. Jake expected to hear tears in her voice when she spoke again. Instead, she sounded hollow, gutted.
“I tried. I really did. But you’ve all given me no choice. I’m going to kill the President of Russia.”
Jake stiffened. The weight of the hatch had been bothering him a little due to the awkward position he was forced to hold, but when he heard that, the shock outweighed his physical discomfort.
The other world leaders showed the same consternation. Jake heard a deep, sonorous voice with the same accent Rousseau had plead, “This is not the way, Dr. Kovac. Holding us hostage and killing us will not get you what you want.”
“I’m beginning to think nothing will get me what I want,” Elena said tonelessly. “But I’ll try. Until it’s too late, I’ll do my damned best. I’m going to kill the President of Russia because it was his barbarian who beat Sarah to death. I’ll kill the next one of you because you’re still being stubborn idiot children and refusing to take the actions you need to take to protect the environment.”
A shout came from the crowd, and a moment later, Jake saw two security officers dragging the Russian President onto the podium. Four drones flew in a semicircle behind them, ready to execute anyone who tried to intervene.
Jake watched in mounting horror as the security officers forced the Russian President to his knees. A laser drone flew next to him, it’s emitter humming with deadly energy.
“I warned you,” Elena replied, still in that terrible toneless voice. “I warned all of you. Now you’ll see what happens to those who don’t heed my warnings.”



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
“Now, Rousseau!”
Rousseau flipped the switches Jess had identified. A loud hum surged through the transformers. Electricity arced from the farthest one, grounding itself only feet from Rousseau. He cried out and jumped backwards, landing on the floor just before sparks exploded from first one transformer, then another, then another. A loud crack sounded, and bright white light flashed through the air before the entire station plunged into darkness.
“Holy Mother of God,” he whispered.
Very few things in life frightened Jean-Paul Rousseau, but that frightened him. He swallowed and lifted the cell phone to his face. His hands shook too much for him to tap the radio button, so he had to set the phone on the ground and grab his right wrist with his left to steady it enough to call Jess.
“Jess? This is Rousseau. Can you hear me?” His voice shook as much as his hands.
“Yeah, I hear you. Are you all right?”
“Miraculously, it appears so. I’m not sure exactly what just happened, but it appears that the entire substation shorted out.”
“That’s probably exactly what happened. The same thing happened here at the primary station. The good news is that it worked. The AI reset, and I’m taking control of the drones now. The fixed weapon emplacements are toast, but if I can get the drones, then it’s checkmate. Hang tight for me, and then I’ll tell you where to go to get to Jake.”
“Understood. I’ll… hang tight.”
She closed the channel, and Rousseau released a breath and sagged down to the floor. He thought of his wife and granddaughter back home and said a brief prayer that he’d survive long enough to see them again.
As his emotions settled, he thought of President Moukoko. Emmanuelle would never give in to the demands of terrorists. He had no fear of that. His fear was that Emmanuelle would die instead of giving in to those demands. Knowing him, he'd hold his head high right up to the moment a drone shot it off.
That drove away the last of the shock. He got to his feet and started back down the tunnel. There was no other exit from this room, and he remembered Jess’s instructions to Jake. He could find his own way back to the research center. He knew Jake would do his best to rescue President Moukoko, but he would rescue his own president first. Emmanuelle needed him.
He called Jess on the way. “Jess, I’m going after Jake. Are you in contact with him?”
“I was. Shit! Damn it!”
A chill ran down Rousseau’s spine. “What? What is it?”
“I lost control. I had the damned AI. I was in control of the drones and trying to figure out how to bring them out of standby mode so I could use them against the terrorists, and then the bastard took them back.”
“What bastard? Who?”
“I don’t know. Chen, I’m guessing. He slipped in under my firewall and rewrote the BIOS remotely.”
Rousseau didn’t know what that meant, but he got the pertinent points. The terrorists were once more in control of their security drones.
He needed to hurry.
“Understood, Jess. I’m on my way to the research center right now.”
***
Twenty minutes later, Rousseau stopped running and admitted to himself that he was lost. He pulled out the phone and called Jess. “Jess, I made a mistake. There was another fork in the tunnel, and I went the wrong way. I ended up in a control room of some sort. Can you see me? Can you tell me where to go to get to the research center?”
There was no answer. The signal was lost.
Or the terrorists found Jess and killed her for trying to steal their security system.
And here he was, wasting time getting himself lost. He had to backtrack and hope he could figure out the right way to the research center or the best he could hope for was dying alone underground where he wouldn't have to come face to face with his failure.
He swore and kicked at one of the computer towers. A red light blinked, and the monitor above it came on. For a moment, Rousseau was taken aback by the modern high-definition display. The room itself looked ancient, and he hadn’t expected anything here to work, let alone be up to date.
He nearly ignored the computer and moved on, but a prickle in the back of his head told him he should sit down instead. His training pleaded with him to ignore that impulse and move on, but he’d learned from decades of experience to trust his instincts.
He sat down at the monitor and clicked on the desktop link. The password field came up, and Rousseau sighed. So much for that. He had no way of knowing what the password was.
He started to stand, but the prickle in his neck tickled him again. He paused halfway out of the chair and tried to reason with himself. He was wasting time here. He needed to meet up with Jake and rescue Emmanuelle now.
But that pull forced him back down to his chair. He recalled the words of his old mentor, Pierre St. John, the grizzled old veteran who was born on New Years’ Day 1960, the same day Cameroon was born as a free nation independent of French rule.
I can only train you so much, Jean-Paul. I can teach you how to fire a gun and how to use your fists. I cannot teach you how to use your instincts. Those are your own, and they are good, or I would not have allowed you to join the Guard. You must trust them, even when they tell you something that seems foolish.
Rousseau sighed and turned back to the computer. “I hope you are right, old man.”
He looked at the password field. Of course, it was too much trouble for his instincts to tell him what the password was, just that he needed to figure it out.
He leaned forward, resting his chin in his hands. The American said that Marcus Chen was the tech guru of the terrorists. Rousseau hadn’t paid much attention to Chen. He was a timid man who jumped each time his name was called. Rousseau had no time for timid men. Clearly that was a mistake because that timid man had installed a security system sophisticated enough to decimate American paramilitary agents and force him outside where he couldn’t protect his President.
So, this was probably Chen's system. What could the password be?
He leaned back in his chair and frowned at the keyboard. The English keyboard. He didn't even know for sure that this was Chen's system. Chen spoke English—all the scientists did—but Chen was Chinese. Winters, the security chief, was German-Swiss, and Kovac was Polish.
Actually, that was probably why the keyboard was in English. It was the language they shared in common. So this was still probably Chen’s system, but like all of the computers in this facility, it displayed its information in English.
He smiled wryly at that. The British Empire still ruled the world in many ways through its most successful son, the United States of America. He wondered what future empire would finally usurp them.
Focus, Jean-Paul.
What password would Chen use? He knew nothing about the man. For all he knew, it was his birthday, or the name of his favorite football team, or perhaps his wife…
His eyes widened. No, not his wife, but the woman he wished to be his wife. The one fact about Marcus Chen that Rousseau knew was that he was enamored with Elena Kovac. He could see it in the man’s eyes when he looked at her. The hopeless fawning adoration that timid men held for women far too strong to ever look at them with desire.
He took a deep breath, released it slowly, then typed the word ELENA into the password field.
When the desktop opened, Rousseau pumped his fist. Ha! His instincts were still good.
The desktop contained only two folders: SYSTEM and PROJECT PHOENIX.
He opened PROJECT PHOENIX. It contained several subfolders. OVERVIEW, PHASE ONE and PHASE TWO were in red font. He guessed that meant that the phases had been completed. He nearly opened overview, but he wanted to know why PHASE THREE was still in white font.
As he considered that, he felt the prickling in his neck again.
Okay. Phase Three it was.
He opened the folder. It contained several documents. He opened the one labeled SUMMARY and red.
Once more, his instincts proved strong. His blood chilled as he read, and the more he read, the deeper the chill became.
The capture of these world leaders was only the beginning. These scientists were not acting alone. They were in partnership with something called the Third Voice, and the Third Voice intended to force the world’s hands if the demands placed here weren’t met.
Rousseau hadn’t dwelled on it too much since he was focused on rescuing President Moukoko, but he thought it foolish of the scientists to think they could bully the world’s governments into meeting unrealistic environmental demands. After all, even the strictest dictatorship was populated by far more than just its ruler. The world would simply give up their leaders for dead and install new leaders after utterly annihilating those responsible for their deaths.
Only the Third Voice had a plan for that. They had operatives in twenty-eight different locations around the globe ready to launch secondary strikes. These included hard strikes with ballistic missiles, terrorist attacks in major economic centers, attacks on utilities and infrastructure and attacks on information networks worldwide. If the world didn’t bow to their demands, the Third Voice planned to destroy everything to get their way.
His hands began to shake again, and he flexed them to stifle that. His heart sank as he read the document.
He couldn’t rescue President Moukoko. Not yet. This was the one possibility he hadn’t considered, that a threat to the entire world would present itself. Emmanuelle had told him many times over that the nation of Cameroon was more important than he was, and if it came to a choice between his people or his own life, he would choose his people.
Now, Rousseau must do the same.
He lifted Jake's cell phone and took pictures of the document, scrolling down as needed to ensure that all of it was captured by the phone's camera. He would return to the railroad station and then proceed away from the facility until he was outside of the range of the terrorists' signal jamming. Then, he would forward this information to whichever of Jake's contacts looked the most senior. It would take too long to convince his own government to accept an email from a stranger's phone, so he would contact Jake's friends in the U.S. government. That might be better anyway because the U.S. had a larger reach and might be able to stop this before it happened.
When he took the last picture, he shut the computer down, just in case one of the terrorists happened along.
Then he rushed back the way he came. His thoughts drifted to Emmanuelle and to Jake as he fled the facility, and a touch of grief came in place of guilt.
May God be with them, he thought. May God be with us all.



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
Jake thought quickly. He had to do something to stop this. He moved the hatch around and tried to count the surviving drones. There were a lot of them. Too many to fight.
He looked back at the podium and saw Marcus Chen near the doorway to the conference room that Dr. Kovac had chosen for her headquarters. If he could get to Marcus, then maybe he could get him to shut down security.
He’d have to move quickly. As soon as the AI realized he was there, he’d have only seconds to act before the drones killed him.
“Goodbye, Mr. President,” Elena said to the struggling Russian leader.
He was out of time.
He tossed the lid of the hatch, grunting with the effort. The heavy lid arced downward and landed directly on top of the drone that was about to execute the Russian President. The drone—unprepared for the impact—crashed immediately to the ground. Its rotors tore themselves apart on the hatch, and when it tried to fire its weapon—perhaps already malfunctioning—the weapon jammed and the drone killed itself.
Jake leaped from the hatch, aiming for another drone. The laser drone tried to evade but too late, and Jake grabbed its laser emitter. The drone staggered and weaved from the unexpected wait and tried to aim the laser at Jake. Jake glanced down and immediately wished he didn’t when he saw the floor nearly twenty feet below him.
Fighting with all of his might, Jake twisted the emitter’s aim toward the podium. The blue beam sliced through the stage inches from Dr. Kovac, who shrieked and dove toward the side. Marcus cried out and rushed toward her, and Jake prepared to leap off of the drone and attack him, but movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention.
He looked up to see another laser drone about to fire on him. He cursed and shifted his weight so the laser sliced through the other drone instead of through Jake.
The half drone holding Jake fell to the ground. Jake gasped when he hit the podium, and the half-drone smashed into his chest.
The room was in chaos. Bryan had taken advantage of the distraction to whip the others into a frenzy. Security officers and even some leaders were wrestling with drones trying to pull them to the ground. As he rolled the fragment of metal off of his chest, Jake saw Bryan jump into the air and grab the laser emitter of the drone that had tried to kill Jake. The beam arced up, boring a hole in the wall and catching another drone that had flown above the melee and was now aiming its machine gun at the fighters.
Jake got to his feet, pushing the pain in his chest aside. Nothing seemed broken, and he could deal with the bruises later.
Marcus was helping Elena to her feet, one hand underneath her shoulders, the other frantically tapping at his cell phone. Jake’s eyes narrowed, and he rushed the two of them. He made it three steps before a figure tackled him to the ground just in time to avoid a rush of machine gun fire from another drone.
Jake looked up to see Presley rolling off of him. He had taken Jake’s weapon and was now firing at another drone that was preparing to launch a grenade at a crowd of people tearing apart one of the beanbag drones. His burst hit the grenade, and the drone exploded. A piece of shrapnel caught one of the machine gun drones, not destroying it but knocking it off balance so it had to abandon its attempt to kill Jake and Presley.
Presley handed Jake his weapon. “Get the President out of here, Jake.”
“I was about to tell you the same thing,” Jake said. “I’m going to take Chen hostage and get him to stop the drones.”
Presley nodded, and without protest, he leaped off of the stage and grabbed Bryan. Calling for his other agents, he led Bryan to the door underneath the platform that led to the evacuation tunnel. Other world leaders saw this and followed them.
“No!” Dr. Kovac shouted. “Damn it! Marcus, keep them in this room!”
“I’m trying!” Dr. Chen protested. “The AI should be adapting, but it’s being sluggish.”
Jake looked around and saw that Chen was right. The drones were behaving oddly. Some of them were just hovering. Others were spinning and gyrating as though unable to decide which target to focus on. One drone shot up toward the ceiling and impacted it with a shower of sparks before tumbling back down to the floor. It looked like Jess’s intervention had left its mark even if she wasn’t able to keep control of the drones.
Still, enough of the drones were providing enough of a threat that they were far from safe. One of the beanbag drones intercepted Presley and his team at the door and belted them with a barrage of the less lethal rounds. It stayed above the group, high enough that they couldn’t reach it, and beat Bryan down with a flurry of shots that the agents couldn’t protect him from. When they jumped on top of him, it maintained its relentless assault, keeping them from reaching the door.
Worse, two of the machine gun drones had managed to separate from the crowds fighting them and were now returning effective fire. Security forces and dropped as the drones fired bursts into the crowd. Jake’s eyes widened in shock as the President of Estonia was riddled with bullets.
Jake swore and ran toward Chen and Kovac, who were trying to escape into their room. He caught Chen just before the door closed and dragged him to the ground. The doctor shrieked and reached for his cell phone, but Jake ripped it out of his hand and started pressing buttons.
Outside, the drones shuttered and went haywire again. The machine gun drones stopped firing on the crowd and began flying in fast circles as though running a race. The beanbag drone stopped pummeling the President and the Secret Service Agents and drifted aimlessly like a balloon.
Jake grabbed Chen with one arm and lifted him off of the ground. “Turn them off now,” he growled, “or I’ll beat you to death with my bare hands.”
He didn’t imagine he’d have to follow through on that threat, but Chen looked susceptible to intimidation, and few things were as intimidating as an angry Jake Mercer threatening someone.
Chen whimpered, but before he could say anything, Jake caught movement out of the corner of his eye again. He looked to his right and saw a laser drone aiming carefully at him.
“Shit!”
He tossed Chen at the drone, hoping its AI would recognize a friendly target and hold its fire. At the same time, he dove out of the way.
The drone backed up and held its fire. Chen screamed and then cried out again when he hit the ground.
Behind Jake, Dr. Kovac cursed. Jake looked at her to see her manipulating buttons on her own cell phone. He heard machine gun fire resume outside and realized that she could control them too. He rushed at her, but before he could grab her, a blue-white laser beam sliced the air in between them. He cried out and dropped to the ground in the most intense limbo move of his life. He felt the laser singe the tip of his nose as he passed under it.
“Jake!” Presley called. “Grab her!”
Jake looked through the door and saw the reason the laser drone missed. Presley had grabbed its rear rotors and was using all of his strength to pull down and force its aim up. The drone was already correcting, and in a moment, it would kill Jake regardless of what Presley did.
He grabbed Dr. Kovac, tearing her phone from her grasp and pinning her against the wall.
“No!” Chen shouted. “No, please!”
Kovac screamed, clawing at Jake and shouting at him in Polish. Her nails raked across his face, digging grooves in his cheek. He cried out and then buried his fist in her midsection. Her eyes and mouth popped open, and she dropped to the ground.
He tapped the first button he saw on the phone, and the drone’s laser fired directly into the floor, nearly spearing Chen’s leg. He tapped a bunch of other buttons, not taking the time to read them but wanting to induce another system malfunction to protect the innocent people still outside.
It worked. The drones lost control again. The laser drone flew into the conference room, hitting a desk on which a laptop sat and sending the laptop flying to the ground. It moved in a lazy circle, and Jake ducked down before the rotors could slice into his already bleeding face.
He looked at the virtual control panel finally and found a big red button that had a line in a circle—the universal symbol for ON/OFF.
He pressed that button and looked up.
To see the laser drone steadying in front of him. Chen’s lips were pulled back in a snarl, and Jake saw with a sinking expression that he had his cell phone back and had taken control of the AI. Presley launched himself at Chen, but he was intercepted by two beanbags. One slammed into his temple, and another hit his jaw from the opposite side. Presley’s legs stiffened as he fell, and he hit the floor knocked out cold.
Jake grabbed Dr. Kovac and pulled her in front of him between himself and the laser drone. Chen cursed and the drone maneuvered out of the way to try to get a clean shot on Jake without killing Kovac.
Desperate, Jake pressed the barrel of his gun against Kovac’s temple. “Stop the drones now, or I’ll kill her!” he shouted.
Chen’s eyes popped open. “What? No! Please don’t!”
“Stop them now!” Jake repeated, shuffling his feet and moving Kovac while the laser drone hunted for a shot. “Chen, I swear to God, I’ll take her with me!”
“No! Wait!”
Chen’s thumbs flew over his phone, and a moment later, the laser drone stopped. Its emitter rotated slowly until it pointed straight up at the drone’s chassis. Jake looked outside and saw that the surviving drones had all stopped as well. They hovered fifteen feet above the floor. Jake saw at least twenty bodies lying on the ground, but none of them were the President or the Cameroonian leader. A silver lining to a very sober cloud.
“Okay,” Chen said. “I stopped them. Let her go.”
“Marcus!” Kovac hissed. “Don’t do this! Don’t give in! They need to be stopped!”
“Please,” Chen said. “Don’t hurt her.”
“Back up now,” Jake said. “Drop the phone, hands where I can see them.”
Chen scrambled backwards, fingers splayed wide as he tried to get to his feet, failed, tried again, and finally made it upright. Jake dragged Kovac outside, his hands tight around her throat, just loose enough that she could breathe. She grabbed the wrist holding the gun, and he squeezed, cutting off her airway. “Let me go, or you die,” he said in a low voice.
Gradually, her hand relaxed. He loosened his grip, and she gasped and coughed.
Jake looked around the room and realized that most of the fallen were the research center’s security officers. Without their AI security system to protect them, they had been overwhelmed by the hostages. That was good. There would be fewer people to follow them as they made their escape. Maybe later, Jake would feel sorry for those who hadn’t survived—terrorist and innocent—but now, he had only one focus on his mind.
“Deactivate the drones,” he told Chen. “I want to see them fall to the ground.”
“Marcus!” Kovac wheezed. “No! Please!”
Chen looked at Kovac. His lips trembled. “I’m sorry. I can’t let you die.”
“Marcus, don’t!” Kovac was crying now. “You can’t.”
Chen lowered his gaze. He pressed a button on his phone, and the drones settled slowly to the ground. Jake breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the drones’ engines power off. It was over.



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
Jake kept his eyes on Chen and said, “Everyone, destroy the drones. Tear their rotors off. That’s the easiest way to get it done.”
Kovac slumped in Jake’s arms, weeping bitterly while the hostages destroyed the last remaining pieces of her security system. “I hate you,” she whispered. “All of you. You’ve doomed this planet. You fools. I hate you.”
Jake didn’t dignify her outburst with a response. He looked at the three Secret Service agents surrounding Bryan. “Cortez, see if you can wake Presley up. Administer whatever first aid you need and get him ready to move. There’s a way out of here. I’m going to lead everyone to safety. Topol, Gregson, tie Chen.”
The Secret Service agents rushed to comply. He looked at Chen. “I’m taking Dr. Kovac with me. I promise you if anything happens to anyone in those tunnels, I will shoot her through the brainstem. Do you understand me?”
Chen nodded.
“Say it out loud.”
Chen took a deep breath. “I understand.”
“What do you understand?”
His lower lip trembled. “That you will kill Elena if I try to stop you.”
“Good. I don’t plan on giving you the chance to break that promise, but you’re a resourceful son of a bitch, so I just want you to be clear on what resourcefulness will lead to.”
Jake looked around the room for President Moukoko. The horror in everyone’s eyes as they stared at him was just as painful as the beanbag to the groin he’d suffered earlier. He was being far more dramatic with Chen than he normally would be, and he absolutely intended for Kovac to live long enough to answer for her crimes in court, but he needed the enemy to believe he was more violent than he really was.
So he kept his eyes cold when he said, “Dr. Kovac, if you make any trouble for us, I will find every surviving member of your conspiracy and kill them with my bare hands. Do you understand me?”
“You bastard. You—”
He shook her briefly, viciously. “Do you understand?”
She closed her eyes. Her body shook. She nodded, and before Jake could tell her to use her words, she said, “Yes. I understand. I will make no trouble for you.”
“Good girl.” He turned back to Chen. “How do we access the evacuation tunnels?”
Chen swallowed and looked down in front of the podium. “If you move the curtain, there’s a door that leads down there. It’s not guarded. Well, not anymore, at least.”
“Good. Cortez? How’s Presley looking?”
“Groggy, sir,” Presley replied. “But I can move.”
His speech slurred a little, but when Jake looked at him, he was standing tall and steady. He nodded and raised his voice. “Everyone! We’re leaving. If you have countrymen who are dead, then I’m sorry, but they’ll have to stay here for now. We have a long way to go, but if you follow my lead, we’ll all get out of here.”
“You should kill the terrorists,” the Russian President snarled. “They don’t deserve to live.”
“If he did that, then he would be no better than they are,” a deep, mellifluous voice replied.
Jake looked at the voice’s owner and got his first look at President Emmanuelle Moukoko. The African leader was nearly as large as Rousseau, but somewhat softer of build and with a more weathered expression. His eyes radiated the same strength his security chief showed, though tempered by the wisdom of age and experience.
Jake nodded at him. “Captain Jean-Paul Rousseau was instrumental in helping me with this rescue, Mr. President. You should be very proud of him.”
Moukoko’s eyes widened. “Is he alive?”
“He is. You’ll see him soon.”
President Moukoko lifted his chin and straightened his shoulders. “I look forward to greeting him as a hero.”
Jake smiled briefly, then turned to Bryan. He spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear him. “The tunnel underground leads for about three miles to a large elevator that will lift everyone to the surface. We’re going that way because it’s beyond the scope of this security system, so there’s nothing these assholes will be able to do to hurt us. Once we’re outside of the facility, I’ll arrange for evacuation.” A thought occurred to him. “Actually, Chen? Disable the jamming system.”
Chen swallowed. “I can’t do it with my hands tied.”
“Tell Special Agent Topol how to disable it.”
Topol picked up Chen's cell phone, and Chen relayed the instructions. When it was done, Topol nodded at Jake.
Jake turned Kovac to face him. “I’m going to let you go now. If you so much as look in the direction of escape, I’ll shoot you. And if by some impossible miracle you stop me, look around. Go on. Look at the faces of the people you held hostage.”
Kovac flicked her eyes left and right. The faces of every person who returned her gaze were stony. Some were hateful. A few—namely Bryan’s and Moukoko’s—held compassion but also sternness. They hoped she would survive, but if she became a threat to their lives again, they wouldn’t stand in anyone’s way.
Kovac lowered her gaze and nodded. Jake released her and tapped his earpiece. “Jess, can you hear me?”
“Jake? Oh my God, Jake! How did you get through the jamming? Are you still in the facility?”
“I’m here. It’s over. We won.”
“You won? How? What—”
“I’ll be happy to tell you later, Jess. Right now, I need you to call for help. I’m going to be leaving most of the surviving terrorists behind in the auditorium, but I’m taking Elena as a hostage. That reminds me. If you can all tie the rest of the terrorists, please.”
“Why are you leaving the others? You don’t want to take them with you?”
“They’re all injured. All except Chen. They’d slow us down. Aside from the fact that I’m more concerned with the hostages right now, I think it would be dangerous for the terrorists to take them with us. They were roughed up pretty badly in the fight. As for Chen…” He looked at him. “I want him to sit here and think about what he did. I want him to look around at all the people he killed and ask himself if it was worth it.”
Jess was quiet for a moment before replying, “Understood. I’ll make sure that we call for medical attention too.”
The remaining terrorists were rounded up and tied. Not all of them received gentle treatment. Jake felt a brief stab of guilt, but they had brought it on themselves. He couldn’t take the time to scold people for being rough with their kidnappers and would-be murderers.
“As for the survivors, we’ll be at the top of the mountain at that railroad station. Get help there ASAP. I’m guessing it’ll be two hours give or take before we reach it, but I would love for help to arrive sooner.”
“Will do.” Jess paused briefly. “How many…”
“I don’t know. It looks like a couple dozen. None of ours, though. Presley has a concussion, but other than a few bruises, the rest of us are all right. If you can contact Rousseau, tell him that his President is alive.” He looked at Moukoko. “What about the rest of your security team.”
A shadow crossed the Cameroonian President’s face before he lifted his chin and said, “They died honorably defending their President.”
Jake sighed. “Tell him his officers fought bravely.”
“I will,” Jess said solemnly. “We’ll see you soon, Jake. Do you want me to send the CAT after the terrorists?”
Jake looked at Chen. “How do we lift the barriers?”
Chen shook his head. “You can’t. Those operate off of the facility’s power grid. It shorted out a little while ago.” He lifted his gaze to meet Jake’s. “I’m guessing that was you?”
Jake didn’t answer him. “Jess, can you turn the power back on?”
“No. The surge we created blew out both power stations.”
He sighed. “Okay. No CAT then. We’ll pick up the terrorists later.”
“Understood. Good luck, Jake. Travel safely.”
“That’s the plan.”
He tapped his earpiece, then said, "Cortez, escort Dr. Kovac. Presley, you, Topol, and Gregson escort the President. I'll be at the front leading the group." He lifted his voice. "All right, everyone. Calmly follow me. No pushing or shoving. We'll all be home free soon."
A cheer rose from the crowd, brief and subdued, but enough to lift Jake’s spirits a little. “Okay. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Another cheer rose from the crowd, this one less subdued than before. Jake hopped down from the podium and moved the curtain aside. Sure enough, there was a small door about six feet tall cut into the side. He opened it and found a staircase that led down into the tunnels.
The staircase was pitch black. It occurred to Jake that navigating through these tunnels would be a far more difficult prospect than he considered. The security officers would mostly be fine, but those that were injured would need to be careful not to fall and hurt themselves more. On top of that, many of the world leaders were elderly, and some were infirm and overweight.
But they were alive. They were free. Putting everything into perspective, that made the difficulty of the march out trivial.
"The stronger among you will need to assist the injured and elderly," Jake said. "If you have flashlights, use them now. Move cautiously. The staircase is steep, and the tunnels can be narrow. There are forks in the road, so pay attention and don't get cut off."
“We will follow you, Comrade Mercer,” the Russian President said. “I have faith you will lead us all to victory.”
Jake suppressed a smile. When was the last time a Russian President had said those words to an American? Maybe this ordeal could work out for good in the end.
“All right, then,” he said, shining his flashlight down the staircase. “Onward to victory.”
***
Rousseau stepped out of the elevator and winced as a blast of icy air hit him. The sky was purple, and the first stars were coming into life across the sky.
And God in Heaven, it was cold. In Douala, the temperature rarely dropped below twenty-two degrees Celsius. Here it had to be freezing if not below.
He would be warm enough in his body armor and long-sleeved jacket, though. Not comfortable, but warm enough.
He pulled the shirt more tightly around his chest and began his journey east. He’d only walked a few steps before the cellphone rang. Jess! He already had signal!
He answered. “Jess! Thank God! I need to tell you something.”
“Me first,” Jess replied. “We won.”
Rousseau blinked. “We won?”
“Yes. Jake managed to overcome the terrorists. He’s leading the survivors to safety right now, including President Moukoko.”
Rousseau’s jaw went slack. His hands began to tremble, and he stiffened them before replying to Jess. “Jess, I must tell you something now. It is of urgent importance, perhaps even more so now that the terrorists have been defeated.”
“What is it?”
“They have a backup plan.”
“They do? What plan?”
“They have allied themselves with an organization that calls itself the Third Voice.”
This group must have been known to the Americans because even before Rousseau explained what their plan was, Jess gasped. “Oh God.”



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
“Ma’am? We’re getting a satellite transmission from Lucerne.”
General Isla Braddock frowned. She would have dismissed it as a virus, except that the President of the United States was meeting with multiple world leaders in Lucerne right now. "Put it through."
The other officers in the situation room at the Pentagon glanced at each other, probably wondering if their leader had lost her marbles. Like good officers, though, they followed orders. The lieutenant monitoring the radio pressed a button and nodded at General Braddock.
“This is General Isla Braddock of the United States—”
“General, this is Special Agent Jess Foster,” a panicked young female voice interrupted.
Braddock frowned. “That name sounds familiar. Are you—”
“Yes, probably, but listen. The Third Voice is going to attack multiple locations around the globe if they haven’t already. If they succeed, they’ll have access to the nuclear arsenals of multiple nations and the conventional arsenals of even more. They’re going to plunge the world into war.”
Braddock sighed and rolled her eyes. Not a virus but a prank call. “Whoever you are, you should know that it’s a felony to misuse this channel.”
“General, for the love of God, think! How would a prank caller even have this channel?”
Braddock frowned again. This couldn’t be real, though. How on Earth would a terrorist organization have that kind of broad reach?
Then again, she had witnessed quite a few “impossible” terrorist acts over the past several years.
She took a deep breath. “Do you have any information for me that will allow me to confirm this?”
“Yes. I have a list of facilities. You can contact them or contact their governments or look at satellite images. I don’t care how you do it, but you need to take this seriously.”
“Give us the list,” Braddock replied.
Foster obliged. As the information rolled in and Braddock's team responded to it, it became clear that this was no prank. Braddock had experienced far too much combat to be easily afraid.
But as reports of destruction and fighting flooded her computer screens, her blood chilled.
“Call the Combatant Commanders,” she said. “Tell them we have a Code Five Emergency.”
The lieutenant obliged, now pale and shaking. Braddock could only hope that they still had time to stop this.
***
When Marcus was twelve years old, he said goodbye to his mother for the final time. Chen Li-Mei had battled stomach cancer for three years before finally succumbing to the illness five days before her fortieth birthday.
He would never forget the image of his mother lying on her deathbed: wasted, hairless, unable to speak. He would never forget the feeling of her hand in his, too weak to squeeze him, the paper-thin skin hanging loosely on brittle bones.
He’d thought that he could never feel any pain so intense again, but the heartbreak in Elena’s eyes when he deactivated the security system and allowed the American Secret Service agent to lead the hostages to safety, his stomach twisted just as it had eighteen years ago when his mother left this Earth.
But it wasn't over yet. He had only deactivated the drones in this room. The Americans had forgotten about the drones patrolling the conference rooms. They remained on standby, waiting for the command that would send them after the fleeing hostages and give them a second chance to save the planet.
He just needed to reach a computer.
His hands and ankles were bound. He looked around for a knife and found one laying next to a dead security agent. He wriggled toward the knife, scuffing his shirt and rubbing his cheeks raw on the rough carpet.
He reached it and struggled to grasp the handle, slicing his fingers several times before finally grabbing the knife. It took several more minutes for him to cut the ropes that bound his ankle, but finally, he was able to slice through. He cut the ropes around his wrists next. This proved harder. He had to hold the knife, blade up, in between his feet and run the rope back and forth over it.
It took some time, but finally, the ropes came apart, and his hands were free.
He sighed with relief and looked around the auditorium. His relief died immediately, replaced by horror and a sick feeling that wasn’t quite guilt but was almost worse.
So many people lay dead on the floor. Security officers who had sacrificed their lives to protect their leaders. A few of those leaders as well. Captain Winters and her security team. Dr. Blackwood. Three more of his and Elena’s colleagues.
He, Elena, and three of the security officers were the only survivors of their party. Everyone else had gone, and it brought him no satisfaction to know that they’d taken nearly three dozen of their hostages with them.
My God. What have we done? What on Earth have we done?
That brought to mind Elena’s words to him three months ago when she first conceived of this plan.
“We have to do something, Marcus. We have to make them see. We have to make them act. If we don’t, then Earth will enter a serious heat wave followed by an even more serious ice age. Humanity will die out if we’re lucky. If we’re not lucky, survivors will linger and endure generations of pain and suffering.”
He forced himself to grow cold and put his grief and guilt from his mind. He could mourn Elena’s death later. They still had work to do.
A groan caught his attention. One of the surviving security officers was waking up. She looked around and mumbled. “Dr. Chen? Marcus? What happened?”
“We were attacked,” Marcus replied. “We lost.”
“What?” She groaned again. “Can you help me? My head hurts.”
Marcus opened his mouth to agree, but the words that came out instead were, “No. Sorry. Not yet.”
“What? Dr. Chen, please…”
“I’m sorry. I still have work to do. We can still succeed.”
“How the hell are we going to do that?” She demanded. “Look around you. There’s none of us left. It’s over.”
“No,” he replied, walking toward the podium. “It’s not. Not yet.”
It was a struggle, but he managed to jump up and roll over onto the podium. He inchwormed his way to the wall, got back to his feet, then entered the office.
His laptop lay on the floor, the screen shattered. That was all right, though. There were computers in the conference rooms, and he wasn’t here for his laptop anyway.
He walked to the desk where the knife the Cameroonian security officer had thrown at Elena sat. He sat on the edge of the desk, shimmied backward and picked the knife up. It took some doing, but he was eventually able to position the blade so he could slide the bonds on his wrists over it. Within a few minutes, they came loose.
He rubbed circulation back into his wrists and got to his feet. His fear and guilt from before had receded entirely now, replaced by the same cold determination he felt when he wrested control of the AI away from the American agents.
“Doctor,” the security officer pleaded. She was crying now. “Please. Can you untie me at least? It hurts so much.”
“I’m sorry,” Marcus replied. “Not yet. There’s no time. I need to finish what we started, or it’ll be too late for everyone.”
She continued to plead as he left the auditorium. Her words cut like a knife, but the shield around his heart was solid and strong now. Later, he could tend to his comrades. Right now, he has a job to complete.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
“How’s your head, Presley?” Jake asked.
The Security Detail chief gave Jake a lopsided grin. “Feels like I went ten rounds with Canelo.”
The group had reached the bottom of the staircase and were now making their way to the elevator. The evacuation tunnel was about twenty feet wide, allowing the group to walk with enough space to avoid claustrophobia. The survivors were taking full advantage of that, mostly separating by country or occasionally by region. They were staying close enough not to lose sight of each other, though, and that was what really mattered.
“Is it bad that I don’t know who that is?” Jake replied to Presley.
Presley blinked. “Um… yeah, a little. Do you not follow boxing at all?”
“No, not really.”
“Well, he’s one of the best boxers alive today. Point is, I feel like I got the shit kicked out of me.”
He was slurring his speech a little, too, which supported Jake's belief that he had a concussion. "Well, we've got medical help on the way. I see a mandatory ninety-day leave in your future."
Presley sighed. “Yeah, I figured as much. I guess I’ll take the wife on that Hawaii trip she keeps wanting.”
“You poor guy,” Jake deadpanned.
Presley chuckled, and Jake moved on to check on the President. Bryan’s suit was torn in a couple of places, but other than that, he looked all right. “Any injuries, sir?”
Bryan shook his head. “No, no injuries.”
“Glad to hear it. What about you two?”
Topol and Gregson affirmed that they were also uninjured. The mouse over Gregson’s left eye begged to differ, but his vision was clear, and his speech wasn’t slurring, so Jake let it go.
He walked to Cortez and Dr. Kovac last. Kovac’s eyes were downcast, her shoulders slumped in defeat. A complex slew of emotions rushed through Jake when he saw her, but he remembered the bodies and the CAT agents on the surface who had lost their lives in the initial battle and settled on anger. “Was this worth it, doctor? You killed a lot of people today. What do you have to show for it?”
“Nothing,” she replied without hesitation. “I have nothing to show for it. I tried my best to rescue the world from destruction, and I failed utterly. I have nothing.”
Jake nodded. “Well, I’m glad you realize that. You’re going to have a lot of families to apologize too.”
Kovac lifted her gaze. Her eyes bored into his. “The only apology I will make is to the innocent people of Earth who will witness their planet collapse due to my failure to counter the greed of the wealthy and the powerful. I am not sorry for the people who died today. I didn’t want them to die, but they forced my hand. I am sorry for the people who will suffer and die when rising seas bury their homes underwater, when famine starves them to death, when heat dries out their rivers and lakes, and when the ice age to follow freezes almost every living thing and Earth becomes a graveyard.”
Jake scoffed. He should have known it was a waste of time talking to her. She was completely delusional.
He didn’t dignify her words with a response as he walked away and checked on the others. A few of the elderly leaders were struggling, and Jake decided to call for a rest at the halfway point. When they reached it, he called Jess.
"How are we looking at evacuation?"
“We’re good. The Swiss Army is sending units right now. ETA ninety minutes.”
“That long?”
“They’re preparing a complete response, and since the security system is disabled, they’re not prioritizing guns. They’re sending a convoy big enough to get everyone medical attention and everyone out of their safe. Also, getting to that mountaintop is pretty difficult. The railroad isn’t usable anymore, so this is going to be an airlift. We’re looking at two dozen transport helicopters, half of them medical. And they really weren’t expecting this at a climate conference.”
“Yeah, people need to start expecting this everywhere. We’ve seen enough terrorist activity that we can’t fall into the trap of thinking anywhere is safe.”
His earpiece chirped, and Jess said, “Jake, we’re on the private channel now.”
The tension in her voice sent a chill down his spine. “Okay. What’s going on?”
“The real reason it’s taking ninety minutes is so Switzerland can bring its air defense system online.”
“What? Why?”
"Rousseau got lost on his way to you and found a computer terminal. He managed to hack into it, and he found the Project Phoenix documents."
The chill in Jake’s spine spread throughout his body. Project Phoenix was the codename for the Third Voice operation that was intended to plunge the world into chaos so that the Third Voice could impose its own order. Jake had first discovered the true extent of their plans during his and Bryan’s adventure in Indonesia six months ago.
“So this was a Third Voice op?”
“Yes. As usual, it looks like they offered help to the eco-terrorists but did so because it fit with their overall plans. They’re going to launch a full-scale assault on the entire world. They have weapons stockpiles, control over information centers, access to major utilities… They’re going to plunge the world into chaos now. I’ve been in contact with Washington, and they’re scrambling a worldwide military response, but they’re only just barely going to get there in time.”
“Holy shit. So this whole thing was just to distract everyone while the Third Voice prepared for their master stroke.”
“That would be my guess. I can buy that a bunch of eco-nerds would have believed they could hold world leaders hostage to force sweeping climate change, but that was never going to happen.”
“No,” Jake agreed. “They could have killed everyone here and still not achieved their goal.”
“Exactly, but they could frame the follow-up assault as something the eco-terrorists planned. That way, they could step in as good guys trying to help the world recover. I’m thinking they didn’t even plan for the eco-terrorists to survive.”
Jake’s stomach turned. That had almost happened. As far as he knew, Kovac, Chen, and a few security officers were the only survivors. Considering what everyone had seen them do, they wouldn’t be believed if they swore they had no knowledge of the follow-up attack.
Mr. O had played them for fools, and they had walked right into his trap.
“Okay. I’m going to tell the President everything you just told me. Keep me posted on the response to the Third Voice attack.”
“I will. Be safe, Jake.”
I don’t think my safety’s what matters anymore, he thought.
He rushed back to Bryan. The President started to smile, but it turned into a frown the moment he saw Jake’s expression. “What is it? What’s wrong, Jake?”
“Mr. President, we have a problem. This whole thing was just a set-up. The real attack is—”
A cry interrupted Jake. He turned toward the noise, and his jaw went slack when he saw red lights hovering in the air and approaching the group.
The drones from the conference rooms. I forgot to check on the drones from outside the auditorium.
He tapped his earpiece. “Jess! Emergency! There are more drones! Chen sent more drones after us!”
“Oh shit! Um… Damn it! I’ll see if Shiao can find a way in. Just… Oh God.”
Jess’s anguish told Jake what he already knew. The blast shields were still in place around the buildings. There was no way for Shiao to get to the evacuation tunnel but to hike up to the mountain and descend like he and Rousseau had. Waiting for the Swiss Army might be faster, but not fast enough by far. In ninety minutes, even a few of those drones could slaughter everyone here.
He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Everyone move! As fast as you can! Don’t stop running!”
The crowd was way ahead of Jake. As news of the approaching drones traveled up the line of escapees, they broke into a run.
Jake’s shoulders slumped as he watched three blue lights join the red lights pursuing them. They were sitting ducks, and the lasers were about to carve through them like Thanksgiving turkeys.
***
Stupid, stupid, stupid! Jess thought.
She wasn't really thinking of anyone in particular. That term applied to all of them right now. They were all freaking stupid. They had focused so much on the hostages that they hadn't thought about the security the terrorists had outside. The survivors had torn apart the drones in the auditorium, but Chen still had some waiting outside, along with computers that he could use to take control of them.
Jake hadn’t thought to destroy those drones before leaving. Jess hadn’t thought to hack into the AI again and do a more thorough job of locking Chen out. No one had thought that maybe it would be a good idea to send the CAT to the evacuation tunnel hours ago just in case. They had screwed up royally, and now the drones were about to finish the job that Kovac and Chen started.
“Shiao!” she shouted. “Jake and the President are under attack! Get inside as fast as you can!”
“What? What the hell? How?”
“The drones. There were some we didn’t account for.”
Shiao cursed and called for her team. “Shit,” she said under her breath. “I don’t think we can get in.”
“You have to,” Jess urged. “Find a way. We’re screwed if you can’t figure out a way inside.”
Shiao’s fists balled in rage. A moment later, though, she controlled herself and replied with a clipped, “Yes, ma’am. All right! Look alive, people! Time to be soldiers! Get your shit together, and let’s get our President out of there!”
The CAT replied with a professional, “Yes, sir!” and the group sprinted toward the building below. Jess ran into the SUV and quickly opened up the hacking program she’d used to get into the AI before.
"Come on. Come on, come on, come on, come on."
She kept muttering that phrase as she tried to access the AI’s BIOS. Not knowing what the new BIOS architecture was made it damned difficult. Her fingers flew over the keys, slamming into them so hard and fast that she could feel them going numb. Code streamed across her monitors, and her eyes flicked left and right as she interpreted and analyzed the firewall that Chen had put up to prevent her from accessing the drones’ programming.
She resisted the urge to call Jake and check on him. That would only distract both of them. The best thing she could do right now was disable those drones as fast as possible.
She punched a command key and pumped her fist when the code on her monitor rewrote itself, disabling the firewall and giving her access. “Yes! Ha!”
Almost immediately, however, the firewall returned fire, changing the code again and kicking Jess out.
“No! God damn it!”
She slammed her fist onto the desk, and the keyboard jumped.
Calm down, Jess. Breaking your equipment won’t help anyone right now.
She ran her hands through her hair and thought of another strategy.
“Okay. Let’s see.”
Her hands resumed their dance over the keys, and her lips continued to mutter, "Come on, come on, come on, come on."



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
Jake threw himself into Bryan, dragging the President to the ground just before the lasers fired. The brilliant blue-white light lit the tunnel up as bright as day, allowing Jake a clear view of nearly a dozen security officers and foreign leaders as they were sliced into pieces.
Panic overwhelmed the escapees now. The stronger pushed past, the weaker with no regard for any lives but their own. The more controlled security officers shouted and struggled to keep the weaker leaders from being trampled, but another burst from the laser drones cut the slower ones down.
“Jake, you have to stop them!” Bryan pleaded.
Jake’s initial reaction to that was a burst of anger. How the hell do you expect me to do that? He wanted to shout. Wave a magic goddamned want?
He controlled himself, though. It wouldn’t help anyone for him to lose his cool.
He drew his weapon and fired blindly at the drones. He had one clip left, and it was doubtful he’d be able to do much damage, but he didn’t really have any other ideas.
A few of the rounds struck one of the drones. It took its attention off of the fleeing crowd and aimed its laser at Jake.
An idea occurred to Jake, and with no time to think about it, he went for it. He jumped at the drone and pushed its laser emitter up just as it fired. The laser arced through the ceiling and the left wall, missing the other drones but forcing them to abandon their attack.
And turn their attention to him.
Well, I bought them a few seconds, Jake thought glumly.
A shout caught his attention, and a moment later, two drones fired their lasers. The beams went wide and then converged to slice through the drone above him. Jake blinked through the afterimage of the beams and saw Topol and Gregson hanging onto the emitters while the drones dragged them across the floor.
“What the hell are you doing?” Jake demanded. “Get back to the President!”
“We can’t help the President against these weapons!” Topol shouted back. “They’ll cut right through us!”
Jake cursed and turned around to the other drones to assess the situation. Besides the two surviving laser drones, he counted six others, five with machine guns, and one with—
The beanbag slammed into his solar plexus, knocking the wind out of him. He had just enough time to think, At least it didn’t hit me in the balls this time before a second beanbag hit him in the temple.
He dropped to the ground and rolled over, vision swimming. He heard the rattle of machine gun fire and saw Topol jerk and fall to the ground.
Damn it. Get up, Jake. Get up.
He tried with all of his might to get to his feet, but the darkness at the edge of his vision closed in, and sound and sight faded away.
***
“Come on!” Jess shouted. “Fuck!”
Her latest attempt at taking the AI had disabled Chen’s firewall, but the BIOS itself was resistant to rewriting. It had identified the new code and somehow excised it from itself and rewritten the proper code like some sort of advanced antivirus.
She couldn’t just rewrite the BIOS. She needed to find the specific code that managed the antivirus software and disable it first, then rewrite the BIOS.
“Jesus Christ, please help me,” she muttered.
Her fingers hurt now, and it bothered her that she noticed it. Her fingers? Seriously? Why was any amount of her brainpower focused on sore fingers?
She glanced out the window and wasn’t encouraged to see Shiao and her team running around the research center looking for a way in. Damn it, how could the terrorists be winning again? After all of this, how could they still be winning?
Her earpiece chirped. Deputy Director Art Davis, hers and Jake’s boss with the Secret Service. “Hey, Jess. I have Secretary of Defense Lois Pa—”
“Forget about that right now,” Jess interrupted. “The terrorists had backup drones. Jake and the President are under attack again. I’m trying to hack into the system to shut them down.”
“Oh, shit. Again?”
“Yes. Art, I love you, but please stay off this channel. Call Switzerland for me and see if they can move up their evacuation.”
“That might be hard, Jess. The Third Voice is defending their sites tenaciously. We might not get to you until—”
“Unless you want to get to a bunch of corpses, Art, get us some goddamned help!”
“Right. I’ll do my best. Sorry, Jess.”
Fuck your sorry. She had the presence of mind not to say that aloud, but she uttered the first word of that phrase again when her attempt to shut down the antivirus software failed.
Who the hell was this Chen guy? Jess didn’t like to brag, but she considered herself to be the best hacker alive. She’d encountered serious challenges before, but those challenges came in the form of CIA facilities hijacked by Trident or massive multinational tech companies that used the power of multiple supercomputers to contend with her. This was just a head-to-head with one guy. Well, okay, he probably had some serious computing power in the research center, but come on!
“Come on! Come on, you stupid piece of shit!”
She entered a command, and her code spread rapidly throughout the BIOS. The antivirus code disappeared, and Jess breathed a sigh of relief when her code continued to overtake the code Chen had written.
She just had to hope that Chen couldn’t find a way to kick her out again. She tapped her earpiece. “Jake, it’s Jess. I have the AI for now, but I need you to tell me if what I’m doing is working. I’m going to send a kill code right now. Tell me if it stops the drones.”
She typed in the command, then said, “Okay, Jake, how are we looking?”
There was no answer.
“Jake? How are we looking? Jake?”
No response. A stone formed in the pit of her stomach. “Jake? You better not be fucking dead. Jake. Jake!”
No answer.
A sob escaped her throat. She pressed her palms to her temples and whimpered, “Come on. Please don’t be dead.”
***
President Bryan Jackson had perfected the ability to put on a stoic front to the challenges and tragedies that plagued his presidency. He’d survived numerous circumstances that had put his life in danger and ended the lives of many others, and despite the pain each loss caused, he held his head high and soldiered on.
But seeing Jake on the ground unmoving broke him. The one constant in all of their escapades was that no matter what happened, Jake would survive. He was more force of nature than man, and Bryan had lost count of the times when he’d pulled a miracle out of thin air and rescued himself, Bryan, and countless others from insurmountable odds.
Only an hour ago, Bryan thought he had witnessed another instance of that. Dr. Kovac had been about to execute the President of Russia, and then out of nowhere, Jake had literally fallen from the sky and given them a chance to overwhelm their attackers and escape imprisonment.
Now, that was all reversed. Jake lay on the ground with blood coming out of his nose, and the drones were chewing up the survivors. On the brink of victory, they had lost.
And all that Bryan cared about right now was Jake. He dropped by his friend’s side and cradled his head in his hands. “Jake! Jake! Wake up!”
Jake didn't answer. Bryan pressed his fingers to Jake's neck, and when he felt a pulse, he nearly sobbed with relief. He got to his feet and, with a grunt of effort, lifted Jake off of the ground and threw him over his shoulder in a fireman carry. Bryan was in excellent shape for a man his age, but his age was an increasingly important factor. He wouldn't be able to carry Jake for long.
Oh yes, you will, he told himself. What would Jake do if it was you unconscious?
A laser beam sliced the air in front of him. He heard Presley shout, “Mr. President! Leave him!”
Bryan shook his head. “No!”
“Listen!” Presley said, firing a burst from Jake’s gun—which he must have recovered when Jake fell—and sending a machine gun drone spinning to the floor. “The drones are only firing on moving targets! If you leave him on the ground, they’ll leave him alone!”
“We can’t leave him here!”
“We’ll come back for—Shit!” He dove underneath a laser beam, firing up at the emitter and disabling it. The disarmed drone flew in a confused circle as though unsure what to do now.
Actually, all of the drones were flying in random patterns. From time to time, their weapons would fire, but they weren't aiming at anything or anyone. As Bryan watched, a laser arced upward and sliced a machine gun drone in half.
“What the hell’s going on?” Bryan whispered.
“Jess must have hacked into the system again,” Presley deduced. “I’m sure she’s been trying to hack into it from the beginning. That’s why the drones stopped working before and why they fought poorly after. She’s sabotaging them.”
“No!” a voice shrieked behind them. “Damn it! We were so close!”
Bryan felt something collide with his back. He stumbled forward, and Jake’s weight pulled him to the ground. He fell with a grunt and looked up to see Presley struggling with Dr. Kovac. The diminutive doctor fought with the strength of a pit bull, struggling to take the gun from Presley.
“You fools!” she shouted. “I hate you! I hate—”
A machine gun drone fired a wild burst. Three of the rounds caught Kovac on her left side. She flinched and stumbled backwards, her eyes open wide. She sank to her knees and looked at Bryan with shock.
Then she pitched forward and lay still.
The drone that had killed her came to a halt slowly. Its weapon aimed upward and stilled. A look around showed Bryan that the four other surviving drones were doing the same thing. It looked like Jess had won the battle for control of the drones and put them in standby mode.
“Destroy the drones!” Presley shouted. “Now!”
He emptied the last of the submachine gun’s rounds into the machine gun drone that had killed Kovac. The drone sparked, then sank to the floor. Other security officers grabbed the surviving drones and pulled them to the ground, hitting the rotors with their flashlights or kicking them to disable them. The surviving Russian security officers grabbed the remaining laser drone and spun it into the wall.
One by one, the drones were disabled, and they were safe. For now, anyway.
A burbling cough caught Bryan's attention. He looked at Kovac to see the doctor gasping for breath and struggling weakly to turn herself onto her back. He rushed to her and turned her over gently. She coughed again, and blood misted from her mouth. She was alive for now, but she wouldn't be for much longer.
With a final burst of strength, she seized Bryan’s collar and pulled him close. “Please. I’m begging you. Don’t let us fail! There’s still time! You have to…” She coughed, spraying more blood on Bryan’s face and collar. “You have to… Please…”
Her grip weakened. She fell backwards, and her hand released his collar and fell at her side. She released her final breath, and her eyes lost focus.
With that, the tunnel fell into silence as the survivors of the latest assault recovered from their shock.
Behind him, Jake groaned. Bryan returned to his friend’s side and cradled his head again. Jake opened his eyes and said in a groggy voice, “What happened?”
“We won.” Bryan looked back at Kovac’s still form. “For now.”



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
Marcus cursed as his fingers flew over the keys. The American agent was waging a far more sophisticated attack against his AI system now. Instead of trying to shove him out of the way and then turtling behind a noise-based firewall, she was targeting the specific sections of his code she needed to remove in order to rewrite her own BIOS and lock him out.
For a while, he was able to keep her at bay while still maintaining control of the AI, but as the fight went on, he fell further and further behind. The drones—their programming now a complete mess—struggled to figure out what they were supposed to be doing and lost control, firing randomly and flying in discombobulated patterns.
Marcus struggled to keep up with the intruder, but the American’s reflexes were too good. Each time he countered an intrusion, two more would pop up, and when he countered those, the American would launch a bunch of randomized virus code that he had to address line by line, giving his opponent even more time to weaken his countermeasures and begin rewriting the system.
From time to time, he glanced at the camera feed from Unit 232, one of the units armed with a light machine gun and the one he had chosen to be his eyes in the tunnel. The news it brought him wasn’t good. The drones hand managed to kill another thirty or so hostages, including at least a half-dozen world leaders. That was a nice body count, but if they allowed anyone to escape, then the deaths would only be more murder charges.
Who the hell are you kidding? There’s no way you avoid the electric chair.
For some reason, he found that hilarious. He barked laughter as he struggled to hold the American intruder off as long as he could. The noise sounded insane to his ears. Hell, it probably was. At this point, Marcus couldn’t remember a time he hadn’t been overwhelmed with anxiety. Maybe prison would be a welcome break. He wouldn’t have to worry about anything anymore. He would just sit in his cell, read books from time to time, maybe work on an assembly line making license plates or desks for schoolchildren and just wait for it all to end.
He glanced at the screen in front of him, and his breath caught in his throat. 232 showed an image of Elena just as the haywire drone shot her. She stiffened, sank to her knees, then fell.
“No,” he whispered. Then a shout. “No! Elena, no! Oh God!”
With his attention pulled to the screen, there was nothing to stop the American agent from taking full control of the AI. Unit 232 jerked, then settled into a standby pattern as the American put the system into standby. Chen watched in terror as the drone’s camera view offered a lazy panorama of the survivors. It passed over the shocked face of the American President, then settled on Elena, the love of his life, the only person he ever cared a damn for.
“Elena,” he sobbed. “No.”
The U.S. President rushed to her side and turned her over. Marcus watched as she seized his collar and said something to him. The drone didn’t have an audio pickup, so he couldn’t tell what was being said.
It didn’t matter. The next instant she was dead. He had lost the love of his life. Once more, the Americans had defeated him and taken everything he cared about.
He slumped forward in his chair and wept. She didn’t deserve to die. She wasn’t a bad person. She was only trying to save the planet from catastrophe. Not even the planet. Like she’d said before, Earth was going to be fine no matter what happened to humans. She was trying to save them: the human race. She was trying to save the human race, and for that, she was gunned down in cold blood by her own security drones.
By Marcus’s security drones.
He buried his head in his hands and sobbed bitterly. He could have handled any loss but hers. He could even have handled it if they’d left Elena behind with him and escaped. Anything as long as she survived this. Now she was gone, and there was nothing he could do about it.
Except…
He lifted his head, his tears dry all at once.
Marcus had been an employee of the Alpine Climate Research Center longer than anyone except for Captain Winters. He had started here as an intern in his first year of graduate school. He knew this place better than anyone still alive.
He remembered a conversation he and Captain Winters had years before over drinks at the end of the workday. The research facility had a failsafe in case of an attack. The research at this facility was considered critical to the future of the planet. So, all of the data was backed up into a computer vault underground in the same complex as the evacuation tunnel. Much like the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, this facility could be brought to subzero temperatures to preserve the data stored here. In the cold, the solid-state hard drives could remain uncorrupted for tens of thousands of years.
Marcus’s eyes narrowed. He got to his feet and left the conference room. The cryogenic storage controls were located in the emergency security office in the basement. Not the basement where the others were escaping, but the ordinary basement that contained storage units, cleaning closets and other typical maintenance facilities.
It took the authorization of the Chief of Security, the Facility Director, and the Research Director to authorize the deep freeze protocol, but if you were the Chief Technology Officer, you knew everyone’s passwords. Marcus could rattle off the passwords and private search history of every employee at this facility.
Not that he cared what kind of porn Dr. Blackwood used to watch. Today would be the first and only time he would use his password, along with Sarah's and Elena's passwords.
He had lost Elena, but he had promised her that he wouldn’t let them win, and by God, he would keep that promise. He would freeze their data, and with that data, he would freeze everyone who had tried to stop them.
“For you, Elena,” he whispered. “Always for you.”
***
Jake rubbed his eyes and tried to stop the world from spinning. He was only partially successful.
“Looks like you and I will both be taking some time off,” Presley quipped.
Jake managed to return his smile. “Yeah. Kinda feel like a wimp for getting knocked out by a beanbag, but if it happened to you, then I guess it could happen to anyone.”
Presley laughed. “I’m just glad someone else knows what it feels like.”
Jake’s smile widened. He squeezed his friend’s shoulder. “Honestly though, Presley. Damned good job. I didn’t expect to wake up to see the situation handled and President Jackson still alive. Damned good job.”
Presley shrugged. “I can’t take all the credit. Most of it goes to Jess. She took control of the drones again so we could tear them apart.”
Jake raised an eyebrow. “Wow. Good for her.”
“Speaking of which,” Presley said, “you should probably call her. She probably thinks you’re dead.”
“Oh damn. You’re right.” He tapped his earpiece. “Hey Jess?”
“Jake? Oh my God!”
A sound that was suspiciously like crying came over the connection. “Are you crying?” Jake asked.
“No. I’m laughing,” Jess replied, obviously in tears. “I just kicked ass on a terrorist hacker and reclaimed my spot as number one technology badass.”
"You never left that spot," Jake replied. "How are we looking for help?"
“Sixty minutes. I just talked to Washington, and it looks like we’re winning. We’ve taken sixty percent of the facilities Rousseau identified, and we’re rapidly getting to the others. They’ve launched a few missiles and a couple of cities have suffered blackouts, but we dealt with those issues quickly, and there aren’t any civilian casualties so far.”
“That’s good. We’re on the move again, so we should be at the top of the mountain in no time.” His smile faded a little. “We’re leaving some more people behind, though. It might be worthwhile to let people know that not all of their leaders are coming home.”
“Okay. I’ll pass the message along. As long as you come home. That’s all I care about.”
“And the President, right?”
“Him too. And Presley.”
“We’ll be up soon. Thank you for your—”
A loud clang interrupted Jake. He looked down the tunnel, sweeping his flashlight back and forth. The survivors froze and muttered to themselves. What was this new danger?
“Jake?”
“I just heard a noise, Jess. Can you see into the tunnels now that the signals aren’t being jammed? Do we have more drones pursuing us?”
“Let me take a look.” A second later, she said, “Oh shit.”
“What? What is it?”
“Oh God, Jake.”
“Jess, don’t swear at me, tell me what the hell’s going on.”
“You need to move. You need to move now! Chen’s going to put the facility into deep freeze.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Now that the signal isn’t being jammed, I have a better view of the facility. There’s a cryogenic bank that’s designed to freeze the underground portion of the facility.”
“What? Why?”
“Data storage would be my guess. Hard drives last longer in the cold. In an emergency, they could preserve their data until it was safe to retrieve it.”
“Son of a bitch. Okay, how far away are we from the elevator?”
“About two miles.”
That would probably take them thirty minutes to reach, allowing for the slower-moving elderly and injured. "And how long do we have until we're frozen to death?"
“Let’s see. It’s fifty-five degrees in the tunnel right now, and the temperature is dropping about ten degrees a minute. I’d say about ten minutes before it’s too cold for anyone to make it out alive.”
Jake’s heart dropped to the floor. That was a difficult running time to achieve for a healthy adult. He and the other security officers could probably make it. Bryan would probably just make it with a lot of effort.
But a lot of them wouldn’t make it. And that didn’t account for the time it would take for the elevator to rise.
A loud hissing noise caused Jake to jump. Gas-filled the tunnels from hoses in the ceiling. The survivors began shuffling around and crying out in panic.
Jake shared that feeling. “See if you can stop it, Jess. Anything you can do.”
Before Jess could respond, he said, “Everyone! Run now! As fast as you can! Security officers, carry your leaders if you have to! Go!”
He broke into a run, catching up to Bryan, Presley, and Gregson and matching their pace. They were moving fast enough to reach the elevator just barely.
But so many weren’t. So many were going to die.
Come on. One more miracle. Please.



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
Rousseau hugged himself and rubbed his chest, shaking his head in amazement. This wasn’t even that cold in the scheme of things. He was talking to the Chief of Security for the Prime Minister of Norway, and he told Rousseau that the nights in Oslo dipped below freezing six months of the year, and it wasn’t uncommon for the temperature to remain below freezing for much of winter. Rousseau couldn’t imagine living like that. He’d only been outside for a couple of hours here, and he was miserable.
The things one does for one’s country.
He laughed at that, but his laughter quickly faded as he thought of those who had sacrificed far more for their country. A tear fell from his eye, and he sniffed and wiped it away. He would see to it that those men were immortalized. He would see their portraits displayed in the Patriots Museum in Douala. They had fought with honor, and it killed him that their lives should be taken by fools with none.
But they had won. He hoped they knew that. Wherever their spirits were, he hoped they looked down and saw the victory they and their comrades had wrought. Their inspiration had saved hundreds.
His cell phone rang. Jess. “Hello, Jess. Has Jake led the survivors to the elevator yet?”
“Not yet. They’re on their way as fast as they can. Listen, I need your help.”
Rousseau frowned. Jess sounded terrified. “What is it? What’s going on?”
“I need you to bring the elevator back up and take it down to the bottom.”
Rousseau pulled the lever to recall the elevator without hesitation. “What’s going on? Are they under attack? What’s happened?”
“Not anymore. They were under attack, but they won. Well, I won. We won. It doesn’t matter. They’re being attacked again, but this time, Chen’s trying to freeze them to death.”
Rousseau blinked. “Freeze them to death?”
“Yes. There are cryo tanks in the underground portion of the facility that will drop the temperature to minus forty degrees Celsius. Which also happens to be minus forty degrees Fahrenheit. Which doesn’t matter right now.” She took a deep breath. “Damn it. I’m sorry. I’m really frazzled right now. I’m thinking a million miles a minute.”
“It’s all right, Jess,” Rousseau said, projecting a calm he didn’t feel. “If you want me to go to the bottom, then you believe there is a way I can stop this.”
“Yes. Just past the elevator, there’s an emergency control room that should let you shut off the cryogenic gas. If you can get there in time, then you can stop Chen from freezing the place.”
Rousseau peered over the guardrail and saw the elevator ascending. “I will stop him. Stay on the radio with me to guide me. I promise you, we will get everyone who still survives out of here alive.”
“Okay. Thank you, Rousseau.”
She seemed much steadier now. That was good. Rousseau took a deep breath and tried to keep himself calm.
The elevator rose slowly. When it finally reached Rousseau, he pulled the lever on the outside and leaped the fence onto the now-descending elevator in less than a second. He had no idea how long it would take for Chen to freeze the tunnels, but every moment the elevator clanged and churned on its journey downward, he felt his desperation grow.
It wasn’t fair. He couldn’t lose President Moukoko after all of this. After so many had fought so hard, he wouldn’t sit here on a damned elevator while Emmanuelle froze.
A wave of hate so white-hot and powerful it nearly nauseated him coursed through his body. Chen was lucky that Rousseau wasn’t in front of him right now. If he was, Rousseau would take great pleasure in crushing his throat and watching him choke to death on his own blood.
The cold increased as he descended. He prayed desperately that it was just some trick of the descent, but after a minute, he realized it couldn’t be a change in altitude, nor could it be the fact that he was now beneath several thousand feet of rock.
The chemicals had already begun to freeze the tunnels.
God, please. Please let me get there in time.
As soon as the elevator reached the bottom, a blast of frigid air hit Rousseau. It passed through his clothing and body armor like water through cloth. He gasped and stiffened as the cold seeped through his skin, past his powerful muscles, through to his bones. His heart strained to pump blood that already seemed to thicken. Gas steamed out of pipes in the ceiling, and Rousseau struggled to reconcile that visual with the cold they brought.
This was true freezing. The paltry chill he’d felt at the surface was nothing, not even a tickle compared to this. This cold was so sharp it burned him. His ears prickles, and his lips shriveled with it.
Oh God. We’re all going to die here.
“Rousseau!”
The voice pulled him out of his shock. He looked down the tunnel to see flashlights approaching. He lifted his own and saw Jake, his security officers, the American President, a few more leaders and their security officers.
“Rousseau,” Jake hissed. “Thank God. We need to… to g… g… get… get… out.”
Jake’s face was blue. His saliva had frozen around his teeth, making it look like he was spitting ice. Is it already that cold?
“Where is President Moukoko?” Rousseau demanded. “Where is my Emmanuelle?”
“Here,” the sonorous voice of his leader announced. Rousseau turned his flashlight down the tunnel and saw the old man shuffle onto the elevator. He was wheezing and shivering badly, and the corners of his eyes had frozen so he couldn’t close them.
“We… have… to go… back,” Jake wheezed. “Send… them… to the… top. Presley… send the… elevator…”
“You go with them,” Rousseau interrupted.
Jake shook his head. “No… Left… People… Behind. Have to…”
Rousseau placed both hands on Jake’s shoulders. “Go. Save your leader. Save my leader. I am fresh. I can last a little while longer. Jess knows how to stop this freeze. I will stop it, and we will save everyone.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “She… does?”
“She does. Go to the top. Send the elevator back for me. I will rescue them.”
Jake nodded. “Go… with God.”
Rousseau grinned. As he did, he felt ice crystals crack at the corners of his eyes. “You too, my friend.”
He jumped off of the elevator and into the blistering cold. Behind him, the elevator lurched and groaned as it rose toward the surface, taking about eighty people with it. Rousseau wasn’t sure how many remained down below, but he would get them out, even if it killed him.
Which it very well might do. His teeth chattered loudly, and as the cold increased, his muscles stiffened and shook, making it difficult for him to move. He was probably already hypothermic, but he had no frame of reference with which to tell.
He fumbled for Jake’s cell phone. It fell to the ground, and when he reached to pick it up, his fingers brushed the metal floor. A lightning bolt of cold shot through him. He moaned and struggled to stand.
A paradoxical feeling of warmth flooded him. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but it couldn’t be anything good.
Focus. Focus on stopping this.
He pressed the radio button to call Jess. She answered immediately. “Rousseau? I just talked to Jake. Do you see the emergency room?”
He lifted his eyes and saw a room ahead of him. It was unmarked, but there were levers and switches in there. “I… I d... d… don’t know.”
He was already losing control. He needed to hurry.
“Stay with me, Rousseau. It should be right next to the elevator.”
“I think… I… see it.”
He stumbled toward the room. When he grabbed the door handle, he gasped as more cold shot through his body. He turned the handle and pushed it open, but when he tried to pull his hand away, he found that his palm had frozen to the handle. He grabbed his wrist and with an effort, he pulled his hand away. The skin tore and remained stuck to the handle. Blood welled from the massive wound in his palm but froze before it could fall.
“Rousseau?”
“I’m… here,” he said, each word an effort.
“There should be two levers in that room. One stops the cold, and the one next to it starts the reheating sequence.”
Rousseau nodded. It occurred to him that Jess couldn’t see him, but he couldn’t think what to do to fix that. His brain seemed to be freezing too.
He pulled one of the levers, protecting his palm with his shirt sleeve. The hiss of the cryogenic gas stopped. He pulled the second and felt consciousness slipping. His last thought was a prayer that he had managed to at least save the others.
***
Marcus stared at the screen, his hands folded primly in his lap. He couldn’t feel anything at the moment save for a deep exhaustion.
It was over. His last attempt at achieving Elena’s goals had failed. Just as the temperature underground neared minus forty, something had reversed the cryogenic process. The temperature was now climbing past minus seventeen Celsius and rising fast. Within ten minutes, it would be over zero Celsius, and that wouldn’t matter because the elevator would have returned to transport the remaining survivors to the surface.
He heard noises outside. The American paramilitary agents had found a way to breach the building. Soon, they would find him in this room and place him under arrest. Or maybe not. Maybe they’d just kill him as punishment for what he’d done.
That was fine with him. He deserved to die. He had failed. He had failed the planet. He had failed Elena.
The door to the room burst open. Marcus didn’t react. Rough hands grabbed his collar and threw him to the ground. A knee slammed in between his shoulder blades, and moments later, his hands and this time his ankles too were shackled. The barrel of a rifle pressed against his skull just behind his ear, and a voice growled, “Give me an excuse, motherfucker.”
Marcus chuckled bitterly. “You don’t need an excuse. You have a reason. Just do it already.”
The voice cursed, and the gun barrel left his skull. More rough hands yanked him to his feet, and he saw several men in combat gear moving through the different rooms. He heard shouting in the auditorium and knew that the surviving security officers had been arrested.
The Americans dragged him outside. He was surprised a little bit to see the sky pitch black save for the lights of the descending helicopters and parked military vehicles. “Were we in there for that long?”
“Too long,” the American woman who had arrested him said tersely.
He looked at her and saw with some surprise that she was Chinese like him. He looked at her and asked in Mandarin, “Nǐ zhīdào shìjiè yǐjīng míshīle, duì ma? You know the world is lost, right?”
“Jīhū shì,” she replied. “Dàn wǒmen yǐjīng bǎocúnle tā. It almost was, but we’ve saved it.”
He shook his head and replied in English. “No. You’ve lost it. You just don’t realize it yet.”
She scoffed and shoved him into the back of a jet-black SUV. Two more soldiers shackled him to a bench. He found himself facing a pretty white woman with dark brown hair and brown eyes that flashed fire at him. “You done screwed up, Marcus.”
Instinct told him that this was the woman responsible for beating him. “You’re the tech wizard.”
“That’s me. You gave me a run for my money there.” She smiled, an expression that stopped long before it reached her eyes. “It’s too bad you won’t see a computer again for the rest of your life.”
Marcus didn't reply. There was no point. Elena was right the whole time. These people were too stupid to understand. They had ruined everything. Now, it was only a matter of time before their planet plunged into chaos.
The woman spoke to the driver, and the SUV accelerated away. Marcus watched the research facility recede through the back window, and darkness settled over his soul.
I’m sorry, Elena. I’m so sorry I failed you.



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
Jake offered Rousseau his hand and braced himself for the pain about to shoot through his knuckles. Rousseau grinned and pulled Jake into a bear hug instead, blessing Jake with shooting pain through his entire body rather than just his knuckles.
He winced and returned the embrace as best he could. When Rousseau released him, he said, “It was an honor serving with you, Captain.”
“And it was twice an honor serving with you,” the big Cameroonian replied. “I imagine the next several weeks will be busy for both of us, but when you have some time off, I would love to show you around Douala.”
“Count on it,” Jake replied.
Rousseau’s smile faded. In a quiet voice, he said, “The Third Voice. This isn’t the last we’ll see of them, is it?”
Jake sighed and shook his head. “No. I don’t think so.”
Rousseau nodded. “Who are they? Do you know?”
“I don’t know much. I know that they want to plunge the world into chaos so they can take over and establish a new world order. I know that the top dog is very wealthy and connected and very, very intelligent. I know that this latest tragedy was the closest they came to achieving their goal.”
He met Rousseau’s eyes. “But I know they’ll never win. As long as there are people like us to oppose them, the Third Voice will never be victorious.”
“Amen to that,” Rousseau replied.
He clapped Jake on the shoulder, eliciting another wince. “Goodbye, my friend. May God guide your steps.”
“Yours as well.”
Jake watched as Rousseau boarded President Moukoko’s transport. The jet’s engines spooled up, and Jake returned to the car that would take him back to his President’s own transport.
He tapped his earpiece. “Air Force One, this is Mercer. I’m on my way back.”
“Roger that, sir,” Presley replied. “The President would like you to know that you’re not allowed to refuse the toast he’s about to make you.”
Jake laughed. “Tell him I look forward to it.”
He tapped his earpiece to close the channel, and his smile disappeared. He looked at Jess, who wore a similarly sober look. “How bad is it?”
Jess took a deep breath. “Sixty-one dead total. Fourteen terrorists and forty-seven civilians. Eighteen of them were world leaders, most notably the President of France and the President of Italy.”
“Jesus,” Jake whispered. “That’s bad.”
“It’s very bad. What’s worse is that the campaign against the Third Voice left over four hundred soldiers dead. No civilians, but we paid the price for it.”
Jake shook his head. “Holy shit. How do they have those kinds of resources?”
“We’re looking into that. The interrogations are just beginning, of course, but so far, it looks like the actual fighters were members of disconnected cells. They all knew that they were fighting for the Third Voice, but none of them knew about any of the other cells, and none of them knew who was calling the shots.”
Jake sighed and looked ahead at the approaching jet. “How many were there?”
“No idea. Thousands. And those are just the ones we discovered when we were addressing the current situation.”
“God above.” He shook his head again. “Call Muñoz. Tell him I want to talk to him when we get home. We need to step up our game. We came far too close to losing everything this time. If we want to avoid the worst-case scenario, we need the Third Voice stopped ASAP. That means we take the offensive. Call Miss Garnet too. We need the CIA focused on finding answers and getting them to us.” He remembered the name Chen had mentioned earlier. “Tell Muñoz to see what he can find out about a Wei Gong-Li. Goes by Gary sometimes.”
She smiled without mirth. “So we’re going to do what we’ve already been doing.”
He couldn’t even manage a tense smile. “Yes. But better.”
She sighed. "Well, we should have help this time, at least. Now, the entire world knows what a threat the Third Voice is. We won't be alone anymore."
This time, he did manage a smile. A small one, but it was something. “Looks like this cloud has a silver lining after all.”
“They always do.”
The SUV pulled to a stop, and the two of them exited and walked up the airstair door. Jake managed to put on a smile for his cheering colleagues, but despite the victory they’d won in the short-term, he could feel no sense of accomplishment.
The Third Voice had come within moments of conquering the entire world. Were it not for the help of an unlikely friend and an enormous amount of luck, they would have succeeded.
Jake doubted they would be that lucky again.



EPILOGUE
“Still, the question on the lips of many around the world is how could this have happened? How could a multinational terrorist organization amass thousands of members, take control of multiple military weapons sites, major utilities and technological infrastructure all under the noses of seemingly every government on Earth? How does a group of scientists with a few drones manage to hold hostage the leaders of almost two-thirds of the nations on Earth and kill fifteen of them? Some are pointing to the recent coup attempt in the United States and suggesting that there are traitors at the highest levels of nearly all of the world’s governments.
“And many believe that it’s only a matter of time before something like this happens again.”
“Oh, if only you knew, sweetheart,” Mr. O murmured.
He switched the channel to a sports network. The game now was an American baseball game. The Baltimore Orioles were being absolutely shellacked by the New York Yankees. Mr. O didn’t have a particular team he rooted for, but he appreciated the sport. Like American football, baseball was a game of strategy more than athletic prowess. With each new batter, the defense adjusted their position, and the pitcher altered his approach to address the new threat. Each batter had to read that defense and make decisions that would allow him the greatest chance to find an opening and maximize the results of his swing.
Mr. O had maximized the results of this swing. He hadn't believed for a minute that he would succeed in conquering the world in one day. To be honest, he'd gotten much farther than he expected to. He hadn't managed much in the way of interruptions to civilian life, but he had forced the world's militaries to work hard for their victory, and he'd cut the heads off of several snakes. France and Italy were not inconsequential nations. They were two of only four nations with the ability to project military power globally. Not that the Third Voice had prevented them from projecting their power, but to kill the leaders of such nations was a powerful statement. And, after all, that was what terrorism was really about. Making a statement.
He hadn’t hit a home run, but he’d managed a double. He had a runner in scoring position. The defense could not ignore that. Their decisions going forward would be based on the danger this operation had revealed.
And like any good manager, Mr. O would exploit that during his next at-bat.
The door opened, and an attractive young woman in high heels and a perfectly tailored skirt and blazer walked in, pushing a cart. She smiled at Mr. O with just a hint of seductiveness. “Your dinner, Mr. Belfort.”
That was the name he'd chosen today. It was an homage to Jordan Belfort, the infamous Wolf of Wall Street, who at one time had run a stock fraud scheme worth over one billion dollars.
“Thank you, my dear,” he replied with an indulgent smile.
She gave him an arch look. “Will we be enjoying dessert later, Mr. Belfort?”
His smile became apologetic. “Thank you, dear, but I believe dinner will suffice for tonight.”
She bowed slightly and smiled again to show him there were no hard feelings. “Of course, Mr. Belfort. If you change your mind, please call the front desk.”
He thanked her again and allowed himself to watch her hips sway as she left the room. He rarely indulged in sex, but he wasn’t immune to the thrill that came with knowing that his power and wealth attracted women.
But oh, if they only knew.
He poured himself a shot of scotch and smiled as he thought of Special Agent Jake Mercer, no doubt holed up somewhere brainstorming with one of his lemmings over how they could defeat him before he succeeded in his quest to overthrow the world’s status quo.
They were shifting their defense to account for the runner Mr. O had placed on second base. Jake Mercer was nervously glancing at the bag and looking at his catcher for some help on what pitch to throw next.
Meanwhile, Mr. O remained hidden behind the umpire’s mask, laughing at the fact that Mercer believed him to be the batter at the plate.
Poor fool. You can’t win a game when I’m the one who makes the rules.
He sipped his Scotch and decided he would enjoy dessert after all. Why not? He’d earned it.
“To the victor, the spoils,” he said as he lifted the hotel room’s phone and dialed the number.
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