
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
 
A B S O L U T E
 
D AM A G E
 
 
(A JAKE MERCER POLITICAL THRILLER—BOOK 2)
 
 
 
J A C K   M A R S
 



 
 
 
Jack Mars
 
Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; of the TROY STARK thriller series, comprising seven books; of the SPY GAME thriller series, comprising nine books; and of the new JAKE MERCER thriller series, comprising five books (and counting).
Jack loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!
 
Copyright © 2024 by Jack Mars. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the author. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
 



 
 
BOOKS BY JACK MARS
 
JAKE MERCER THRILLER SERIES
ABSOLUTE THREAT (Book #1)
ABSOLUTE DAMAGE (Book #2)
ABSOLUTE FORCE (Book #3)
ABSOLUTE PERIL (Book #4)
ABSOLUTE TREASON (Book #5)
 
THE SPY GAME
TARGET ONE (Book #1)
TARGET TWO (Book #2)
TARGET THREE (Book #3)
TARGET FOUR (Book #4)
TARGET FIVE (Book #5)
TARGET SIX (Book #6)
TARGET SEVEN (Book #7)
TARGET EIGHT (Book #8)
 
TROY STARK THRILLER SERIES
ROGUE FORCE (Book #1)
ROGUE COMMAND (Book #2)
ROGUE TARGET (Book #3)
ROGUE MISSION (Book #4)
ROGUE SHOT (Book #5)
ROGUE STRIKE (Book #6)
ROGUE ORDER (Book #7)
 
LUKE STONE THRILLER SERIES
ANY MEANS NECESSARY (Book #1)
OATH OF OFFICE (Book #2)
SITUATION ROOM (Book #3)
OPPOSE ANY FOE (Book #4)
PRESIDENT ELECT (Book #5)
OUR SACRED HONOR (Book #6)
HOUSE DIVIDED (Book #7)
 
FORGING OF LUKE STONE PREQUEL SERIES
PRIMARY TARGET (Book #1)
PRIMARY COMMAND (Book #2)
PRIMARY THREAT (Book #3)
PRIMARY GLORY (Book #4)
PRIMARY VALOR (Book #5)
PRIMARY DUTY (Book #6)
 
AN AGENT ZERO SPY THRILLER SERIES
AGENT ZERO (Book #1)
TARGET ZERO (Book #2)
HUNTING ZERO (Book #3)
TRAPPING ZERO (Book #4)
FILE ZERO (Book #5)
RECALL ZERO (Book #6)
ASSASSIN ZERO (Book #7)
DECOY ZERO (Book #8)
CHASING ZERO (Book #9)
VENGEANCE ZERO (Book #10)
ZERO ZERO (Book #11)
ABSOLUTE ZERO (Book #12)



 
CONTENTS
 
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
EPILOGUE
 



PROLOGUE
 
 
20 miles northwest of Palmyra, Syria
 
“Looks like four dozen terrorists,” the SOG operator to her left—a former Green Beret named Travis—told him.
“Four dozen? Jesus.”
Her team was twelve strong. The enemy outnumbered them four to one.
CIA operative Ginny Baker had taken her fair share of insane assignments during her tenure with SAC/SOG, but this one had to be the most insane.
This job was to seize a rumored cache of a modified rhinovirus that was supposed to be far more lethal than its counterpart. When Ginny asked what the hell a rhinovirus was, the debriefing officer—who gave the probably false name of Mr. Pearl—explained that it was the primary cause of the common cold.
So, here she was, leading a team of CIA SAC/SOG operators to a desert compound in Syria to capture a case of cold viruses on steroids.
“What’s wrong, Marine?” another operator named George asked with a playful grin, referring to Ginny’s past life as a Force Recon Marine. “You afraid of a little scuffle?”
“A firefight? No. A cold? Hell yeah. I fucking hate getting sick.”
The other operators laughed, then checked their weapons. Jokes like this helped to dispel some of the tension before an engagement, but it was time to get to work now. Once everyone confirmed their readiness, the team moved forward.
The plan was to use the element of surprise to eliminate the targets before they could mount any kind of effective resistance. Similarly to the best-laid plans of mice, this plan quickly went awry. The operators were still out of range of the compound when an advance party of eight terrorists fired at them from behind a stand of saltwort growing around a small spring.
Two of the SOG operators were shot before the team could react. The others drew their weapons and fired on the attacking terrorists, dropping two before the other six dove behind cover.
The problem was that the SOG team didn’t have any cover. Their training allowed them to keep the terrorists at bay with sustained cover fire, but they didn’t have enough ammunition to make it to the compound under cover fire.
Ginny looked around for another way in, but other than the compound and the few short trees behind which the terrorists took cover, the ground was flat in every direction.
More terrorists spilled out of the building and headed their way. Ginny aimed carefully and downed one with her rifle, but that left nine more heading their way, and another thirty able to join them if necessary.
A bullet struck Ginny in her shoulder. She fell backward with a cry and from the ground shot the terrorist who had wounded her.
But it was too late. With no cover, the team was forced to retreat.
“Fall back!” she called out. “Damn it!”
Rather than flee as Ginny expected, the terrorists followed them, firing as they approached. Ginny and her team reacted professionally, shooting anyone unfortunate enough to get close. They were able to keep the terrorists at bay, but they weren’t able to gain any ground, instead being continually forced back.
When Ginny saw twin clouds of dust rising behind the compound followed by a brief glimpse of two white trucks speeding away, she knew the mission had failed. She pulled her radio and called, “Operation is incomplete, repeat, incomplete. Unable to proceed due to overwhelming enemy resistance. Chesterton and DeMuir are down. Request immediate extraction.”
“Roger, Blue Lead,” Mr. Pearl’s voice sounded on the other end. “Extraction inbound. Goddammit.”
Ginny barked orders to her squad to retrieve the bodies of their fallen comrades and retreat to the extraction point. The terrorists continued to press them back.
The helicopter arrived two minutes later, and the two machine gunners on either side of the door kept the terrorists at bay while the team loaded up. The chopper lifted into the air, and Ginny had just enough time to catch Mr. Pearl’s glare as the helicopter accelerated toward Jordan.
Ginny didn’t blame him for his anger. They had failed, and a terrorist organization controlled possibly the most dangerous bioweapon on Earth.
Ginny sighed and shook her head before echoing Mr. Pearl’s earlier sentiment. “Goddammit.”



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Secret Service Senior Special Agent Jake Mercer managed to keep his demeanor professional with Art, but that was the most he could do. Art showed him the same courtesy, adopting a stoic expression rather than allow himself to glare at his agent, but his brusque tone and clipped speech belied the frustration he felt.
At one point, Art had been a mentor to Jake, but when it came to light that Jake had concealed part of his military experience from Art when he applied to the Secret Service, the director’s mood changed drastically. Even after Jake saved the President from a terrorist assault on the white house, Art still treated him like a thorn in his side.
Jake wasn’t entirely sure about this, but he suspected that Art had tried to fire him but had been overruled by the President after the events of three months ago. When Jake returned from injury, Art tried to reassign him to a desk job, but that had only lasted a day before Art curtly told Jake he was back on the President’s security detail. Jake imagined the President had intervened with that too.
Right now, Art was briefing them on the President’s upcoming trip to the G7 Summit in Paris. The Summit would take place over three days the following week, and since Eli Bard and Andrew McNeil, the leaders of the Trident terrorist organization that had tried to assassinate the President earlier that year, were still at large, the Secret Service was preparing a massive increase in their typical security presence.
“It will be critical to make sure that no one enters that forum unless they’ve been previously cleared,” Art explained.
“That might cause friction with the French government,” Jess Foster—Jake’s partner—pointed out. “They’re personally guaranteeing the President’s security, and it might insult them if we don’t allow them to take lead on the venue.”
Jess was typically bubbly and playful, but with Art and Jake looking like they wanted to be at each other’s throats at any second, she was far more subdued than usual.
“I don’t give a rat what the French government wants,” Art replied. “He’s our President, and he’s our responsibility. I’d rather we get chewed out for pissing off the French than for losing the President.”
Jake agreed, but he didn’t want to embarrass Jess, so he kept quiet.
Which, apparently, was a mistake.
“Do you have anything to add, Special Agent Mercer?” Art barked.
Jake resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “The key is going to be protecting the President as he moves. Inside the venue and inside the hotel, we can have control of the situation. Moving from the hotel to the venue is when uncontrolled variables enter the equation. I suggest contacting the French government and asking them to block off the streets in the area for the entirety of the summit. They’ve already ensured the hotel will be free of anyone but attending heads of state and their entourages. It’s not unreasonable to ask that they guarantee the same level of security outside.”
“I’ll follow up on that,” Art said. “In the meantime, what do you have in place?”
Jake cleared his throat, then said, “We have four agents assigned to remain at the President’s the side at all times.”
“Who are you putting there?”
“Fincher, Preston, Patel and McTavish.”
Art nodded. “Good. Those are good agents.”
Jake relaxed slightly. If Art was agreeing with him this readily, maybe things were starting to smooth over between them. “I have Gold and Hightower watching the First Lady and Trent and Merrill watching She—the President’s daughter.”
Art’s lips thinned slightly, and tension returned to Jake’s shoulders. He and Sheila—the President’s daughter—had been seeing each other for the past three months. They didn’t get to see each other often, but they considered themselves in a relationship, and the nature of their professional relationship meant that their personal relationship was a thorn in the side of the Secret Service and the President.
Frankly, Jake was surprised the President had agreed to allow him to remain on his personal security detail. This was a serious conflict of interest. If another agent had been dating Sheila, Jake would have fully supported that agent’s dismissal. He knew that he would never abandon his duty for any reason, but…
But did he know that?
Art finally nodded. “All right. What about security at the venue and the hotel?”
“We’ll have RRT One under Sergeant Garrett in the hotel. The Summit organizers won’t let them into the venue, but they’ll be able to monitor everything that happens, and if something does happen, they’ll find their way anywhere they need to go, permission or no. In addition, we have a team of agents at the hotel, two in the lobby, two at each bank of elevators on the third floor and the lobby and two more in front of the President’s suite. We have another team of agents in the venue. I’ve reached out to CIA for some floaters who can observe everything in plainclothes and keep us posted.”
“Snipers?”
“One in the hotel, one on the venue roof and two more to be placed in nearby skyscrapers. Getting them in might be a little tricky. I suggest they use CIA weapons already stashed in Paris rather than attempt to transport them.”
“I’ll look into that too. What about air cover?”
Jake sighed. “The venue doesn’t want foreign air cover. They’re providing a police presence in the air.”
Art sighed. “No way we can get around that?”
"No, sir. Not without seriously pissing off the French government and guaranteeing an international incident."
Art sighted again. “All right. Have you talked to the President about the security situation?”
Jake frowned slightly. He and the President had been friends, but after it came to light that he was seeing Sheila, Bryan had been just as professionally distant and cold as Art. “Not yet, sir. I wanted to wait until we finalized everything with you before I communicated with him.”
“Well, you can consider this finalized. I can’t think of anything else we can do except hope that Bard doesn’t somehow have hundreds of operators in France like he did here.”
Jake and Jess both nodded in agreement. Three months ago, over one hundred terrorists had conducted an organized assault on the White House during a state dinner and attempted to assassinate not only the President but the entire Cabinet. It was a shock at all levels of government that a domestic terrorist organization could have become so entrenched but fly completely under the radar until so recently.
And Bard was still at large. He and his second-in-command, Andrew McNeill.
Jake’s hands closed into fists as he thought of his former friend. Drew had been his buddy in the Marine Corps, and—he thought—one of the finest men he knew. Now he was aiding and abetting a terrorist. Jake couldn’t understand it. What could have happened to him that was so terrible he thought he needed to betray his country to make up for it? It was a sad thing that he had been discharged over something that wasn’t his fault, but to completely turn tail and join a terrorist?
Not that Bard was any better. The former darling of the Secret Service Agency, Bard had used his knowledge of Secret Service procedures to nearly kill the President and Vice President twice and the rest of the Cabinet once. He had evaded capture along with Drew and was almost certainly not simply laying low.
He would be back. They both would, and when they were, Jake would be ready for them.
“All right,” Art said. “You two are dismissed. I want a typed-up report of the plan on my desk before we fly out, and I expect to be kept in the loop at every stage of the event.”
“You got it, boss,” Jess promised.
“Wait,” Jake said, “before we fly out?”
“Yes. I’m going with you.”
Jake blinked. “Who’s going to run the agency while you’re gone?”
“Why don’t you let me worry about that, Special Agent. Now get the hell out of here and get your ducks in a row.”
Jake and Jess left, and as soon as they were out of view, Jess squeezed his shoulder. “Hey, you okay?”
“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Well, you look like you want to rip Art’s arms and legs off and stick them out of the top of his head like a chia pet.”
Jake looked at Jess. “You need to stop watching Fright Night on tv.”
“Can’t do it,” she said, grinning. “I just love blood and guts.”
“I can see that. For the record, I do not want to mutilate Art. I just want him to get past the… well, the past.”
Jess smiled, but there was a touch of scolding in her voice when she replied, “He has a point, Jake.”
Jake looked away and didn’t reply. Art did have a point, and that was part of what pissed Art off so much. Jake should have revealed his past in full when he applied rather than using the thin excuse that the court martial was expunged. This was the President’s safety. Nothing was expunged when it came to the President’s safety.
But Jake knew he wouldn’t have gotten the job if he had been fully truthful, and he knew that if he hadn’t gotten the job, Trident would have succeeded in beheading the United States government, so he didn’t feel guilty.
At least he told himself that.
They stopped by the break room for coffee before heading to Jess’s office. Jess gleefully recounted the latest Fright Night movie she had watched, this one about a guy who had been burned at a summer camp twenty years ago then come back to chop up some teenagers with a chainsaw. Lovely film.
Jake tried to pay attention, but his mind kept returning to Trident. What were Bard and Drew planning this time?
It was possible that they weren’t planning anything. Their organization had been completely devastated by the attack three months ago. They could simply be hiding and licking their wounds. They could even have decided that this life wasn’t for them and be living under assumed names in some backwater country somewhere.
But somehow, Jake doubted that.
His phone buzzed, and when Jake read the text, he received confirmation of his fear. The text was from a private number. That in itself was an indication of the suspicious nature of the sender. The Secret Service phones were supposed to be able to identify any number, even private callers.
Then there was the text itself. Your big fish is about to leave his small pond. Take care he doesn’t swim into the wrong net.
Jess noticed Jake’s frown. “What is it?”
He showed her the text, and she whistled. “Lovely guy. Any idea who it is?”
“Well, I have an idea, but an idea isn’t going to help me find him.”
She smiled slightly. “Do I hear a request for a favor coming?”
“Technically speaking, it’s not a favor if I’m asking you to do your job.”
Jess adopted a mock offended tone and said, “Technically speaking, a little politeness never hurt anyone, not even big, bad, gruff Secret Service agents. But yes, I’ll see if I can trace the call.”
He handed her his phone and said, “Don’t read the texts between me and Sheila.”
“Oh yeah,” she quipped, “because I totally want to read all bout the sex you guys have.”
“I didn’t say we texted each other about sex.”
“I still don’t want to read them.”
Jake rolled his eyes and let the subject drop.
Their flight left in three hours. Jake typed up the plan and left it on Art’s desk, then endured a highly uncomfortable car ride with the Director to Andrews Air Force base. When he left the vehicle and saw Sheila standing nervously next to her father in front of Air Force One, he resigned himself to an equally uncomfortable flight.
Well, no one ever said this job would be easy.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
“You’re kidding me,” Jake said.
Francois Barbier, the mustachioed, surly Republican Guard Colonel in charge of protection for the event, scowled harder. “I assure you, I am not.”
The two of them stood outside of a Paris Metro subway station where, Jake had just been informed, the President would exit a subway car into an armored vehicle that would take him to a completely different hotel than the one Jake and his team had prepared for.
“Why weren’t we briefed about this?” Jake asked. “For God’s sake, we developed an entire plan based on the Hotel Nationale and an aboveground route using city streets. Now you’re telling me that the President is going to be taking an underground train to and from a hotel five miles away from the summit?”
“As is every other foreign dignitary, yes.”
Jake pressed his hands to his temples and made no attempt to hide his irritation. “Why?”
“Guard leadership believes it will be easier to secure the metro railway than it will be to secure an entire block of skyscrapers.”
Is Guard leadership fucking stupid? Jake just managed to avoid asking. What he asked instead was, “So what is the security arrangement?”
“The dignitaries will be escorted directly to and from the Hotel Chevalier to the venue. Each car will be staffed with highly trained members of the guard—”
“Yeah, I’m going to stop you right there. The President’s car will be staffed entirely by my handpicked U.S. Secret Service Agents. This includes everyone but the person driving the train, and he will be watched by two agents at all times.”
“Of course, sir,” Barbier said, a touch of dry mirth in his tone.
Of course, he thought this was funny. No doubt he saw Jake as simply another American parading around like their country got to dictate everything.
Well, when it came to the President’s safety, they did get to dictate everything.
“Shall I continue?” Barbier asked.
“Go ahead.”
“The trains shall depart each morning at eight o’clock. They shall depart the venue for the hotel at the pleasure of the dignitaries. We will adjust the rail’s schedule accordingly to ensure that space is made.”
Jake did a double-take at that. "The rail will still operate as scheduled?"
“Yes, sir.”
“In the middle of the G7 summit?”
“I presume that New York’s subway system continues to operate during U.N. summits.”
Jake pursed his lips. “Yes, but you won’t find U.N. ambassadors taking the damned subway.”
Jess touched Jake’s elbow, a move designed to calm him that had the unintended effect of infuriating him instead. It did remind him to get his emotions under control, however. There was no point in arguing right now. The situation was what it was, and the best thing Jake could do was adjust as well as possible.
“Okay,” he said. “Can I at least expect that the hotel will be clear of civilians?”
"By civilians, I assume you mean civilians not attached to the summit."
Jake would have gladly suffered a suspension for the right to punch this smarmy asshole in the nose. “Yes, Monsieur Colonel, civilians not attached to the summit.”
“Of course. The hotel will remain as it is now—the private residence of the visiting foreign leaders.”
“Wonderful. Any changes to the venue I need to know about? Actually, forget that last part. Any changes at all, regardless of what you think I need to know?"
"None. The change in accommodations was made due to the Guard's belief that open-air transportation rendered the visitors unacceptably vulnerable to sniper fire.”
Jake could spend all day arguing about why that was an incredibly stupid belief, but it wouldn't be worth his time. The decision had been made, and the event was tomorrow. The Guard wasn't going to change anything now.
“All right,” Jake said. “If anything else does change, I need to know about it yesterday. Do you understand?”
Finally, Barbier’s amusement vanished. “We will keep foreign security forces apprised of any necessary changes.”
“You’ll keep me apprised of every goddamn thing that happens. If your lunch break takes place fifteen minutes earlier, you’ll tell me. I don’t give a shit how highly ranked you are compared to me. When it comes to the security of the President, I am God. Do you understand?”
“I think you’ll find all of the men and women in your position feel the same,” Barbier replied, “including myself.”
Before Jake could retort again, Jess grabbed his arm and pulled him away. Jake was about to defend himself when he saw Jess struggling to hide laughter. “Why is this funny?” he asked. “Look at this place, it’s a zoo.”
The metro station was indeed very busy. Jake was used to Washington D.C. traffic, but D.C. traffic was all vehicle traffic. It was a different experience to have tens of thousands of people forced into a space the size of a modest grocery store. Jake stood behind a small cordon, but he still felt crowded by the sea of faces surrounding him. God, someone could get a megaphone and announce that they were going to kill the President, kill him, take selfies over the body and walk away and no one would ever notice.
Jake noticed, though. Not someone killing the President, who, along with his family, Art and the rest of the Secret Service complement was at the Hotel Chevalier, but someone doing something very suspicious.
The person in question looked to be in his early forties. He had a slightly chubby build that suggested good genes allowed to go to waste due to a sedentary lifestyle. His close-cropped brown hair sat over equally drab eyes and a weak chin, and he wore baggy pants and a shirt too tight for his body.
The suspicious act in question was leaving a box on a bench near the platform that only hours from now the President would be waiting on. That in and of itself wouldn’t be too suspicious, but the man looked around surreptitiously before walking away. Possibly making sure authorities didn’t see him?
“Hey!” Jake called, jogging closer to the man. “Hey! You left your package!”
“Try it in French,” Jess suggested over the earpiece.
“I don’t speak French.”
“Then try it without sounding terrifying.”
Jake rolled his eyes. His quarry continued to walk, and he no longer had time to wait for the package. "Look, Jess, I'm going after him. Get a bomb squad here to handle this package and let Colonel Stuffed Shirt know he needs to evacuate the area for a possible bomb threat."
"Will do."
He sprinted after the man, weaving his way through the crowd and fixating on the short brown hair. The man moved casually and unhurriedly, but he seemed to glide swiftly through the crowd nonetheless.
A chime sounded, then a pleasant voice announced the coming train. Jake jostled his way through the crowd and tried to call for the suspect to stop, but his voice was drowned out by the murmur of the crowd and the roar of the train.
The train stopped, and the doors opened, allowing a stream of people to flood out into the platform. Jake tapped his earpiece. “Jess, what’s going on?”
“I’m aboveground with Barbier, so you’ll have to tell me. His men are clearing space around the package.”
“I don’t want him to clear space around the package, I want him to evacuate the platform!”
“He says it’s not possible. Not until the bomb squad has confirmed that it’s an explosive device.”
“What? Are you…” Jake stopped when he saw his quarry getting onto the train. He swore and ran after him, narrowly missing the closing doors. His target worked his way through the train to the most forward car. Jake tried to follow, but the steadily increasing crush of people soon prevented him from moving, and he had to settle for keeping his eyes on the man from a distance.
“So he wants to get aboveground, but his citizens can go screw themselves?”
“There’s a limit to what I can do, Jake,” Jess said, a touch of irritation creeping into her voice. “This isn’t the United States. I have a bomb squad on the way, and he’s clearing space. That’s all he’s willing to do.”
Jake sighed. “Okay, well, get yourself to safety at least. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and the bomb will go off right when Colonel Barbier is inspecting it.”
“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that,” Jess responded. “How goes the chase?”
“Terrible. I’m literally packed in here like a sardine in a can. My guy is the next car up and standing right next to a door. He’ll be the first one out, and at this rate, I might not be getting out until the train reached its final destination.”
“Calm down, Jake,” Jess said. “Just focus on the target.”
Jake sighed and tried to do just that. 
The man stood calmly. His expression seemed almost bored.
That didn’t necessarily mean anything. While Jake had met few terrorists capable of that level of calm, he had met many paramilitary and military agents who, with proper training, could navigate all sorts of situations without showing any sign of emotion.
And Bard was a former Secret Service agent renowned for his stoicism under fire.
The train kept going. It stopped several times, but the target remained on board. Jake tapped his earpiece. “Jess, do you know how far I’ve gone?”
“According to your tracker, you’re ten miles from us now.”
He sighed. “All right, well, this guy’s still on the train, so… hold that thought.”
He heard a chime that signaled the train was approaching its final destination. “Okay, Jess, we’re about to move.”
“Be careful, Jake.”
“That guy should be a lot more worried than I am,” Jake said.
“Jake—”
“I’ll be careful. I’m just pissed.”
“That’s what I mean. When you’re pissed, you get reckless. You need to be careful not to be reckless.”
Jake sighed. “Good point. Okay, he’s moving. Gotta go.”
The target exited the train, and, as Jake had feared, it was several minutes before he could finally get off the train himself. The crowd was crushing. When Jake finally stepped onto the street and had room to move, he had lost his quarry.
He resisted the urge to shout in frustration and looked calmly around the debarking passengers for sign of his target. Finally, he caught a glimpse of a tight t-shirt and baggy sweatpants disappearing down a side street just past the platform. He swore under his breath and ran after him.
“Jess, I’m pursuing on foot. I’m…” he looked around. “I’m in what appears to be an industrial park. I can’t see street signs from here, but there’s a bunch of warehouses and—”
“Just find the guy. Then you can bring him wherever you want.”
“Well, the problem is I might not be able to find him. He’s at least three minutes ahead of me.”
“Do your best, Jake. I’m sure everything will be okay.”
“The condescension really helps, Jess. Keep it up.”
“I will. Being an asshole helps too.”
Jake sighed. “I’ll apologize later.”
He rounded the corner of the side street, and his target was nowhere to be found. He jogged down the street, drawing curious looks from the pedestrians on either side. “Jess, it looks like I’ve turned down a residential street. Working class houses, not many cars. Two story rowhouses, mostly.”
“Yes, I see where you are. The industrial park behind you belongs to Paris Steel. The neighborhood houses primarily employees of theirs. No sign of the target?”
“Nothing.”
He jogged another mile before accepting that he wasn’t going to catch up. He sighed and slowed to a stop, resting his knees on his thighs. He was far from physically exhausted, but today had been one disappointment after another, and he was growing tired of things being difficult.
He would have to get used to that, though. Before he could officially cease the pursuit, Jess said, “Jake. We need you back here urgently. There’s been a viral outbreak in the metro station.”



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
"Jake, we need you back here.”
Jess’s voice sounded tense. Jake frowned. “What’s going on?”
“There’s a viral outbreak at the station.”
“A viral outbreak?”
“Well, I’m assuming it’s viral. The symptoms check out.”
“Symptoms?”
“Sneezing, coughing, flushed faces.”
With every question answered, Jake only grew more confused. “Jess, what the hell are you talking about? A few people are sneezing and coughing, and it’s an outbreak?”
"Not a few people. A train just pulled up to the platform, and every person on board came out choking and gasping for air. I was able to get the package out of the station before the chaos ensued, but—”
“You carried a potential bomb out of the station?”
“No! Jake, pay attention! I arranged for the bomb squad to remove the bomb, and they did. Shortly after, the next train docked, and the sick people came out. They were clearly not sick with a normal virus, because several of them are already dead, and security footage shows they were healthy when they boarded the train. Barbier managed to quarantine the sick individuals onto that platform, but the healthy people are panicking, and they only had masks available to protect the guards, so no one knows how long before they get sick too.”
“All right,” Jake said. Now that he had a handle on the situation, he was able to think of a plan. “Okay, I’m on my way back. I won’t be able to take a train, since I’m assuming this will be enough to shut the metro down. It'll take me at least a half hour, probably more, depending on how soon I can hail a cab. In the meantime, I want you to brief Art on the situation. Tell him the metro is a no-go for transportation. We're finding an alternate way to and from the venue.”
“Does he even know the Republican Guard changed transportation to the metro?”
“I don’t know or care. It’s not happening that way now. Once Art is apprised of the situation, I need you to set up a medical response. I want everyone on that platform checked before they leave. I want the sick people cared for by real doctors.”
“We’re greatly overstepping our authority here, Jake.”
“Yes we are. Because once again, no one else knows what the hell they’re doing.”
“Story of our lives.”
“Where are you right now?”
“I’m aboveground watching thousands of people beg me to let them out of the metro station.”
Jake could hear the anxiety in Jess’s voice. “Tell them you have medical assistance on the way. Will the gates hold until assistance arrives?”
“I think so.”
“Think isn’t good enough, so I want you to get somewhere safe as you coordinate all of this.”
“Okay, but what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to get back to you, then make sure that everything I just told you to do is running smoothly.”
He hailed a cab and lowered his voice so he didn’t alarm the driver. “Chevaliers station, please.”
The cabby nodded and started driving. “Okay, Jess, I’m twenty minutes out now.”
“Okay. Barbier’s onboard with the plan, but his guards are getting restless. They don’t want to get sick.”
“I know. Tell him to do whatever he can. If this virus isn’t contained, we’re looking at a much bigger problem than we’re facing now.”
He heard a scream over the earpiece. “Jess? What was that? Jess, are you okay? Jess!”
“I’m okay,” she said. “That was from inside the tunnel. Someone else just died in the quarantine group. People are panicking, to say the least. How long until you get back here again?”
“A half hour. I’ll try for sooner, but I’m ten miles away.”
“Just get here as soon as you can, please.”
What the hell was going on? For God’s sake, they had just got there. Was Trident trying to kill the entire population of Paris just to get to the President? Hell, if it was a virus, then the entire world could be at risk.
He was jumping to conclusions. More likely than not, this would turn out to be an isolated incident. Maybe a medical worker was heading home and inadvertently spread a virulent illness because she didn’t wash her hands or something before she left the clinic. He couldn’t let his imagination run wild.
“ETA on the medical response?”
“Barbier says fifteen minutes.”
“Wonderful. What about Art?”
“I couldn’t reach him, so I left a message.”
“What? You couldn’t… that’s okay. I’ll call him.”
“Jake, he might be with the President.”
“The President might be in danger,” he countered. “Besides, I have his number too.”
He dialed Art, and a moment later, the Director answered, “What is it, Mercer? I just saw that Foster left me a voicemail.”
“Art, there’s a situation going on at the metro that the President is supposed to use to travel to the summit tomorrow.”
“An issue? What kind of issue?”
“A suspected viral attack.”
“A viral attack? Jesus. Okay, I’m going to turn the motorcade around.”
Jake blinked. “The what?”
“The motorcade. The President’s daughter wanted to see Paris.”
Jake suppressed a sigh. “Really? And you just what, let them go where they pleased?”
“Watch your tone, Special Agent. The first family is safe. I’ll divert the motorcade away from the metro and get them back to the hotel. They’ll be fine.”
“Do that ASAP. I have a sneaking suspicion this is about to become a zoo.”
The cabby dropped him off at the metro, and Jake met up with Jess, who was talking to a concerned but thoroughly confused triage doctor. Medical vehicles clustered around the metro, but there appeared to be a disagreement around what to do about the evolving situation underground.
Jake strode to them and said, “Jess, translate.”
Jess nodded, and Jake looked at the doctor. “Sir, there’s an outbreak of an unknown illness that struck suddenly and violently on one of the cars. The Republican Guard currently has the sick citizens under quarantine, but people are growing restless. I need you to start checking everyone coming out for symptoms of respiratory illness.”
When Jess translated rhinovirus, the doctor frowned and replied. Jess translated his reply as, “Respiratory illness? We are reacting this way because of a cold?”
“At least… Jess, how many people have died?”
“It’s unclear at this point, but the number appears to be a dozen, at least.”
When the doctor heard that, her eyes widened. She immediately began barking commands to her medical team, and they began to set up a triage. Jake stepped closer to Jess and said, “Art took the President and his family out to see the sights. They’re heading to the hotel now.”
“Okay.”
Jess’s eyes were wide, and she hugged herself, an involuntary attempt to keep herself safe from whatever was going on underneath her. He placed his hands on her shoulders and said, “Hey, look at me. We can’t panic right now. This is nowhere near as bad as Washington.”
“I know, but… a virus, Jake? If it’s airborne, it could already be uncontainable.”
“We’re not qualified to know that,” Jake said. “So we’re going to make sure that people who are qualified handle that side of things. As soon as that’s done, we need to return to the hotel and rework the President’s security protocol. At the very least, the summit needs to be delayed until we know what we’re working with here.”
“They’re not going to delay—”
“We’ll deal with objections later, Jess. One step at a time.”
Jess took a deep breath and nodded. She managed a smile and said, “Okay. Thank you.”
He released her shoulders and said, “No problem.”
The triage unit began operating within minutes, and soon after, passengers streamed out. Once allowed into the open air, much of their panic calmed, and as the medical team cleared them one after the other, the chaos calmed.
The Republican Guard officers were the last to leave, and when they were cleared as well, Jake breathed a sigh of relief. This virus was dangerous, but it could be contained.
And that was the next step. Medical professionals sealed off the station, effectively shutting down the metro. That would cause chaos of its own, but that chaos, thankfully, was out of Jake’s hands.
He walked to Jess, who stood outside of the quarantine zone with her arms crossed. “Hey. How are you holding up?”
She glared at him. “Guess.”
“Yeah. Good point. Any idea what happened?”
Her glare deepened. “Yes, Jake. A subway car pulled up to the station, and a bunch of dying people spilled out of it. Mass panic ensued, and is still ensuing, and we’re stuck here until we’re cleared by medical.”
“Wait, what?”
“Jake…” Jess sighed, then said in a calmer voice. “Sorry. I’m a little out of sorts right now. Yes, we need to be cleared. I told them to wait for me until you got here. You’re here now, so let’s go see a doctor and figure out if we’re going to die in a foreign country or not.”
Jess’s panic concerned Jake. He couldn’t remember ever seeing her this anxious.
The medical team handled their evaluations professionally, a thin silver lining to the dark cloud of disease that apparently surrounded them. As soon as the two of them were cleared, Jess apologized to Jake for her snappishness. “Sorry. I just hate getting sick, especially when it’s a sickness that can apparently kill me in minutes.”
“I don’t blame you. I had a cold once. Worst twelve hours of my life.”
She shoved him, not quite playfully, and said, “You’re a jerk, Jake.”
It was only a short walk from the metro, and when Jake called Art, he wasn’t entirely surprised to learn that Art had chosen to instead house the President at a CIA-owned house in a residential neighborhood fifteen minutes from the station.
“Good call,” Jake said. “We’ll hail a cab. How close can we get before one of our guys stops us?”
“Have the cabbie take you to Le Fondant Royale. It’s a café two miles from the house. I’ll meet you there and take you the rest of the way.”
“On our way, sir.”
Most of Jake’s mindspace was taken up trying to cope with everything that had just happened, but it was still gratifying that he and Art were able to put aside their personal animosity and focus on addressing the situation. It gave Jake hope that they could manage to be friends again.
They met Art ten minutes later, just in time for Jess to get a phone call from Barbier. Art and Jake waited in tense silence while she spoke to him. When she hung up, her face was slightly miffed.
“What is it?”
“That package was a distraction. There was nothing in it but plastic.”
“I’m guessing it wasn’t the explosive kind.”
“No. Just plastic shavings that could appear to be plastic explosive upon cursory examination. The bomb squad had to disarm a detonator that proved to be a dud before they could determine it was just food, old-fashioned plastic like the kind you build children's toys from."
Jake sighed. “All right. Well, I guess that’s a good sign. One problem at a time.”
“Yes, but it means that they were able to divert resources while they initiated their real attack,” Art said, guessing at the reason for Jess’s concern. “If they were trying to use this as a test run for a more serious attack on the summit, then they’ve just proven it will work.”
Jake frowned. “So the summit’s delayed, right?”
“I still don’t have an answer on that,” Art replied. “As you might imagine, the President wasn’t too enthused to hear that recommendation.”
Jake’s frown deepened. The President was well-known for his reaction to the past terrorist threat, insisting on standing strong in the face of terrorism and refusing to hide or change his plans. Jake understood the need to keep people from panicking, but as his job was to protect the President, it grated on him that Bryan tended to put himself at more risk just to make a statement.
“Well, we’ll deal with that. Maybe I can talk to him.”
“If you can, I’ll take back everything I said about you dating his daughter,” Art offered.
Jake smiled slightly. He and Art were definitely on better terms if Art was willing to make a joke like that. “I’ll hold you to that.”
The three of them rode to the temporary residence in a car driven by someone Jake didn’t recognize. Art informed him that this was Mr. Quartz, their CIA driver.
“Mr. Quartz?” Jake asked, “Seriously?”
Art shrugged. “Who knows what they feed these kids at Langley anymore?”
A thought struck Jake, and his eyes widened. “Dammit, I completely forgot. I have a suspect.”
Art’s humor vanished, replaced by deadly seriousness. “Who?”
Jake described the man he had chased through the metro. As he did, Jess called the Paris Police and put out an APB for the man. The problem, Jake knew, was that he looked like so many people it would be impossible to tell who he was.
Still, they could get lucky. They had found out about Trident by reviewing security camera footage from the National Mall. If this man’s face had been caught by cameras at the metro station, they might be able to track him down too.
The faster they could put a stop to this, the better.
But despite the effective response to today’s crisis, Jake had a feeling it wouldn’t be that simple.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
The scene at the residence was one of controlled chaos. Agents flitted about ensuring security protocols were in place while the President’s staffers alternated between muttering irritably at the change in their carefully planned schedule and whispering fearfully.
Jake could understand both reactions. He was just as upset about having a wrench thrown into their plans as the staffers were. As he had told Art stateside, the President was at his most vulnerable when he was moving. Needing to move on a moment’s notice without time to scan the area and clear it of potential threats beforehand was infuriating.
He could understand the fear, too. He recognized a few of the staffers from the White House attack three months ago. While the Secret Service had shared the reason for the abrupt change only with the President, Jake didn't doubt that word had made its way throughout the entire entourage.
He was afraid, too. Not for himself. His experiences in the Marine Corps had desensitized him to personal danger long before he ever joined the Service.
But he was afraid for the President. Trident was clearly motivated to kill him, and whether they were behind this viral attack or not, they had likely emboldened whoever was.
Except that might not even be true. They weren’t in the United States anymore. There were eight foreign leaders in Paris, any or all of whom could be the true targets. The thought that he might have saved the President from the largest domestic terror attack in the nation’s history only to lose him to a threat not even directed his way galled Jake.
And he was afraid for Sheila. The two of them had gotten no time to talk on the plane, which was probably by design. The President valued Jake’s talents as an agent, but that didn’t mean he was okay with Jake dating his daughter. Art had made it clear he considered the relationship unconscionable.
He wanted nothing more than to go comfort her now, but he had a job to do. As soon as he arrived, he called the team leaders into the kitchen to iron out details of the President’s protection.
“All right,” he said to his assembled leaders. “The situation, clearly, has changed.”
“I’ll say,” Sergeant Garrett of RRT One piped up. “What’s going on with this viral attack I’m hearing about?”
“Jess is working closely with the Republican Guard investigation into the incident,” Jake said. “I’ll keep all of you posted as we learn details. At this time, we haven’t confirmed a direct threat to the President, however, since he’d be caught in the crossfire in the event of an attack on any member of this summit, we’re going to treat this threat as seriously as we treated the White House attack.”
Garrett’s eyes narrowed. She had lost good people defending the White House. “I wish they’d try,” she said darkly.
“No, we don’t,” Jake said. In a softer voice, he added, “I get where you’re coming from, Garrett, but we need to keep our emotions under control, no matter how hard it is.”
Garrett didn't look happy to hear that, but she nodded in agreement.
“I’m concerned about everyone staying here,” Special Agent Preston said. “In the event of a firefight, it’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel. It’s the White House all over again.”
Preston was chief of the President’s personal security detachment. Officially, Jake was the head of the President’s personal security detail, but after the White House attack, his role had become one of oversight more than direct action. So, Preston had assumed the duties of shadowing the President at all times. As soon as this meeting was over, he would go right back to the President’s side.
“I share that concern,” Jake admitted. “So I’ve modified the security arrangement to spread our resources out. Garrett, your team will quarter in the house across the street. It’s CIA owned as well. Preston, you and your agents go where the President and his family goes. Harkness”—The tall, well-built man in charge of the general security team nodded—“You’re men will be on rotating patrol of the neighborhood. Four agents at a time, teams of two patrolling this block. The other agents will rest in the living room when they’re not on patrol. Jess and Director Davis will be using the basement as a command center for the moment. We may interact with CIA operatives. Mr. Quartz and his associate, Miss Topaz, have assured me they'll stay out of our way, but they're spooks. We all know they go where they please."
There were a few polite chuckles at the jibe, but no one was in the mood for humor right now.
“What about tomorrow?” Harkness asked. “How will transportation work?”
“At the moment, the summit is suspended until the Republican Guard has an answer on the viral attack.”
The others breathed a sigh of relief. With Jake backing him up, Art had finally convinced the President not to protest the summit’s decision, so for now, at least, they could take the uncertainty of movement off of their plate.
Then again, that might only make them sitting ducks, a point brought up by the military-minded Garrett. "That just raises different problems," she pointed out. “If the President remains in one spot for too long, we give our enemies time to study our defenses and make a plan to penetrate them.”
"No situation is perfect, Garrett," Jake replied, "but we have even less control of the environment here than we do back home.”
“What if Trident is counting on that, though?” Garrett asked.
Jake allowed himself to become stern. “Let me address that question for all of you. At this time, we don’t know that Trident is responsible for the attack. It’s important that we not make an assumption like that until we have all of the evidence, at which point, we can make an informed decision and do away completely with assumptions. If it is Trident, then let me remind you that we beat them badly the last time. We suffered casualties, but they suffered the destruction of their entire fighting force. If they’re stupid enough to try again, we’ll remind them what happened the first time.
“You are all the best at your jobs. That’s why you’re here. Don’t let fear cause you to forget that. Whatever happens, the President and his family will get home. They’ll get home because we’re here doing our jobs, and when we do our jobs, absolutely nothing will stand in our way.”
Jake’s pep talk seemed to work. Garrett straightened, and the others stood taller and looked back at Jake with a healthy fire in their eyes. “If you need anything,” Jake said, “call me right away. This meeting is adjourned. Dismissed.”
The team leads quickly went to execute the plan. Jake headed to the basement, where Jess scanned a map of the Paris metro. The quarantined area was highlighted in red.
“Any news?” he asked.
“You want the good news first or the bad news?”
“I want the most important news first.”
“Well, I’m going to guess that the most important news is the news that the cell phone that texted you a threat to the President was a burner phone. It’s a cheap model that’s preloaded with minutes and is unusable once those minutes are gone. They sell them for fifty dollars at tourist traps.”
“So there’s no tracing the number.”
“I’m having some friends at the NSA look at cell signals from the time the text was sent to you to see if they can figure out where it came from. That might tell us something. It’ll take a while, though.”
"You can't offer the guy something special if he puts us at the top of the list?"
Jess rolled her eyes. “First of all, ouch, nice to know I’m only worth what I can screw out of people in other agencies. Secondly, that guy was transferred to a different department, and he and I broke up anyway.”
“Broke up? I didn’t realize it was serious between you too.”
“Well, unlike some people, I don’t feel a need to share my personal relationships with the rest of the world.”
“Ouch,” Jake said. “I’m sorry for the joke.”
She cracked a smile. “No worries. It wasn’t serious, anyway. He wanted it to be, but he wasn’t really my type outside of—”
“Okay,” Jake said, lifting his hands. “We can forget about the personal lives. Sorry, I brought it up."
“I will be teasing you more about this later,” she promised, “but for now, the point is it’s weeks at least before we even know where the text was sent from. As for who sent it? That might be never.”
Jake sighed. “Well, the text is evidence that the President is likely the intended target, or at least an intended target.”
“Probably true. Which brings me to the good news.”
“And that is?”
“The virus does not appear to have spread out of the quarantine zone. Unfortunately, that comes with more bad news.”
“Of course it does. Why would good news ever just be good?”
“So the bad news is that new symptoms have appeared. People are starting to sweat blood.”
“Sweat blood? Are you serious?”
"I'm afraid so. The doctor I spoke with said that capillaries are bursting under the skin, and the blood is leaking out through the pores. A further fifteen people have died already from those complications.”
“Jesus. That’s over two dozen dead in less than twenty-four hours.”
“Yes. There were one hundred nineteen people on that train car, so the fatality rate is already pushing fifteen percent, and doctors haven’t been able to slow the progress of the disease.”
“At least it’s not spreading.”
“Yes, that’s the good news portion.”
Jake nodded. “Thank you, Jess. Please continue to keep me posted.”
“Of course. Are you going to go check on Sheila?”
“Yes. I want to ensure that her security detail is up to the task.”
“No, you don't," Jess countered with a knowing smile. "You put the two best bodyguards in the Service with her. You know her detail is up to the task. You just want to see her.”
“So? Can’t a man want to see his girlfriend?”
Hearing the word pass his lips shocked Jake. He had never said that about her before. Was that what they were now?
“He can want all he wants,” Jess replied, “but in the end, he has to do what’s best for both of them.”
Jake didn’t want to follow that thought through to conclusion, so he left the basement and headed upstairs to Sheila’s bedroom.
It had been Jake’s idea to bring Sheila. He thought it would be safer to keep the family in one place since Trident had specifically threatened Sheila as well as the President.
He wished to hell someone had overruled him now.
When Special Agent Trent saw Jake approaching, he frowned slightly. The majority of the agency didn't approve of Jakes's relationship with Sheila. He stepped aside though and let Jake pass without comment.
Merrill was inside the room with Sheila. He stood out of the way, his hands at his side, his body relaxed but coiled like a spring at the same time.
Sheila sat on her bed, biting her lip, her chin resting on her hand. She had never looked so beautiful.
She had rarely looked so worried either. As soon as she saw Jake, she tried to smile, but her eyes didn’t light up the way they normally did.
“Merrill,” Jake said, “can you give us a minute?”
Merrill offered Jake the same frown that Trent did but left the room without protest. When he was gone, Sheila ran to Jake and threw her arms around him. She didn’t cry, but Jake could feel her body shake in his arms.
He didn’t say anything yet. He just held her and let her release the tension. When she finally relaxed, he released her, and she wiped away the tears that had started to form but refused to fall.
“So it’s happening again, huh?” she asked him.
“We don’t know that this situation is the same,” Jake demurred.
“But you suspect it is.”
Jake lowered his eyes. “Yes.”
She sighed and crossed her arms. “You know he’s going to run for reelection?”
“I figured he would. Incumbents almost always run for reelection.”
“Well, I wish he’d take advantage of the ‘almost’ part of that sentence and put his family first,” Sheila replied.
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“Are you really sorry, or do you just think that’s what I want to hear?”
“I’m sorry that you’re afraid,” Jake clarified, “and that you have good reason to be afraid. I’m not sorry that he’s going to run for reelection. He’s a good President, and the nation could use another four years of his leadership.”
“And another four years of a giant fucking target on his back,” she said angrily. She sighed and added, “Jake, I’m so tired of being afraid. I’m tired of wondering if every time I see him will be the last time.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“I swear to God, Jake, if you say that again, I’ll kick you out of my room.”
“Fair enough,” he said. “I actually should leave. I need to be available if…”
Before he could finish that sentence, Sheila went to him and planted a kiss on his lips. “Stay,” she whispered. “Just for a moment. Please.”
Jake met her eyes and said the only thing he could say. “All right. I’ll stay.”



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
With his team handling security, Art handling liaison with the President, and Jess monitoring the situation with the virus, Jake was left with nothing to do the following morning. Since the President was to remain in the safehouse until further notice, Jake decided to look over possible routes to the summit venue.
Walking through the various routes available only showed him how much more difficult it was going to be to ensure the President’s safety now that their original plan had gone to hell. The problem was that all of the direct routes left the President open to sniper fire. He could place his own snipers, of course, but there was no guarantee that they would see an enemy sniper before the enemy sniper fired on the President. Meanwhile, all of the “safe” routes took the President far out of his way, resulting in more time out in the open.
Jake was beginning to understand why Barbier wanted to transport the VIPs through the metro.
“Well, that’s not an option anymore,” he muttered. “Maybe next time, they’ll follow my plan and take the nice, safe route from the nice, safe hotel that’s protected from sniper fire.”
“You talking to yourself again?” Jess asked.
“I just noticed that I have a really beautiful voice,” Jake quipped, “and I thought I’d listen to myself speak a bit.”
“Sarcasm right out of the gate,” Jess replied. “You’re nervous.”
“Can you blame me? We have serious questions and no answers. You know how much that bothers me.”
“That bothers everyone.”
“Gee, thanks for your help,” he said drily, “and I would like to point out that I signed up with the Secret Service to stand next to the President and jump in front of any bullets fired his way. I didn't sign up to make plans exp,lore scenarios, and manage other people. That's Art's dream, not mine."
“Speaking as someone who had to endure his complaining all night, I can absolutely confirm that is not his dream.”
“Well, it’s definitely not mine.”
“You could always quit.”
“You could always go jump off a bridge.”
Jess giggled and said, “You know my brother’s into base jumping? I don’t get that at all. What the hell is the allure of falling to one’s death?”
“I think the allure is of nearly falling to one’s death only to be saved at the last possible second. Hell of an adrenaline rush.”
“Would you go base jumping?”
“No. Too boring.”
She giggled again. “Okay, tough guy.”
Jake smiled. He felt a little better now. The brief banter with Jess had relaxed some of his tension and allowed him to focus more. “I’m thinking we just go straight in,” he said to Jess. “No frills, no convoluted routes. Just straight down the boulevard to the summit. What do you think?”
“It’s simpler that way,” she said, “For us and for our enemies.”
“Simpler works in our favor. Fewer moving parts.”
“You’re the expert here, Jake. Whatever you want to do is fine with me.”
“What I want to do is hold this summit in Camp David and thoroughly search everyone who attends.”
“Well, whatever you want to do short of that is fine with me.”
Jake turned around and started to head back to the bus station to catch a ride back to the safehouse, or rather, close enough that he could walk the rest of the way. He hadn’t gone five steps before something caught his attention.
He turned to a nearby metro station. A man with close-cropped brown hair, blue eyes and a weak chin was leaving the station. He was trim and in far better shape than the previous man, but as he approached, Jake could tell that it was the same man, just without whatever fat suit he was wearing to appear larger. “Jess, I have the suspect from yesterday, the one who planted the fake bomb.”
“Roger,” Jess said, dropping the humor and becoming all business. “Are you going to apprehend him?”
“Yes. I’m closing in now.”
He started casually toward the stranger. At first, the man simply nodded with disinterested politeness, but when he did a double take and recognized Jake, his eyes widened. He turned and fled, and Jake immediately sprinted after him in pursuit.
“He’s running, Jess,” he said. “I’m following on foot. Past the”—he paused to look at the sign above the station—“Alexandre Dumas station heading eastbound.”
“Understood,” Jess said. “Be careful, Jake.”
“Can you see him?” Jake said.
“I can see you. Hold on… Okay, I can see him now. As long as he stays in the city proper, I’ll be able to pick him up through traffic cameras. Holy hell, is that him? Did he lose thirty pounds overnight?”
“So to speak. Either he’s the first guy’s twin in much better shape, or he was wearing something to alter his appearance yesterday. Considering he recognized me, I’m thinking it’s the latter.”
The criminal was indeed keeping a blistering pace. Jake had great stamina, but he wasn’t sure how long he could keep this up before he tired. It had been a while since his days of running through swamps and deserts in full combat gear.
The man looked behind to see if he had lost Jake, and when he instead saw the Secret Service agent keeping pace, he veered down an alleyway. Jake followed him and caught the man just rounding the corner of another alley.
“I can’t see him in the alleys,” Jess said.
“That’s okay,” Jake replied, drawing his service weapon. “I’ll bet you I get him before he gets me.”
“You’re not taking him in alive?”
“Yes. I’m just saying don’t worry about me.”
“I would stop worrying about you if you’d ever worry about yourself,” Jess protested.
He chased the man through various alleyways, heading further toward the outskirts of the city. "Jess, can you get police to help?"
“I can try, but if they help, they’re going to want to book him, and then we’re waiting for their permission to interrogate him.”
Jake sighed and shook his head. He had nothing against French people or the nation of France itself, but he had a few bones to pick with French law enforcement. “So I’m on my own.”
“Only if you want to question him before he’s booked and processed and out of our reach short of bribing city officials.”
“Well, I definitely want to do that.”
“Then yes, you’re on your own except for me.”
“You want to chase him down for me?”
Jess laughed. “No, that’s what the big, strong boys are for.”
“Don’t let Garrett hear you say that.”
“I try not to let Garrett hear me say anything. She scares the hell out of me.”
“She should. She’s… oh, hell, no.”
“What? Jake, what is it?”
What “it” was happened to be their suspect pulling himself rapidly up a fire escape to the roof of a building. Jake hesitated briefly, then decided he would at least give it his best shot. He climbed up the fire escape after the suspect, noting irritably that the terrorist easily outpaced him. Jake would have to make that ground up somehow on the rooftops.
“Jake, what the hell’s going on?” Jess asked again.
“He’s climbing to the roof of a high-rise.”
“The roof? God, tell me you’re not chasing him.”
“Someone has to.”
“Jake, for God’s—do you know parkour or something and just never told me?”
“I don’t know anything called parkour,” Jakes said, pulling himself onto the roof. “But I know how to fight in urban settings thanks to the Marine Corps.”
“So you’re… are you jumping from rooftop to rooftop?”
“That’s what he’s doing.”
The suspect was, in fact, leaping from rooftop to rooftop. Jake kept up, but only barely. He was in what he considered to be outstanding shape, but the leaps from building to building still filled him with trepidation. This guy better have good information for them.
The suspect leaped to a fourth rooftop, and when he looked behind and saw Jake still following him, his eyes popped open.
“That’s right, asshole,” Jake muttered. “I’m right behind you.”
That was relative. Jake was actually losing ground to the more nimble terrorist, but he was keeping his eyes on the suspect, and they were running out of rooftops. As the urban downtown gave way to the suburban outskirts of Paris, the terrorist leaped onto the sloping roof of a single-family home and slid down to the ground. He landed on his feet and took off running.
Jake kept pace, landing on the same roof and sliding down to the ground. “Jess, do you see him?”
“I see you two from a distance, but I’m about to… wait. I see you two again. He’s heading to the train station.”
The station in question wasn’t a metro station but an SNCF station operating high-speed TGV trains. If the suspect reached one of those trains as it was about to depart, he would be out of reach.
Jake gritted his teeth and sprinted after him, forcing himself to ignore the stitch in his side. He heard the voice of Max Harrison, his friend and former drill instructor, urging him onward.
Come on, Marine. You don’t have the luxury of losing.
“I’m not losing him,” he said aloud.
Sure enough, as the two men approached the station, Jake made up most of the ground he had lost. The terrorist vaulted a fence onto the tracks. The trains were powered by overhead wires rather than third rails, so that allowed them to run over the tracks relatively safety but also meant the terrorist didn’t have to slow down to avoid being electrocuted.
Neither did Jake. The terrorist reached a fence and started to climb, but by that time, Jake had caught up. Just before the man was about to leap the fence, Jake grabbed him and threw him to the ground. The man tried to get up, but a crashing blow from Jake sent him back down. He lay still, breathing heavily.
“Don’t you fucking move,” Jake growled.
The man stared warily up at him, and Jake said, “You speak English?”
The man nodded, and Jake said, “Who launched the viral attack yesterday?”
The suspect’s eyes shifted to the left, and Jake drew his gun. The man’s eyes fixated on the weapon and Jake said, “That’s right. I’m not playing. Answer my question.”
“It was St. Clair,” the man replied in thickly accented English. “Vincent St. Clair. He is trying to assassinate the leaders of the G7.”
“Who’s Vincent St. Clair?”
A loud shriek pierced the air as a whistle warned the two men of an oncoming train. Jake looked to the left and leapt backwards just in time to avoid being struck by the high-speed locomotive. His suspect took his opportunity and leaped the other way. When the train passed, Jake looked to the right and saw the suspect clinging to the side.
Jake sighed and tapped his earpiece. “He’s gone. I lost him. I got a name, though.”
“What name?”
“Vincent St. Clair.”
“I’ll look it up. Anything else?”
Jake saw a glint out of the corner of his eye. He stepped closer and saw the terrorist’s cell phone in the dirt near where Jake had interrogated him. “I have his cell phone. I’ll bring it back to the safehouse.”
“Woohoo! Score one for the good guys.”
“Well, we’ll see. It could turn out to be encrypted like that radio from the last case.
“Oh, don’t be a grumpy Gus. Take the win.”
Jake chuckled. “Sure. I’ll take it.”
He headed off of the tracks and started back for the safehouse. His mouth set in grim determination as he walked. Whoever this Vincent St. Clair was, his days were numbered.



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Jake opted to call a cab to take him to Le Fondant Royale rather than taking the metro. That added ten minutes to his trip, but it was his intention that neither he nor the President ever step foot on the Paris Metro again.
He was surprised to find Art waiting for him at the restaurant but not surprised to see a scowl on the director’s face. “So now you’re a free runner?” he asked before Jake even had a chance to greet him.
“I’m whatever I need to be to apprehend a suspect with information on an attack on the President,” Jake replied.
“But the metro attack wasn’t on the President.”
“It will be. My suspect confirmed that the President is among the targets.”
Art lifted an eyebrow. “We’ll talk in the car.”
The car was driven by Miss Topaz this time. Miss Topaz, like her counterpart Mr. Quartz, looked like just about anyone you'd see. She wasn't old or particularly young. She wasn't particularly attractive, but she was decent-looking. She had a bland expression that revealed no emotion whatsoever but was still different from the hard-edged stoicism typical of a Secret Service agent. Jake couldn’t help but wonder what she would do with the information she overheard. Art insisted it was safe to talk around her, and Jake didn’t doubt that, but the CIA operative gave him the creeps nonetheless. All spooks did.
“So what did your suspect tell you?” Art asked.
“He said the attack on the metro was orchestrated by an individual calling themselves Vincent St. Clair. Apparently, this St. Clair intends to assassinate the entire G7 leadership.
At the name St. Clair, Miss Topaz’s veneer of blandness fell away. “Vincent St. Clair?” she asked.
“Yes,” Jake confirmed. “Do you know the name?”
“We connected him to a terrorist cell in Syria two months ago. We sent a team of SOG operators to capture a bioweapon he had built. The op was unsuccessful. He’s gone dark since then, but we suspected he might be behind the viral attack here. I guess we were right.”
“Why are we just hearing about this now?” Art asked.
Jake felt the same frustration. “I understand that your agency has rules about classified information, but this directly affects the President.”
“You’re welcome to argue with me if it makes you feel better,” Topaz replied evenly, “but I think you know it’s pointless. I don’t work for you, and a lot of what I do the President doesn’t even know about. You know that too. So let’s avoid bullshit fights and work together to stop St. Clair.”
Jake and Art didn’t have a good comeback to that.
They headed straight for the basement to meet with Jess as soon as they arrived. As they passed the living room, Jake caught sight of the President sitting with his wife and Sheila. He met Jake’s eyes, and Jake saw a coldness there that he hadn’t seen before. He had probably heard about Jake’s visit to Sheila the night before.
Jake pushed that out of his mind. He had a job to do right now. Personal considerations would have to wait.
Jess greeted them with a smile that faded when she saw the CIA operative with them. “Good news,” Jake said, “We don’t need you to look up Vincent St. Clair anymore.”
“Oh. Well, I already did.”
“What did you learn?” Miss Topaz asked.
Jess blinked and shifted her eyes to Art. Topaz didn’t wait for Art to give Jess permission to talk. “It doesn’t matter. What you probably learned was that Dr. Vincent St. Clair was a leading biochemist and medical researcher at Columbia University until he was fired six years ago after allegations of unethical testing practices and patient abuse. I won’t go into details, but he essentially gave people diseases without their consent. Sometimes, he outright lied to them.”
“Jesus,” Art whispered.
Jess added, “I also learned that when he was brought before the University’s review board, he spouted a bunch of nonsense that he had to do what he did because there was no other way to determine a disease’s effects on humans.”
“Just so,” Topaz confirmed. “Since his firing, he’s gone even more off the rails. We’ve connected him to several different viral outbreaks in the Middle East and South Asia.”
“So he’s been perfecting his weapon,” Jake said.
“That appears to be the case.”
“And he’s the one behind this viral attack?” Jess asked.
“According to the suspect your partner apprehended, yes.”
“I also obtained the terrorist’s cell phone,” Jake said. He handed the phone to Jess and said, “If we crack that, I’ll bet you anything, we’ll have what we need to stop St. Clair.”
“You’re not much of a hedger, are you?” Topaz asked.
“A what?”
“You take risks. You don’t hedge your bets.”
“In my experience, a reluctance to take risks is the greatest risk a person can take.”
“Well spoken,” Topaz replied, cracking a smile that Jake could have sworn was flirtatious. “You should consider a career at the Agency.”
“You guys like operatives who hop over rooftops and chase suspects onto trains?”
“You’d be surprised.”
“Headhunt my agent after we stop the coming attack on the G7 summit,” Art interrupted. “Jess, plug the phone in. Let’s see what we’re looking at.”
Jess took the phone and plugged it into her laptop. The computer hummed for a few seconds before a menu popped up. Jess selected Decrypt, and after a few seconds, a dialog box popped up. “I’m going to run a full decryption in the background,” she said, keying commands into the box, “and I’m going to prioritize searches with the keywords, ‘virus, disease, summit, G7 and President.’”
“Impressive,” Topaz said. “They’ve really stepped up the equipment they give you guys.”
“I’ll take cooler equipment if you have some,” Jess offered.
“Not here. I’ll put some feelers out and see what we can get if this doesn’t work.”
“Fair enough.”
The four of them waited as the computer worked. Topaz headed upstairs for coffee and lunch. Art scowled at the computer, and Jake recognized his surliness as tension. “Don’t worry, boss,” he said, “Jess and I have this.”
Art cracked a smile. “Trying to butter me up so I won’t be pissed at you for banging the President’s daughter.”
“You don’t have to say it like that,” Jake replied.
“I prefer to be blunt when my agents do something that jeopardizes the mission of the Secret Service.”
Jake sighed. “I guess buttering you up didn’t work.”
“A for effort.”
Topaz returned with coffee and sandwiches. Jake noticed that she handed him his meal first. He also noticed the look of jealousy that flashed across Jess’s face when she did.
The computer beeped, and Jess said, “Got something.”
Jake and Art leaned forward, and Jess couldn’t resist saying, “You know the only reason you two fight is because you’re exactly alike, right?”
“I can still fire you, Foster,” Art warned.
“You can’t. You need me and you know it.”
“Can we focus on the task at hand?” Jake asked.
“Sure. Sorry, Dad.”
“Ha ha. What did the computer uncover?”
“Let’s see. It looks like texts between the suspect Jake apprehended, St. Clair and someone named… well, look at that. Our terrorist has a contact in his phone named Trident.”
Jake and Art shared a look. “Well, that confirms Trident’s involvement in this attack.”
“They’re still operating?” Topaz asked.
“You don’t know that?” Jess asked. Jake thought he detected a hint of triumph in her voice. “I thought the CIA knew everything.”
“We focus on threats outside of American borders. Domestic terrorism is usually the FBI’s job.”
“Well, these domestic terrorists have a bug up their butt for President Jackson, so they’re our job now,” Art said. “To answer your question, yes, Trident is still operating. We weren’t sure if they were dormant after the failed attack on the White House, but now I guess we know they aren’t.”
“What do the texts say?” Jake asked.
“I don’t know yet. I only got the contact name.”
“Any updates on the virus situation?” Topaz asked.
Jess looked at Art, and Art said, “Go ahead. We’ll probably end up working closely with the CIA on this.”
Jess nodded. “Well, it looks like the death toll has risen to forty-five. The others aren’t looking too good. Some are fading faster than others, but no one's recovering, and none of the attempted treatments have slowed the progress of the disease. The doctors are saying the best they can do is make the patients feel comfortable as they pass. They don't expect any survivors."
“So if they get the President, he’s done no matter what we do,” Art surmised.
“I’m afraid so, sir.”
Art sighed. “Christ, what a fucking shitshow.”
“Yes,” Jess agreed.
Her computer beeped again, and she said, “Bingo! I have the messages. Well, not all the messages, but several of the ones between the terrorist, St. Clair and Trident. Here’s the first one.”
She tapped a button then turned the screen so all four of them could look. What Jake read made him sick to his stomach.
St. Clair: Any word from your informant on Constitution Ave.?
Trident: G7 summit, June 15-17. G1 will be at Hotel Nationale. Heavy SS presence. The zone will be quarantined and heavily populated with targets. Chance of success great if package is deployed properly.
St. Clair: Good. We can kill eight birds with one stone.
Trident: Hopefully many more than that.
The four of them shared a look. Jess’s face was white as a sheet. Art looked ready to kill someone. Jake felt the same as both of them.
Topaz lifted an eyebrow, “Interesting.”
“Not the word I would use,” Art growled.
It wasn’t the word Jake would use either. The Secret Service Headquarters were on Constitution Avenue. The informant was a Secret Service Agent.
“We don’t know for sure it’s one of ours,” Jess said. “He didn’t give anything that wasn’t public knowledge.”
The computer chimed again, and the next messages left no doubt. They contained detailed explanations of the Secret Service’s protection strategies along with dossiers on every single Agent assigned to Paris.
“Well, at least they don’t know about us,” Topaz said.
“Good for you,” Jake growled.
Topaz smiled wryly. “Good for you. If they’re relying on one of yours, then the CIA can still operate with impunity. We can be your eyes and ears and feed you information that the informant won’t know. When I say you, I mean you. As in the three of you. If it happens to leave this room, then we know that one of you is the informant.”
Art’s scowl deepened. Jake thought of saying that of course one of them wasn’t the informant, but Topaz would have no reason to believe them.
“Well, if it’s not us, then that leaves the rest of the damned agency,” Art said. He stood and rubbed his face. “Son of a bitch.”
As Jake stared at the incriminating messages on Jess’s screen, it occurred to him that the worst part was that this wasn’t as surprising as it should have been. The head of Trident was a disgruntled former Secret Service Agent. The fact that he had an informant still in the organization wasn’t much of a shock at all.
At times like these, Jake wished he had never left the Marine Corps.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Jake didn’t sleep that night. In fact, of the four of them, Art was the only one who ended up getting any rest, leaving them after midnight and heading to the living room to bunk with the security team. Topaz occasionally brought them coffee and snacks, but other than that and the occasional restroom break, the three of them didn’t leave the basement.
Just after Art left the room, Jake got a text from Sheila. Come upstairs?
Jake smiled slightly as he replied, I wish I could. Sorry.
Everything okay?
Jake felt a pang of guilt as he typed the lie, Sure. Just making sure every i is crossed and every t is dotted.
Sheila replied with an eye roll emoji.
Jake chuckled, and the two women turned to look at him. “So you are sleeping with the President’s daughter,” Topaz said. She sounded amused.
Jess sounded a lot less amused when she said, “That wasn’t Art’s business to say.”
“Hey, I’m not judging,” Topaz said. “Good for you. She’s cute.”
“We don’t need to talk about this,” Jake said. “Jess, you got anything?”
“Nothing yet,” Jess replied in a clipped tone. “I guess those messages between Trident and St. Clair were the only messages that fit my keywords.”
“Nothing on the virus?” Topaz asked.
“Not so far,” Jess said. “I think we can infer that the package referred to in the text stream about the summit refers to the virus.”
“We should get that information to the Republican Guard,” Jake said. “That will lead to them canceling the summit.”
“If you do that, the President will be furious.”
“He’ll live to be furious,” Jake said. “That’s more important.”
“In any case, I’m sure the leaders of the other G7 nations would appreciate being warned that a mad scientist intends to murder them with a virus,” Topaz pointed out. “I agree with Jake.”
Jess glanced at Topaz at the use of Jake's first name. She gave Jake a knowing look, and Jake shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Forget the Marine Corps. He should have been a monk. "Send Barbier a message. Don’t give him everything, but tell him we have strong evidence to suggest that someone intends a bioweapon attack on the summit. He can pass it along to the proper channels.”
Jess sent the message, and just after she did, her computer chimed. “Got something else.”
The other two leaned forward, and Topaz put her hand on Jake's shoulder. Either she really liked him, or she was trying to sweeten her case for bringing Jake to the CIA.
Good luck with that, Jake said, hunting bioterrorists is not my idea of a good time.
The message that popped up wasn’t a message but a note from a scheduling and planning app. The app itself wasn’t a typical civilian app. It looked similar to the encrypted one the Secret Service used but more streamlined.
Of more concern were the notes. They  contained dates followed by Paris and then a number. The first date was two days ago. The entry underneath the date was Paris 1.
The next date was today. Paris 2.
The following date was the day after, the day the G7 summit was supposed to conclude. Paris 3.
The three of them shared a look. This was clearly a schedule of viral attacks.
The list didn’t stop with Paris. After Paris 3 was Washington 1, 2, 3 and 4. There were three scheduled for London, two for Brussels, one for Rome and one for Berlin. The list ended there, but it wasn’t much of a stretch to imagine St. Clair intended attacks all around the world.
“This guy’s trying to destroy the planet,” Jess whispered.
“At least the human race,” Topaz agreed.
Jake shook his head. “Trident won’t allow him to go that far. I guarantee he’ll have St. Clair killed as soon as the President is assassinated. On the outside, he’ll allow the Washington attacks to go through to cripple the U.S. government, but Bard isn’t looking to destroy the planet. He made it clear in his little manifesto that he wants to establish a new world order. You can’t have a new world order without a world.”
“What a lovely bit of hope to hold on to,” Jess said drily.
“We need to know where the next attack is going to take place,” Jake said.
“We need to evacuate the President,” Jess said. “The best way to defend him from attack is to make sure he’s not here when the attack takes place.”
“The attack will take place wherever he is,” Jake replied. “St. Clair might want all the G7 leaders, but Bard specifically wants the President. He’ll make sure Bryan is the priority.
“Bryan?” Topaz asked, noticing the slip.”
Jake reddened. “We used to be friends.”
“Used to be?”
“Drop it,” Jake said, a little curtly. “I’m going to get some more coffee. What time is it?”
“Three a.m.” Jess said.
“Wonderful. We can presume that the next viral attack will take place in a crowded area when it’s most likely to be crowded. That leaves us anywhere from five hours to sixteen hours.”
“Not necessarily,” Topaz said. “Paris has a vibrant nightlife. We could be looking at an attack any minute.”
Jake sighed. “You’re terrible at encouraging people, you know that?”
Topaz smiled. “One of these days, I’ll have to show you something I’m really good at.”
Jess rolled her eyes, and Jake left for the coffee without replying.
As the hours wore on, Jake realized that the only thing worse than running all over the place doing a job meant for organizations other than the Secret Service was sitting still in a chair doing a job meant for the Secret Service. He didn’t understand how Jess could be perfectly happy sitting in a chair all day waiting for a computer to decrypt information so she could analyze it, forward it, catalog it, then sit down to do it all over again.
When dawn came, and they were no closer to learning the location of the attack, Jake stood and said, “All right. I’m tapping out. I’m going to go get some rest. Call me when you have something.”
“I will.”
Jake half-expected Topaz to offer to join him, but while he felt the CIA operatives eyes on him as he left the room, she at least remained professional enough not to go that far. He couldn’t help but wonder if she was really attracted to him or if her interest was purely professional. He knew that the CIA often headhunted operatives from other agencies. She could just be trying to “seduce” him over to the CIA.
He sighed and rubbed his eyes. He was too damned tired for this.
He headed toward the bedroom he had reserved for himself, Art and Jess if they needed sleep. Art had chosen to sleep in the living room rather than use the bedroom. Jake would do the same, but the rest of the house was waking up, and he didn’t want to be in the way.
As he passed Sheila’s bedroom, the door opened, and Sheila stepped outside. She wore a flannel shirt and matching pajama bottoms, and she looked utterly perfect. It was a good thing he was too tired to do anything about it at the moment.
“Trouble sleeping?” she asked.
“Long night of work,” he said, “but I’m trying to grab some sleep now if I can.”
“Care for some company?”
Absolutely.
“That’s not a good idea right now, Sheila. We’re dealing with a fairly involved situation.”
“Trident again?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
“That’s a yes.”
She stepped close to him and leaned against the wall next to him. Jake resigned himself to not getting any sleep and said, “We’re doing everything we can to keep you and your father safe. At the moment, we don’t feel this threat is as emergent as the White House attack three months ago.”
That was an outright lie, and Jake felt a powerful rush of guilt. Sheila trusted him, but he couldn’t be honest with her. The job came first. It would always come first.
It hit Jake that he and Sheila likely wouldn't work out long-term. Even if by some reason they managed to last until her father retired from the Presidency, as long as he was with the Secret Service, the job would always be the most important thing in his life. It would have to be.
“Dad’s upset,” Sheila said. “About us.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. They both knew that Sheila’s father was unhappy with their relationship, but this was the first time either of them had acknowledged that fact out loud.
“Yes,” Jake said. “I know.”
“I don’t know that I blame him either,” Sheila said. “I mean, you’re supposed to keep a professional distance from your job, and you can’t do that when he’s your friend, and I’m your lover.”
“Is he my friend?” Jake asked and immediately regretted it. Dammit, he couldn’t pull all-nighters like this anymore.
Jess didn’t seem offended. “Yes, he is. He’s mad at you, but he still respects you. That’s why he told Art to stop screwing with your career.”
Well, that confirmed one of Jake’s suspicions.
“I should thank him for that,” he said.
“You should stay away from him as much as possible for a while,” Sheila said. “He respects you, but he’s mad at you, and if you piss him off enough, he might decide to have you assigned to records just to piss you off.”
There are days I wouldn’t mind that, Jake thought. Fortunately, he had just enough wherewithal to avoid saying that out loud.
“Well, I don’t blame him for being upset,” he said. “I’d be upset if I were in his shoes.”
“Would you?”
“I would. Secret Service agents don’t get to be normal people. It’s harsh, but it’s true. Our job is too important to allow personal feelings to get in the way.”
“So what you and I have is wrong?”
Jake realized his mistake and tried to backpedal. “No. It’s just… It’s just…” He couldn’t think of anything to say to fix it. Christ, he was tired.
“It’s dangerous,” Sheila finished for him.
He nodded. “Yes. It’s dangerous.”
Sheila didn’t say anything for a moment. The door to the other bedroom opened, and Carrie Jackson stepped out. When she saw her daughter, she smiled. When she saw Jake, her smile vanished, replaced by a look that Jake could only characterize as disgust.
Sheila smiled wistfully and lowered her head. “Mom’s mad too.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. He didn’t have anything else to add.
Sheila bit her lip, an unconscious habit that Jake found utterly breathtaking. It amazed him that she could be so vulnerable at times, but so strong at others; so quiet and softspoken sometimes and at others as stubborn as her father.
Right now, she was just afraid, and Jake wanted nothing more than to wrap her in his arms and tell her that everything would be okay.
“I don’t think it’s fair,” Sheila said. “No, I know it’s fair. I just don’t feel it’s fair. Does that make sense?”
“Yes,” Jake said. “It makes perfect sense.”
They fell silent a moment. Then Sheila said, “I’m sorry. You need sleep. I should let you rest.”
“It’s all right,” Jake said. “I appreciate the conversation.”
“Well, here’s something else you might appreciate.”
She placed her hand behind his neck and pulled him close for a kiss. When she pulled away, she whispered in his ear, “I don’t care if it’s wrong, and I don’t care if my parents are mad.”
Jake couldn’t resist a smile. “How rebellious of you.”
She shrugged. “As long as I’m still living with my parents, I might as well act like a spoiled teenager.”
“I’m not complaining,” Jake said, going in for another kiss.
“Jake!”
He pulled away and looked to see Jess staring at him, her eyes tense with worry. “We found the location of the next attack. It’s at Notre Dame.”
Jake was instantly all business. “When?”
“Ten minutes ago.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
When Jake was eleven years old, he picked a fight with the school bully. It didn’t go well. Jake didn’t manage to get a single punch in.
The bully was a big bruiser named Mark Engles. Mark was thirteen, having managed to take both the third and the fifth grades twice. In sixth grade, he had already hit puberty and was a good eight inches taller and forty pounds heavier than Jake. When Jake rushed him, he stuck his hand out and held Jake back, laughing at him the whole time.
The looks of pity laced with disgust from the other children hurt. When Mark got tired of playing and shoved him to the ground hard, that hurt too. What hurt the most, though, was the laughter. Jake could still recall the taunting contempt in Mark’s eyes. He was nothing to Mark. Nothing but entertainment. What did he think he was going to do to him?
Nothing was the answer. Jake didn’t do anything to Mark then, and he didn’t do anything to Mark later. They went to different middle schools, and Jake never saw Mark again. He looked him up once just before joining the Marine Corps and learned that Mark dropped out of the tenth grade and took an apprenticeship at an auto repair shop. He had done well at that, apparently. He looked happy, nothing like the angry bully Jake had known.
Jake had been so upset to see Mark happy. He knew it was petty and foolish. Mark probably didn’t even remember their fight, and if he did, he had probably grown out of his ways as most bullies did. Still, it galled Jake to know that he had never suffered for embarrassing Jake the way he did. Jake valued fairness strongly, and the unfairness of Mark’s happiness ate at him.
Not for long, to be fair. The moment the bus parked at boot camp, Jake was made to very quickly forget everything but exactly what his drill instructors told him.
He remembered it now, though, because he felt the same way as he rushed toward Notre Dame. He felt as though Bard and Drew were laughing at him. He had put so much effort into stopping them, and he had, but not without great cost. He was doing everything he could to stop them now, and they were proceeding with their plans as though he wasn’t even there. He hated that.
“Jake, stay outside of the cathedral,” Jess said. “The Paris Police are quarantining the area, and there are already reports of deaths inside the building.”
Jake had planned to look for clues, but Jess’s words forced him to think better of it. He frowned and forced his voice to remain calm as he said, “All right. Have you been able to find any footage of the moments before the attack?”
“I’m talking to Paris Police right now, but they’re overwhelmed trying to organize the evacuation. There were no reports of suspicious activity prior to the attack, and now that it’s ongoing, there are dozens of calls pouring in, but none of the reports seem even remotely viable.”
“To you or to the police?”
“To no one, myself included. It’s just the typical flood of false alarms that follow any disaster. No suspicious packages, no one who resembles our last suspect, nothing that points to a terrorist attack.”
“Well, there had to have been terrorist activity,” Jake said. “People don’t just release deadly viruses into the air that kill people within a few days at a… what was the fatality rate at the metro station again? Do we have a final number on that?”
The Republican Guard quarantine at the metro station had lifted the night before when the survivors finally turned a corner and began to recover from their symptoms. Doctors had declared them no longer contagious and released them to their families.
“Eighteen survivors out of one hundred nineteen passengers. That’s a fatality rate of just over eighty-five percent.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t happen accidentally. Not in a targeted location like this. If we were seeing outbreaks all over the city, I’d believe it, but to happen at a metro station twenty minutes away and then here with nothing in between tells me this is our Paris 2 attack.”
“I know that, Jake,” Jess said. “We’re on the same page. I’m doing my best to figure out what’s going on.”
Jake sighed. “I know, Jess. I’m sorry. I’m just pissed off.”
“I get that, but you can’t let being pissed off impact you this much. I don’t mean to be a bitch, Jake, but the last thing we need to do is lose our cool.”
“You sound like Art.”
“Well, sometimes Art’s right.”
“Yeah, I know.”
Jake pulled the car to a stop in front of the police quarantine. The panicked crowd was trying to escape past a police cordon that at the moment consisted only of SWAT teams in riot gear. The police were just as panicked as the tourists, and several officers began shooting beanbags into the crowd, an attempt to control them that would doubtless only result in more conflict.
Jake heard tires screech behind him and turned to see Colonel Barbier exit a Guard vehicle. He glared at Jake and shouted, “What are you doing here? This is not your concern.”
“The President of the United States has been named a target,” Jake countered. “This is my concern.”
“Well, if you’re going to be here snooping, stay out of our way,” Barbier shouted. “And put on a damned mask.”
He brushed past Jake and began issuing commands to the Paris Police teams attempting to control the situation. To his credit, the response became far more organized and effective after that, and when medical teams showed up and began examining tourists to determine who was infected or not, the riot calmed to comparatively mild unrest. The one positive aspect of the virus was that its signature was quite unique, making it easy for the medical team to determine if someone was infected.
Jake walked around the perimeter, wearing a mask and gloves courtesy of the medical team and trying to see what he could without entering the quarantine zone. It galled him that he couldn't get a closer look, but if she exposed himself to the virus, he would be stuck doing nothing but waiting until the disease either killed him or ran its course. That might not happen until after the other two Paris attacks.
A second later, Jake’s phone buzzed. Art. Jake sighed and answered. As predicted, Art was furious. “What the hell are you doing over there, Mercer? Are you trying to catch the virus and bring it back here?”
“I’m outside of the quarantine zone, sir.”
“Does the quarantine zone have magical powers? Do germs die immediately upon reaching it? Christ, Jake, you didn’t need to take this kind of risk.”
“I’m wearing gloves and a mask,” Jake protested, “And we need to figure out how to stop St. Clair.”
“And what are you going to learn from being out there yourself? If you can’t even get to the scene, what are you going to find that will help us?”
Jake frowned, but he knew his boss was right. He wasn’t going to be able to help them going maverick right now.
Unless…
“You’re right, sir. I can’t help on my own. Ask Miss Topaz for a CIA drone.”
“Excuse me?”
“If I can’t get in myself, I can fly a drone into the area. I can take pictures and video.”
“And then what? Bring a contaminated drone back to the home where the President is staying?”
“No, sir. The drone will have to be destroyed within the quarantine zone. Or abandoned. Make sure Miss Topaz is aware of that and sends equipment they can spare.”
"Jesus…" Art began. He stopped, though, and when he spoke again, he was far calmer. "That's actually a good idea."
“I have those occasionally.”
“You still should have talked to me before you ran out on your own,” Art said, “but I’ll see what I can do about a drone.”
He hung up, and Jake made his way to the other side of the church. The police response here was much better organized than the entrance had been. With fewer civilians trying to escape quarantine, the police had the time to set up an effective barrier and ensure that no infected individuals escaped to where they could infect others.
A burly officer noticed Jake and approached, speaking sternly. Jake didn’t understand the words, but the meaning was clear enough. “Back off.”
Jake did that, giving the area a wide berth and continuing his walk around the cathedral. He couldn’t see anything suspicious. When he reached the front again, he heard Jess’s voice over his earpiece. “Okay, Jake, the drone is deployed, and I’m getting video feed.”
“Already? Who’s flying it?”
“Topaz. She could lend us the drone, but she couldn’t let us operate it. I guess the CIA frowns upon other agencies using their tech.”
Jake frowned. “Even when the President’s life is in danger?”
“If you want to argue with her, then go ahead. She likes you better than me anyway.”
Jake sighed. It wasn’t worth getting into an argument over the drone. They needed to work fast before any evidence inside the building was destroyed. “No, that’s fine. Put her on the line with us, though. I’ll tell her where to fly.”
A moment later, he heard Topaz's voice. "All right. The drone is directly overhead."
Jake looked up and saw the drone. It looked exactly like the kind you could buy for two hundred dollars at Costco. Unless there was some bleeding-edge tech crammed into the plastic body that Jake didn’t know about, he couldn’t understand why the CIA was being so protective.
Well, whatever. It was definitely expendable. Besides, he had bigger things to worry about now. “Fly in through the bell tower. Stay as far from people as you can. I need images of all of the rafters and windows. Any artificial sprinkler or ventilation system they have, too."
“Roger that.”
“Jess, I can’t see what you see, so keep me posted.”
“Will do. Whole lot of nothing so far. Just wood and glass.”
“Topaz,” Jake said, “would that drone be able to pick up signs of the virus in the air?”
“Negative. You asked for an expendable drone. This is basically a slightly better version of what you could get at a department store.”
Well, that confirmed Jake’s suspicion.
“I think we can safely assume the virus is released,” Jess said. “We’re flying over people now. I can’t tell if there are any fatalities yet, but the operative word there is yet.”
Jake looked at the crowd in front of the cathedral. This virus moved so fast.
Everyone in the crowd was coughing. Most were sneezing as well. A few were moaning, and at least two people were weeping as they curled up on the floor, their bodies wracked with coughs.
A few had already begun to sweat blood. Jake’s stomach turned as he watched the crowd melt away around them, the others terrified of the specter of death. Their caution wouldn’t help them. They were all infected. Soon, all of them would look like the ones left alone to die, their own life’s blood seeping out of their pores.
The cathedral could hold up to nine thousand people. Today wasn’t Sunday, so the crowd wasn’t that large, but there were over a thousand tourists gathered outside, and Jake could only imagine how many were inside.
But he could hear them. The famous acoustics of the chapel amplified their cries and moans, causing the cathedral to wail like a ghost. Jake shivered and tapped his earpiece, as much to get away from the sounds of the dying as to continue with his investigation.
“Anyone inside who looks suspicious?” he asked.
Christ, they were grabbing at straws. Flying a drone into a building to look for some guy in a trench coat twirling his moustache or a mad scientist shouting with glee as he watched his masterpiece kill hundreds of people.
Thousands. Thousands of people.
“Nothing jumps out at me,” Jess replied. “I’m sorry.”
Jake sighed. “Yeah, me too. All right. I’m on my way back.”
“Be safe, Jake. It looks like they have a lot of the roads blocked off.”
“If they’d like to try to stop me, they’re more than welcome to.”
Art chimed in then. “I’ve talked to Colonel Barbier with the Republican Guard. He assured me you’d be allowed to return to the safehouse unmolested. He also told me that you need to stay out of his way from now on.”
Jake bristled. “And what did you say?”
“I said that you and all of my agents will protect the President of the United States, and that’s the only promise he would get from me.”
Jake cracked a smile. Art wasn’t such a bad guy when it came down to it. “Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t thank me yet. I’m still pissed at you.”
“Understood, sir.”
Jake’s smile faded when he hung up, but not because of Art’s anger. As he pulled onto the road, he took one last look at the cathedral in the rearview mirror.
He knew it was only his imagination, but he could swear he heard Bard laughing.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
"I think we should evacuate the President," Jake said. "I think we take him back to Air Force One and fly back to the United States. Trident's planning viral attacks on Washington D.C., but we have an apparatus there to protect the President. Here, we're relying on very limited resources and hoping that the French don't get fed up with us."
“I agree with you,” Art replied, “but try telling the President that.”
“You’ve already asked him?”
“Yep. He told me to fuck off.”
Jess’s eyes widened. “He said those words exactly?”
“No, he was even more colorful. I left out the parts where he insulted our courage and dedication to our job.”
“Jesus,” Jake swore, lifting his hands to his head and pacing around the situation room.
The day had been spent analyzing the footage from the Notre Dame attack. Night had now fallen, and with nothing found that could help them put an end to their circumstances, Jake had come to the unpleasant conclusion that the President would be better off leaving the summit and heading home.
Evidently, Art had felt the same way. Not surprisingly, Bryan thought it would be better to wave his big American balls around instead.
“I’m going to go talk to him,” Jake said, heading for the door.
“You will stay right where you are, Mercer!” Art shouted.
Jake didn't slow. "He's being an idiot. He's putting himself and his family in danger, and—"
The door opened, and the President walked in. Art stiffened. Jess gasped and scrambled to her feet. Topaz’s face remained expressionless, but Jake noticed a slight tensing of her shoulders.
He should remain professional. He knew that. But he couldn’t stop himself. “Bryan, what the hell is wrong with you?”
Jess blanched, and even Topaz’s façade cracked at Jake’s blatant insult. Art turned as red as an apple, but before he could reprimand Jake, the President lifted his hand. He met Jake’s gaze coldly and said, “I understand that you’re concerned for Sheila. I have the utmost faith in you and your agents. I know she’ll be safe, as will I.”
“I’m concerned for you too, sir,” Jake said, getting his emotions under control, “and my professional analysis of the security situation tells me that the best place for you right now is stateside. We can conduct the summit virtually.”
“We will,” the President replied. “The first call is scheduled for eight a.m. tomorrow morning. But we will remain here. I don’t know if you’ve kept up with the news, Jake, but a lot of people are saying that if I leave Paris, it’ll be proof that my administration isn’t prepared to deal with terroristic threats.”
“So what? You’re going to put yourself in danger because some pundits think you should stand your ground?”
“So,” the President replied patiently, “I’m going to act in a way that doesn’t encourage a rapid uptick in political violence in the nation. Trident can’t be shown to be effective in any way, or others will think they can attack the United States without repercussion.”
“If you die, then it’ll be proof positive of their effectiveness.”
"That isn't true either, but I'm not going to argue with you right now. I'm staying here. That's non-negotiable. The other G7 leaders have already agreed to conduct the summit via videoconference. I'll stay in the safe house, so as long as you can keep this location secure, everything will be all right."
Jake sighed, but he knew it wasn’t worth protesting further. “Yes, sir.”
“Outstanding,” the President said. “While we’re talking, it would be nice if those things could happen soon. The longer I hide here, the weaker I look.”
He left the room without saying goodbye, and after the door closed behind him, Topaz said, “Wow. You two really are friends.”
“More or less,” Jake confirmed. “For all the good it’s doing.”
The four of them adjourned after that. Jess stayed in the basement. She would sleep there. Art returned to the living room to bunk with the agents and Topaz headed wherever the CIA operatives were staying. Jake would return to the basement in a moment, but there was someone else he needed to talk to first.
Sheila was predictably upset when Jake met her in her room. This time, Trent and Merrill were all too happy to give them space. She threw herself into Jake’s arms and burst into tears when they left. Jake held her silently, not sure what to say that could comfort her.
When she pulled away, she wiped her tears angrily and said, “I want to go home. I’m sick of this.”
“I know,” Jake said, “I’m sorry. If you want, I can arrange for you and your mother to be transported stateside.”
Sheila shook her head. “I want us all to go home. I want Dad to have a different job. I want people to stop starting wars, killing civilians, and acting like assassins and terrorists over political differences. I just…"
She let her voice trail off and crossed her arms over her chest. Jake reached for her again, but she pulled away. “Dad says we can go home after the summit. They’re shortening it to two days and it’s over video call, so he says we’ll be safe.” She met his eyes. “Will we?”
“You will. I guarantee it.”
“Can you guarantee it?”
“Absolutely,” Jake said. “Whatever else happens, you and your family will be safe.”
She smiled slightly. “I wish I had your confidence.”
Me too, he thought. Out loud, he said, “If we can’t take you home, then staying here is the next best option. Trident won’t make it within a block of this house with all of the security we have in place.”
“They made it into the White House with far more security three months ago.”
Jake felt a pang at that. “I know,” he said softly. “But they don’t have the same resources in Paris that they did in Washington, D.C.”
“A virus is harder to stop than an armed assault.”
“But it’s been stopped,” he said. “Both times.”
The one silver lining of the Notre Dame attack was that, once more, the virus had seemingly been contained within the grounds of the church. It was lethal, but it didn't seem to spread as easily as its milder counterparts. As long as that remained the case, Jake was confident they could avoid catastrophe.
“Like I said,” Sheila replied. “I wish I had your confidence.”
He took a step closer and put a hand on her shoulder. “Do you trust me?”
She regarded him with a vaguely irritated expression. “I trust you, Jake, but you’re not a superhero. You can’t control everything.”
“I can control this,” he insisted. “You will be safe. Your parents will be safe. I’ve faced greater odds than this before and come out on top. I have the best agents in the world around me. They’ll do their jobs. Your father will return home triumphantly, and Trident will once more have failed.”
“I can only wonder how many innocent civilians this failure will kill.”
Another knife buried itself in Jake’s chest. He took his hand from Sheila’s shoulder and looked away.
She was right. He wasn’t a superhero. He couldn’t save everyone. His mind knew that was all right. His job was to protect the President and his family, and he was doing that well.
But his heart hurt for the hundreds of people who even now were falling victim to a virus that wasn’t even meant for them.
“Do you trust them?” Sheila asked, pulling him from his thoughts. “Your team? Do you trust them as much as you trust yourself?”
Jake opened his mouth to reply, then hesitated. There was an informant in the Secret Service. Jake had handpicked everyone who was present here, and he was confident that none of them were working with Bard.
But then, he was confident that Andrew McNeill would never turn his back on his country, and now he was Bard’s second in command.
He couldn’t tell Sheila any of that, though. He could only say, “Absolutely.”
She smiled. “Then I trust you.”
She went to Jake and pulled him into her arms. In the end, Jake didn’t return to the basement that night, but as Sheila drifted to sleep next to him in the bed, he could only hope that his confidence wasn’t misplaced.
 
***
 
“How are we looking on the perimeter?”
“All green outside,” Harkness replied. “Some curious residents, but they’re giving us a wide berth as always.”
“What about airborne? Anything suspicious?”
Topaz and Quartz had agreed to lend the Service a few more drones to provide reconnaissance. They flew in a pattern that allowed them to monitor fifty cubic miles of airspace along with a five-mile radius of ground beyond the Secret Service perimeter.
“Nothing above or below,” Topaz replied. “Typical Monday morning traffic, but nothing heading this way and no one coming close to the perimeter.”
Jake was somewhat reassured by that, but not entirely. The Paris 3 attack was supposed to take place today. The location they had decrypted was that of the original venue, and if St. Clair’s goal was to kill all seven world leaders, he might not act today and waste his precious stockpile of virus.
But Trident’s goal was the President, and Jake didn’t know how much pressure Bard could put on St. Clair. He might even have direct access to the weapon, in which case it wouldn’t matter what St. Clair wanted.
“All right. Keep looking. Keep me posted if anything changes.”
“Will do. Relax, Jake. We’ve got this.”
“I appreciate the confidence, Topaz.”
Art moved close to Jake and whispered in his ear, “Do you expect an attack today?”
"According to the data Jess decrypted, the next attack is tomorrow. It's planned for the original venue, though, so I don't know if St. Clair will settle for just one of the leaders he wants to kill."
“I think it’s safe to say we know which of the leaders he’ll choose if he can only get one.”
“Yes, sir,” Jake said, “that’s why I look like I’m ready to bite someone’s head off.”
Art chuckled. The sound was oddly reassuring after the two men had spent so much time at each other’s throats recently. “Well, go bite the head off of a ham sandwich, and maybe drink the blood of a few coffee beans. While you’re at it, bring me a couple of corpses to consume as well.”
“I’ll do that sir as long as you promise to never put it that way again.”
“You know for a Marine you have a really weak stomach.”
Jake left without feeding into the banter more. He appreciated the humor in most cases, but he couldn’t keep up a jovial demeanor right now. In a way, this whole thing with the virus was more stressful than the Washington attacks. At least in Washington, Jake had been able to respond to the attacks, but the attacks here had taken place regardless of Jake’s efforts, and he had absolutely no way of affecting the outcome of either attack. If St. Clair did target the President, Jake feared he would be caught off guard a third time.
He had thought he was learning Trident’s behavior. He worried now that Trident might be learning his. If Bard was able to manipulate Jake into making the wrong move, that one wrong move might be all Bard needed.
Jake recalled a message that someone from Trident had sent him during the Washington case. It was a cheap taunt and probably from Gunnar Jefferson—an underling of Bard who Jake had run into several times—rather than from Bard himself, but Jake couldn’t help but imagine the sentiment as coming straight from the terrorist leader.
Having fun yet?



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
“Enemies inbound! Rear left flank! Automatic weapons and rocket launchers! Holy shit, where did they come from?”
Jake’s blood ran cold. He looked at Drew, who returned an ashen expression, then looked back toward the rest of the team.
His heart sank when he saw the lights. Dozens of them, some flashlights, most handheld kerosene lamps. The Taliban typically only had one or two lanterns for every dozen fighters. That meant there were hundreds of them.
He and Andrew rushed toward their comrades, the mission forgotten. They saw the crack of gunfire, and Jake swore. They wouldn’t reach the team in time, and even if they did, what were two more Americans going to do against hundreds of enemy soldiers? The best they could hope to do was die with them.
Well, if that was his fate, so be it.
He lifted his rifle and fired on the run. The bullet struck an insurgent just above his left ear, and he fell to the ground.
But the others kept coming.
And coming.
And coming.
Drew seized Jake’s arm and pulled him to a halt. Jake tried to wrest free, but Drew pulled him again and said, “It’s too late, Jake.”
Jake looked ahead and saw with a sinking heart that Drew was right. They could see the flashes of light as the SEAL team returned fire, and far more flashes of light from the attacking insurgents.
Slowly but surely, though, the SEAL team was overwhelmed. Jake watched helplessly as his comrades were gunned down by a surprise attack that they should have seen coming, that he should have seen coming.
But he never did.
 
***
 
Jake woke with a gasp, sitting straight up and reaching for his rifle. His hand slammed onto the bare top of the nightstand instead.
Sheila sat quickly, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “What is it, Jake? What’s wrong?”The next instant, Trent and Merrill burst into the room, guns drawn. Trent kept his focus on Sheila while Merrill cleared the private bathroom and the closet. Despite still being disoriented from his dream, Jake was proud of his two agents for doing their job even though this was clearly a false alarm.
When the two guards confirmed that there was no intruder, Trent looked at Jake. “Nightmare, sir?”
Jake nodded. “I’m sorry.”
“No need to apologize, sir,” Trent said.
His tone wasn't convincing, however, and the look he shared with Merrill told Jake that the two had lost a lot of confidence in him after that. He felt a pang of guilt and fought to keep from lowering his gaze as he stood and dressed. Sheila watched him with concern, and when he was finished dressing, she asked, "Are you sure you don't want to stay?"
It wasn’t lost on Jake that she waited to ask until he was finished getting ready to leave. He kept his hurt from his face as he said, “No thank you. Good night, Sheila. Sorry to wake you.”
“It’s all right,” she said.
There was a touch of relief in her voice, and, possibly to relieve some of the guilt she felt at that emotion, she stood and embraced Jake. Trent and Merrill looked away, uncomfortable at the sight of the President’s daughter in her nightclothes. Jake allowed Sheila to embrace him but turned his face away from her kiss. She pulled away with her gaze lowered and said, “Good night, Jake.”
He left the room with Trent and Merrill. The two agents took their positions on either side of Sheila’s door and made a point of not making eye contact with Jake. He was more than willing to oblige them as he made his way to the living room.
Two of the agents were awake on their guard rotation—Hinckney and Dillinger. They nodded at Jake as he headed downstairs. He made it halfway down before pausing and deciding he didn’t want to wake Jess. Instead, he headed quietly into the backyard. He made sure to look up at the security cameras installed on the backdoor so whoever was monitoring them would know it was him and not an intruder.
He stepped a few yards away from the house and pulled out his personal cell phone. He hesitated a second before dialing the number, but only for a second. He hadn’t felt this far over his head since joining the Service, and the nightmare of the botched assassination in Afghanistan had done nothing to help his anxiety. He didn’t believe in omens, but if they existed, then this was a bad one.
He dialed the number and waited. There was a chance Max wouldn’t answer. It was ten o’clock at night in Falls Church, Virginia, and Max’s bar would be at its busiest. Part of Jake almost hoped he didn’t answer. This wasn’t going to be a comfortable conversation, even with his best friend, and now that Jake was about to have it, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to.
Max did answer, though, on the second ring. “Hey, Jake. Everything okay?
“Sure,” Jake said. “I’m fine.”
“So you decided to call me at four in the morning Paris time just to catch up? Come on, Jake. What’s going on?”
Jake sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “We’re in deep shit again.”
“Right this second you’re in deep shit?”
"No, not right this second. Well, yes, right this second, but it's not imminent danger. Actually, hell, it might be. Part of what makes this shit so deep is that we likely won't realize we're under attack until it's too late."
“The virus?”
Jake’s eyes widened. “How do you know about that?”
"It's all over the news. I would have called to check on you, but I figured if you had time to call me, you would. I also figured that since the reports didn't mention any political casualties or targets you ,had the President's safety under control."
"I do," Jake confirmed. "As far as I can, considering the nature of the threat. But… I don't know, Max. I really do feel in over my head."
“Well, the news is saying the virus is devastatingly lethal but appears fairly easy to contain. Both outbreaks have been held to localized areas in the city. Is that correct, or is that just smoke?”
“No, it’s correct,” Jake said. The virus is very slow-moving. But I don’t think it’s designed to become a pandemic. I think that Trident tested minor targets to determine its effectiveness, but I think the goal is to get to the President.”
“Part of me feels like you’re looking for a pep talk,” Max said, “but part of me feels like you need something a little more than that.”
Jake sighed. “Yes. There’s a mole in the Secret Service.”
It took a lot to stun Master Gunnery Sergeant Maxwell Harrison into silence, but it was several seconds before Max spoke again. When he did, he could only say, “Holy shit,” in a tone that was almost reverent enough to justify the use of the word holy.
"Yeah, I know. We have a terrorist organization run by a straight-up traitor to the Service and the nation, and now we have an informant still collecting paychecks."
“And you want me to find out who.”
Jake hesitated. Part of him felt enormous guilt at asking Max to do this, but another part of him believed strongly that they wouldn’t be able to stop Trident as long as there was an informant in their ranks. Max wasn’t Secret Service, but he had connections in Washington, and he had access to Jake’s connections as well. With Jake and Jess overseas and focused on the situation in Paris, Max was their best bet at uncovering the mole.
“Yes.”
“Well, I can ordinarily promise results, but this time, I can only promise effort. The Secret Service is probably the most secretive organization in the country outside of the CIA and Delta Force. If there’s a mole there, it’ll be very difficult for me to find them without raising red flags. What information do you have?”
“We have an informant communicating with Trident via encrypted text. We lifted some messages off of a cell phone I took off of a Trident operative. They fed Trident a detailed dossier on every member of the team out here, along with a detailed itinerary. Fortunately for us, that itinerary is now scrapped after recent events. The President will remain at a CIA safehouse until it's time to go home."
“Good idea. And convenient that it’s CIA. They have resources that reach much farther than the Secret Service’s. Now that they’re aware of Trident, Bard is going to be in serious trouble. It’s interesting that they tried those attacks on the Metro and the cathedral rather than waiting for the summit. If I were Trident, I would have just waited until the summit started, then made one attack throwing everything I had at them. Worst case, the virus is a dud, and no one gets hurt, but at least I have a chance. Now, all of the leaders are behind massive security screens, and France is on extreme alert. Trident made their job a lot harder going after the metro first.”
Jake hadn't considered that. He was so focused on the looming threat that he hadn't stopped to think about Trident's actions so far. Maybe part of him was still burnt from the nearly successful White House attack. "That's a good point," he said. "I wonder if the virus isn't entirely in Trident's control."
“What do you mean? There’s another player?”
“Not quite. More like a rogue pawn. The virus was developed by a disgraced biochemist named Dr. Vincent St. Clair.”
“I heard about him. The guy who lied to test subjects in drug trials, right?”
“One and the same. We know he’s working with Trident, but we’ve been operating under the assumption that Trident points and he shoots. I’m wondering now if that’s not the case. Maybe he has the virus.”
“That’s not a bad guess,” Max said. “And if it’s true, it leaves you in a much better position than we thought. Bard needs the virus, but he can’t get it. St. Clair needs Trident’s protection, and he’ll hold onto the virus with a death grip because he knows the moment Bard gets control of it, he’s expendable. I think he might be using Trident as much as Trident is using him.”
“We can use that to our advantage,” Jake said. “How, I don’t know yet, but if we can somehow find out what the dynamic between the two is, we can exploit it to derail all of their plans.
“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” Max said, “but it’s a cause for hope if nothing else. You focus on learning more about the Trident/St. Clair relationship, and I’ll see if I can find your mole. And Jake…”
“Yes?”
“Take a breath every now and then, okay? The President is alive. Sheila’s alive. You’re alive. That means you’re winning.”
Jake smiled, the first real smile he’d worn in a long time. “Thank you, Max.”
“You’re welcome. Now get to work, Marine.”
Jake laughed. “You too, Marine.”
He hung up feeling much better than he had at the start of the conversation. Max’s fresh take on their situation had relieved a lot of his fear. He felt far more prepared to deal with a divided enemy than he did a united one.
That good feeling lasted for about forty-five seconds and ended when Sheila nearly ran into him as he entered the living room. Her eyes were wide with alarm, and tears streamed down her face as she showed him her cell phone.
There was a text from a private number. The text was a quote of a Bible verse from the Book of Revelations.
And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
“Out of the question.”
Jake resisted the urge to let frustration color his response. For the hundredth time since the attack on the metro, Jake reminded himself that this wasn’t his friend Bryan Jackson but the President of the United States. So, he kept his response professional. “Sir, with all due respect, your safety and that of your wife and daughter are compromised here.”
“Oh, don’t give me that bullshit, Jake. I’m not going to jump every time some goddamned fearmonger says jump.”
Clearly, the President didn't feel the same urge to remain professional. Art and Jake shared a look, and Art said, "Mr. President, I understand your concerns, but I have to support Special Agent Mercer here."
“Will you two drop the formality? Do you think it makes your argument stronger to use people’s titles?”
“Honey,” the First Lady interjected, “They’re trying to be respectful.”
“They’re trying to encourage me to act like a coward,” the President retorted.
“Dad!” Sheila exclaimed.
The President sighed and pressed his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose. Jake recognized the gesture as Bryan’s way of controlling his own emotion. Everyone was on edge right now, and that wasn’t good.
Besides the President and his family, there was Jake, Art, Jess and Miss Topaz. The eight Secret Service agents responsible for the First Family’s personal protection were just upstairs surrounding the door that led to the basement.
Miss Topaz was the only one not showing any anxiety on her face, but Jake could see the slight tension in her shoulders that indicated anxiety. Jess was pale, her eyes wide. She looked unusually vulnerable, and it hit Jake hard that she was only twenty-five years old, the same age as Sheila. He wasn’t sure why that fact struck him so powerfully now, but it only added to his own frustration.
After a moment, the President spoke again. “Art, Jake, I greatly appreciate what you’ve done for me and my family recently. To say that the past three months of my administration have been challenging would be an understatement. I don’t think there’s been such a concerted effort to assassinate any President since Reagan, and I know that the reason I and my family are alive right now is entirely because of your intervention. I thank you for that.
“But I reiterate my stance that the worst thing we could do right now is go into hiding. I cannot send a message to the world that the President of the United States flees at the first sign of danger. It’s bad enough that we’re conducting the G7 summit from safehouses. What happens when I flee to Camp David and start running the country in front of green screens flanked by men armed with machine guns?”
“We’re not suggesting that you fly to Camp David, sir,” Jake said. “We’re content to bring you to the White House. There, you can show strength to the nation by announcing a campaign to put Trident down once and for all. Rather than ignoring a threat that everyone knows about and every news network is discussing, you can acknowledge it and bring the resources of the entire government to bear against it. You’ll show people that you’re not dismissing violent terrorists who have now killed hundreds of civilians as trivial. You’re taking them seriously, and like all terrorists, they’ll pay for their crimes.”
“So you’re my campaign manager now, too?” the President challenged. “You’re telling me how I should win votes?”
Jake’s eyes hardened. “I’m telling you how you should respond to a group that is killing U.S. citizens, sir.”
Art put a hand on Jake’s shoulder and squeezed hard, but the President didn’t seem to take offense to Jake’s comment. Not that he supported Jake’s conclusion.
"I am responding to them. Terrorists want to terrorize. I'm not afraid, and I won't act like I am. So some asshole sent my daughter a scary note. So what? I'll bet you anything: if I look in the White House Chief of Staff's spam folder, I'll find thousands more death threats. That's what happens when you have authority. People want to kill you. Most never try, and most that try fail miserably. If Trident wants to give it another shot, more power to them. They'll lose again."
“And how many more need to die so you can show how strong you are?” Jake challenged.
That comment did go too far. The President’s eyes narrowed, and he said in a deadly quiet voice, “If you don’t think you’re up to handling this, Jake, do everyone a favor and say so. Give us a chance to find a replacement who won’t panic every time a terrorist says boo.”
“If I may, sir,” Topaz said, “regardless of whether you stay or leave France, this location is almost certainly compromised.”
“Because of a text message?”
"Yes. Our firewall should have recognized an unapproved signal and blocked that message. It didn't. That means that, at the very least, our firewalls have been circumvented. The most likely reason for that is that Trident knows you're here and circumvented them. If you stay in France—"
“I am staying in France,” the President interrupted. “There’s no question about that. I am here until this summit is over, and since day two starts in two hours, I’m going to stay in this safehouse unless you can somehow get me somewhere else fast enough that I’m ready for the summit at seven o’clock. Can you do that?”
“Yes, sir.”
The President blinked in shock, as did everyone but Topaz.
“Where?” Art asked.
“We have a safehouse in Versailles thirty minutes away. If you can be ready to leave within an hour, we can have you there in time to set you up for the conference.”
“We can do that,” Jake said quickly. “Will the safehouse accommodate everyone?”
“About as comfortably as this one will, so at the worst, it won’t be any more troublesome than the current situation.”
“Great,” Art said, “Will that work for you, Mr. President?”
Bryan shook his head. “I still think this is much ado about nothing, but if it will make everyone stop whining about going back to the U.S., I’ll take it.”
“Perfect,” Art said. “We’ll get everyone to pack up.”
“And when we’re set up in Versailles,” Jake added, “we’ll ensure Air Force one is prepared to take off immediately after the summit ends.”
The President chuckled mirthlessly. “Sure. Fine with me.”
The First Family headed up the stairs to pack. Sheila shot Jake a worried glance, and Jake tried to offer a comforting nod in return. When the First Family was out of the room, Art looked at Jake and said, “Jake, part of me still wants to fire you, but I’d appreciate it if you kept your job until after we get the President home, so do you think you could try to stop antagonizing him?”
“My job is to keep him safe, sir,” Jake began, “So I—”
“That’s a no.” Art sighed. “All right, well, I’ll just keep hoping, I guess. That’s all I have left these days. “Special Agent Foster?”
“Sir?” Jess replied.
"Go with Topaz to prepare the safehouse. I want the President's computer set up first. Then get our situation room up and running. If you run into any trouble, call me. Call Jake too, so he doesn't bitch about being left out of the loop."
Jake stifled an urge to roll his eyes. Jess glanced at Topaz and frowned, clearly unhappy at being forced to work directly with her. Jake wondered what the reason was for Jess’s animosity, but he didn’t dwell on that for long. He had work to do.
He headed upstairs and quickly briefed the team leaders on the plan. Each one of them asked why the President wasn’t just being flown home, and each one of them reacted with a measure of frustration when Jake revealed—in far more polite terms than he felt—that it was Bryan’s own damned stubbornness that was keeping him in harm’s way.
Still, they served at the President’s pleasure, and when the briefing was over, everyone moved with remarkable efficiency. They left for the new safehouse five minutes ahead of schedule.
The sun was just rising as they left the safehouse. It cast a bright glow over the summer sky and painted the eastern horizon in warm reds and oranges. It looked beautiful, but Jake was reminded disturbingly of that old sailor’s rhyme: red sky at night, sailor’s delight; red sky at dawn, sailors be warned.
Jake spent the entire ride on edge. At any moment, he expected Trident operatives to come spilling out of every alleyway, guns and rocket launchers aimed straight at the President’s vehicle, straight at Sheila. At any moment, he expected the others in the car with him to burst into hacking coughs and start sweating blood.
But nothing happened, and when they reached Versailles, Jake was almost exhausted from worry. Part of him wished Trident had tried something. At least then, he would have an outlet for his anxiety.
The new neighborhood in Versailles was quieter than the one in Paris, and the safehouse boasted a large front yard and ample space between the houses to the left and right. The CIA didn’t own the house facing this one as it did in Paris, but the backyard had a large woodshed that could be cleared out and used to house Garrett’s Rapid Response Team. Jess and Topaz waited for them when they arrived and took the President to the room where he could prepare for the summit. The four agents assigned to Sheila and the First Lady quickly ushered them to their quarters while Art and Jake busied themselves setting up the security apparatus.
Jake couldn’t shake a feeling of impending doom as he handed out assignments. How had Trident cracked a CIA firewall? Could a Secret Service mole have given him that information? The Secret Service did have excellent communications and intelligence capability, as evidenced by Jess’s expertise, but with the cancellation of Project Puce—a satellite program designed to internalize the Secret Service’s monitoring of threats to the President, they didn’t have anything remotely capable of cracking a CIA firewall.
Unless Puce hadn’t been canceled. When Jake infiltrated the office to find information he and Jess needed to combat Trident during the last terrorist threat, the computers were still running. The monitors were off, and the servers showed only standby lights, but why keep the towers at all if the program wasn’t going to be used anymore?
If Puce was running, and it was the system that had cracked the first safehouse’s firewall, then they didn’t just have a mole in the Secret Service, they had an active player.
When the agents were assigned their roles, and Jake was free to return to the situation room—or rather, to go to the new situation room—he brought that concern up to Jess. Miss Topaz was busy conferring with her counterpart, Mr. Quartz, somewhere else, and Art was in the living room keeping a direct eye on the President’s personal security, so it was only the two of them in the room.
Jess bit her lip, and for the second time today, Jake thought of how much that look reminded him of Sheila. It made sense in a way. The two women were the same age, and their personalities were similar, though lately, Sheila had been far more anxious and tense and hadn’t shown much of her bubbly side. Still, it made him uncomfortable to associate his partner with his lover. Maybe the stress and exhaustion was affecting him more than he thought.
It certainly affected him after he heard what Jess had to say. “Jake… what if the informant is here? What if Trident has someone close to the President working for him?”
The same thought had crossed Jake’s mind several times since learning of the mole, but he had always been able to dismiss that concern. Hearing Jess say it aloud made it impossible for him to do that anymore.
Before he could form a response, Topaz rushed into the room. “Jake, Jess,” she said, her typical veneer of stoicism frayed. “There’s been another viral attack. This one on the Eiffel Tower.”
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No one protested Jake’s decision to reconnoiter the area around the Eiffel Tower. Topaz didn’t even bother to ask if they wanted drone surveillance. She had units in the air before Jake even arrived. Jess fed Jake information as he approached.
“Well, the good news is that the Paris Police and Republican Guard were ready this time. They already have emergency medical units and an effective quarantine and triage. Much less panic this time, although I can’t help but wonder if that’s because officials are concealing the death toll at the cathedral.”
The death toll at Notre Dame had slipped past four hundred, and most believed it would exceed well over eighty percent of the two thousand eight hundred people present when the attack occurred. The city government was in the process of shutting down all of the tourist attractions in the city, and the less tourist-oriented public places would soon follow.
But that process took time, and Jake had no way of knowing how much time they had.
“We can only hope,” Jake said. “Any sign of suspicious activity?”
“None.”
“No packages, duffels, boxes, floating lawn sprinklers? Anything?”
“No,” Jess replied, “And I’m guessing the quip about lawn sprinklers is because you want to know how the virus is being distributed.”
“Yes. Do we have the foggiest clue yet?”
“I can only guess that the virus is distributed by something that is then removed from the scene. Either someone carries something with them, or they manage to fly a drone overhead without being caught.”
“Can we look at security footage from just before the three attacks and try to determine that?”
“We can try, but it’s going to be difficult. I won’t be able to see all angles at all times. There are a lot of ways someone could get in and out without being seen.”
Jake sighed. It was almost certain that Trident had managed to do exactly that, but it was worth at least a look. “Do what you can, Jess,” he said. “I’m about to park as close to the Tower as I can.”
Which wasn’t that close. As Jess had said, the local authorities’ response to the most recent attack was far more well-organized than the first two. He was forced to stop his vehicle over a mile away from the tower, and when he tried to approach closer on foot, he was told in no uncertain terms that if he tried to pass the police barricade, he would be rendered incapable of passing the barricade, violently if necessary.
“Jess, I can’t get in. I mean, I could, but not without everyone knowing I’m Secret Service. Can you tell me what’s going on?”
“Nothing out of the ordinary. Panicked people sneezing, coughing and dying. Slightly less panicked law enforcement handling the quarantine. Significantly less panicked medical workers treating the ill and releasing the healthy. A lot more healthy people this time. Still a minority compared to the infected, but I’m thinking this attack was caught earlier.”
“Any idea why here?” Jake asked. “I’m beginning to think the President isn’t a target at all.”
“We already know he is,” Jess said, “but why they haven’t tried to hit him yet, I’m not sure. I have a hypothesis, but… hold that thought. Jake! I found him!”
“What? Found who?”
“The guy! The suspect from the train station!”
Jake’s mind instantly returned to the present. “Where?”
“Heading toward your position. He’s wearing a Paris Police uniform. He’s walking toward the barricade, probably looking to escape under disguise. Duck into that alleyway, or he’ll see you.”
Jake slid into the alleyway to his left and said, “Okay, I’m here. Is he still coming my way?”
“Yes. He’s going to pass you… now.”
Jake saw the suspect pass and immediately recognized the man he had chased across Paris a few days ago. The man wore an ill-fitting Paris Police uniform—probably stolen—and kept a calm demeanor as he walked up the cordoned-off street.
Jake emerged from the alley and walked quietly behind the man as he turned north up Avenue George V. He tapped his earpiece. “I’m in pursuit. Can you follow us without being seen?”
“I think so. He doesn’t seem to have noticed any of our drones yet.”
“Good. I’m going to follow him on foot as far as I can. Hopefully he doesn’t see me, and he can lead me to wherever they’re keeping the virus.”
No sooner did Jake say that, then the suspect turned and made direct eye contact with Jake. His eyes widened, and both men froze, staring at each other.
“Or not,” Jake said drily.
The suspect began to run.
Jake sighed and gave pursuit, silently praying he didn’t run up any buildings this time.
The suspect showed the same speed, agility and endurance he did the first time. He sprinted over the Seine River Bridge and veered down the first alley, still over fifteen yards ahead of Jake.
“Goddammit. Jess, is he armed?”
“If he is, he’s choosing not to fight. He’s running down that alley… and turning left. Stay on the Avenue. You can head him off.”
Jake passed the alley, resisting the urge to look over his right shoulder and possibly tip the suspect off to the fact that Jake knew where he was going.
“He’s turning right down another alley. He’s… it looks like he’s trying to make Avenue de Champs-Elysees via Rue de Marignan.”
“I have no idea where that is,” Jake replied.
“Keep running to Rue Marbeuf. That’s the second right that’s an actual street and not an alley. If you move quickly, you’ll reach Avenue de Champs-Elysees at the same time as the suspect and just ahead of him.”
Jake veered right down the street and sprinted. He focused on his breathing and prayed silently that his endurance would hold. He did well the first time he had to chase this guy, but the man was some sort of world-class athlete. Jake was confident he could handle himself if it came to another fight, but these chases were not his cup of tea.
He looked up and saw the street signs for Avenue de Champs-Elysees. “Jess, I’m almost here. Do you have eyes on him?”
“Yes, he’s about to reach the street. You’re just behind him.”
“How far is just behind?”
“Ten yards maybe?”
Lovely. All of that for a gain of fifteen feet. He looked ahead and saw the suspect jog onto the Avenue, looking around to see if he’d shaken his pursuer.
That allowed Jake to make up another five yards when the man saw him. His eyes widened again, and just before Jake could reach him, he sprinted forward, quickly rushing through a shocked crowd of tourists and disappearing into another alley.
“He’s heading to Rue de Colisee!”
“Directions, Jess. Left or right. I can’t keep looking for street signs.”
"Right, sorry. He's going right. You should keep running in the same direction. He's going to end up just in front of you on the same street."
"Anyway, we can make it so he ends up just behind me on the same street?"
“Sure. Put more time on the treadmill back home.”
“Not helpful, Jess.”
“Neither is your sarcasm,” she fired back. “Look ahead, and you’ll see him.”
He did and saw to his dismay that the suspect had widened the gap back to ten yards. The man didn’t seem so much as out of breath. Jake wasn’t out of breath either, but as the road began to tilt into an uphill grade, he worried that his greater bulk would work against him in a long chase.
“Jake, conserve your energy. He’s going to run out of places to hide soon, so this is going to become a straight chase. I’ll see if I can get police units to cut him off.”
“Negative. I want him in our custody, not the police.”
“Where are we going to keep him? We can’t bring him back to the same safehouse where the President is staying.”
“Well, I want him in my custody long enough to have a nice long chat before he enters police custody.”
“In that case, don’t conserve your energy. Chase the asshole down now.”
“I like that better.”
Jake ran with all of his might. The suspect saw him gaining and tried to increase his own speed, but Jake’s greater height and longer stride worked to his favor, and he gradually closed the gap. Finally, just as they reached a small city park near the infamous Pigalle district, Jake caught him. He grabbed the man around his waist and threw him to the ground. The suspect tried to pop back to his feet, but Jake threw a left hook into his liver that dropped him to the ground.
The man released a sound like a teakettle reaching boil and writhed painfully, legs shaking. Jake resisted the urge to kick him just because and instead grabbed the man and hauled him to his feet. He dragged the suspect behind a hedge and dropped him heavily to the ground. The man groaned and regarded Jake with hate-filled eyes.
“Hey there,” Jake said. “Nice to see you again. You remember me, right? Secret Service agent. Kicked your ass the last time we met too. How’d you like it?”
“Fuck you!” the man responded in accented but unmistakable English.
“Yeah, I get that a lot. Here’s the thing: your boss is trying to destroy the city my President is in with a bioweapon, and your other boss is probably impatient to aim that bioweapon directly at my President, so if you don’t talk to me, I’m not going to waste time being nice. I’m just going to hurt you really badly until you talk. You’re a runner, right? You like running? Well, I heard that if you sever a man’s pinky toe, he has to learn how to run again. In fact, he has to learn how to stand again. It’s going to be hard to beat U.S. government agents in endurance races if you can’t even stand still without falling on your narrow little terrorist ass.”
“Torture me if you want,” the man said. “I don’t care.”
Jake smiled benignly. Then he seized the man’s right hand and wrenched his pinky finger backward until he heard it snap.
The man shrieked, and Jake shoved his fingers into the man’s mouth to stifle the noise. The suspect’s eyes popped open, and he tried to push Jake away, but Jake pressed down, forcing his mouth open wider.
“Jake…” Jess’s voice came over the earpiece. “Don’t do this.”
Jake ignored her. He could explain himself later. Right now, the President was threatened, and he had no desire to be noble.
The suspect’s eyes began to redden, and only then did Jake withdraw his fingers. The suspect gasped for air, and Jake wiped the man’s spittle on his cheek, caressing it almost tenderly. The suspect flinched, and Jake said, “You sure about me torturing you? It gets a lot worse.”
The man glared at him, but there was more fear than hate this time. “All right,” he said. “Fine. I’ll talk.”
Jake smiled. “Wonderful.” He tapped his earpiece. “Jess? I have a talkative terrorist. I need a place to take him that’s free of prying eyes and listening ears. Can you help me out?”
Jess’s voice was subdued when she replied, “Head deeper into the park. There’s an old chapel that’s pretty secluded. I’ll keep an eye outside and make sure no one approaches you.”
Jake felt a pang. He didn’t feel any remorse at all for his actions with the terrorist, but to people not used to combat, what he had done could seem unconscionable. If the situation weren’t so urgent, he wouldn’t have acted the way he did, but he needed to stop St. Clair quickly before Trident finally managed to convince the mad scientist to target the President.
So he forced his emotions down and yanked the weeping suspect to his feet. “Let’s take a walk. Please don’t give me a reason to hurt you anymore.”
This time, the weeping man kept himself under control and allowed Jake to lead him deeper into the park.
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The man had regained some of his defiance when they reached the chapel, an old stone edifice with a bench, and a small alcove with a badly corroded pewter statue of the Virgin Mary. Jake set the man on his knees in front of the alcove and took a seat on the bench.
“All right, buddy. Let’s talk. My name’s Jake. What’s yours?”
“Fuck you, American pig!”
There was little weight behind this epithet, and when Jake sighed and reached for the man, the suspect flinched back and hissed, “All right!” My name is Hans.”
“Hans? That’s not a French name.”
“My father was Dutch. Why do you care, anyway?”
“We’re having a conversation. It’s easier to do that when I know the name of the person I’m talking to. Okay, Hans, let’s get down to brass tacks. That’s an American expression that means I’m tired of your shit, and I’m done playing, so when I ask you a question, you answer immediately and honestly, or I’ll practice new ways of hurting people on you. Do you need me to repeat that, or are we clear?”
Hans paled and nodded.
"Excellent!" Jake said, "You're doing much better. One final correction: I asked you a question with words, so you need to answer with words. Here, let's practice. Where is Vincent St. Clair?"
“I don’t know.”
Jake slapped Hans, hard enough that the terrorist swayed on his knees and nearly collapsed. A red welt formed on his cheek, and Jake felt another pang when Jess whispered, “Jesus,” over the earpiece.
“I forgot that rule,” Jake said. “No lying. Let’s give it one more shot. Where’s Vincent St. Clair?”
“I don’t know,” Hans repeated, shaking slightly. “I really don’t. I don’t get told where he is. I get told where to go.”
“What do you do when you get to where you’re going?”
“I make sure the weapon is ready.”
“Great!” Jake said. “See? We’re getting somewhere now. What is the weapon?”
“The virus.”
“I know that, silly," Jake said, clapping Hans on the shoulder playfully. Hans flinched and cried out softly at the movement. "I mean, how do you deploy the virus?"
Hans swallowed, and his eyes shifted to the left.
“I’m going to stop you right there,” Jake said. “See, you’re about to lie, and that’s a bad thing. Lying means I hurt you. You look like you’re not in the mood to get hurt, so let’s not make things worse by lying.”
Hans whimpered and said, “If I tell you, they’ll kill me.”
Jake made sure the terrorist met his eyes before he said, “What do you think I’ll do if you lie?”
Hans sighed and slumped. “He uses nano drones.”
“Nano drones?”
“Yes. It’s some form of medical research tool. I couldn’t understand the science behind it. I guess doctors use nanoscopic robots to highlight certain cancers and illnesses to aid in treatment. He created some that can instead be used to transport the virus.”
“How is he getting them inside, though? He has to carry them in something.”
Hans chuckled, a hollow bitter sound. “I can fit enough viruses in a cigarette pack to infect all of Paris. They’re viruses, American. They spread. He sends people in with little baggies or envelopes and tells them to open the baggies and place them at various places around wherever he wants to infect. The baggies are made of some sort of soy-based material that dissolves almost immediately upon being opened. I don’t know how he does that either, so don’t bother asking.”
“So the bags open, and the nanobots move around and infect people?”
“Yes.”
Jake took a moment to process this news. He had heard that some medical schools were researching nanotechnology for medical purposes. The science was being heralded as the greatest medical breakthrough since the creation of vaccines, but as always, people had found a way to take something meant to heal and turn it into a weapon meant to destroy. If people could carry weapons of mass destruction small enough to fit in a pocket and disguised as harmless objects, then humankind risked death on a scale not seen since the Black Plague.
“Where is St. Clair now?”
Hans offered another bitter chuckle. “You think he tells me? I know you saw my cell phone and thought I was some high-ranking member of Trident, but I’m not. I’m a common pickpocket. St. Clair promised me a payday of ten million euros if I did this work for him.”
Jake nodded. “Yeah? How’s that working out for you?”
“About as well as my life before the job,” Hans sneered.
“Just without the murder,” Jake reminded him.
Hans lowered his eyes, and for the first time, a hint of shame came into his face. “I don’t know where he is. He communicates with me by cell phone.”
“What about Eli Bard?”
“Bard? Who is he?”
“Trident. How do you communicate with Trident?”
"I don't. Trident communicates with St. Clair, who communicates with me. These men—if they are men—"
“They’re men.”
Hans shrugged. “Very well. These men are smart. They know they’re the most wanted men in the world. They know that if they’re ever caught, the best they can hope for is a long stay in a very dark room. Probably not without a great deal of unpleasantness first. They tell me nothing.”
“So why do you trust them?”
“Trust?” Hans scoffed. “I don’t trust them. Each time I deploy the virus and walk away without dying horribly, I am surprised. I’m still fairly sure that I’m a dead man no matter what.”
“Then why? Why are you doing this? Why are you taking down innocent people for no good reason?”
Hans smiled with a healthy dose of contempt, much of which Jake suspected was directed inward. “If St. Clair is telling the truth, I will be able to live my life in comfort. Not wealth. Ten million euros doesn’t carry as far these days as it used to, and even if it did, I wouldn’t want to live as though I was wealthy. It’s easier to be found that way. But I would have food, and a roof and warm clothing to wear when it’s cold or wet. I would be able to live like a human and not like a starving animal. Is he telling the truth? Probably not, but it’s a choice between a certainty of suffering and a near-certainty of suffering.”
Jake wasn’t sure what to make of the terrorist. He spoke with a thick accent, but his words were educated, and his English was syntactically sound. He seemed to be pleading for Jake’s sympathy, but what sympathy could he have for a man who willingly caused the death of so many innocents?
And what did he do with him now?
He tapped his earpiece. “Jess, I have a prisoner. I need to take him somewhere.”
Jess didn’t answer, but Miss Topaz did. “I can help with that. Bring him to the first safehouse, the one in Paris. Mr. Quartz will pick him up.”
“He might have information we need.”
“If he does, we’ll pass it on to you.”
Jake hesitated a moment. Part of him wanted to ask what they planned to do with him, but he couldn’t really pretend to any moral superiority after the past ten minutes, could he?
He sighed and said, “All right. I’m on my way.”
“So it is to be a long stay in a very dark room for me as well?” Hans asked, his lip curled upward in a bitter smile.
“You did this to yourself,” Jake replied. “Behave yourself on the way over there, and you can stay conscious and unharmed. Sound good?”
“Sure? Why not?”
Jake tapped his earpiece again. “Jess this time, please.”
“I’m here,” Jess replied.
There was an odd tone in her voice. No doubt she saw Jake in a different light now. It hurt to know that, but Jake really didn’t know what he was supposed to do. He wouldn’t have gotten the information he did without forcing it out of Hans. This was war. War wasn’t pretty.
Well, right or wrong, he felt like scum now. He was glad Sheila didn’t have to see him this way.
So far.
“Jess, did you hear what he said about the virus?”
“I heard.”
“Can we figure out a countermeasure to that?”
“Not without a sample of the virus. I mean, we could, but not quickly. We’d basically have to play around with different signal jamming frequencies and hope none of the ones we try blow out someone’s pacemaker.”
Jake sighed. Just once, he’d like something to be easy. “Hans? You have a sample of these nanobots we could take a look at?”
“Feel free to search me if you want,” Hans replied. “I have nothing. I am given only what I need for my missions. I suppose you could find a corpse of someone who died and see if any of the nanobots survived the body’s digestive processes, but I doubt it. They’re designed to be susceptible to the immune system so the virus can escape when the nano drone is broken down.”
“You know an awful lot about these drones for someone who doesn’t know much about them.”
Hans shrugged. “I know what I’m told.”
“Well, a bit of friendly advice: when my friends pick you up, tell them everything you know. Things will go a lot easier for you that way.”
“I imagine so.”
Jake expected Hans to try to run at least once as they made their way back to Jake’s car. Instead, the terrorist seemed to have accepted his fate. Still, Jake bound his wrists and ankles when he placed Hans in the car, just in case the looming threat of lifelong incarceration became too much for the erstwhile murderer to handle.
Mr. Quartz wore his typical impassive face when Jake turned Hans over to him. Hans offered Jake a wry smile when they parted. “Enjoy your victory, Special Agent. It may be your last in a while. St. Clair has plans beyond your wildest imaginings.”
“I doubt that,” Jake replied.
Mr. Quartz drove off with the terrorist and Jake headed back for the current safehouse. He arrived to find a state of nervous anticipation. The summit would be over in five hours, and they would finally be able to head home.
Jake tried to drum up some anticipation of his own, but he knew that St. Clair planned attacks on Washington D.C. within the next month. If they weren’t able to stop him before then, and if St. Clair was able to make his virus more easily transmissible, then they could be facing a situation far more dire than the White House attack earlier that year.
When he reached the basement, he could see on Art's and Jess's face that they worried about the same thing. Only Topaz seemed in good spirits, though of course with her it was hard to tell. Art met Jake's eyes with a scowl, and Jess hadn't smiled in so long. Jake was beginning to wonder if he'd ever see it again.
She also regarded him with a wariness he’d never seen in her eyes before. He thought of defending himself, of explaining that there was no other way for him to learn what they needed to know, but he didn’t. Jess was smart enough to know that Jake did the right thing, brutal as it might seem.
That didn’t change how she felt about it. It didn’t change how he felt about it.
In any case, he didn’t have long to dwell on it because an alarm chimed on Jess’s screen before he could speak. Jess tapped a few buttons, and then her eyes widened. “There’s been a viral outbreak at the Louvre.”
“Cue Paris 4,” Art muttered.
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“How long until the summit ends?” Jake asked.
“Three-and-a-half hours,” Art replied. “We’re heading to the airport thirty minutes after that. Do I want to know why you asked?”
“I think you already know.”
Art cracked a smile. “All right. Miss Topaz, do we have more drones?”
“They’re already on their way,” the CIA operative replied, wearing a smile of her own. “Be careful, Jake.”
“I’m always careful,” Jake replied.
Jess didn’t say anything. She stared at her screen, her lips thin, shoulders bunched. Jake respected her silence despite the pain in his heart.
He issued quick commands to his team leaders to be prepared to evacuate the President at his command. “Drag him out if you have to,” he said, “Tell him it’s my order, and he can take his wrath out on me once he’s safely home.”
“You can be absolutely sure I’ll do that,” Preston replied.
Jake chuckled as he strapped himself into the car. “Topaz, how soon until your drones reach the Louvre?”
“Five minutes. We’ll have a good half hour to look around before you get there.”
"Good. We know how the virus is spread now. I don't know if the drones would be able to detect nanobots, but if you see any suspicious baggies or small cartons containing a powdery substance, you can bet those are the nanobots. Look for anyone headed away from the scene who isn't displaying symptoms of panic or who is displaying signs of false panic."
“You got it,” she replied. “Can I convince you to stay outside of the Louvre?”
“Oh yes,” Jake said, “I have no desire to get myself killed. I just want to find the asshole responsible for this. Jess?”
“Yes.” Jess didn’t sound quite so wary anymore. That was good. When this was over, they could talk, and he could explain why he felt he had no choice with Hans.
No time to dwell on that now, though. “We need to find St. Clair. We’re putting out small fires, but we need to find the flamethrower. He has to transfer the virus to his carriers. That means that he or at least the virus stockpile are somewhere in or near Paris. Start giving me options.”
"Should we pass this information along to the Republican Guard?"
“Pass it on to me,” Topaz interjected. “We’ll take care of hunting the terrorists. You focus on keeping the President safe.”
Jake felt a slight sting at that. Hunting terrorists was exactly what he was doing right now, rather than staying at the President’s side, which is where duty demanded he be.
But the President was well-protected, and Jake was tired of putting out small fires. “Tell me where you find St. Clair too,” he said. “I want to talk to him before the Agency takes him away.”
“Just as long as you leave us enough to take away,” Topaz said drily.
Jake didn't reply to that. He reached the Louvre a few minutes later and once more was forced to park nearly a mile away due to the police cordon. Jake walked around as he had before, surveying the situation and looking for anyone or anything suspicious.
The city was noticeably more fearful now. Rather than crowd around the quarantine zone as they had at Notre Dame and the Eiffel Tower, people rushed in hushed tones away from the scene. They avoided each other warily, and some even covered their noses with their sleeves or with napkins. If a few more attacks like this occurred, the panic would worsen to rioting, and the city would descend into chaos.
The first responders also exhibited fear. The police were considerably more aggressive with the victims in the quarantine zone, and the medical professionals discarded bedside manner and spoke in terse, clipped tones with the weeping patients.
Ironically, it was the exemplary response of Paris authorities that had prevented panic in the first place. The viral attacks on Notre Dame and the Eiffel Tower were devastating, but they could have been far worse had the police not been able to contain people within the quarantine zone.
No doubt that understanding did little to appease the police now. How long until a residential area was attacked? What if whoever was doing this managed to sneak the virus into police headquarters? The possibilities were endless, and none of them were good.
Jake tapped his earpiece. “Anything inside, Topaz?”
"No. I see some trash on the floor, but nothing with powder on it and nothing that looks suspicious. Mostly old candy bar wrappers."
“And no one acting out of the ordinary?”
“I’m not sure what ordinary is when you know you’re almost certainly about to die horribly, but no one’s acting in a way that makes me suspicious.”
Jake sighed. He considered abandoning this and just going back to the safehouse. If he wasn’t going to learn anything here, then he was just wasting time.
“Wait!” Topaz said. “Leaving the Louvre through a side door. Tall male of African descent, shaved head, trim build. Looks like a runner. He’s looking around to see if anyone notices him leaving.”
“Which side?”
“Left… um, West side. Toward the Pyramid.”
A thought struck Jake. “Is the Pyramid infected?”
“Let me see.”
Jake headed that direction while he waited for a response. In the distance, he could make out his suspect. He indeed looked like a runner, with long legs and a slender build. From this far away, Jake couldn’t make out his expression, but his body language seemed far too calm for someone about to die.
“I see him,” Jake said, “He’s entering the Pyramid. Topaz, I think he’s going to distribute the virus. Watch him, I’m going in.”
“Jake, don’t! We don’t know if it’s infected yet!”
“Well, find that out ASAP, because I’m going in, and I don’t want to lose him!”
“Dammit… okay, it looks clean. The medical teams are starting to set up triage. They see the suspect. They’re moving toward him.”
“Dammit! Stop him! He’s going to try to infect the medical team!”
“How am I supposed to stop him?”
“Divebomb him!”
“You mean ram him with the drone?”
"I mean, do whatever the hell you have to do! For God's sake, Topaz, just stop him!”
Jake sprinted toward the pyramid. He had maybe a quarter-mile left to run. At this pace, it would take him a little over a minute to reach it. Not much time, but in another sense, all the time in the world.
“All right,” Topaz said, “I’m freaking out everyone in the room, but I’ve managed to distract our man.”
“Wonderful. Where is he?”
“Just inside the foyer. You’ll reach him in—”
“Yeah, I see him.”
Jake looked inside the pyramid to see the suspect waving his arms frantically to try to shoo off the two drones flying around him. One of the drones hit his shoulder and spiraled to the ground, skittering and coming to rest in front of a frightened and thoroughly confused nurse.
The suspect grabbed the second drone out of the air and turned it so that when he released it, it too spiraled to the ground. 
Then he reached into his pocket.
Jake rushed into the foyer and shouted, “Hey! Don’t you dare move!”
The suspect looked at Jake in shock and froze with his hand in his pocket. Jake dived on top of him and grabbed his wrist with both hands. The medical professionals watched this with shellshocked expressions, and Jake heard shouting in French as one of the medical team’s supervisors pushed through the crowd to figure out what the hell was going on.
This suspect was far stronger than Hans, and it was all Jake could do to hold onto his wrist while the man struggled to pull away. He drew his hand back into a fist and hit Jake in the temple hard. He landed a second blow, and Jake felt his ears start to ring. He couldn't take many more of those unanswered.
The outlaw landed a third teeth-rattling blow, and Jake twisted around to the man’s other side and rammed a knee up into the terrorist’s liver. The man’s eyes and mouth popped open, and his wrist went slack. Jake nearly reached into his pocket for the virus but stopped. If the packet accidentally opened, then the medical team would get sick, and the ability of the French authorities to contain the virus would lessen significantly.
He would have to bring the man outside.
The man reached for his pocket again. He took his eyes off of Jake, and Jake drove a hard right into his jaw. The man collapsed, and the medical doctor who had been shouting reached them and shouted some more. Jake rushed for the suspect and placed him in a wrestling hold, dragging him outside of the pyramid.
The man didn’t resist at first, groggy from Jake’s blow. When Jake reached the lawn in front of the pyramid and started rummaging in his pockets, though, he came to. He caught Jake’s wrist, and with a surprisingly quick shift of his hips, threw Jake over his shoulder.
Jake tucked his head and rolled to his feet, turning to see the terrorist reaching for his pocket again. He launched himself at the man, taking him to the ground and clamping his wrist against his side. The man threw Jake again, but Jake held onto his wrist with a vice grip, and the terrorist fell on top of him. He lifted his arm and tried to drive his elbow down onto Jake’s nose, but Jake used the hand not pinning the terrorist’s wrist to deflect the blow and pummel up to grab the back of the man’s neck.
The man swore in French and stood, preparing to slam Jake to the ground. Jake unlocked his legs from the man's hips, and as soon as his feet were planted, he twisted his own hips and threw the terrorist off balance.
Despite this, the man somehow managed to keep his feet and keep a fierce grip on whatever was in his pocket. They went back and forth like this for several minutes. Twice, the terrorist managed to free his hand of Jake’s grip, but both times, Jake took control again before the terrorist could remove the virus.
Finally, Jake managed to wrest the terrorist’s arm free of his pocket. It came out holding a small baggie filled with a grayish white powder. The powder shimmered in the sunlight, and for a split second, Jake swore he could see the granules undulating as though alive.
The could just be his imagination, but he would rather not confirm it either way. He kept one hand on the terrorist’s wrist and abandoned his wrestling strategy, instead using his free hand to throw a flurry of blows at the suspect.
The terrorist blocked most of the blows, but several found their mark, and Jake could feel the man’s energy beginning to flag. He forced himself to keep going, not allowing his own fatigue to settle in. He could be tired once they were stopped.
“Jake,” Topaz’s voice sounded in his earpiece. “Police are on their way. If you want the virus in our hands, you need to end this quickly.”
Jake reached toward his shoulder for his handgun. He had hoped to save the suspect alive to question him, but when the terrorist saw what Jake was doing, his eyes went wide. He caught Jake's other wrist and planted his foot on Jake's waist. He fell backward, and Jake felt his feet leave the ground. The terrorist kicked up hard, and Jake felt his fingernails scrape over the man's skin as his grip was torn from the man's wrist. He flew backward and fell onto the ground heavily, his gun flying from his hand.
He stood groggily, his wind knocked out, but he had bigger problems than that. The terrorist stared at him, hate in his eyes, the bag in his hand. He said something in French that Jake couldn’t understand, then opened the bag.
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Time slowed to a crawl. Jake could see the man’s tendons working as his fingers gripped the edges of the baggie and began to separate them. He could see the powder inside rippling as the nanobots prepared to do their dirty work. He could feel his own muscles tense as he started to launch himself at the attacker.
His eyes met the terrorists, and the man’s lips split into a wide grin. Jake threw himself at the attacker.
The bag opened.
Jake hit the terrorist and slapped the bag out of his hand a split second too late. Time returned to normal speed, and Jake watched in horror as the powder seemed to melt into the air, the nanobots dispersing rapidly.
The terrorist cackled and taunted Jake. Jake looked down at him, powerlessness filling him with rage. The man cackled again, and Jake’s lips pulled back in a snarl. He lifted his fist, and the man jutted his chin out, daring Jake to hit him.
Jake heard sirens and looked up to see police approaching. The terrorist laughed again, and the laugh turned into a cough. Jake looked down at him one more time, marveling at the crazed glee in his eyes. Was he, like Hans, a hopeless vagrant who saw no future but pain and death and so chose to spread that doom to others? Did he have reasons of his own for wanting to kill innocents?
And now he was going to die. Horribly and painfully. And his life was so horrible that the thought brought him joy as long as he could take many others with him.
Including Jake.
“Jake!” Jess’s voice cried out. “Oh God, Jake! Did he get you? Are you…”
“Yes,” Jake said. His voice sounded toneless and hollow. “I’m infected.”
Saying it out loud broke something inside of him. He thought of Sheila, of the love and closeness they shared. He thought of the future they would never have now, of the children she would never carry, the family he would never raise.
He thought of Jess, and the knowledge that the last moment they shared was tainted by the brutality of this conflict burned at him. He thought of Max, his steady and true friend working diligently to expose corruption in the Secret Service, unaware that he was now helping a dead man.
He sighed and looked back down at the terrorist. The man coughed again, and already, Jake could see redness forming in his eyes. Jake didn’t feel any symptoms yet himself, but the terrorist had taken a far higher dosage of nanobots. Or maybe Jake was one of the few whose immune systems could combat the virus.
He felt a spark of hope at that but didn’t allow himself to dwell on it. He could function now, and that was what mattered. The more he could accomplish before the disease took him, the better.
He heard shouting and looked up to see police approaching. He turned and ran northwest away from the scene, leaving the dying terrorist behind.
“Jake,” Jess said, and Jake could tell she was crying. “Oh God. I’m so sorry. Oh, Jake.”
“Keep it together, Jess,” Jake said firmly. “We have a job to do. Art, are you there?”
“I’m here, Jake.” Art’s voice was sober and filled with more emotion than Jake would have expected.
“Evacuate the President now. Don’t wait for me. Get him to Air Force One now. I don’t care if you have to handcuff him and drag him. Get out of France ASAP.”
“Understood, Jake.”
“Topaz?”
“I’m here.” Miss Topaz did a far better job of hiding her emotion than the other two, but Jake could still hear the grief in her voice.
“Get the CIA and its assets out of here too. Take the prisoner with you. He can still have useful information. I’m going to—”
He stopped speaking when a sudden coughing fit took him. He tried to stifle it, but it overwhelmed him, and as soon as he was out of sight of the police officers, he collapsed to his hands and knees and shook with the force of the attack.
“Jake, come back here,” Jess pleaded. “We can pick you up in a van and keep you segregated from everyone. We know that treatment is effective part of the time. Maybe we can save you. Not everyone dies from this.”
Jake took a breath and barely stifled another coughing fit. He could feel the heat behind his eyes. "No, Jess. You need to get out of here with the President, and you need to find St. Clair and stop him. There's no time to wait for me."
He heard Jess sob and said with as much sternness as he could muster, “Cry later, Jess. We have work to do. I know you’ll miss me. I’ll miss you.”
“Don’t say that!”
“Jess. This is the job. You can do it. You know you can. You want to show me how much you care? Stop this asshole. Not just St. Clair either. Bard, Drew, Trident, all of them. Get them for me, and when you get them, tell them they better hope they go somewhere I don’t when you send them to the afterlife.”
She sobbed again, but when she spoke, her voice was under control. “All right. I’ll get these assholes for you.”
“Good girl.”
He couldn’t stop the coughing fit anymore and sank to a sitting position until it passed. “All right,” he said when he could speak again. “I’m still alive, so help me do what I can. The virus stockpile has to be nearby. The targets have all been within the Boulevard Peripherique. I’ll bet anything the virus is there too.”
“I agree,” Topaz said. “The first attack was on a metro. We’ve been operating as though it was on the station near Gagny, but it wasn’t. It was on a particular subway car that stopped at Gagny.”
“Yes!” Jake said. “Jess, see if you can track that car’s movements. Call the Metro and get the train’s schedule. It was infected before Gagny, and I’ll bet anything it was infected within the Periphery. It was the first attack, and St. Clair probably didn’t send his mule far with the virus. We find the origin of that train, and we’ll be that much closer to finding the virus.”
“All right,” Jess said. She seemed a little more in control of her emotions now that she had something to do. “I’ll keep you posted.”
Jake nodded, unable to speak. He was out of breath, and he didn’t know if it was because of his fight with the terrorist or because of the viral infection.
He looked out at the Seine below him. The Seine was notorious for poor water quality, being unable to handle the large quantities of urban pollution fed to it by the numerous large cities it passed through. It’s muddy green waters underneath a bright and clear blue sky seemed to Jake a metaphor for the sickness that was now spreading through his body.
He coughed again, only once this time, and rose to his feet. He made his way to the road and walked around the Boulevard, waiting for Jess's information. He would find St. Clair's lab, and at the very least, he would share its location with the Secret Service. If he could, he would try to destroy the lab and the stockpile of the virus. It would only stop Trident momentarily, but it would buy them precious time to find him and stop him for good.
Images poked at the back of his mind, memories of his past, but he pushed them aside. He couldn’t afford distractions now. He couldn’t afford despair. He had known when he applied for the Secret Service that his duties might cause him to die. He hadn’t expected it to happen this way, but it was the nature of the job that agents sometimes had to sacrifice themselves.
He thought of Sheila again and wondered if he should try to say goodbye. He loved her, or if he didn’t, he was falling fast. She deserved a chance to hear from his own mouth why he had made the choice that would forever take him from her. She deserved a chance to say goodbye.
But what she needed was to get home safe. She needed to be alive. She needed for her father to be alive; for her mother to be alive. She might never understand why he had to leave her this way, but she would be alive.
So, he said his own private goodbye to Sheila, fighting the lump that formed in his throat and allowing the coughing fit that followed to drown the tears that formed in his eyes.
“Jake?”
“Yes, Jess. I’m here.”
“I found the car’s origin.”
“Wonderful. Where?”
“The Ecole-Militaire station. It’s at the southeastern corner of the Champs de Mars, about a mile and a half from where you are.”
“All right. I’m headed there now.”
“How are you feeling?”
“I’m okay for now,” he said.
“Jake, please—”
"I can't, Jess. You know I can't. I have to do this."
Jess was silent for a moment. Then she said, "I know." She took a deep, shaky breath, then said, "I'll keep an eye on you using Topaz's drones for as long as you can, but when you go underground, I won't be able to see you, so you need to talk to me, okay?"
“I will. Thank you.”
He fumbled in his pocket for the mask he had been given by medical personnel at Notre Dame and fitted it over his face. Most other people wore a mask, so at least he didn’t seem out of place.
He made his way toward the station, moving efficiently but unhurriedly. The coughing wasn’t so bad at the moment, but his eyes burned until they watered, and he couldn’t quite seem to catch his breath. He avoided contact with the few people who remained outside in spite of the citywide panic and continued to hope that the virus’s low transmissibility would prevent the catastrophe he feared.
Either way, it would end for him today.
He reached the station after twenty minutes of walking and headed inside. “Okay, I’m on the platform. The virus is obviously not stored anywhere within easy reach. We need to find where St. Clair might be keeping it.”
“I’m looking at a map of the station now. I’m not really sure where he would keep it. The station is very high traffic, and even the maintenance areas are frequently used. The only thing I could think of would be the sewer lines running underneath, but I don’t know how he could store viruses there.”
“If he has the stockpile in a waterproof container of some sort, he could store the viruses there. If the container is refrigerated, he could store them there indefinitely. Give me directions to the sewer. I’m going to look.”
“There’s a hatch a quarter mile down the train in a recessed alcove in the wall. The next train arrives in five minutes, so you’ll have to be quick, but if you are, then you can reach it before the train comes. The trick will be getting down there without anyone seeing you.”
“Already there,” Jake said, hopping down the platform onto the tracks. The few passengers on the platform didn’t notice as he slipped into darkness.
“Jake…” Jess began.
“What is it?”
Jess was silent for a long time. When she spoke again, he could hear that she was working hard to control her emotions. "It's been an honor working with you."
He felt a lump form in his throat again and pushed it down. "We're still working, Jess. One more job. Let's end this partnership with a bang."
She laughed, and it hit Jake hard that this was probably the last time he would ever hear it. “You got it, Jake.”
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He reached the alcove just before the subway rounded a bend. The light from the train's headlight illuminated the nautical-style hatch that would lead into the sewer. That reminded Jake to use his own flashlight. He fumbled for it, but a wave of weakness washed over him, and it slipped out of his fingers, rolling to the edge of the alcove and stopping just before it fell over onto the tracks. He stooped down to pick it up, and when he stood, dizziness nearly overwhelmed him. He leaned against the wall of the alcove and waited until his vision cleared and his breathing steadied.
“Jake? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” he told Jess. “Just got dizzy for a moment.”
Jess didn’t reply, but Jake could imagine her lips pressed together, her shoulders bunched tightly as she fought to stay in control and focus on the mission.
He switched his flashlight on. The beam shook, and he looked at his hands and noticed that he was shaking too. He fought through the trembling and finally managed to turn the wheel and open the hatch. A blast of fetid air sent another wave of dizziness through him, and he waited another moment for his vision to steady before he walked into the sewer.
Thankfully, the tunnel had a walkway that allowed him to navigate through the pipe without stepping into the foul-smelling sewage. "Left or right, Jess?"
“Um… right leads to smaller pipes, left leads to a basin in a mile or so. Go left.”
“Left it is.”
He walked through the tunnel, gripping his flashlight in both hands to keep it from slipping from his fingers. His heart beat rapidly in his chest, and every so often, another wave of dizziness would pass through him. The coughing, on the other hand, seemed to have stopped, at least for now. The disease’s symptoms seemed to change as it progressed.
He moved through the pipe, swinging his light right and left as he looked for signs of the virus. “How often are these pipes serviced?” he asked.
“I’m not sure,” Jess replied. “Not often, I would guess. It doesn’t seem like a fun place to work.”
“Well, I’m sure the workers get paid well enough to make this worth their while.”
“I can’t imagine anything worth that while.”
Jake chuckled, and the laugh ended in a coughing fit. Apparently, that symptom hadn't faded after all.
“Oh, Jake,” Jess whispered, and the heartache in her voice nearly brought him to tears.
“I’ll be all right,” Jake said, “long enough to do what I need to do.”
Jess didn’t reply, but she could hear her take several calming breaths. He felt an odd pang of jealousy as his own breaths came in shallow gasps. How strange that someone could spend their entire lives never thinking about something as simple as breathing, but when it was taken from them, it became clear just how valuable and precious that act was.
He almost laughed but stifled it. It would only lead to more coughing, and he didn’t want to have to tell Jess why he was laughing. To keep his mind off of his impending death, he asked, “Do you have any reports on the situation up top?”
“So far, the virus seems limited to the Louvre area. The terrorist you fought with died shortly after you left. I’m hoping that means that most of the disease entered him, and there’s little risk of the city collapsing.”
“Fingers crossed. What about the President?”
Jess hesitated a moment before saying, “He’s putting up a fuss about leaving.”
Jake sighed. “Well, he needs to leave. We can’t put our hopes for his survival on our crossed fingers. He can reconvene the summit after St. Clair and Trident are stopped.”
“He’s not worried about the summit. He just doesn’t want to leave you behind.”
Jake’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”
“Really. He told you that?”
“I overheard him yelling at Art. He said something along the lines of ‘Screw the disease, we’re not leaving Jake here. Find his ass and get him back.’”
Jake smiled. He wasn’t sure where he stood with Bryan after dating his daughter against his will. It was nice to know the man still considered him a friend. “Well, you do me a favor, Jess. Tell the President that I told him to get his ass on Air Force One ASAP, or I’ll haunt him for the rest of his life.”
Jess giggled and said, “I’ll tell him.”
“Good. Tell him also that I was proud to have known him. While you’re at it, go look in the mirror and tell yourself that.”
“Stop. You’re going to make me cry. I don’t want that to be the last memory you have of me.”
“The last memory I’m going to have of you is the time you snorted tequila out of your nose at the agency Christmas party last year.”
“Eww! No!”
Jake laughed and said, “Too late. I can see it now. You drink a full shot of tequila just as I deliver the punchline to the joke about the Secret Service Agent, the CIA operative and the Police Detective.”
“Stop!”
“That brief moment of realization when you realize what you’re about to do. The way your lips purse together just before it happens—”
“Jake, stop!”
“Then it happens. The sharp aroma of tequila and snot pervades the room—”
“Stop!” She started to giggle. “You’re an asshole, Jake.”
“The dirtiest and the smelliest.”
“Eww! Dammit, now that’s going to be my last memory of you!”
Her laughter stopped when she said that, and Jake could hear the muffled sound of her sobs. "Tell you what," he said. "Let's stop, St. Clair, and then your last memory of me can be saving the world from a mad scientist together."
She chuckled through her tears and said, “Deal.”
“Good. Now…”
His voice trailed off as another wave of dizziness washed over him. He fell against the handrail of the walkway and for a terrifying moment nearly fell into the sewage beneath. He pushed himself back, so he sank to his knees in front of the rail instead. He gripped his flashlight tightly and only barely managed to avoid dropping it.
“Jake? Jake!”
“I’m all right,” he wheezed. “Just… out of breath.”
Spots swam in his vision, and his feet slid further behind him. Dammit, no! Not now!
He gripped the rail and threw the arm holding the flashlight over it. With an effort, he pulled himself to his feet, fighting through the coughing fit and the hot tears running from his eyes and getting back to standing. His legs shook, but he forced himself forward one step at a time.
Slowly, the wave receded, but when it passed, the shaking was worse. His heart beat quickly, but the beats were weak, and a wave of exhaustion followed. He forced his head up and forced himself to breathe slowly. His heartbeat slowly calmed, and his vision cleared enough that he could see he was approaching the end of the walkway.
The sewage drained downward into a basin about fifty by eighty feet. The smell was debilitating, but Jake’s ability to perceive it was diminishing thanks to the progress of the disease. Every cloud had a silver lining, he supposed.
“Okay, Jess, I’ve reached the drainage basin. There’s a door to my left.”
“Go through it. That leads to the sewer’s emergency control room. See if there’s anything in there that might be suspicious.”
Jake nodded, then remembered that Jess couldn’t see him. “All right.”
He rested against the door a moment, gathering his strength. He twisted with all his might, but all his might had faded to a shadow of its former self, and the wheel only moved a fraction before sticking shut. This sewer really was rarely visited.
He took a breath and twisted again, but again, the wheel only turned a fraction of a degree. He needed more force somehow.
He turned and braced his back against the door frame, then brought his left leg up and pressed it against one of the handles of the wheel. He took a deep breath and pushed. The sharp steel frame of the door bit into his shoulder blade, but bruises meant little to him now. He gritted his teeth against the pain and kept pushing.
The wheel released, spinning so fast that Jake lost his balance and fell. The back of his head hit the door frame, and he cried out and pressed his hands to his crown. Nausea and dizziness fought for control, and he forced his breaths out in grunts to keep from passing out.
“Jake!” Jess cried. “Jake, what’s wrong?”
“Hit my head,” he growled. “Door’s open, though.”
He got to his feet, ignoring the trembling that now made even walking difficult. He walked inside the room and realized he’d lost his flashlight. The only light came from a single dim yellow emergency bulb in a grated enclosure in the ceiling.
It was light enough.
The room looked like something out of a dieselpunk video game. Knobs, switches and dials were clustered seemingly haphazardly on large panels. A few ancient CRT screens were present on some of the panels, though none of them were active right now.
What really interested Jake, however, was the large box in the center of the room. It was four feet long by three feet wide by three feet high. It looked like the kind of boxes hospitals used to transport sensitive medicines or samples.
Jake had found the virus.
He touched the box and found it cold. “I found it,” he told Jess. “It’s in a refrigerated box. It must have its own power supply because it’s not plugged into anything.”
“Look around for a control panel,” Jess said. “Maybe we can end this by just increasing the temperature.”
“I don’t know,” Jake said. “We might just end up activating the nanobots that way. I can’t imagine they’re that temperature sensitive, or they wouldn’t be useful.”
"They're at least a little temperature sensitive, or St. Clair wouldn't bother refrigerating them. It's the best shot we have, and… well, we don't get another shot."
Her words were punctuated by another coughing fit from Jake. She was right. He was fading fast. He looked around the box but found nothing.
On the box, that was. Behind the box was a small table, and on the table was a stack of papers. Jake picked up the stack and thumbed through it. His eyes widened. “Oh God.”
“Jake? What is it?”
“It’s everything. It’s St. Clair’s plans. Most of it is a manifesto.” He skimmed through it and said, “Jesus, this guy is insane.”
“Well, we knew that, but what specifically is prompting that sentiment now?”
"We were right about him manipulating Trident," Jake said. "He used Trident to obtain the virus, but now that he has it, he's holding it over their heads, making them work for him. He’s holding the carrot out of killing the President, but that’s a small part of his plan. He wants everyone, Jess. The world.”
“Bingo.”
Jake spun towards the sound of a disturbingly familiar voice and found an even more disturbingly familiar face.
“Hans?”
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Hans smiles and replied in perfectly intelligible American English, without a trace of accent, the virus must be affecting you greatly if you haven’t figured it out yet.”
Jake’s eyes first widened, then narrowed. “Vincent St. Clair.”
“One and the same. It’s an honor to finally meet you, Special Agent Jake Mercer.”
“How did you escape CIA custody?”
“I have friends too, Special Agent. The CIA wasn’t expecting that, odd for an Agency that exists for the express purpose of knowing things.”
Jake took a step toward Hans, but a wave of dizziness overcame him. His legs went limp, and he fell to his knees, clutching the table to steady himself.
“The dizzy spells do subside after a bit,” St. Clair said, “but I’m afraid when they do, it’s a sign that the virus doesn’t have much longer to work. It really is fascinating how something so minuscule can so easily cripple even the strongest of men.”
Jake struggled to his feet, vision swimming. “You asshole.”
“Come on, Jake,” St. Clair scolded. “You can do better than that.”
Jake steadied himself, then threw a long jab at St. Clair. St. Clair easily dodged the blow, as well as the follow-up. "Much better!" he cried, laughing. "Come on!"
Jake dove for St. Clair's waist, but the criminal sidestepped again and shoved Jake to the ground. Jake's head hit the steel floor, and a shiver ran through his body. Spots swam in his vision, and he didn't even have the strength to roll himself over.
"That's more like it!" St. Clair cried. "At least you'll go out with some dignity. That fate befits a soldier. Oh! I'm sorry. A marine! I forget you don't like to be called soldiers any more than I'd enjoy being called a pharmacist."
As Jake’s vision cleared, he pushed himself slowly to his feet. He stared at St. Clair and asked, “Why? Why are you doing this?”
St. Clair rolled his eyes. “Muscles Are Required, Intelligence Not Expected. I suppose there is truth to the acronym after all. Take a moment to think, Jake. I know it’s hard, but do your best.”
As he spoke, St. Clair circled the box with the virus. Jake kept his distance, waiting for the roiling pain in his midsection to subside before he tried to attack again.
St. Clair noticed Jake’s wariness and smiled. “If it makes you feel better, you’d almost certainly be more than a match for me physically if you were healthy. Granted, I held back considerably during our previous encounters, but still, I’m under no illusion I could fight a former U.S. marine fairly and come out the victor. I apologize for infecting you, but there was no other way. You’re far more intelligent than I expected, my previous slight notwithstanding. Sure, you have a very poor understanding of human nature, and your devotion to duty is as pathetic and naïve as that of any soldier, but your deductive capacities and intuition are truly impressive. Your talents are wasted on the Secret Service.”
Jake tried to speak, but a coughing fit stole his air away. He swayed on his feet, then finally gave up and sank to his knees, ribs twisting painfully with each hacking cough.
“You were about to remind me to tell you why I’m doing this,” St. Clair replied. “Well, the answer is simple. Simple enough that it should be just as simple for you to understand as it is for me.
“I hate people, Jake. Not all people, of course, but most of them. On one hand, you have the cruel and evil people at the pinnacle of society: the presidents, CEOs, bankers, and for reasons that support claims I will make in a moment, entertainers and their agents and managers. These people are parasites growing fat off of the hard work of others, and yet they have the arrogance to believe it is their talents that land them at the top of the scrap heap. People like your president. He, like all politicians, claims to care about his constituents, claims that he intends to enact policies that lead to positive change in your country, but what growth has he achieved? He pledged to increase literacy rates in children aged thirteen to eighteen, but literacy rates have actually fallen by two percent. He pledged a more stable economy, but even before the troubles a few months ago, the economy had steadily worsened under his leadership.
“Those are two examples. There are many more, but…” he grinned at Jake. “I don’t think you have time to listen to all of my examples. The point is that he and all others like him deserve my hate. They’re parasites, and I feel for them the way most would feel for mosquitoes.”
Jake took a step toward St. Clair, and the villain’s grin widened. “I’d be more than willing to fight you some more, Jake, but be honest with yourself. Do you really feel up to it?”
Jake didn’t feel close to up to it. His legs and arms trembled, and his heart fluttered unevenly in his chest.
But St. Clair had to be stopped. He had to die now before he could hurt anyone else. If Jake died too, so be it, but he needed to put St. Clair down. He reached for his belt and pulled out his knife, a folding tactical unit given to him by a member of one of the SEAL teams he worked with.
“Now, that is dangerous,” St. Clair said, pointing at the knife. “You’re finally taking me seriously, Jake.”
“No,” Jake disagreed. “I’m not taking you seriously at all. You’re a piece of shit, and a weak, vindictive little man. I’m just making sure that I don’t waste my chance to take you with me.”
St. Clair laughed. “Well, before you remove me from the face of this Earth, I suppose I should continue with my story. I hate those in power, but far worse than those in power are those exploited by this power. You have hundreds of millions of people who if they took one minute to think could easily overthrow all of their leaders and develop a society that's fair to all. Instead, they continue to eat what they're told to ear, go where they're told to go, and accept a series of ever-more stringent laws that make it impossible for them to ever escape the slowly closing net that those in power are weaving to herd them in so they can't even move on their own let alone think on their own. They're giving their freedom away willingly. They're so stupid. So weak!”
As St. Clair spoke, he grew more and more angry, until the last words were a snarl. He stood, breathing heavily for a moment, his eyes fixed on the stack of papers on the table that represented his plan.
And Jake struck. He rushed St. Clair, and the surprised scientist only just managed to parry the knife strike that would have killed him. The weapon clattered onto the floor. St. Clair started toward it, but Jake tackled him to the floor and started using his fists to pummel St. Clair.
St. Clair snarled with rage and tried to shove Jake off of him, but Jake held on and rained down blow after blow on the madman.
St. Clair cursed and twisted, covering his head with his face while Jake looked for openings to land punches and elbows to his opponent. Jake poured everything he had into the fight, but the virus had weakened him, and while he had the upper hand for a moment, his strength rapidly began to wane.
Finally, St. Clair overpowered Jake, throwing him off and landing a single hard blow to Jake’s liver. Jake collapsed to the floor, crying out as his legs shut down and his body rippled with pain. He curled into a fetal position, struggling to see through the red and white waves of pain that flashed across his vision.
St. Clair stood, breathing hard. He stared down at Jake in amazement and said, “Wow. I didn’t know you had it in you to fight at all anymore. You are far stronger than I believed you to be. I don’t hate you, Jake. I imagine that’s small comfort to you, but it’s a respect you’ve earned. You are most definitely not weak.
“But you are a fool. You protect those that are weak. Bard is a fool too, and McNeill. They wish to overthrow the parasites so they can become one themselves. They fancy themselves Messiahs, but they are nothing more than common revolutionaries.”
“And you’re the Messiah?” Jake said, gritting his teeth through the pain as he slowly uncurled his body. “You’re the one who’s going to save us?”
“Oh no. No, as the first false Messiah declared to his equally naïve sycophants, ‘I have not come to bring peace but a sword.’ That note I sent your girlfriend was exactly correct. I am the pale horse. I am Death.”
Jake laughed. He couldn’t help himself. The man ranted about how stereotypical Bard and Drew were, then announced himself as the fourth horseman of the apocalypse.
St. Clair reddened and said viciously, “Laugh all you want, Jake. The most comfort I can give you is that you won’t be alive to see Sheila suffer the same way you are now.”
Jake’s laughter became a coughing fit. His forehead was damp with sweat, and when he wiped it away, his hand came back with a reddish tint.
“It won’t be long now,” St. Clair said. “Once the capillaries in your skin start to burst, the vessels in your lungs follow soon after. I’m afraid that will be exquisitely painful for you.”
Jake forced a question out through fits of coughing. “Why use Trident if they’re so weak?”
“I didn’t say they were weak. I said they were foolish. They happen to be very strong fools, and their strength was useful. Without them, I would probably be dead somewhere in the Syrian desert, and the virus would be in the hands of terrorists.”
“Oh, so you’re not a terrorist?”
“Of course not,” St. Clair replied. He grinned, showing twin rows of unnaturally white teeth. “I’m a freedom fighter.”
“What do you think Trident will do to you?” Jake asked, slowly catching his breath. “When they get their hands on you?”
“Well, according to them, I’ll suffer in ways I can’t imagine. That was Bard. McNeill was far more colorful. I have to admit to some morbid curiosity as to how he intends to accomplish some of the things he says he wants to do to me. If I could observe him doing those things to someone else, I’m sure the experience would be quite educational.
“He needn’t worry, of course. I’ll let him have the United States. I find Europe to be a far more intriguing continent anyway. He needs to let me do things my way, though. His mistake with you the first time was throwing everything he had at you all at once. That resulted in the nearly complete destruction of Trident. Quite an unfortunate end for him. I told him that if he wanted the President, he needed to weaken the President’s resources first—his allies, his friends, his supporters, his agencies—those all needed to be peeled back before he could strike at the head of this particular snake.
“He’s like a tick, really, more than a snake. You can’t just pinch him with tweezers and try to yank him out. That, as he should have seen, resulted in more damage and in encouraging the tick to burrow more deeply. You need to frighten the tick and force it to become vulnerable, to expose itself, then you can pull it out by the head.
"But he wouldn't listen. He tried to strongarm me, so I returned the favor. I arranged for a few of the samples of the virus I sent him to contaminate his messengers. He never saw the virus, but he saw several of his couriers die horribly. He continues to threaten me, but as long as I have this"—he laid his hand on the cold box containing the virus—"I have all the power."
“He’ll kill you,” Jake said. He started to get to his feet, but a wave of dizziness forced him back down. He felt an odd pressure in his chest and wondered if the blood vessels in his lungs had already begun to burst.
“No,” St. Clair replied, “he won’t. Like so many before him, Bard has underestimated me, and like those ill-fated others, he will suffer for it.”
“Keep him talking,” Jess said. “We’re sending a team to rescue you. Topaz got us some protective equipment from the Hospital Saint-Antoine. The President told Art he would have to do what you told him and tie him hand and foot before he left without you. So we’re coming to get you and St. Clair.”
It took everything Jake had not to let the leap of joy he felt show on his face.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
“What happened to you?” Jake asked. “You were the world’s most respected biochemist at one point. Then you stole the credit for other people’s work? Why did you do that? You couldn’t accept that they knew things you didn’t?”
St. Clair blinked, clearly not expecting this change of subject. “What does my past matter? Who I was then isn’t who I am now.”
“What happened?” Jake repeated. “How did you go from being a saver of lives to a genocidal maniac?”
“And why should my talents be used to help those who lack the capacity to help themselves?” St. Clair replied, lifting his chin. “What have they done to earn my protection? Why shouldn’t I help myself?”
“But you used other people’s knowledge to do so.”
“Knowledge they gleaned as a result of my work. I built the entire sphere of study, and they just added on to what I had already done. Who do you respect more, the person who designed the engine of your car or the person who designed the armrest?"
This was getting to him. For all his grandstanding, he was clearly very insecure, and his fragile ego was near the point of breaking. The key was to keep him here and not push too far before the CIA team arrived. If he made St. Clair too angry, the madman would just kill him and leave.
“I don’t think you understand how cars are built,” Jake said, “but I applaud the effort.”
St. Clair’s eyes narrowed. “You’re only trying to keep me talking long enough to figure out a way to kill me. Well, good luck to you. At this point, your body’s too weak to do anything other than wait to die.”
“ETA ten minutes to the subway station,” Jess said. “Call it another five before they get to you.”
That was way too much time. Jake could keep St. Clair going for maybe another ten minutes before the madman tired of the conversation and killed him.
“That’s not going to be fast enough,” he said, struggling to think of a way to communicate that to Jess without tipping off St. Clair. “I’ll get you first. You have maybe ten minutes left to live, St. Clair.”
He heard Jess swear and call out instructions to the team. He had gotten the message across, at least. Whether it was in time to stop St. Clair would be a different story.
“Ten minutes?” St. Clair said, “Interesting. I wonder how you landed on that number?”
Jake thought quickly. “Well, your bugs aren’t strong enough to take all of my strength yet. It won’t take more than a touch of energy to kill you once I get my hands on you.”
St. Clair scoffed. “Now you’re just stalling for time.”
Dammit, he was getting too close to the truth.
So, Jake would give him the truth. “I have nothing left to lose, St. Clair. I’m done for. I can either curl up and die on the floor, or I can take your sorry, insecure little ass with me.”
So much for not pushing too far.
Instead of growing angry, though, St. Clair only chuckled. “You really are an impressive specimen, Jake. It’s too bad Bard rejected McNeill’s suggestion that Trident recruit you rather than kill you. If you were on their side, you probably would have been able to take my virus from me and use me as the pawn Trident intended. As it is, I almost feel sorry that you’re dying like this. I would have been happy to include you in the new world. Your genetics would have been useful in keeping humanity rid of all of the weakness that has choked it.”
A thought occurred to Jake, and he grinned. “You realize you’ve been breathing in the virus this whole time, right?”
“What, from you?” St. Clair laughed. “No, that’s not how it works, Jake. If it were, the world would have been doomed from the moment I infected that train car. The nanobots must be used to transmit the virus. They can only replicate under strict laboratory conditions, so they don’t spread out of the host. I’m not looking to kill everyone. Just a large portion of them, and most of the leaders. Once they’re out of the way, and I’m in charge, reeducating the rest won’t be difficult.”
“It’s easy to get people to subscribe to your dictatorship when you threaten them with death.”
“And they will no doubt resent my heavy-handed methods for a long time, but it’s not to be helped. They’ve gone too far to submit to reason. Until the human race can think through problems logically, brute force must be used. Think of it like holding a child still so a nurse can give her a vaccine she desperately needs. Sure, it’s painful to force a child to endure pain, but it’s far more painful to watch that child wither away from an illness that could have been cured.”
“Says the man who created the illness that couldn’t be cured.”
“But it can be. It is, after all, only a modified rhinovirus. It’s deadly, but it’s not invincible. Anyway, I digress. The brief summary of my intentions is that I will kill all world leaders and enough people that the remainder are docile. Then I will reeducate them, or at least begin the process. I believe it will take several generations for humanity to regain its nobility.”
Jake couldn’t resist laughing again. “God, you have gone entirely off the rails. Do you hear yourself?”
St. Clair smiled, but his eyes remained cold. “Feel free to scoff as much as you want. I’m sorry to know I haven’t been able to break through your dogmatic upbringing. But I hear my men approaching, and I’m afraid that means our conversation is at an end.”
Jake felt a leap of hope, but when Jess said, “That’s not us, Jake. The team is still five minutes away at least,” his hope died.
A door opposite the one Jake had entered opened, and four armed men walked into the room. They looked at Jake with cold hate. One of them lifted his handgun, but St. Clair lifted a hand. “No. I owe this man for a beating he gave me earlier today.”
He walked toward Jake’s knife. Jake rushed for it, a last desperate panic filling him. He could reach it before St. Clair. If he could just get to it, he could—
He didn't get to it. St. Clair stooped down and scooped the weapon up just in front of Jake's outstretched fingers. Jake's momentum carried him into St. Clair, and the outlaw buried the knife into Jake's midsection. Jake could feel a soft pop inside of him, but he wasn't sure which of his organs had given way. He gasped as pain more intense than anything he'd ever felt coursed through him like lightning. The pancreas, most likely, or the gallbladder.
“Jake!” Jess cried. “Jake! What happened? Did he stab you?”
St. Clair withdrew the knife and stabbed him again, then again. Jake sank to his knees, then fell once more to the floor.
“Interesting,” St. Clair said. “Wonderful weapon. You know, bladed weapons are truly underrated in this day of modern precision-guided munitions and firearms. This tool here is what allowed us to become the dominant species on the planet.”
He folded the knife and smiled down at Jake. “You did well, Special Agent. The CIA has been tracking me for months, and it took them an entire team of operatives to find me. You and your partner did all of this yourself. Die proudly. That, at least, you deserve.”
He nodded to his operatives, and the men stood on either side of the refrigerated box and lifted. The box came up easily, and the four of them left the room. St. Clair took the sheaf of papers from the table and smiled once more at Jake. “Goodbye, Special Agent.”
Jake opened his mouth to call after him, but a coughing fit erupted, and the pain was too unbearable for him to focus on anything else for a moment.
“Two minutes, Jake!” Jess said. “Hold on!”
“No,” Jake said, forcing himself to his feet. “It’s too late for me, Jess, but I can stop him. Lock the team onto my signal. Tell them to catch up to me as fast as they can.”
“Jake, no!”
Jake started after the terrorists. The sensations he felt weren’t even painful anymore. His body felt like it was tearing and twisting with every step. His abs spasmed alarmingly, and when Jake looked down, he could see the entire front of his shirt and pants were covered in blood.
He had been in enough combat to know that even if the team came with a full emergency medical triage, they would be too late to save him. “It’s over, Jess. But not for you. Not for the world. Stop St. Clair. Send them after me.”
He started forward, forcing his pain and weakness deep inside of himself. He had never attended BUD/S training, the grueling SEAL training course famous for washing out an average of eighty percent of its candidates, but the SEALs he knew told him the only way to pass the course was to think of your body as a tool. It didn’t matter if your tool was damaged. It was the only one you had, and you needed it to accomplish this task, so you would make it accomplish that task.
He told himself this now. His body hurt, but his body was a tool. It still had legs, so Jake would make those legs walk. It still had eyes, so Jake would make those eyes see. Until the disease and blood loss finally killed him, he would keep moving until he couldn’t move. Then his friends and fellow agents would take over for him and stop St. Clair before St. Clair turned the world into his own personal empire of terror.
The door St. Clair and his men left through led to a staircase. Jake forced himself up the staircase, gripping the handrails and pulling as hard as he pushed with his legs. He could hear St. Clair’s voice ahead and focused on that. That was the target. He needed to reach that target. That was all that mattered.
The staircase led to another hatch doorway like the one he had used to enter the subway. St. Clair opened it easily, and when the door swung wide, bright sunlight pierced Jake’s eyes. The nausea and dizziness that resulted nearly knocked Jake unconscious, but he still needed his tool, so he would have to push just a little farther.
He started forward. St. Clair and his men exited into the sunlight with the virus and closed the door behind them but didn’t latch it.
Good. They didn’t expect to be followed.
Jake reached the door and tried to turn it, but the twisting movement sent a debilitating wave of pain through him.
“Pain is weakness leaving the body,” he muttered, whispering the age-old Marine Corps drill instructor mantra.
He twisted hard, and the door opened.
And his tool gave out. He collapsed forward, but before he could hit the ground, he felt strong arms wrap around him and heard RRT One leader Sergeant Rachel Garrett’s voice say, “Home base, this is RRT One Leader. We’ve reached Mercer.”
Then he heard them say the most beautiful words in the English language. “We have eyes on the suspects.”
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Jake’s body was limp, but his eyes and ears remained aware. He heard Garrett say, “Travis, Merrifield, follow the suspects. Keep enough distance to stay out of sight if you can. I’m going to do some first aid. Mercer’s coming with us.”
“No,” Jake said. His voice sounded weak and distant in his own ears. “Go after the virus. St. Clair has the virus.”
“No can do, sir,” Garrett said.
Jake felt her turn him over and saw her kneel next to him, holding a medkit. The other five members of the RRT fanned around him. Jake assumed they were somewhere free of onlookers since no one was exclaiming in shock at the presence of four armed criminals carrying a cold box followed by a dying man and a team of paramilitary agents in battle fatigues.
Garrett ripped open Jake’s shirt and tended to his wounds with the practiced skill of a combat veteran. “Perforated spleen,” she said clinically. Then, not so clinically, “Goddamn, Mercer, that must hurt like a son of a bitch.”
“Tickles a little,” he confirmed.
The rest of the team chuckled, and one of them—Forster, Jake thought her name was—said, “He’s a Marine, Garrett. We don’t feel pain.”
Garrett smiled wryly at Forster, then focused on treating Jake. “I’m not going to be able to stop the bleeding,” she said, “but I can slow it enough to keep you moving for a while longer, at least.”
“No point,” Jake said. “The virus will kill me before the blood loss will.”
As though to emphasize his point, another coughing fit took over. When Jake lifted his hand to stifle it, he saw the sheen of blood sweat on his palm.
"Not yet, it won't."
Garrett pulled a wicked-looking needle from the first aid kit and gave Jake a toothy grin. "Time for your vitamins, Marine."
She jabbed the needle into his thigh, and Jake stifled a cry as his body stiffened from the pain. Garrett’s grin widened, and she said, “I’d be lying if I said I haven’t always wanted to do that.”
Jake was about to crack a joke in reply when he felt the pain and stiffness recede from his body. “What was that? Epinephrine?”
“Among other things. I call it the booster shot. Medical calls it some godawful eighty-syllable name that no one needs to know and even nerds can’t pronounce. Apparently, it’s worked on some of the other infected people, so they think it might work for you. One can hope. Brace yourself. Once you’re bandaged up, I have another shot coming. That one hurts even worse.”
“Can’t wait,” Jake said drily.
Garrett worked quickly, but Jake felt his tension increase with every second that passed. St. Clair was getting away, and whatever protocol might dictate, the team was wasting time trying to save him.
He knew he couldn’t stop them, though, so he patiently endured Garrett’s ministrations and prayed silently that St. Clair would be struck with some unexpected obstacle that would slow him down long enough for the team to get to him.
“Got it,” Garrett said, placing the last of the bandages. “That’ll do for now.” She gave Jake another toothy grin. “All right, Marine, more vitamins.”
The needle she pulled out this time was even more frightening than the first one. She rolled Jake onto his side and patted his rump. "This one's got to go into the President's daughter's favorite tush. Admittedly, not bad, but I've had better."
The RRT snickered, and Jake was surprised to feel heat creep into his cheeks. “Boy, you’re loving this, aren’t you?”
“Like I said,” Garrett replied, jabbing the needle into the meat of his backside and causing him to stiffen in pain again. “Not bad.”
Jake gritted his teeth as the pain washed over him, but this time, when it receded, it receded completely. Garrett helped him to his feet, and he was surprised to see that his senses felt clear and his body felt almost spry.
“I’m supposed to tell you that most of this is just pain relief and a cocktail of steroids and adrenal compounds designed to keep you functioning for a few more hours, so don’t go crazy, but like Forster said, you’re a Marine, so that means you don’t give a shit what I say.”
Jake grinned at her. “‘Fraid not, Sergeant.”
Garrett sighed. “No worries.” She met Jake’s eyes, and despite her bravado, Jake could see tears shining in them. “At least Basilone and the other Marine monsters know you’re doing them proud.”
Jake placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “I don’t know any Green Beret Medal of Honor winners, but I’m sure they’re just as proud of you.”
Garrett laughed. “Perfection is the standard in Special Forces, Jake. But I appreciate the compliment.”
“When you two are done one-upping each other,” Merrifield’s voice chimed over the radio, “you might be interested to know that St. Clair and his boys are entering a getaway vehicle.”
Jake met Garrett’s eyes. “Ready to get to work, Sergeant?”
“I came out of my mother ready.”
"Didn't need that image, but thank you."
Jake and the RRT team rushed forward. As they ran, Jake tapped his earpiece. “Jess, can you see where St. Clair and his boys are headed?”
“You’re in a depot a mile and a half south of the Champs de Mars. They’re turning east.”
Garrett lifted her radio. “Travis, Merrifield, we need a vehicle. You might need to commandeer one.”
“Understood, ma’am.”
“No need,” Jess said, “I contacted Colonel Barbier. He’s got a team of Guards ready to intercept St. Clair. Sorry, Jake, but considering the circumstances, I thought it was better to bring them onboard.”
“That’s fine, Jess. Let’s get this bastard and squabble over the credit later.”
The team continued, following Jess’s directions. St. Clair and his men managed to drive a half mile east before the Guards ambushed them. Jake heard the details of the firefight as the team closed the distance.
“They have St. Clair surrounded. His men are firing back, but they’re outnumbered. They’re going to have to retreat.”
“Have Barbier take them out if they can,” Jake said, “but tell them to be careful of the virus.”
“Will do. Wait, St. Clair is fleeing! The vehicle made it through a hole in the Guard line. They’re heading west toward you!”
“Roger,” Garrett replied. “Spread out and find cover team! Travis, Merrifield, do you have eyes on the suspects?”
“Yes, Sergeant,” Travis replied. “We’re prone and shielded from view by ornamental bushes. We’ll wait for them to pass, then cut off escape.”
“Wonderful. The rest of you, aim for the vehicle’s tires when you see it.”
She grabbed Jake and led him out of the way to a low fence surrounding the train depot. He dropped behind it and felt something shift inside of him, but the cocktail of medicines Garrett had given him held, and he felt no pain.
“Okay,” Jess said. “He’s a half mile away now. He’ll reach you any second.”
“I see him,” Garrett said.
Jake looked where she was staring and saw the van St. Clair had commandeered, followed by several Guard vehicles, their lights flashing and sirens howling. Garrett lifted her rifle and said, "On my mark, team: Three… two… one… Fire!"
The air rattled with the force of a half-dozen semi-automatic rifles. Jake watched as the van’s tires exploded in a puff of air. The van shimmied left and right as the driver struggled to maintain control, but finally, it skidded to a halt.
“Pepper it!” Garrett shouted. “Fire everything you—”
Her words were cut off when a bullet shattered Garrett’s skull. Jake watched in horror as she fell lifelessly at his side.
Then he heard Forster over the radio. “Dammit! You fucking assholes! I’m going to kill you!”
His mind snapped into gear, and he cried out, “Keep your cool, Officer! Maintain cover and return fire from a protected position!”
He sank behind the fence and watched St. Clair’s four men leap from their vehicle, taking turns providing cover fire while their comrades found cover at the rear of the truck. Jake tapped his earpiece and said, “Travis, Merrifield, take a wide route to flank them from the south. Jess, tell Barbier and his men to form a perimeter and call for backup. We have them pinned down. The best they can do is hold us off until they run out of ammo. Then we’ll take them.”
“All right,” Jess said.
Her voice was shaky, and Jake knew she was shaken up by Garrett’s sudden demise. “We’ll make them pay, Jess,” he said. “We’ll make them pay for everything.”
A touch of pain rippled from Jake’s abdomen up his spine. The medicine was wearing off.
“Jake,” Travis radioed, “we’re in position. We have a shot on the—”
His voice cut out, and Jake called, “Travis? Are you there? Are you hit?” When there was no response, he cried, “Merrifield! Status!”
“Travis is down, repeat, Travis—”
His voice cut out, too. Jake frowned and risked a look at the van. The four combatants hunkered down next to St. Clair, their weapons pointed at the sky. What was going on?
“Fuck this,” Forster said, “I’m taking the bastards out.”
“Forster, do not leave position!” Jake cried.
The RRT officer ignored him, vaulting over the fence and firing her rifle at the terrorists. She made it five steps before blood sprayed from her head and she collapsed to the ground.
A chill ran through Jake as he realized what was going on. “Sniper!” he cried through the radio. “Take cover now!”
He turned to try to find better cover from the sniper, and when he did, his insides shifted again. He cried out and collapsed to the ground as a wave of pain coursed through him. His hands and legs started to shake, and when spots appeared in his vision, he realized that the brief respite Garrett’s medicine brought him was wearing off.
He had minutes left. He might as well spend those minutes fighting.
He got back to his knees, crying out against the pain, and picked up Garrett’s assault rifle. He aimed at the truck and fired, striking one of the terrorists in the neck and sending him to the ground. That left him a clear shot at St. Clair, but St. Clair ducked just as Jake fired again, and instead of striking the mad scientist, Jake’s round hit one of the terrorists in the shoulder. The man spun around and fell behind the truck, screaming in pain.
Jake hauled himself to his feet and climbed over the fence. When he landed, his legs collapsed underneath him, and he fell to the ground as a fresh jolt of pain coursed through him. The world rippled and swayed around him, but he forced himself to his feet again. Dimly, he could hear Jess and the rest of the RRT shouting for him to take cover, but at this point, it didn’t matter. The worst the sniper could do was put him out of his misery.
Jake stumbled forward, shouldering the rifle and firing again, then again, then a third time. The third round found a home in the head of one of the terrorists, and the man dropped soundlessly to the ground.
But St. Clair still lived. Jake could see a fraction of the man’s right leg as he pressed close to the torn-up van to stay under cover. Jake lifted the rifle and fired. The round struck St. Clair in his heel. He fell backwards with a cry, and Jake fired at his head.
He didn’t see if his round hit home. As he fired his final shot, something tore inside of him. He screamed and collapsed, no longer able to move.
He heard the crack of rifle fire and the deeper, more distant boom of the sniper. He heard footsteps approach him, but whether they were friendly or unfriendly, he couldn’t tell.
The last thing he was aware of before he slipped into darkness was Jess’s voice calling out his name.
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Jake’s eyes opened slowly. A bright, blue-white light pierced his vision, and he blinked them slowly, waiting for his eyes to adjust. Shapes swirled and spun and slowly coalesced. A medical monitor. An IV stand with a bag. A window—the curtain drawn—and a door.
He was in a hospital, or at least in a room with hospital-grade equipment. He had survived? How?
He tried to recall what had happened, but all that came to mind were furry images of shapes and color. He knew he had entered the subway and confronted St. Clair. St. Clair had escaped with the virus, and he had chased him with other Secret Service agents.
A stab of pain shot through his head, and he closed his eyes and waited for the mental fog to subside.
He tried to recall exercises from the Corps designed to help lift that fog. Nothing came to mind, though, and he settled on several deep breaths. Slowly, the memories returned.
He had fought a terrorist outside of the Louvre. The terrorist had infected him with St. Clair’s virus. Jake had followed a lead to the sewer underneath the Paris Metro and tracked down the stockpile of the virus. Then he had confronted St. Clair and called in an RRT. They had chased St. Clair to a park and nearly apprehended him, but then a sniper had pinned them down.
Something else important had happened, too. Before St. Clair. When he was infected with the virus, he remembered being worried because he was infected out in open air, and—
And then, Jake gasped and shot upright. That brought shockingly powerful and paralyzing pain that rippled from his midsection up and down his spine. He let out a wheezing cry, and his vision grew blurry again.
Then, he felt hands on his shoulders. He saw through teary eyes an almost surreal vision of a face as the hands firmly pushed him back down on the bed.
It took a great deal of effort to speak through the pain. “The President. Sheila. Did they get out?”
“You need to calm down now,” a voice said gently. He recognized the voice, and when he opened his eyes, he recognized the face.
“Jess.”
His partner smiled and brushed hair back from his forehead. “It’s me.”
“Jess, what happened? Where is the President?”
Jess’s smile faltered a little. “You need to rest, Jake.”
“Tell me what’s happening,” he insisted. He winced as another wave of pain washed over him.
“Jake, you’ve suffered severe injuries, and the virus hasn’t completely subsided. You’re going to make it, but it’s going to take a lot longer to get you back on your feet if you don’t relax right now.”
“Tell me what’s going on,” he said, gritting his teeth against the pain. “Where am I? Are we stateside? Is the President—”
“Jake, stop!”
Jake sighed and collapsed back on the bed. “Jess, please. Please tell me if Sheila’s all right.”
A shadow fell over Jess’s face, and she sat up, pulling her hands away. Jake feared the worst, but before he could repeat his question, Jess said, “She’s all right. Everyone’s all right. We’re at a CIA compound in the Meudon forest near Velizy-Villacoublay.”
“We’re still in France?”
“And the President? Sheila?”
Jess pressed her lips together and nodded.
“What happened? I told you to evacuate!”
“We tried. We reached the airfield, but St. Clair attacked Charles de Gaulle Airport just before we got here, and by the time we loaded Air Force One, the French government had grounded all flights.”
“What? Why? We’re not at Charles de Gaulle.”
“They grounded all flights in the country.”
“They can’t ground Air Force One. That’s holding the President hostage, and they can’t do that.”
He tried to sit up again, and again, she forced him down. “I know. The President is in talks with the French President as we speak. Art’s working with the CIA and the Air Force to create a contingency plan if they won’t budge. In a worst-case scenario, we’ll take off in a week whether France wants us to or not.”
“A week?”
“Jake, it’s not as simple as throwing our flag around and insisting that people let us leave. The viral attacks have increased over the past two weeks, and—”
“Two weeks? I’ve been out for two weeks?”
He tried to sit up again, and Jess pushed him back gently, then said—not at all gently—“Jake, calm down!”
Jake had almost never heard her put force in her voice before, and the shock was enough to render him docile.
“I will tell you everything,” she said. “I’ll get you up to speed on everything that’s happened since you were brought here, but you need to calm down and take care of yourself, or I’ll have the nurse put you to sleep again. You will not help anyone by killing yourself.”
Jake wasn’t happy at being told to stay put like an invalid, but he knew that Jess’s threat wasn’t empty, so he nodded and didn’t struggle.
“Okay,” Jess said. “Yes. Attacks throughout France have increased over the past two weeks. They don’t seem to have spread beyond the country, but France itself is on lockdown. The death toll is nearing four thousand, with an estimate of ten times that many infected. The cocktail of drugs that Garrett injected into you drastically weakened the virus, which is one of the reasons you’re still alive. We’ve shared the formula with the French healthcare system, and the fatality rate has dropped to forty-six percent, but that’s still an unacceptably high total.
“The point of all this is that France’s borders are closed, and the borders of every other nation are closed to France, including those of the United States. They’ll make an exception for the President, obviously, but we can’t just ignore the situation and fly brazenly out of here, shooting down anyone who tries to stop us. This is not a time to act belligerently against one of our most important allies.”
“Even though they’re acting belligerently against us?”
Jess sighed and brushed Jake’s hair over his forehead again. “Jake, sweetie, I get that according to our mission, nothing but the President’s safety matters, but try to see it from the President’s point of view. This is a very delicate political situation. He can denounce the situation. He can insist that he be allowed to return to lead his country in a time of crisis. At a certain point, yes, he can force the issue and make them let us go home, but he can’t do that immediately.”
“Two weeks isn’t enough time?”
“I guess not. It’s not like I’m sitting in on those conversations. All I know is that Art briefed us to be ready to evacuate in one week’s time whether France is willing to let us go or not. “
Jake nodded and tried to process what he’d heard. His mind still reeled from the two weeks of unconsciousness and the still foggy memory of the hours before his near-death. The memories that returned weren’t pleasant.
“How many died?” he asked.
“Of ours? Eight of the RRT. Four made it out with you when the Guard reinforcements arrived and countered the sniper.”
Jake closed his eyes and allowed himself a moment of grief for his fallen comrades. It was only luck that he had survived. The sniper must have seen him fall and assumed that he was already dead. Hell, Jake assumed he was already dead.
Then he remembered shooting St. Clair. “And St. Clair?” he asked. “Did he survive?”
Jess lowered her eyes, and Jake’s heart sank. “Jess? Did he get away?”
Jess sighed and nodded. “Yes. When the Guard arrived, they found the bodies of the four terrorists, but St. Clair and the virus were gone.”
Jake sighed and felt his strength leave him. After all of that, he had still failed. St. Clair had still escaped, and now he was crippling France and trapping the President and his family far away from home.
“Did they ID the sniper?”
Jess looked away again, and Jake said, “Jess, tell me. Did they identify the sniper?”
Jess sighed. “The Guard was able to capture an image of the sniper before he fled with St. Clair. The image came back as a match for Andrew McNeill.”
Shock filled Jake, followed by a white-hot rage so powerful, he nearly felt physically ill. “Drew? That fucking bastard!”
He tried to sit up again, but this time, dizziness forced him back to the bed without intervention from Jess. He lay there breathing heavily while Jess continued to update him.
“Drew had a contingent of men armed with assault rifles. When he saw the Guard was going to overwhelm them before he could eliminate the RRT, he led them to the virus and took it and St. Clair with him. I’m sorry, Jake. We tried. We really tried.”
Jake’s anger flared up again, but he was too physically exhausted to maintain it, so it faded into calm. He thought through what had happened and tried to piece together an understanding of the current situation.
He remembered St. Clair telling him that Trident wanted control of the virus, but St. Clair wouldn't let them have it, and that was why the President hadn't been directly targeted yet. Jake had believed it at the time, but now there was no doubt that Trident had control of the virus. Yet, they were still focusing their efforts on a series of attacks on civilians. Their efforts were also still contained to France.
That left a few possibilities: one, St. Clair had somehow managed to take control of the virus again. Jake considered this possibility least likely. It would be nearly impossible for St. Clair to escape Trident’s clutches once they had him.
Another possibility was that Trident couldn’t deploy the virus effectively and were forced to continue using St. Clair’s tactic of sending a mule to the scene of the locale they wanted to attack. That would allow St. Clair some measure of power since he would no doubt be tight-lipped about ways to improve the virus’s transmissibility and thus surrender the one bit of leverage he had on Trident.
The third possibility was that he had lied to Jake and that Trident had approved of his plans the entire time. This was the most sobering thought because it meant that Jake had fallen hook, line and sinker for a lie. If he couldn’t trust his own judgment, then he couldn’t know if his conclusions were helpful or just what Bard wanted him to think.
He closed his eyes as a wave of pain coursed through him, milder than the previous ones but powerful enough to derail his train of thought.
When the pain subsided, he asked, “Where is Sheila now? Can I speak to her?”
“She’s safe. She’s here in the compound. You can speak to her if she wants to come see you, and if her father and Art decide it’s all right, but you can’t leave this room until and unless the doctor says you can, and that means not right now.”
Jake sighed. “Jess, please—”
“No. We’re done risking your life on a slim chance that we might gain something from it. The last time was different because we thought the virus was guaranteed fatal. You have a very strong chance of a full recovery now, and you’re going to take it.”
“Jess—”
“Feel free to hate me if you want, but the answer is no.” She stood and regarded him tenderly. “I’ll talk to Art and see if he can convince the President to let Sheila come see you. I’m glad you’re alive.”
She left Jake to once more try to make sense of everything that had happened. He tried to formulate a plan based on the new information, but his exhausted and injured body failed him. He was asleep again within ten minutes.



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
 
The nation was completely shut down now. Anyone found on the street was subject to arrest, but reports were already coming of people being shot on sight by terrified law enforcement. It seemed like the world would never be calm again. Chaos and panic were the order of the day now.
This new reality closed in on Jake as he watched the news feed from his hospital bed. Two more attacks in the past four days, one at Aix-Marseille University and one at the Saint-Jean-Baptiste Cathedral in Lyon. That second one had already killed over one thousand congregants who had somehow avoided quarantine to say prayers for the healing of their country.After four days, Jake could sit upright and even walk around the compound for brief periods of time without feeling pain, but he felt useless. The pressure to act, to get out there and fix things, threatened to overwhelm him. 
The worst part was the guilt. No, the worst part was being unable to act on the guilt. What good was guilt if you didn’t get to use it to fix the things you felt guilty about?
Jack certainly felt guilty. He’d had a perfect chance to stop St. Clair, and he couldn’t. He was a trained Marine with Special Operations experience and a trained Secret Service agent, and he had been bested by a former research scientist with a few years of parkour under his belt.
He’d failed, and his failure had resulted in the deaths of thousands, including some of his friends and comrades.
And he couldn’t do anything other than sit here in a damned hospital bed. He had to remain confined like some kind of an invalid. He had to convalesce while other people fought his war.
It made him angry, and he latched onto that emotion.  Anger felt a little better than guilt.
It was just as futile, though. It certainly didn’t put him back in the field where he needed to be. It didn’t get him out in front of things. It didn’t help him keep the President safe. It didn’t help him keep Sheila safe. 
His room felt more like a prison cell than a hospital than an ICU.
As he watched news reports, his anger grew. His guilt and fear grew as well. St. Clair was winning. More nations had closed their borders to France, and some had closed their borders to the entirety of Western Europe for fear that the disease could somehow travel to them.
Finally, Jake sighed and switched the tv off. He wasn’t getting anywhere torturing himself with what he couldn’t control. He had to force himself to look clearly at the situation. Only then could he arrive at a course of action that would work.
What could he do? He certainly could run all over France looking for St. Clair, assuming he was even still in France. He couldn’t do anything to help the political issue that would keep the President here for at least three more days. Possibly even longer than that. Art had a contingency plan that would allow Air Force One to take off regardless of France’s insistence that no one break quarantine, but it would at the very least involve Air Force jets threatening the French Air Force, and depending on how jumpy everyone was under the circumstances might even involve an exchange of fire. Jake had no doubt that the United States would come out on top in any kind of conflict, but it would be a bad day indeed if that conflict involved one of their closest allies.
The only silver lining to what were easily the worst days of his life since Afghanistan were the occasional visits from Sheila. She had seen him every day since he had woken from his coma, and though her visits were brief, they gave him just enough strength to continue without spiraling into depression.
Still, he could see the fear in her eyes gradually making its way to despair, and it killed him that he couldn’t do anything to fix that. The comfort he did offer fell flat to his own ears, and though she always smiled gratefully when he said he would make sure nothing happened to her or her father and that he would find a way to stop St. Clair and Trident no matter what, he could see that she didn’t believe him.
He would try, her face said, but he wouldn’t succeed.
The door to the hospital room opened and Jess walked in, followed by Art and Miss Topaz. The CIA operative had visited him a few times as well, but she had only stayed long enough to update him on the situation outside. With the Secret Service focusing their energy on maintaining the perimeter of the compound and keeping the President safe, Topaz and Quartz had taken over management of the larger situation.
Management is a loose term. So far, all they could do was watch and report what was going on.
Topaz smiled at him, and for a moment, he could see a longing in her face that reminded him strangely of the way Jess looked at him. It was gone as soon as it came, and he dismissed it as his imagination. Despite his protests, Jess had insisted he remain on at least a low dose of painkillers, and he couldn’t be sure they weren’t affecting his judgment.
“How are you feeling?” Topaz asked. “Ready to kick some ass?”
Jess shot her a warning look, and Art stepped in. “He definitely is not, and if he has a problem with that, he can shove it up his ass.”
Jake couldn’t resist a slight smile at the fatherly concern in Art’s voice. “You might need to help me with that. Still not quite up to shoving things.”
“Exactly my point,” Art replied.
“We just came to update you on a change in plans,” Jess said. “I’ll warn you in advance, you won’t like them.”
“The President wants to stay here.”
Jess lifted her eyebrow. “Did he talk to you already?”
Jake shook his head. The President was the only one of his friends not to have visited him. He understood why. Bryan was no doubt up to his eyeballs with work managing this situation while also trying to run the country from across an ocean. He couldn’t pull himself away from his duties even if he wanted to. Sheila had confessed to Jake that he hadn’t even spent much time with her and her mother in the past two and a half weeks.
Still, it hurt. Jake couldn’t believe that only a few months ago, the two of them had been friends, he had been a member of the security detail with no other responsibilities, and he had been content to be that and nothing more. The world had flipped upside down, and most days it felt to Jake like he had woken to an entirely different life.
“He didn’t talk to me,” he told Jess, “but that’s the only piece of news I could get that would upset me other than hearing the base had been overrun by Trident, and I’d know that without having to be told. Did we at least try to talk him out of it?”
Art chuckled mirthlessly. “The only man on Earth more stubborn than you is President Bryan Jackson. I told him that the longer he stays here, the greater the risk that he dies and the less ability we have to prevent that and get him home. He told me I needed to find a way. I resisted the urge to tell him that I’d go ahead and snap my fingers to make the world magically revert to the day before the Summit so I could sabotage Air Force One and make sure we never flew here in the first place, and I think I deserve a medal for that.”
Jake offered a similarly mirthless chuckle. “So we’re just waiting for Trident to get tired of making us look stupid and come kill the President already.”
Topaz responded to that that. “Actually, we’re fairly sure that Trident doesn’t know about this compound. I’m not saying he would attack if we did, but we’ve intercepted some communications between Bard and Drew that suggest they don’t know where the President is at this time. They know he’s in France, but that’s about it.”
That meant that their mole was stateside, and probably not a heavy hitter. They only seemed to know what the general public knew. That was good news, but not great news. The mole was still out there, and if he was part of the rank and file, it would take forever to find him.
Still, in the short term, this was good news. “Well, I’ll take any silver lining we can get,” Jake replied.
“Me too.” Topaz pursed her lips. “However, Art is right. Eventually, we’ll be found out. The President is refusing to leave the compound. Evidently, the French president is putting his foot down about flights leaving the country. Our President doesn’t want to risk antagonizing one of our closest allies, especially given the circumstances.. But he’s agreed to transport his family to different locations to lessen the risk to them.”
Jake’s ears perked up. “He’s sending Sheila away?”
“Sheila and Carrie, yes. At my suggestion, they’ll be going to different locations. Special Agent Gold will accompany the First Lady. Mr. Quartz will be their liaison. I will be liaison to Sheila, and after discussing the circumstances with Art, we’ve agreed that you should travel with Sheila.”
Jake tried to stifle the way his heart leapt, but it must have shown on his face because Jess smiled softly and said, “That was my idea. I want at least ten percent of the credit.”
“Thank you, Jess,” Jake said. “I appreciate it more than you know.”
Her smile grew a little sad. “Don’t mention it, partner.”
“You’ll be expected to act as her personal security,” Art said, “I know you’re up to the task, but please keep in mind that you’re injured and still recovering from the virus on top of that. Be intelligent about how you keep her safe. Make sure you have a response plan in place that doesn’t require you to act like Rambo. Miss Topaz will be your liaison, as she said, and Jess will remain your contact with the Secret Service. I don’t know how long you’ll be sequestered, but the location Miss Topaz is sending you to is stockpiled with six months of rations. Frankly, if it takes that long to find a way home, there will be bigger problems to worry about.”
“Thank you, sir. I won’t do anything foolish.”
“Your definition of foolish or my definition of foolish?”
Jake smiled. “Your definition, sir.”
“Good. Jess has promised me she will deface your grave if you do something stupid and get yourself killed, so just keep that in mind.”
Jess nodded seriously, and Jake laughed. Damn, it felt good to laugh.
Art smiled briefly, but when his smile faded, a deadly serious look replaced it. “Jess, Miss Topaz, can we have a moment?”
The two women glanced at each other, then Topaz stood and headed for the door. Jess hesitated a moment, then followed.
When Art and Jake had the room to themselves, Art said, “I got a call from your friend, Max Harrison.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Is he all right?”
“He’s fine. He was calling me because he had tried to call you and couldn’t get a hold of you since you’re in here without your phone. It seems you hired him to try to find our mole.”
“Yes,” Jake said. “I’m sorry, I just—”
Art lifted a hand. “No need to apologize. I would have done the same thing in your shoes. Besides, his help might have turned out to be useful. He’s narrowed it down to two individuals, Niedermayer and Stockton.”
“I don’t think I know them.”
“You don’t. Niedermayer is records and Stockton is equipment. You may have seen Niedermayer before, but Stockton works behind the scenes at equipment, so you would only have seen officers working for him. Both have suspicious financial transactions within the past three months. We’ve put them on leave, and we have people watching them to make sure they don’t do anything suspicious. Max is continuing to dig, but for the time being, I’ve asked him to report to me. I don’t mean to step on your toes, but I don’t believe for a minute you’ll take care of yourself unless Jess and I force you to.”
Jake wanted to protest, but he knew it would be a waste of time. Art knew him too well to believe any lie he might conjure up.
“Understood, sir.”
Art reached forward and squeezed his shoulder. “Your vehicle is loaded and ready for you. Sheila will be ready to leave in forty-five minutes, and Miss Topaz will take you to your new safehouse.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t mention it. You’ve done very well, Mercer. When this is over, I’ll make sure the investigation into your background is dropped.”
Jake smiled and thanked Art again. After a final squeeze of the shoulder, Art stood and left the room.
Jake still would have preferred being out in the field where he could impact things, but if he had to stay cooped up, staying in a secluded safehouse with Sheila wasn’t a bad way to do that. Not a bad way at all.
Still, as he stood and packed the few belongings he wanted to take with him, his thoughts drifted back to St. Clair and the slowly tightening noose around the President’s neck.



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
“It’s so pretty out here,” Sheila said, gazing out at the forest in front of them. “I can almost believe that this is our normal life and we’ll never have to return to the real world again.”
Jake smiled at her and lied, “Me too. It’s wonderful out here.”
It wasn’t a total lie. He really was enjoying the company with Sheila, and part of him even enjoyed the separation from the struggle outside so he could just enjoy spending time with her. Most of him, though, wished he could be with his comrades fighting to bring an end to St. Clair’s and Trident’s machinations.
This was only their first morning at the cabin sequestered deep inside the Meudon Forest. They had arrived the afternoon prior, and Miss Topaz had stayed with them until after dinner, showing them around and telling them how to access the various caches of supplies stashed around the cabin.
It was a cozy place to stay. Were it not for the fact that those caches included weapons, false IDs and cash in thirteen different currencies, Jake could almost believe they really were on vacation.
But of course, they weren’t. They were in hiding, and the threat that forced them into hiding still remained.
But right now, the woman he was falling in love with was radiant in her soft silk robe, her curly brown hir falling in soft waves over her smooth shoulders as she stood on the wood plank porch of the cabin and watched a family of rabbits drink from the brook that ran a few dozen yards in front of their house.
“Do you ever think about us?” she asked suddenly, “about the future?”
“I do,” he said, “All the time.”
That wasn’t a lie.
She smiled at him, and for a perfect moment, that was all Jake needed. “What do you think about?”
He chuckled and moved to her, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. “Well, a lot of those thoughts involve you wearing even less than this robe.”
She laughed, easily the most beautiful sound Jake had ever heard. “I’m serious!”
“So am I. I think about that all the time. I can prove it to you if you don’t believe me.”
She rolled her eyes. “I believe you. Trust me, I absolutely believe that.”
“Good. Just so we’re clear.”
She laughed again and settled into his arms. “Really, though, what do you think about? Where do you think we go?”
“Home would be nice.”
She looked up at him, and he could tell by her expression that she wouldn’t take any more playful answers. He tensed a little and hoped she couldn’t sense it.
“I hope that we stay together for the rest of our lives,” he replied.
“You hope?”
“I do.”
“But do you think we will?”
Jake tense further and forced himself to calm. “To be honest, I try not to think too hard about that right now.”
That was clearly not the answer Sheila wanted to hear. She pursed her lips and pulled away from him, and he cursed himself for being a fool. “Sheila, I want to. I really do. I just… there are a lot of things that make the future uncertain and complicated.”
“My father?”
“No. Well, not exactly. I know he’s ambivalent about our relationship, but that wouldn’t stop me from having whatever relationship with you I want to have. But he is the President, and he could be the President for five more years. I’m part of his security team, and my number one priority needs to be his safety. And when he leaves office, my number one priority will be the new president’s safety. That’s a hard life. Moments like this…” he gestured out at the scene in front of them, “they’ll be few and far between even if things go well. I want to be with you forever, but I don’t know… Well, I don’t know if you’ll really love being with someone doing my kind of job for very long.”
She nodded, her lips pursed, “So you’re going to stay with the Service, huh? After you get Trident and after my father leaves office, you’re still going to work for the agency.”
Jake nodded. “That’s the plan.”
“And the past few months haven’t turned you off to that idea?”
"No," he admitted. "If anything, it's only shown me how much I'm needed. The Presidency is facing incredible threats now. The White House attack would have been devastating without my leadership. I don't mean that arrogantly, it's just a fact. The Secret Service can no longer act like bodyguards. We're going to have to take a more active role in investigating and proactively addressing threats to the Presidency if we're going to ensure the safety of each officeholder going forward. My experience and skillset are going to be vital to that."
Sheila nodded and pulled away from him. Jake felt a pang as she walked to the other end of the porch, her arms crossed. He knew that what she wanted him to say was that he couldn’t wait until this political bullshit was behind them and they could live a quiet, simple life somewhere free of all of this fear and stress.
She confirmed that a moment later, turning to him and saying, “Why does it have to be you?”
“It has to be someone, Sheila.”
“Yes, but why you? Why not someone else?”
“If everyone says it has to be someone else, then it won’t be anybody else. Someone has to be that someone else.”
“But why you? Please don’t dance around the question, Jake.”
Her tone wasn’t confrontational or angry, but it stung nonetheless. He sighed and took a seat on the porch swing near where Sheila stood. His thoughts drifted, and he was only partly surprised that they drifted to the botched assassination in Afghanistan over a decade ago.
He had never forgiven himself for losing his comrades back then, and it didn’t matter that it wasn’t really his fault. He would never forgive himself for the loss of Garrett and most of her RRT, and it still didn’t matter that he had tried his absolute best. His best wasn’t good enough.
But it would be. If it killed him, it would be.
He didn’t say all of this to Sheila. Instead, he said, “I’m just not the kind of person who can leave a job like that to someone else.”
“Even when it’s to build a relationship with your family?” Sheila asked, “With the woman who loves you?”
Jake had spent months dreaming of the moment when Sheila would tell him she loved him, but he’d hoped it would come a different way than it did now.
"It doesn't have to be like that," he said, "We can still be together. Odds are that when the new President is elected, I'll be moved to Deputy Director. If I don't heal completely from these injuries, that might happen even sooner. I won't be able to keep running around like a superhero forever. I'll get an office job that's as close to a nine-to-five as you can get working in the Service. When that happens, I won't find myself in situations like this."
“Like Art?”
He opened his mouth but closed it without responding. It was true. Art might not be out and about like Jake, but he was here in France, running things from a situation room at a CIA compound and not back in Washington the way the other Deputy Directors were. Jake could see himself finally getting too old to play soldier, but would he ever really be willing to step back and let others handle the field?
Sheila sighed. “Well, I was going to tell you that I saw you in one of those cute flannels with a hunting rifle and a pair of dogs watching our kids play in the brook and smiling as you thought about taking them hunting and camping with you when they got older.”
“That sounds wonderful,” he said, hoping to ease some of the pain of his own admission.
"It does," she said. "No politics, no Presidents, no terrorists, no fighting: just you and me and a family." She looked back out at the forest and smiled wistfully. "Then, when the kids are in bed, we can sit in front of the fire and watch a movie together or sit on the porch and talk and watch the stars. It would just be nice and lovely and safe.”
She put emphasis on that last word, and when she did, Jake felt a pang. That was the life Sheila wanted. She hated being in the spotlight. She hated being the President’s daughter. She hated being constantly shadowed by stone faced men armed with guns watching out for madmen bent on hurting her because they were pissed off about the fact that other people made the laws and not them. She hated knowing that the man she loved had to be the one to step in between those men and her father because his life was by definition expendable. She just wanted a quiet, secluded life somewhere she could be happy and safe without having to think about the rest of the world or its troubles.
And Jake didn't know if he could live like that. He didn't know if he could ever turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to the evil that lurked around the corner, just waiting for democracy to expose its throat.
Millions of people in France lived quiet, easy lives. Millions of people in France thought they could stay somewhere safe and secluded from all the shit that happened in the world, and millions of people now realized that stopping their eyes and crying “you can’t see me!” only meant that they couldn’t see the danger right in front of them.
Jake could never not see that danger. He could never pretend that the world was beautiful and safe, and because of that, he could never live a life of seclusion and blindness.
Sheila sighed and joined him on the porch swing. Without speaking, she pulled Jake close and kissed him deeply.
He pulled her to him and kissed her back fiercely, desperately. She pulled away slightly and whispered. “Shh. It’s okay, Jake. Just be here with me. Right here. Right now.”
He wrapped his arms around her again, and for a few blessed minutes, the clamoring in his head quieted, and he was safe and whole in the arms of his love.
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“At what point did you and Corporal McNeill decide it was prudent to abandon the objective?”
Jake resisted the urge to leap over the defendant’s pulpit and shake Major Bradley. The JAG prosecutor gazed at Jake with the smug, pseudo-impassive look all JAG prosecutors wore. Jake reminded himself that the man was only doing his job and kept his tone respectful.
“With respect, sir, at no point did Corporal McNeill and I abandon the objective.”
“But you left your post to attempt a rescue of the SEAL team.”
“Yes, sir. While there was hope for our comrades to survive, we made every attempt to rescue them. When it became clear that our intervention would not affect the outcome of the engagement but would very likely result in a failure to complete the mission objective, we chose to complete the objective.”
“And whose idea was that?”
“It was a mutual decision, sir.”
Major Bradley sighed and clasped his hands behind his back, another mind-numbingly stereotypical prosecutorial stance. “My difficulty, Staff Sergeant, lies in the lack of detail you’re willing to provide.”
Major Benitez, the JAG-assigned defense lawyer representing Jake and Drew, leapt to her feet, “Objection, sir, this court martial is not convened to help Major Bradley overcome his difficulties.”
There were a few suppressed chuckles from the review board convened by Colonel Sanchez to assist in her analysis of the case. Next to Benitez, Drew grinned openly.
“Sustained,” Colonel Sanchez said, “Counsel, please rephrase.”
Major Bradley nodded. “Staff Sergeant Mercer, please outline in detail the events of the incident in question, beginning with your choice to leave your post until your choice to return to your post and complete your assignment.”
Jake took a breath and said, "I chose to abort the assignment when I saw that the SEAL team was under assault from a large number of Taliban fighters. Corporal McNeill and I made our way from our position toward the beleaguered SEALs. In the course of our movement, it became clear that we would be unable to rescue our comrades. At that point, Corporal McNeill suggested that we return to our post and finish the assignment. He believed that since we had yet to be detected by the ambush, we had a good chance of successfully completing our assignment."
“And you did, didn’t you?” Bradley said. “You completed your assignment, and six SEALs are dead.”
Jake frowned. This was wrong. This wasn’t what he said. “Yes, sir, we completed our assignment.”
“And six of your comrades are dead. Because you left them to die.”
Jake blinked. The faces of everyone in the court—Drew included—were expressionless. They stared coldly at Jake, and he felt sweat bead on his forehead. “There was no way to save them. We were outnumbered fifty to one.”
"Of course. But you didn't even try, did you?"
“That’s not true!” Jake insisted. “I eliminated one of the enemy!”
"And left three hundred ninety-nine others to murder American forces."
“No, I—”
“They’re all dead because of you, Jake.”
“No! Goddammit—”
“Objection!” Benitez said, “My client is refusing to accept the consequences of his own negligence, your honor.”
Jake turned in horror to his attorney. “What? I—”
“This court finds Staff Sergeant Jake Mercer guilty,” Colonel Sanchez interrupted. “Not that it matters. Guilty or innocent, he gets to go home while six Americans are buried in twelve different places somewhere in the hills of Afghanistan.”
Jake’s heart pounded in his chest. He opened his mouth, but his tongue felt thick and furry.
This was wrong. This was all wrong. It wasn’t his fault. Dammit, it wasn’t his fault!
“Jake.”
Jake sat bolt upright, gasping. The gasp turned into a wince as pain shot through his midsection.
“Jake, Jesus!” Sheila cried out, wrapping her arms around him and lowering him to the bed. “What’s wrong, honey?”
Jake lay quietly a moment, then threw the covers off and got out of bed.
“Jake? Jake!” Sheila’s tone grew sharp with anxiety. “Jake, talk to me! What’s going on?”
Jake only shook his head. He didn’t want to tell Sheila about his nightmare, and he couldn’t think of a convincing lie.
He needed to do something. He didn't know what. Anything. He couldn't lie still anymore. Three days in this cabin secluded from everything happening outside was driving him crazy. St. Clair was out there killing more people, and he was sitting here sipping hot chocolate and watching old movies.
“Jake! Please!”
“I’m fine,” he finally said, a clumsy lie but the only thing he could think to say. “I just need to work on something.”
“Work on what? Jake, can you please stop pacing?”
Jake lifted his hands behind his head for a moment, then sighed and lowered them. He stopped pacing too and turned to face Sheila. She regarded him with a great deal of concern, but underneath that concern was a kernel of resentment that killed and angered him at the same time. She knew, or at least part of her knew, what he was going to say.
He pushed both emotions down and said, “I need to help stop St. Clair.”
A wall came up behind Sheila’s eyes. Her face still showed more concern than anything else, but Jake knew that inwardly, she had accepted that Jake would never be willing to let go of his job the way she wanted him to.
She still tried.
"Jake, Art Jes,s, and the others are taking care of that. They're working to stop him. Your job is to be here with me."
“I’m going to stay here with you too,” he said. “I’m just going to work while I do.”
She looked away from him, and no longer tried to hide her frustration.
He approached the bed and sat next to her. He didn’t reach for her, but she pulled away anyway. He ignored the pang he felt at that and explained, “They’re in the thick of things, and that means they need to be reactive. I’m separated from that. I can be proactive. I can look at things from all angles without feeling the pressure to respond to every new development.”
Sheila didn’t answer.
“Honey, if we don’t stop St. Clair, he’ll keep going until he’s hurt the whole world. You didn’t see what I saw in the sewer. He’s worse than Bard because Bard just wants to hurt people in power. St. Clair wants to hurt everyone. If I don’t do something to stop that, then that future you want, the calm, quiet, safe life: it won’t exist.”
She stiffened at his words, and Jake immediately regretted saying that. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”
"Yes, you did," she said.
There was no anger in her voice, and that made her words hurt even more. He opened his mouth to deny it, then closed it. There was no point in lying to her again.
“It’s okay,” she said. “Do what you have to do.” She forced a smile and added, “I’m proud of you.”
It didn’t help Jake feel better at all to know that she could lie to him too. He almost convinced himself to forget about it and just return to bed with her.
But instead, he got up from the mattress and headed to the cabin’s other bedroom. His laptop was on the desk there, along with a headset. He looked at it for a moment, then sighed and put it on. He sat in front of the desk and tapped the earpiece. “Jess? You there?”
“Jake! Hey, buddy. How’s it going? How’s vacation?”
“Considering the circumstances, it’s shitty. How’s things on your end?”
“Shitty. Regardless of the circumstances. Art wants the President to leave, but the President is still walking on eggshells because of the French President. I don’t know if she’s holding him as a political hostage or if she’s so afraid of being blamed for spreading the pandemic that she’s gone crazy, but whatever it is, our President wants to placate her until we put a stop to St. Clair. He seems to think we’re miracle workers who can just snap our fingers and bend the world to our will.”
“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” he said. “Listen, I can’t sleep, so I want to do some work on the case.”
“What did you have in mind?”
He thought a moment. "We need to find Trident. We know that Drew, at least, is here, or at least he was when St. Clair was rescued. I think he's still here. We need to figure out where they're operating, and this time, instead of sending me in alone, we need to send a whole team after him. The one advantage we still have against Trident is overwhelming force. I suggest we find them and bring that force to bear. We know now that the virus is not easily transmissible and that the nano drone packages St. Clair is using have limited range. We also have a medical countermeasure to infection that's been proven to work."
“Half the time,” she reminded him.
“Yes, half the time,” he conceded. “I’m not saying this op isn’t without risk. I just think hiding the way we’ve been for the past few weeks carries greater risk.”
Jess didn’t speak for a moment. When she did, her voice was somewhat subdued. “Yes. You’re right. I just…”
“I know,” he said. “I’m asking a lot of you, but I really feel this is the way we stop this.”
“I don’t think you really know what I was going to say,” Jess said, “but it’s not important. Fortunately, there’s not enough going on right now to demand my full attention, so let’s get crackin.’ You’re the Trident expert, and Drew is your—sorry, was your buddy.”
The memory of Jake’s dream and the all-too-real past associated with it flashed across Jake’s mind. He was grateful that Jess wasn’t present to see his expression. “Drew was a spotter, but he’s also an excellent sniper. The keys to a successful sniping mission are seclusion, observation and execution. When I say seclusion, I mean seclusion with those other objectives in mind. He’s going to position himself somewhere where he can observe everything. Not necessarily somewhere he can physically see everything, although considering his specialty, I’m betting he’s at least close to a good vantage point for a sniper, but somewhere he can be aware of things as they happen. That means an urban area.”
“Paris?”
Jake thought a moment. “I don’t know. Authorities have cracked down considerably there. Paris is basically under martial law at the moment. I don’t think that Drew would want to be somewhere without an escape route. That’s a fourth key to sniping. Always have a way out.”
“Near Paris, though.”
"Yes," Jake agreed. "Definitely in the vicinity. They can keep abreast of the countermeasures authorities are taking and react to them more quickly. That's the execution part. For these attacks to work, they need to get in and out before authorities can catch them."
“Why keep attacking, though? If everywhere is shut down, then what’s the point of the attacks?”
“Fear. Even if the only people who die are a few first responders, it will cause people to panic. That’s what St. Clair wants. He wants people to panic.”
“So where will he go next?”
Jake shook his head. “That’s an excellent question. Any thoughts?”
“What about Versailles?” Jess suggested. “All of the attacks have taken place in or near high-traffic areas, primarily heavily trafficked tourist spots. The only exception was the first attack on the Metro, which we can consider a test run.”
“What targets are in Versailles?”
“A few, some of which have already been hit. But there’s one big one that hasn’t been attacked.”
“What’s that?”
“The Palace.”
“That’s good,” Jake said, “We know what a likely next target is. Now we need to know when they plan to strike, and we can intercept them. Then we can trace their movements back to wherever the virus is now, like we did the first time. It’s not a perfect plan, but I’ll bet it will work if we’re careful. We need to—”
“Jake,” Jess interrupted. “You’re right. It’s the Palace.”
“Yes,” Jake agreed. “We already…”
His voice trailed off as he realized what Jess was going to say before she said it.
"The attack is already underway."



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
“I feel obligated to say that this is a bad idea,” Miss Topaz said.
“Really?” Jake replied, “I thought you would be in favor of taking the fight to them for a change.”
“I am. I just feel obligated to say it’s a bad idea. After all, you’re leaving your post.”
Jake felt a pang and looked at Sheila. She kept a brave face, but her arms were crossed protectively in front of her, and her shoulders were bunched tightly. She smiled at him, but he could tell that her smile was forced.
“I’m leaving her in capable hands,” he said, “and if this works, then there won’t be a need to protect her from Trident or St. Clair anymore.”
“I get it,” Topaz replied. “Like I said, I’m in favor. I just want plausible deniability when your boss rips you a new asshole, and her dad tears it open even wider.”
“Well, if this works—”
“I know, I know. Huzzah, sunshine and roses, it’s gonna be a brighter day, all that jazz.”
Jake couldn’t resist a chuckle at that, but he stifled his laughter when he saw Sheila shoot a fishy look at the CIA operative. He cleared his throat and said, “All right. I’m going to head out. I’ll let you know what we see. If we confirm Trident is at Versailles, we’ll take them out.”
“Where is the team meeting you?”
“At the edge of the forest. We’re taking two RRTs this time, along with the four surviving members of Team One. That’s twenty-eight plus me. Trident’s forces are likely less than that, but even if they outnumber us, it would have to be by a pretty damned big margin to overwhelm us, and we could always call for backup.”
“Yes, you can, and you will if you need to,” Topaz replied. “But… well, it’s the best plan we have. Worst-case, they’re not there, and we’re right where we started.”
“Exactly.”
“All right. Well, go say goodbye to Sheila and tell her you’re not going to be an idiot and get yourself killed.”
She smiled, but Sheila didn’t. She didn’t pull away when Jake kissed her, at least.
“I’ll be careful,” he said, “I promise.”
“You’ve said that before,” she reminded him.
His heart started to sink, but when she smiled, it soared above the clouds. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him softly. “I’m proud of you,” she said, and this time he believed it. “Go get those bastards.”
He grinned and kissed her a final time. He pulled away and squeezed her hand, then left the safehouse.
It took him fifteen minutes to reach the team waiting at the edge of the Meudon Forest. It would take another forty-five for them to drive to the edge of the Domaniale du Marly Forest northwest of Versailles. With help from Topaz's drones, Jess had discovered signs of activity at the ruins of an old outpost attached to Fort du Trou-d'Enfer. They couldn't see enough through the trees to know for sure that it was Trident causing the activity, but it was certainly worth checking out. And like Topaz said, the worst-case scenario was that there was no one there, and they were right back where they started.
The RRTs met him with grim expressions and hunger in their eyes. Jake understood the feeling. They had spent nearly a month in hiding, watching while Trident and St. Clair ravaged France and tightened the noose around them. They had nearly put an end to this only to have Trident intervene out of nowhere and save St. Clair. Now, they had a chance to cut the head off of the snake.
Jake issued instructions briefly. “We’re going to take separate routes to Domaniale du Marly. When we reach the forest, we’re going to proceed to the coordinates indicated by Special Agent Foster. If we discover that Trident is there, we’re going to take them out. If Trident is not there, we’re going to search the area and see if we can find anything useful. Depending on what we find, we either pursue that lead or we return to base.”
“Do we need to save any of the prisoners alive?” Munoz, the RRT Two leader, asked.
“If it’s possible, I would like Bard, Drew and St. Clair alive. If not, then so be it.”
Munoz and the other leads nodded. Judging by the looks on their faces, Jake guessed it was a slim chance at best that they would save the three of them alive.
That was a disappointment that Jake could handle.
The group split up and took their preplanned routes. As the operation leader, Jake took the most direct route, taking the four surviving members of RRT One with him. They rode in silence, all of them too focused on the upcoming assignment to make the typical small talk and banter that preceded combat.
The drive to the forest was eerie. With the virus death toll exceeding ten thousand and over half a million confirmed infected, the roads were devoid of traffic. Cities were quiet, and even the animals seemed to have abandoned the area. The place seemed like a ghost town. It reminded Jake of images he’d seen of Chernobyl.
They reached the edge of the forest just as the sun reached its zenith. The other teams arrived one by one, and fifteen minutes after Jake arrived, they were fully assembled.
Jake tapped his earpiece. "All right, Jess. The task force is assembled and ready to go. Keep us aware of anything unexpected we might run into."
“Will do, Jake. Good luck.”
It was a thirty-minute march to the outpost where Jess suspected Trident was based. The closer Jake drew to the spot, the more his shoulders bunched with anxiety. He wasn't worried for his own safety. He had put his life in danger twice before and not expected to walk away. If this was the time he finally sacrificed his life, so be it.
No sooner had he thought that than he thought of Sheila, arms crossed in front of her, lips pressed into a thin line as he proved to her once more that the job would always be the most important thing in his life.
He shrugged that image away. He was on assignment now. The President’s safety was at stake, not to mention Sheila’s own safety and the security of the entire world. He didn’t get to feel sorry for himself. He had a job to do.
Part of his anxiety was due to the fact that he might be wasting his time. He was putting a lot of eggs into this basket, and if the basket turned out to have a hole in the bottom, it would be an enormous letdown. It was one thing to recognize that they might not find anything. It was quite another to find out that they wouldn’t.
As they reached the outpost, Jake’s heartbeat slowed, and a calm settled over him. He recognized it from his days in the Marine Corps. It was an instinctive response to combat that his experience gave him. There was no point in being afraid anymore. Combat was here. He was already in danger, and he wasn’t going to stop being in danger until the mission was completed, so he might as well focus on completing the mission and forget about the fact that at any minute, a bullet might provide him an early retirement.
Or a virus.
He held his hand up, and the team stopped. They stared ahead at a small, crumbling stone building. There was evidence of several campfires in front of the building, but no sign of life within. Jake suppressed the small surge of panic that followed and led his team forward.
The team gathered in a half-circle around the camp. Jake lifted a hand with five fingers and slowly dropped one at a time. When his hand made a fist, he said, “Now!” and the team burst into the camp.
They moved quickly, assault rifles at the ready. Jake was the first to round the corners of the building and see no sign of the terrorists. He made another circuit around the building and looked through the windows. He couldn’t see anything.
His heart sank, but he didn’t allow himself to give up. “RRT One, on me. RRT Two, prepare to follow. RRT Three, remain outside and prepare to shoot anyone running your way who isn’t wearing a U.S. uniform.”
“Understood, sir.”
Jake stood in front of the door and lifted his hand again. When his fingers were all counted down, he stepped aside, allowing one of the other agents to kick the door in due to his lingering injury.
The five of them rushed inside, their weapons and flashlights scanning the interior of the building. Jake saw bedrolls and discarded water bottles and food wrappers. Someone had definitely camped here. He counted eleven bedrolls, which fit with his estimation of Trident’s force.
But there was no one here.
His anxiety and anticipation gave way to frustration. Dammit, he had really hoped to find them here. He just wanted to put an end to all of this. He wanted to go home, get back to his simple job of protecting the President from the odd wacko and not a terrorist organization formed of traitors.
He wanted a life with Sheila. Maybe not the idyllic, secluded life she talked about at the cabin, but one where she had a reasonable expectation of safety. One where they could raise kids and not worry that those kids could get killed as collateral damage in the bombing of the Lincoln Memorial or a viral attack on a cathedral.
He sighed and tapped his earpiece. "Okay, fellas," he said, "Looks like Trident was here, but they're not now. Either they're out making mischief, or they've moved on. RRT Three set up a perimeter five hundred yards from the outpost. Two, you're looking around outside for anything that can help us. Me and One will look inside the building."
The team leaders voiced their acknowledgment, each of them showing their frustration at not finding Trident here.
Jake sighed and began to look through the refuse. The bedrolls were cheap, the kind you could buy for twenty dollars at a department store. Or twenty euros, he guessed. The food wrappers advertised generic foods typical of hikers and campers: trail mixed, protein bars, water bottles, jerky. Nothing here screamed Trident. Hell, it might even have been a few teenagers spending a night in the forest and then just leaving their stuff behind.
That seemed like a stretch, but there was nothing here that screamed Trident. Jake sighed and decided it was time to admit defeat. He reached for his earpiece, but before he could tap it, Jess’s voice carried over.
“Jake! Trident is assaulting our compound! Counting over fifty men armed with heavy weaponry! They’re making their way to the President!”
Jake’s heart sank to the floor. He looked at the RRT members standing nearby and saw ashen expressions that mirrored his own.
Then it got worse.
“Jake! This is Topaz! We’re under fire! Repeat! We’re under fire! Trident is attempting to assassinate Sheila!”
Jake stood still in shocked disbelief.
Trident had tricked them. They had waited for the Secret Service to grow restless and abandon their primary mission and struck when the President was most vulnerable.
If one of those terrorists had the virus, then they were doomed.
Jake snapped out of his funk. “Task force! Abort! New mission is to return to the compound and rescue the President! ASAP! Munoz, you’re in charge.”
“Where are you going, sir?”
“I’m heading to rescue Sheila. RRT One, you’re with me.”
“What about the President?”
“The compound is heavily fortified and protected already. Sheila only has one CIA operative to protect her.”
Munoz nodded, “Very well. Good luck, sir.”
The teams sprung into action, sprinting back to their cars. They didn’t bother to take separate routes this time. It was too late to rely on stealth. The overwhelming force they had hoped to bring to bear on Trident instead left them completely vulnerable.
Jake could almost hear St. Clair laughing.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
Jake and RRT One ran toward the cabin. The pain in Jake’s midsection had become a powerful throb, and a wet sensation just under his ribs told him he had torn his wound open again.
He didn’t care. If he died, he died, but he couldn’t lose Sheila.
The run to the cabin felt like an eternity for Jake, and when he arrived, there was no relief. The team ran into the small clearing where the cabin sat, and immediately, a Trident force a dozen strong popped out from the trees and shouted for the team to put their weapons down.
The officers narrowed and prepared to go down shooting, but they stopped when they saw the President’s daughter.
She stood, bound and gagged, on the porch of the cabin. Next to her stood Vincent St. Clair, a knife held to her throat. Jake could see the body of Miss Topaz sprawled through the shattered window of the cabin.
Jake approached carefully, his handgun leveled at St. Clair’s head.
“That’s close enough,” St. Clair called. “Lay down your weapons. All of you.”
Jake took another step forward, and St. Clair pressed the tip of his knife into Sheila's throat. Sheila cried out, and a trickle of blood seeped from her neck.
Jake bared his teeth in impotent rage, but it was too late. He couldn’t reach St. Clair before the terrorist killed Sheila. Slowly, reluctantly, he lowered his gun. “It’s me you want, St. Clair,” he said. “I’m the one who ruined everything for you. I’m the one who stopped you before you could get away and gave Trident their power back. I’m the one who’s kept you from achieving your goal, not her. It’s because of me that Trident took the virus from you. Let her go.”
“Jesus Christ, Mercer!” St. Clair called, chuckling madly. “You’re like a cockroach! I can step on you and poison you and even chop to pieces, and you still keep coming! I can see why Drew warned me about you.”
“Where is Drew?” Jake asked. “And Bard?”
St. Clair cackled. “Do you think they’d risk their lives when they could risk mine? You ruined everything, Jake! I had a plan to save the world! I had a plan to rid us of the weaklings that hold us back. Weaklings like this little bitch!”
He shook Sheila, and she cried out in pain and shut her eyes, sobbing quietly.
Jake stifled the urge to threaten St. Clair, and instead kept his voice calm. He struggled to think of a solution, but none came to mind. In desperation, he reached up, miming scratching his ear, but secretly tapping his earpiece so Jess could hear what was happening. “Vincent, there’s no need for this,” he said. “It’s me you want. Let her go.”
“You said that already. Why would I suddenly have a change of heart?”
“St. Clair, think. We’ve overrun the Trident forces at the compound.”
At those words, a murmur of alarm ran through the terrorists. They shared worried looks with each other, and Jake decided to take advantage of the fear he saw in their eyes. “Trident forces have been overwhelmed, and the President is still alive. At this moment, two dozen Secret Service agents are on their way to take the President’s daughter back. What do you think happens to you—to all of you—when they arrive and find her in your custody?”
“I kill her!” St. Clair cried.
Sheila whimpered, and Jake stifled panic and kept his voice steady. “Then they take you,” Jake said, “and the CIA gets to practice new methods of torture while they keep you alive somewhere the world doesn’t know exists.”
St. Clair’s crazed expression showed its first sign of fear. “You’re bluffing!” he cried.
“Maybe,” Jake said, “Or maybe I’m offering to sacrifice myself to save Sheila. Like I said, it’s me you want. Not her. This is your last chance to take me. I suggest you take it now. You won’t get another.”
St. Clair hesitated. He looked at Sheila, then back at Jake. Jake twisted the knife a little.
“Come on, St. Clair. I know your virus is gone. If you still had access to it, you would have used it already.”
St. Clair barked laughter. “I didn’t use it. Bard did. He wasted it on this single has been nation in Europe and left nothing for the rest of the world. I was supposed to change the world, and thanks to you, I lost my virus, and those ape-headed fools wasted it on a personal vendetta against the President. That virus was precious, Jake. Do you think I can just synthesize more in a lab? It takes perfectly controlled conditions to make that virus. No lab on Earth will let me within a hundred miles of their facilities.
"We had a chance to bring the world into the light, Jake. Now, the human race continues in darkness. Now, the change I hoped to inspire dies with me! But not just with me. I'm taking something with me!"
"Take me," Jake said. "Let her go. You know you won't survive this, St. Clair, so let your last act be killing the person who ruined everything for you."
St. Clair narrowed his eyes. He looked at Sheila, then back at Jake.
"Time's running out, St. Clair," Jake said. "They'll be here any second to take Sheila back. You can either kill her and die, kill no one and die, or kill me and die."
“Or kill both of you and die,” St. Clair said, “Men! Kill them! All of them!”
Jake’s radio buzzed. “Jake, this is Munoz. The terrorist attack has been stopped. We have three Trident operatives in custody. The rest are KIA. RRT Two is on their way to you.”
“Thank you, Munoz,” Jake said.
The terrorists in front of Jake murmured and shared anxious looks with one another.
“You heard that,” Jake called out. “The Secret Service is coming for the President’s daughter. Not any of you. Leave now, and you might have a chance of getting away. Go back to your boss. Maybe tell Bard what kind things his favorite pet had to say about him. Live to fight another day.
“Or just keep running. Forget about Bard and Trident and find new lives for yourselves that don’t end as unnamed corpses stored in a CIA facility a mile underground.”
The Trident operatives looked at one another. Jake tensed.
And the Trident forces melted away.
“Cowards!” St. Clair shouted. Tears of rage streamed down his cheeks. “You’re all cowards!”
“It’s over, St. Clair,” Jake called. “Her or me. You have to choose.”
St. Clair shook with rage. He bared his teeth at Jake. Then he calmed.
“No,” he said. “I don’t. If I kill her, I hurt you worse than your own death.”
He held Sheila in front of him, shielding himself from the Secret Service weapons facing him. He pulled his knife back to stab Sheila, but with the Trident soldiers gone, there was nothing preventing Jake from acting. He dove for his weapon and brought it up, firing at St. Clair. His bullet struck the terrorist in the neck. St. Clair released Sheila, and Sheila dove for the ground. Jake kept firing, and St. Clair jerked backwards with each round that entered his body. He looked at Jake, his face first enraged, then confused, then finally frightened as he realized he was dying. He took a step toward Jake, then fell over.
Jake lowered his handgun and dropped it. Fatigue washed over him like a blanket. He looked up at Sheila and saw her running toward him. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. The world spun around him, and the last thing he was aware of before darkness took him was Sheila’s frightened face bending over him.



EPILOGUE
 
 
Bullets rained down. That didn't make sense. There were bullets instead of raindrops. So what Jake heard had to be gunfire and not thunder, right? He couldn't tell. His mind swirled with color. Crimson. Cobalt. They played hide and seek with flickering shadows. All the while, a discordant symphony beat a rhythm of confusion in his mind.
He needed to find her.
He needed to protect her.
A tickle of cool metal skidded across his cheek. It was not a raindrop but a bullet casing. It shouldn't have been cool. A bullet casing ejected from a gun wasn't cool. It might have been spent and useless like a dead Marine lost on the battlefield. But an ejected casing was hot. It should have burned his cheek.
Then, he saw her. Blinking through pain, he saw her. She stood at the edge of his vision. He turned toward her, but she remained on the edge of his vision. He turned all the way around, but her position never changed. She remained right on the edge. He could still see that her eyes shone like a full winter moon. 
She was dressed in shifting silhouettes of starlight.
No. She was dressed in tactical gear painted onto her lithe, beautiful figure. Jake tried to call out to her, but he still couldn't recall her name. He sure as hell wasn't going to shout, "Hey, Woman!" He knew her name. He just couldn't call it to mind. He knew her name and, perhaps just as important, he knew that she knew his name. 
Lighting flashed and illuminated the bullet rain. Each flash sparked memories that came and disappeared. Memories with her. Laughter. Bright eyes flashing with amusement. Perfect lips twisted into a scowl.
Sheila
That was it.
"Sheila!" He called. His voice was weak. He took a deep breath and put all of it behind his second attempt. "Sheila!" he cried, and this time he felt at least a measure of satisfaction at the volume he achieved.
"I'm right here, Sweetie," she said, squeezing his hand and the caressing his cheek softly. "Right here."
He couldn't see her. He couldn't see anything, in fact, other than darkness. He thought he said something, but he wasn't certain. Then, he felt her lips brush against his forehead and caught the scent of her perfume. "Shiela," he whispered.
He felt both hands on his cheeks now. He felt her lips on his lips now. They were wet and tasted of tears. He heard those tears in her voice as she said, "Yes, Baby. It's me. I'm here. You're safe now. You're safe."
He opened his eyes and saw her face. "Hospital?" he whispered.
She kissed him gently again. "Yes. Hush now. You're safe."
He smiled and closed his eyes. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
 
***
 
He opened his eyes, and Sheila was gone. He wasn’t in a storm anymore. He was in a hospital bed. Not the one he was in before, though. This one was different. The equipment was higher quality, more industrial. The bed was one of those automatic rising beds that real hospitals used. He wasn’t in the compound, but an actual hospital.
He looked at the far wall and saw the word EMERGENCY ROOM printed in clear English on the door.
An American hospital. He was home.
“Jake?” a soft voice called.
Not Sheila’s.
He turned to the other side and saw Jess looking hopefully at him. She beamed broadly when he met her eyes. “Hi, Jess,” he said.
She chuckled, and tears welled in her eyes. He smiled and said, “I guess everything’s back to normal, then.”
She shrugged. “I wouldn’t say that. France only just opened their borders again. The death toll was close to twenty-three thousand when the last of the infected patients was declared well. The President is under fire from both parties for not waving a magic wand and fixing everything before it even became a problem.
“But we won. Once more, Trident gave us everything they had, and they lost.”
Jake wished he could feel the same sense of Triumph Jess did, but he didn’t feel like they had won yet, just delayed things a little. Bard and Drew were still at large. There was still a mole in the Secret Service. They had captured some Trident agents, but Jake had allowed others to leave out of desperation to save Sheila.
That meant that his interests were conflicted. How much worse would that conflict grow?
No, they hadn’t won yet.
 It was good that they had saved the President and foiled Trident’s plan again, but as long as Bard and Drew were at large, there would be another plan. This wouldn’t end—really end—until those two were brought to justice.
“How long until I can get back to work?” he asked.
Jess sighed and shook her head. “If you were a normal person, I would say you need to follow doctor’s orders and remain here for another three weeks. Because you’re you, I’m instead going to say that I brought you a laptop and enough snacks to sustain us for those three weeks while we work on a solution that will stop Trident once and for all.”
Jake smiled. “What would I do without you?”
“Die,” Jess replied immediately. “Horribly and ignominiously.”
He chuckled. “Well, it’s a good thing I have you then.”
“Damned straight.”
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