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PROLOGUE

 

Akira Tanaka looked through the window of the twenty-ninth-floor conference room that served as the unofficial headquarters of the Red Lotus. It was a beautiful irony that the downfall of the weak capitalist slaves who ran Japan was taking form in one of the garish skyscrapers that served as one of capitalism’s most recognizable images.

The rising sun painted the western horizon in red and gold. Its warmth spread across the land that bore its name and woke the people who had, at one point in history, come within a hairs' breadth of taking their rightful seat on the throne of humanity.

But the Americans had ended those ambitions, usurping the very power of the sun and turning it against the people of Nippon. Emperor Hirohito had surrendered, ignoring the demands of many in his cabinet who demanded that Japan not relinquish its sovereignty to a foreign conqueror.

But what could Hirohito do? The Americans could have wiped Japan off the face of the map. He chose to live to fight another day.

Only Japan hadn't fought another day. Instead, it had conformed to the expectations of the conqueror. In name, it retained its sovereignty, but in fact, it was nothing more than a vassal of the United States. It didn't even have a proper military anymore. Its "Self Defense Forces" had strengthened considerably in recent years, but only because America was distracted by its war against the Middle East and wanted their help containing China. It still lagged far behind either of those nations, and Japan's foreign policy was entirely dictated by a white man who sat in a white building on the other side of the world.

It was infuriating. They were once a proud nation. Now, they were a nation of weak, decadent fools.

That would change soon.

“Tanaka-sama,” a voice behind him said. “The Red Lotus awaits your wisdom.”

“Thank you, Hiro,” Tanaka replied.

He turned to face the members of the Red Lotus, gathered on mats on the floor of the room. No tables or chairs here. The men and women who would bring Japan back to its rightful place eschewed Western ornaments and lived traditional lives as much as possible in this Westernized world. Soon, they wouldn’t need to diminish the customs of their ancestors to save face in front of their American overlords.

Tanaka nodded, and the others immediately bowed low, touching their foreheads to the mats in front of them as a sign of respect for his authority and preeminence.

He waited for them to lift their heads again, then said, “Tomorrow, the leaders of the nations of the Pacific Rim will arrive in Tokyo to discuss the future. All save for China, who alone among us has shown the courage to resist the imperialism of the Americans.”

The younger in the crowd showed a touch of irritation at that statement. There was no love lost between China and Japan.

Tanaka let that statement stand for a brief moment. It would galvanize them and give them the courage to do what was necessary in the coming hours.

He broke the silence by saying, “The future they plan to provide us is nothing more than the past wearing a new face. A Noppera-bo to lure the following generation into a false sense of security. As always.”

He looked around at them. "We will provide Japan a better future. We will break the yoke of the conquerors, and we will open the door for Japan to return to its glorious past. Not the past of shame and servitude but the past of strength and dominion. We are not slaves. We are samurai! We will remind the world what that means."

The men and women gathered in front of him remained still and silent. They didn’t bleat like pigs cheering as they were led to the slaughter. They were strong. They didn’t need to shout to let Tanaka know that they were inspired by his words. He could see it in their eyes. Strong eyes. Courageous eyes. Japanese eyes.

“The task that awaits us,” he continued, “Will be challenging. Many of us will not survive. Know that if you lay down your lives, you do so that your fellow Japanese will enjoy a future they deserve, not one imposed on them by the conquerors. I thank you in advance for your sacrifice, for your courage, and above all, for your victory.”

He got to his feet and looked proudly at his brothers and sisters. Then he sank to his knees and bowed low, pressing his forehead to the mat. A few gasps escaped from the younger among them. The daimyo did not bow that way to his retainers!

But the older, as always, understood. A daimyo could, at times, show to his retainers a deep respect. But only when that respect was truly earned. By bowing as he did now, Tanaka was making it clear that he already knew that his retainers would earn that respect.

And by making his trust clear, he was demanding that they prove themselves worthy of it. When he got to his feet, he nodded and then turned around.

The group immediately bowed low. Some muttered, “Arigato, Tanaka-sama.”

He ignored them. There was no need for him to respond. He had dismissed them and accepted their allegiance already.

Most of them filed out of the room. A few remained behind his lieutenants, those who had grown up with him and had fought with him since childhood. They waited until the junior members of the Red Lotus were gone.

Then Hiro spoke. “Security will be very heavy, Tanaka-sama. I suggest we reserve a number of our forces in case we are unable to breach it. We can assassinate some of the leaders as they evacuate.”

Tanaka nodded. “You are wise, Hiro-kun. You will lead the initial assault. I will remain with the reserve forces and ensure a victory no matter the outcome of that assault.”

He didn’t have to look at Hiro to know that the man bowed to him. “Of course, Tanaka-sama. I am honored by your faith in me.”

Kenji, another of Tanaka’s oldest associates, said, “The American President should be the priority. The others are of no consequence if we don’t kill him.”

Tanaka smiled slightly. "You worry too much, Kenji-kun. Of course, we will kill him. It is fated that Japan should shake off the yokes of its conquerors and ascend to the throne of Heaven." He turned to Kenji and gave a more practical answer. "President Jackson is known to leave himself vulnerable. Unlike his past attackers, we need nothing from him that will give his retinue a chance to defend him. We need only his death."

He looked back through the window at the rising sun. “And we shall achieve it.”




 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Senior Special Agent Jake Mercer of the United States Secret Service admired the chefs preparing sushi in the small streetside restaurant and wished he could visit Tokyo as an actual tourist instead of a pretend one. Maybe one day. He’d have to retire eventually. He couldn’t see himself handling the physical demands of this job into his sixties.

His earpiece chirped and the voice of Senior Special Agent Jess Foster—his partner and the tech whiz of the Service’s Presidential Security Division—said, “If you’re stopping for sushi, get me some toro sashimi.”

Jake chuckled. “Another time, Jess. We’re working right now.”

“You never know. Those chefs could secretly be terrorists.”

His brow furrowed. “That’s not funny.”

“All right, all right, sheesh. I was just trying to be lighthearted. Anyway, I was calling to let you know that I scoped out the communications situation. Nothing suspicious happening over cell phone, radio or internet. No satellite images of arms deals or weapons deliveries or suspicious groups meeting to discuss the overthrow of the global world order. In other words, everything is exactly as it always is before something horribly wrong happens.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Has anyone ever told you that you suck at reassuring people?”

“Yep. My most recent ex said that I was the most optimistic pessimist he’d ever met in his life.”

Jake stifled a laugh. Jess's romantic woes—mostly self-inflicted—were well known to Jake, but he tried to resist teasing her. He could never know if, behind Jess's breezy attitude, any of those wounds actually hurt. "Well, I'll choose to take your report as good news."

He turned down another street and marveled at the sights in front of him. He was supposed to be out here looking for potential threats to the President here in Tokyo, but he was having a hard time not being distracted by the wonders of Japan.

Tiny shops and restaurants like the one he'd just window-gazed into sat in between massive high-rises or sometimes within them. Pedestrians filled the road, somehow avoiding the small taxis that flitted around them. The taxi drivers were even more impressive, driving at speeds that seemed breakneck for the circumstances and in patterns that seemed erratic. Somehow, no one was struck or run over, and everyone moved through the sea of flesh and metal in relative politeness.

Sea of flesh and metal. Yeah, that was a phrase he was going to discard.

He entered a streetcar—a larger, slower-moving vehicle than the taxis—and paid his fair with a smile to the driver. The driver hesitated a moment, then offered a nervous smile of his own. Jake wondered if he’d broken some unspoken social rule by acknowledging the driver.

It could just be his general appearance. He was six-foot-two, two hundred ten pounds of solid muscle with enough visible scars to tell anyone who saw him that he was very experienced at using that mass to inflict damage on others. Most people showed a certain wariness around him, which Jake was completely fine with. He wanted people to look at him and know what a terrible idea it was to threaten the President of the United States.

The President was meeting here to ensure continued cooperation between the U.S. and its most important Pacific allies in the face of renewed Chinese belligerence. Bryan had come within a hairs’ breadth of forging a new future between the U.S. and China, but when terrorists supported by the Third Voice kidnapped Sheila—Bryan’s daughter and Jake’s wife—and Jake went semi-rogue to rescue her, the ensuing diplomatic kerfuffle had left the two nations at odds once more.

“Presley says the north end of the red zone is all good,” Jess said. “He’s also bringing me some tuna belly since you’re too stingy.”

Jake chuckled. “I’ll bring you some mochi. How about that?”

“Really?” Jess said. “You will?”

“I promise.”

She squealed and said, “That’s my favorite Japanese food!”

“Really? Sweetened potato starch?”

“Um, excuse you, it is actually made of glutinous rice.”

“Glutinous rice. Sounds healthy.”

“Oh yeah, so much less healthy than chocolate.”

“Dark chocolate is healthy.”

She sighed. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re annoying as hell?”

“Sure. Sheila has. All the time.”

“And somehow, she’s still married to you. Do you have money secretly stashed somewhere that I don’t know about?”

“No, but I let her decide what we get to watch on TV."

She gasped. “Oh my God, that’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Oh yeah. I’ve got moves.”

He pressed the button for the next stop and soon found himself on another street. This one was slightly more crowded and slightly more uniform. Shops and restaurants still shared space with massive high-rises, but equally enormous office buildings were sprinkled among them as well. They were closer to downtown here.

Of course, most of Tokyo would qualify as a downtown in any large American city. The city proper contained fourteen million people, but the metro area was home to over forty-one million, more than any other metro area on Earth. The skyline was truly a line with skyscrapers and high-rises stretching almost to the horizon in three directions.

The fourth direction was dominated by the Pacific Ocean, itself dominated by a sunrise to rival any Jake had ever seen. The reds and golds and pinks of the horizon were utterly spectacular. Jake understood well why Japan was known as the land of the rising sun.

“I heard from Munoz, by the way,” Jess said.

Her tone was serious now. Jake’s smile faded as he brought his attention completely to work. “What did he say?”

“He traced the security drones from Lucerne back to their source.”

A few months ago, the President and other world leaders were trapped in the state-of-the-art Climate Research Center near Lucerne, Switzerland, and threatened with death if they didn't enact sweeping environmental reforms. As usual, the terrorists' demands were impossible to achieve, and the President was forced to try to stall them while Jake and his team found a way to defeat the terrorists and rescue them.

The terrorists weren’t fighters. They were scientists. Because of this, they stood no chance against opponents like the Secret Service, and they knew it. So, they used personal connections to obtain security drones that had easily overcome the Secret Service and the other protection agencies represented. It had taken a Herculean effort to overcome them.

“They’re not from the Chinese company? Chen’s cousin?”

“Nope. That was a lie. They were actually manufactured by Seoul-Incheon Technologies.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “They were South Korean?”

“No. Seoul-Incheon is actually a subsidiary of a South African holding company. The Van de Meer Group.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed. Prior to the conference in Lucerne, he and the President had been washed ashore on an Indonesian island and nearly killed by mercenaries hired by Mr. O, the enigmatic head of the Third Voice, a multinational terrorist organization that had tried several times to kill the President.

While on the island, Jake had stumbled across Mr. O. The terrorist leader spoke with a South African accent.

“That has to be them,” Jake told Jess. “Did Munoz identify the leaders?”

“That’s the thing. Van de Meer is a black hole. All of the records tell us nothing. Their address is a P.O. box, their phone number is an automated system, and when he does reach a human, they, of course, have no idea how to help him. Somehow, this company absolutely exists and is unimaginably wealthy while also managing not to exist in any concrete way.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “How is that possible? They have to pay taxes, don’t they?”

“They do. And they pay them. Every one of their records is timely and compliant.”

“They have a list of officers, don’t they?”

“They do. Munoz has followed up on all of their officers. CEO, COO, CFO, President, you name it. They don’t seem to have lives outside of Van de Meer.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that all of the officers Munoz was able to find have office phone numbers and no personal phone numbers. He called those office numbers and reached Van de Meer’s automated systems and unhelpful receptionists. Their personal addresses are all listed as P.O. boxes. All vehicles registered are owned by the corporation. Their social media accounts are filled with references to Van de Meer, all generic stuff that’s basically just advertisement. No wives, no children, no families or friends of any kind.”

Jake took a moment to digest all of this. It was clear that the company was a front, but how could a company that large with that much global influence get away with being completely invisible?

No, not invisible. Opaque. There were answers there. They were just buried behind multiple layers of deception. “Tell Munoz to keep at it. Have him widen his net, too. Look into the government agencies that handle compliance, taxation and legal information. Someone’s being bought, probably multiple people. Van de Meer is a Third Voice company. We just have to peel back all of the layers of the onion and get some evidence.”

“Will do.”

A taxi pulled out directly in front of Jake, forcing him to stop abruptly to avoid being run over. The driver didn’t so much as glance in the rearview mirror as he sped away.

Jake sighed and turned right down the street that would take him back to the hotel where they were staying while they were in Tokyo. “All right. Thank you, Jess. Keep me posted if we hear anything else, but don’t fret too much about it. The Third Voice is Munoz’s job. Our job, as always, is to keep the President safe and bring him home in one piece.”

“You got it, chief. Don’t forget my mochi.”

“Right.”

Jake turned around and headed back toward a convenience store he’d passed a block before. In the face of the sobering news about Van de Meer, he had, in fact, forgotten completely about the mochi.

His phone buzzed when he walked into the store. This wasn’t a work call, though.

He smiled and answered the phone. “Hey, gorgeous.”

A giggle greeted him. “No, Daddy! It’s me, Beau!”

His grin widened when he heard his son’s voice. Beau was only three years old, but sometimes it seemed to Jake that he was going on almost forty. Time went so fast.

“Oh, my mistake. Hello, ugly.”

“Hey!” Beau laughed. “You’re ugly.”

Jake gasped. “Why, I am appalled that you would speak to me like that.”

Beau giggled again, then said, “Hey, Daddy, guess what?”

“What?”

“Uncle Francis bought me a gun!”

Jake’s smile tensed slightly. “Oh! Really?”

“Mmhmm. It shoots little darts with suction cups on the end.”

“Oh. Well, it’s good that’s all it shoots.”

Uncle Francis—known to his friends from his time in the Marine Corps as Sixgun—was a handgun specialist who had recently come out of retirement along with a number of other friends of Jake to stop a coup led by the former Secretary of Defense and supported by the Third Voice. He and the rest of the Pretty Boys—as the crew was known—had fallen instantly in love with Beau and visited often, spoiling him rotten. Jake was fine with that to a point, but…

“Does Mommy know about your gun?”

"Mmhmm. I shot her in the head!"

“Oh, lovely.”

“Yeah. She said I can only play with the gun outside, and I can’t shoot at people or cars.”

Jake decided he didn’t want to know what prompted the rebuke about cars. “Well, make sure you listen to her, okay.”

“Okay. Hey, are you coming home soon?”

“Yes, buddy, soon. I’m only out here for four days. Then I’m coming home, and I’m taking you to the zoo, just like I promised.”

“Can we see pandas?” Beau asked excitedly.

Jake scoffed. “Well, of course! I can’t take you to the zoo without seeing the pandas.”

“Yay!” Beau exclaimed. “Okay. Mommy wants to talk to you now. I love you!”

“I love you too, buddy.”

A moment later, the voice of Sheila Jackson, the President’s daughter and Jake’s wife of nearly five years, said, “Hello, honey.”

“Hey, gorgeous,” Jake repeated.

“So you heard about Beau’s gun.”

“I did. I assume you gave Uncle Francis a nice long lecture about it.”

She sighed. “No, I let it go. Beau looked so happy, and after the incident with my head and Mr. Guthrie’s car, he’s been good.”

Jake winced. Mr. Guthrie was their next-door neighbor. “What happened with his car?”

“The dart left a little mark on his paint. Not a big deal, but you know how he is.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know. Tell him I’ll fix it when I get home.”

“Oh, it’s all right. Jerry took care of it.”

Jake tensed a little. “Did she take care of it, or did she scare Mr. Guthrie into going away?”

“No, they played nice. Ali wanted to scare him, but I talked him out of it.”

“Okay, good.”

Jerry and Ali were two other members of the Pretty Boys and very protective of Sheila and Beau. Jake appreciated that, but sometimes, they needed a little reminder that the civilian world was different from the military world.

“What are you up to?” Sheila asked. “How’s Tokyo?”

“Tokyo is very, very big and very, very crowded,” Jake replied. “And I am buying mochi.”

“Mochi? Really?”

“Yeah, Jess is being annoying about it, so I’m getting her some to shut her up.”

Sheila laughed. “She’s like your little sister. She just wants attention.”

“She gets almost as much of my attention as you do. She just likes feeling pampered.”

“Exactly. Like a little sister.”

“Like something,” Jake said as he swiped his credit card.

“Grumble, grumble, grumble. Grouch, grouch, grouch,” Sheila teased.

“You love hearing me grumble,” Jake retorted.

She sighed. “I do. I don’t know what it says about me that I do, but I do.”

“It could be worse. I could throw a tantrum every time there’s a smudge on my paint.”

“Ooh, don’t do that. There’s a reason Mr. Guthrie lives alone.”

Jake chuckled. “I miss you, baby.”

“I miss you too. Stay safe, okay? If you can.”

Jake smiled, but he couldn’t quite laugh at that last part. He loved his job, but there were times when he wondered if it was worth the risk of dying in a foreign country thousands of miles away from the people he loved most.

He wasn’t the only one taking that risk, though. And someone had to protect the world from the Third Voice.

“I’ll do my best. See you soon, honey.”

“See you soon.”

Jake hung up and took a deep breath, then continued on his way. The sun had risen, and the reds and golds had given way to bright blue. Another day had begun. If Jake was lucky, it would have passed without catastrophe.

But Jake had to admit that he was rarely lucky.




 


CHAPTER TWO

 

“It’s crowded as shit here,” Supervisory Special Agent Presley complained. “How are we going to keep the venue sanitized?”

“Tokyo Police is handling the venue,” Jake told his Presidential Security Detail chief. “Your job is to keep the President safe.”

He, Presley, and Jess sat in a small office reserved for the Secret Service outside of the spacious auditorium where the Pacific Rim summit would take place. Jess had set up her computers and surveillance equipment, and they were using the space as their command headquarters.

“Well, yes, but how are we going to make that happen?” Presley asked irritably. “You and I verified that there’s nothing suspicious happening at the moment—”

“I helped!” Jess interjected indignantly.

Presley rolled his eyes. “We verified that there’s nothing suspicious happening, but this is an impossible amount of foot traffic. We’re talking about tens of thousands of new faces every hour. If someone wanted to sneak a bomb into the venue, realistically, it wouldn’t be that hard.”

“Sneaking a bomb would be next to impossible,” Jess corrected. “Bringing a rocket launcher, on the other hand, very doable.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel better,” Presley retorted sourly.

“She’s not very good at reassuring people,” Jake agreed. “But to answer your question, Presley, we can’t secure it the way we want to. We can only control our end. In this case, that’s the President.”

“What about Shiao?” Presley asked. “Her CAT team can’t watch the entrance?”

Captain Shiao was the commander of Combat Action Team One, the Secret Service’s tier one SWAT unit assigned to the Presidential Security Division.

“I want her ready to respond rapidly,” Jake replied, “not locked into a position. They’ll stage in the rear courtyard so they can be central to the venue.”

Presley frowned but nodded. He wasn’t happy with the decision, but it was Jake’s call.

“It’s not like having complete control of security has worked for us before,” Jake reminded him.

Presley glared at him. “You’re shitty at reassuring people too.”

“We’ll be fine,” Jess said soothingly. “You and your team are the best we have. Tokyo Police is used to crowd control, and Shiao is right now praying that some asshole will be stupid enough to try something with her on duty. I understand why you’re upset, but look, we’ve dealt with serious situations before, and we’ve always pulled through. We’ll pull through again.”

Presley sighed. “That was better.”

Jess grinned. “See? I’m learning.”

“Speaking of something completely unrelated to Jess’s social skills,” Jake said, “Have you briefed your agents on the agenda, Presley?”

“Yep. We’re all set for tomorrow. We’ve mapped precise routes from the President’s suite to the auditorium, the dining room, and the two conference rooms the President will be using for private meetings with the Prime Minister of Japan and the President of South Korea.”

"Excellent. Get copies of those routes for Jess, Shiao, and me."

“Will do.”

Jake turned to Jess, who appeared to be lounging insolently with one leg draped over the arm of her seat. Jake and Presley had both known the perky Jess long enough to know that the less formal she seemed, the more focused she was.

“Talk to me about the communications and monitoring situation,” Jake said.

“Pretty standard stuff,” Jess replied. “You all have the most updated earpieces. General channel is two taps, command channel is a tap and a press, and Jake, you have the code to our private channel.” She smiled apologetically at Presley. “Sorry, seniors only.”

Presley grinned. “I am very happy to defer to my seniors.”

“Yeah, if you’re making an age joke, it doesn’t work,” Jess said. “You’re a year older than me.”

Jake sighed. Sometimes informality meant Jess was focused. “Earpieces. Got it. What about surveillance?”

“Well, let me just say that there’s a reason Japan is the mecca of all tech nerds everywhere. They have every square inch of this city wired. Seriously, I can look at anything anywhere. Check this out.”

She tapped a key, and the largest of the seven monitors arrayed behind her desk displayed an image of a train station. A young man in headphones wearing jeans and skate shoes was bobbing his head to the music and typing rapidly into his phone.

“That’s the Nishi-Funabashi Station in Chiba Prefecture.”

She tapped another key, and an image of a cluster of skyscrapers appeared. People milled around in front of what Jake guessed was a traffic camera.

He guessed right. “That’s the intersection of Highway C2 and Motoki-Shindo Road.” She tapped the keys three more times, and three different hotel lobbies appeared. “Shall I keep going?”

“Maybe later,” Jake said with a wry smile. “Okay. So the town’s wired, and you’re plugged in.”

She laughed. “Did you just call the most populous metropolitan area in the world a town?”

“Town, village, stopover, whatever. Point is, you have eyes and ears everywhere you need them.”

“You will have no privacy while we’re here,” Jess promised.

“Good. I don’t need privacy, I need visibility.” Jake checked his phone. “All right. I have a meeting with the President. I’ll see you guys first thing tomorrow.”

“I’ll be here,” Jess said.

Jake and Presley stepped outside. His meeting with Jake over, Presley was now heading to the same place. He would spend the rest of the trip glued to the President’s side with the three other agents on his detail. Jake would spend most of the trip in the office with Jess. Hopefully. Tonight, though, the President had invited him to dinner. In addition to being his boss and his father-in-law, Bryan was his friend, and after everything the two of them had gone through during Bryan’s two terms as President, they often took time for private get-togethers to reminisce and encourage themselves about the challenges ahead. In three months, barring catastrophe, Bryan’s term would be over, and they could just be friends.

“I’m worried about this,” Presley said. “Too many things can go wrong.”

Jake clapped his subordinate on the shoulder. “That’s good that you’re worried. You should always be worried. But you should also be confident. Things have gone wrong for us a lot, but like Jess said, we always come out ahead.”

“I know,” Presley replied. “Sure would be nice if something went right for us, though.”

“From your mouth to God’s ears,” Jake said.

 

***

 

Jake and President Bryan Jackson stood on the balcony of Bryan’s suite and looked out over Tokyo Bay. The lights of the cruise ships and cargo vessels below mingled with the stars above to create a tapestry that Jake had to admit was truly mesmerizing.

“This is one of the world’s great cities,” Bryan said. “That’s one of the best things about being President. I’ve been able to visit all of the world’s great cities.”

Jake didn’t point out that he’d nearly been killed in a lot of those cities. “Which one has been you’re favorite?” he asked.

“That’s a tough one,” Bryan replied. “I liked Istanbul, for the short time I actually got to see it.”

That was one of the times Bryan had nearly been killed. In that case, he’d been captured by Turkish revolutionaries. Fortunately, Jake had rescued him just in time.

“Can’t say I cared for Istanbul,” Jake replied. “I get the appeal, but I didn’t have great memories of the place.”

Bryan shrugged. “You have to learn to separate the tough parts from the good. Otherwise, you’ll never enjoy anything.”

Jake smiled. That was, in a way, the same advice he’d given Presley earlier, just focused on the past rather than the future. "You think you’ll travel when you’re out of office?” Jake asked.

Bryan sighed. “I don’t know. Probably not. Not often, anyway. Carrie and I have talked about it, but she’s done with foreign travel after the experiences she had in France and Russia.”

France was a mad scientist trying to devastate the world with a supervirus, Russia a disgruntled former KGB agent who kidnapped Sheila and tortured her to try to get Jake to assist him in killing Bryan.

Jake’s smile faded. “Yeah. Can’t say I blame her.”

“Me either,” Bryan agreed. “I could spout off all the times we’ve been in danger in Washington, but something tells me that wouldn’t have the effect I want it to have.”

“I can’t imagine she would react well,” Jake agreed drily.

Bryan chuckled. “No, probably not. We’ll see. Life is long, and I might be old, but I’m not that old. Ten years from now, I’ll still be healthy enough to travel, and we’ll be two President’s removed from office, maybe three. By then, no terrorist is going to even know I exist, let alone care enough to try to kill me.”

His eyes lowered softly. Jake braced himself for the question he knew was coming. “What about you? I know you talked about leaving after my term ended. Are you still planning on promoting Presley to replace you?”

Jake looked away. “I don’t know. That was the plan, but with the Third Voice out there causing trouble, I don’t know if it’s a good idea for me to step away.”

“There’s always going to be a Third Voice, Jake. Or a Trident. For all of the good people in this world trying to make sure that people can live safe, happy lives, there will be people trying to rob the innocent of safety and happiness. Presley’s a good agent. He’ll do a good job.”

“I know he will,” Jake said tersely, “but that’s not a reason to walk away.”

“I can think of two very good reasons to walk away,” Bryan replied.

Jake recalled his conversation with his family earlier and felt a pang. He sighed and looked across the water. “I don’t know, Bryan. We’ll see. I wish I could give you a better answer than that, but right now… I just don’t know.”

Bryan nodded. Then he clapped Jake’s shoulder. “Well, whatever you decide, I’ll support you. I know you’ll do what’s right.”

He headed inside, leaving Jake to stare across the bay and wonder if staying really was the right decision or if it was finally time to hang up his badge and live a quiet, safe life. He would argue that he had earned that life.

But it wasn't about what he'd earned. It was about what was out there lurking in the shadows, waiting for a chance to destroy everything he was trying to protect.




 


CHAPTER THREE

 

“You know what the best part about Japan is?” Jess asked.

“The sushi?” Jake replied.

She blinked. “You know what the second-best part about Japan is?”

“Mochi?”

She sighed. “You want to know something else that’s really cool about Japan?”

Jake smiled. “What?”

“Public transportation.”

“Ah.”

The two of them were in the command room monitoring the security situation. This was day one of the summit. Most of the events were ceremonial. People would speak, minutes would be read, agendas would be discussed and goals set. The meat and potatoes would start the next day.

That didn’t mean Jake and his team could be any less alert. He and Jess drank coffee and ate mochi while making small talk, but they also constantly scanned the seven screens in front of them for the smallest sign of trouble. So far, nothing had happened, but then again, they were only a half-hour into the summit.

“Ah?” Jess exclaimed. “That’s all you have to say? Seriously, Jake, it’s impossible to get lost here. Do you know how crazy that is? You can be anywhere in the city and go to any train station, and boom, you know where you are.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “And you know this because…”

“I went here for my vacation last year. I was dating a guy who worked for Toyota, and he took me on his company trip. I went exploring while he was working.” She winked. “Then I let him explore when he wasn’t working.”

“Yeah, I didn’t need to hear that,” Jake replied.

She shrugged. “That was all he was good for, unfortunately. That, and he would have gotten me a free car if I kept dating him, but it would have been evil to accept that when I knew he and I weren’t going to last.”

“That would have been pretty lame of you,” Jake agreed.

“Well, anyway, the public transportation system here is so well organized that you can be literally anywhere and find your way anywhere else. No maps and no Google directions needed. It was really cool. And the high-speed train? Totally worth it.”

Jake laughed and shook his head. “You are perpetually ten years old.”

“And I perpetually have the most fun ever,” she said. “But really, you should check it out sometime. Like, not for work.”

“I’d like to,” he agreed. “One day.”

“Speaking of,” she said, tapping a few keys to check on the exterior security. “Do you anticipate sticking around after Bryan leaves, or are you out too?”

He smiled. “Are you gunning for my job?”

“Hell no. Not a chance. Presley can deal with that. I stress out enough worrying about my job. If I had to run the show, I’d pull my hair out by the roots. Which I can’t do because it’s my best quality.”

“Wouldn’t want that,” Jake agreed.

She turned to him. “I notice that you didn’t answer my question.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I… I don’t know. With the Third Voice escalating and us actually starting to turn up leads, I feel like now’s a bad time for me to hang it up.”

“Has everyone you’ve talked to about this already pointed out that there will always be a terrorist group trying to mess things up?”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes, it seems to come up a lot. It’s very encouraging. It gives me a lot of hope for the future.”

“Fair enough. I will say no more on that subject then. Anyway, I love working with you, so if you stick around, I’ll be happy. On the other hand, I want you to be happy and enjoy your family, and I also love being your friend outside of work, so if you hang it up, I’ll be happy.”

“But if a volcano erupts and buries the planet under ash and lava, you’ll get to collect volcanic glass, which is very pretty, so you’ll be happy.”

“You shouldn’t joke about that,” Jess said, lifting a finger. “That’s how you jinx things and end up with a natural disaster on your hands.”

Jake chuckled. “I don’t really have an answer on retirement. I don’t think I ever will until I do. You know what I mean?”

“Not really.”

He sighed. “Well, the first time I left, I didn’t want to leave, but Sheila wanted me to. I did that twice, and I ended up coming back. The next time, I wanted to leave, but I couldn’t because Sheila conspired with Art to keep me with her father because she was worried about him.”

Jess’s eyes popped open. “Really? She did?”

Jake grimaced. “Crap. I probably wasn’t supposed to tell you that.”

“Your secret’s safe with me, but… really? She pushed you to stay?”

Jake popped another mochi into his mouth to give himself time to think about what he said and avoid revealing any more information that Sheila would probably rather remain private. When he swallowed, he said, “Yes. She was worried for him, and she trusted me to take care of him.”

“Wow. She wasn’t worried that you’d die?”

Jake met her eyes. “Seriously, you are excelling at unintentional doomsaying lately.”

“Says the guy invoking a natural disaster. But yeah, you’re right, it’s not my place to judge. And if I could guess at your ultimate point, the right time will come when everyone thinks it’s the right time. Not when it’s just Sheila or just me and Art.”

Jake frowned. “What?”

Jess winced. “Nothing!”

Jake crossed his arms. “Hmm. That makes a lot of sense, actually, considering how weird you guys were around me for a while.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Fair enough. Answer this, though. Do you and Art think I should retire?”

“No, but I think Art should retire.”

Deputy Director Arthur Davis was their direct superior, and a veteran of thirty-five years with the Secret Service. He was gruff, irritable, no-nonsense, and fiercely loyal. In other words, the perfect boss for Jake.

“Why do you say that?” he pressed.

She sighed and tapped the keys again to change the view to the interior of the hotel where the summit was taking place. The President of South Korea was addressing the delegates in the auditorium. Whatever he was saying, he was very passionate about judging by the way he gestured with almost every word.

“He’s been pulling away,” Jess replied. “Maybe you haven’t noticed it, but I have. He’s present at meetings, but he’s not involved. He reads his reports, but he doesn’t critique them anymore. He and I still talk, but it’s not as much, and it’s not usually about work.”

“Huh. Now that you mention it, he has been a little aloof lately.”

“I don’t think he’s aloof. I just think his heart isn’t in it anymore.”

Jake grabbed another ball of mochi. “Well, he is getting older. His job isn’t physically demanding, but it’s very politically demanding. Honestly, I don’t know if I could handle that kind of work.”

"I hope you mean that because a lot of people think you're going to apply for the job."

Jake shook his head. Then he tilted it. Deputy Director—Protection wasn't a bad job, really. It was similar to the job he was doing now but more administrative and less direct management and supervision. He would work at headquarters full-time and oversee training and policy for the Presidential Security Division, the VIP Security Division, the Combat Action Teams, and the General Security Division. It was an office job, but it was at least an office job adjacent to the job he was working now. He didn't feel ready to step back right away, but he would get older eventually too. Maybe that was something to think about.

“I don’t know. It’s a possibility, I guess. I never saw myself retiring from the field, but that was when I was in my mid-thirties and thought I was invincible.”

Jess scoffed. “I’m in my early thirties, and I feel like I’m a grandma.”

“You’d be a fun grandma.”

“Gee, thanks, buddy.”

He shrugged. “Just trying to be nice. Anyway, I don’t think I’ll gun to be Art’s replacement if he retires now. Maybe when the next guy goes.”

“Maybe when you’re so old and weak that they drag you there kicking and screaming and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Maybe.”

She tapped the keys to show the external security again. The situation outside was fairly tame. There was a small crowd of civilians trying in vain to get pictures of the inside of the hotel. Slightly removed from them was a small crowd of reporters, professional and patient enough to realize they would get nowhere being belligerent and instead waiting for a chance to photograph and perhaps interview some of the world leaders. The Tokyo Metropolitan Police security contingent was stolidly preventing access to the building and looking damned good doing it. That was another thing that Jake liked about Japan. People here knew how to look professional.

“Hold on,” Jess said. “I don’t like this.”

Jake instantly went to alert. “What is it? What do you see?”

She highlighted a small circle on the camera, and the view automatically zoomed in to reveal the concern Jess had found. A small group of police officers were clustered in an alcove on the side of the hotel. They were apparently on break because they were smoking and eating snacks while they were talking.

They were also whispering and glancing around nervously as though sharing a secret and hoping their parents didn’t hear.

Jake frowned when one of them pulled his sidearm and checked the load. “Can you hear what they’re saying?”

She shook her head. “No, I don’t have an audio feed here, just visual.”

“Hmm. I’m going to go check it out.”

“All right. I’ll tell Presley and Shiao to be on alert.”

"Do that, but make it clear that there's no emergency yet. We're just being cautious."

“You got it.”

Jake felt a touch of pride in his partner as he left the command office and headed to the alcove where the officers were talking. Jess might seem like she was goofing off half the time, but she had the eyes of a hawk and when something out of the ordinary occurred, she could switch the banter off and become razor-sharp instantly.

Not that a few cops on break having a whispered conversation necessarily meant anything bad. They could just be shit-talking their captain or something equally harmless. But so many things they could be doing were harmful that Jake couldn’t let it go. He had to get more information.




 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

He reached the alcove just in time for one of the officers to toss a cigarette butt onto the ground. It landed on Jake’s shoe and winked out, leaving a small circular mark.

The officer’s eyes flew open. He instantly began to apologize profusely. “Gomen’nasai, Amerikahito-sama! Son’na tsumori wa nakatta!”

He dropped to the ground and picked up the cigarette butt, shoving it in his pocket and staring in horror at the burn on Jake’s boot.

“That’s all right,” Jake said, smiling.

He hoped the smile was appropriate in this case. I really should have done more research before we came here.

“I just wanted to see what all the fuss was about. I saw you guys on camera, and you all looked pretty nervous. Everything okay?”

The officer looked uncertainly at him, but Jake didn’t know if that was a language issue or if smiling was an awkward thing for Jake to do. He looked down at Jake’s boot and said, “Watashi wa anata no tame ni sore o sōji suru koto ga dekimasu..”

Yeah, this was going to be difficult. “Does anyone speak English?”

One of the officers whispered something before turning to Jake. "He says he will get new boots. He sorry for a cigarette."

“Oh. No, I’m not worried about the boots. I just wanted to know what you guys were talking about?”

The officers looked at each other, then the second one said, “The boots. He will get new boots.”

Jake sighed. This was a waste of time. It was probably nothing anyway. These men were just on their break, and Jake had shown up out of nowhere and made them nervous.

“Sāikō! Isoide!”

The officers jumped to attention at the sound of that voice. They saluted, and began talking over themselves, pointing at Jake’s boot.

The owner of the voice, an older man with salt and pepper hair and a perfectly sculpted mustache and goatee, allowed them to talk for several seconds, then waved for silence, which he instantly received.

“Amerikahito-sama wa būtsu ni wa kyōmi ga arimasen. Shigoto ni modotte kudasai.”

The men bowed and said, “Hai!” before rushing back to their posts. The older man watched them for a moment, then turned to Jake.

“I am Inspector Yuki Sato. I am in command of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police forces providing security to the summit. You are the leader of the Secret Service forces here, yes?”

“Yes, sir,” Jake replied. “Senior Special Agent Jake Mercer.”

He offered his hand. The Inspector took it with a patient smile. Jake imagined he dealt with a lot of foreigners who were clueless about proper social niceties. “Is there something with which I can assist you, Senior Special Agent?”

He spoke English with a pleasant accent, fairly thick but still easy to understand. His speech was very articulate, too, which suggested a thorough education.

“My partner caught sight of your boys having a conversation out here. They looked nervous. We just wanted to make sure everything was okay and there was nothing we needed to worry about.”

Sato blinked. “You wanted to make sure that my men were all right?”

“No, I just wanted to make sure that if there was a threat, I would know about it.”

“If there is a threat, you will know about it.”

Jake felt a touch of irritation. Sato was stonewalling him. He didn't like that. He could understand how, from Sato's perspective, Jake's intrusion was annoying and demonstrated a lack of trust. It might even be considered rude and offensive, but… Well, too bad. Jake needed to know if there was a problem.

“I only push the issue because in the past when I have seen people behave the way your officers were behaving, it was because they had something to hide or something that worried them.”

Sato’s face instantly went frosty. “I assure you, Senior Special Agent, my men are trustworthy. I have personally reviewed every candidate for this assignment, and each one of them would give their all to represent the nation of Japan with pride and honor.”

Jake lifted a hand to placate the irritated officer. “I apologize for offending you, Inspector. That wasn’t my intention. I am sure that all of your officers are loyal and honorable. I just want to know if there’s anything that I need to be concerned with.”

Sato released an irritated sigh and replied in the patiently exasperated tone a parent might use to explain something to a child. “I will talk to the officers and see if there is anything about which you should be concerned. Again, I assure you, if anything happens about which you and the other leaders of our guests’ security teams need to know, I will promptly communicate that to you.”

Jake realized he wasn’t going to get any further at the moment. “Thank you, Inspector. I appreciate it.”

Sato bowed slightly, then pivoted on his heel and walked back to the cordon. Jake watched him for a moment, then returned inside. On the way back to the office, he tapped and pressed his earpiece to activate the command channel. “FYI, guys, I just had an interesting interaction with Tokyo Police. It most likely means nothing, but I want you all on alert for the five percent chance it’s something.”

“Roger that,” Presley replied.

“On it,” Jess said.

“Yes, sir,” Shiao said firmly.

Somewhat reassured, Jake rejoined Jess in the command room. “Well, that was fun.”

“What happened?”

“I tried to ask the officers what was going on, but I happened to walk outside just when one of them was dropping a cigarette butt on the ground. It happened to hit my boot. And the guy freaked out like he’d just hit me with my car.”

“Yeah, respect is really important to them. He was probably afraid you would be offended.”

“I understand that, it just came at the wrong time.” Jake sighed. “Or maybe not. They didn’t speak English very well. I probably should have just called the Inspector directly instead of trying to talk to them myself.”

“Was the other guy you talked to the Inspector?”

“Yeah. Yuki Sato. He’s the Tokyo Police boss here.”

“Ah.”

She looked back at the screen. Four more officers were heading for their break, relieved by the returning officers. They laughed and joked with each other and didn’t seem nervous at all. That made Jake even more suspicious. What did those four officers know specifically that made them nervous?

“So what did Inspector Sato say?”

“He stonewalled me. Told me that if anything happened, he’d tell me, and that I was being a paranoid asshole and should leave his officers alone.”

“I imagine he was more diplomatic with it than you’ve portrayed him to be,” Jess said wryly.

Jake sighed again. “Yeah, he was fine. I was probably just freaking out over nothing. You know how it is.”

Jess patted him on the arm. “I get it. Hey, better safe than sorry, right? Just so you know, though, all of those officers are totally going to make fun of you.”

Jake smiled slightly. "I think they're busy begging the universe to spare them from the wrath of their commanding officer."

“I thought you said he was on their side. Trust me. He buys them all drinks later and talks about the stupid American who freaked out because four people were talking to each other.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “You know what, considering what I thought I was looking at, I can live with being the butt of a few jokes.”

“And the butt of a cigarette.”

He stared at her until heat climbed her cheeks. “Okay, not my best attempt at humor. I was just trying to help you get used to being a laughingstock.”

He laughed. “Well, thank you very much for helping me.”

“Sure thing. Anytime.”

He gestured at the monitors with his chin. “Bryan’s up. Can you get audio inside?”

“Yep. Hold on.”

She pressed a button, and the President’s voice came through the speakers. “—take this moment to thank all of you for participating in the first Pacific Rim Conference. It’s no secret to anyone present that our nations experience unique challenges related to the climate and geography of this region. It’s imperative that we work together to address these challenges and provide our people with safety, security, and—in the event of emergencies—relief. Over the next four days, we will discuss how we can cooperate to address increases in typhoons, earthquakes, volcanism, and tsunamis. We are a long way yet from controlling the weather, but we can control our response to disasters and our preparation for the inevitable arrival of serious geological and meteorological events.”

“All right, that’s fine,” Jake said. “You can cut the audio.”

Jess laughed as she cut the feed. “He does tend to ramble on, doesn’t he?”

Jake chuckled. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just wanted to monitor to make sure the sound came through clearly.”

“I’m gonna tell him you hated his speech.”

“Bold of you to assume he cares.”

“So you did hate his speech.”

“What has gotten into you?” Jake said. “Why are you coming after me all of a sudden?”

She sighed and flopped backward in her chair. "I don't know. I'm bored. But I'm also anxious. It's making me jumpy."

“You bored is a good thing. It means nothing’s happening. We want nothing to happen.”

“I know, but it sucks!”

She sighed and finished the last of her mochi. “Hey, since you’re not doing anything, can I convince you to run to the convenience store and pick up some more of this?”

Jake looked at her. “You have a problem.”

“I have many problems.”

Jake chuckled and looked back at the monitors. In the upper left corner, Shiao’s team was checking their weapons and equipment. On the main monitor, Presley’s team stood behind the President, each looking in a different direction to observe the entire floor.

Jake relaxed again. His team was on top of everything. They could handle it if something came up. He had good people on his side.

And Sato had a right to be miffed. Jake didn’t think he did anything wrong, but he knew from past experience that it was irritating when foreigners acted suspicious and distrustful. He’d have to apologize to the Inspector when this was over.

His phone rang. The caller ID identified the caller as Tokyo Metropolitan Police. He came instantly to high alert. “Mercer. What is it?”

“Senior Special Agent Mercer,” Sato replied. He sounded amused. “I am happy to inform you that I have gotten to the bottom of the mystery.”

“And?”

“It appears that Tokyo University detected some tremors in the Nankai Trough.”

Jake frowned. “What’s the Nankai Trough?”

“It’s an offshore fault responsible for a number of major earthquakes and tsunamis in the past.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “What? And there were earthquakes there?”

“Tremors, Senior Special Agent. Very mild ones. They happen all the time. Your San Andreas fault system experiences dozens per day. The news ran out of terrifying doomsdays to predict, so they’ve dredged up ‘massive tsunami’ to keep viewers panicked and riveted to their screens. I have verified with the University myself that this is nothing out of the ordinary and that none of the tremors detected are cause for alarm.”

Jake sighed. "All right. Thank you, Inspector. Sorry, this became a thing."

“No apology necessary,” Sato said magnanimously. “I am glad we were able to put this issue to bed.”

He hung up, and Jake rubbed his forehead and chuckled.

“What was it?” Jess asked. “Earthquake?”

“Tremors. I guess an offshore fault grumbled a bit, and the officers were worried the Big One was coming. Sato said he talked to Tokyo University and it’s just ordinary grumbling.”

“Like when you get irritated about the temperature of the coffee in the break room.”

“It takes two minutes to brew a fresh pot,” Jake said. “If the coffee’s cold, make some more. I will die on that hill.”

Jess grinned. She looked like she had a good response, but she didn’t get a chance to make it because the building started to shake.

Her smile vanished. The two of them exchanged an alarmed look.

Then the shaking began in earnest.




 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

Jake stumbled as the earthquake intensified. He grabbed Jess and pulled her off of her chair and underneath the desk as cracks started to form in the walls. Their chairs rolled around the floor, and dust fell from the ceiling.

Jake tapped his earpiece. “Presley, Shiao, report!”

“The President is secure underneath the table, sir!” Presley replied. “Grissom is shielding!”

That meant that Grissom was on top of the President, protecting him with his body. Damn it, why was this earthquake lasting so long? Earthquakes were only supposed to last a few seconds.

One of the monitors fell from the wall and shattered onto the floor in front of them, releasing a shower of sparks. Jess screamed, then was shocked into silence when a chunk of the ceiling crashed down onto the chair she’d been sitting in a moment ago.

Jake felt a wave of powerlessness unlike anything he’d experienced before now. He was prepared to deal with any threat of terrorism, but there was absolutely nothing he could do about an earthquake. Nature didn’t give a damn who Jake Mercer was or who Bryan Jackson was. If it wanted to crack Tokyo in half, it would.

Another chunk fell from the ceiling, and Jake’s heart began to thump with something that felt far too close to panic. For God’s sake, why was this taking so long?

Finally, it stopped. The silence that followed seemed oppressive after the noise and violence of the past minute. Jake and Jess stared in shock at the debris that covered their room. Another monitor fell, sliding off of the edge of the desk and shattering next to its fellow.

“Oh my God,” Jess whispered.

Her words snapped Jake out of his fugue. He looked carefully out from under the desk to make sure there was no immediate threat of the building collapsing. When he was satisfied that the rest of the ceiling would remain where it belonged, he tapped his earpiece. “Presley, report.”

“We’re all okay, sir. The President is shaken up but unharmed. There are a few minor injuries among the other world leaders, but nothing serious. It looks like we got through this one all right. The building’s toast, though. At least, I assume so. I can see the sky through the ceiling, and—”

Presley was interrupted by a harsh, chiming alarm. Jake frowned. “What is that? Jess?”

“It’s an earthquake alarm,” Jess said.

“Oh, nice of that to go off now,” Jake said drily.

“No, it’s not an early warning system. It’s a warning that the structural integrity of the building is compromised.”

She got to her feet and tapped the keys. Three of the monitors still worked, and the information they displayed apparently terrified Jess because all of the color drained from her face. She looked at Jake. “It’s coming from the high-rise.”

The hotel was separated into two buildings. The building they were in consisted of the auditorium and a single story of supporting rooms for conferences like this one. Directly adjacent was a forty-seven-story high-rise resort hotel complex almost six hundred feet tall.

Jake cursed. “Come on, Jess.”

He led her out of the room. The building outside was torn apart, with cracks in walls and holes in the ceiling. One stretch of wall had bowed in half, making it look as though the building would collapse at any minute. Which it probably would.

“Presley, get the President out of there now. Jess and I are coming to you. Shiao, report.”

“Gomez’s left leg is broken, sir,” Shiao replied. “We’re stabilizing him right now.”

“Can you carry him?”

"Yes, sir, in five minutes."

"Good. Presley, we'll be making our way to Shiao. She'll be ready to go by the time we get to her. We're going to take the back way to Extraction Point Beta, and Marine One is going to get us out of here."

“Roger that.”

Jake and Jess entered the auditorium next. Here, the damage was even more extensive. At least a third of the ceiling was missing. The podium had cracked in three places. Everyone was covered in dust, and most of them were standing around in a daze.

Sato said they only expected minor tremors. How could he have been so wrong?

Unless he was lying to Jake. The suspicious behavior of his subordinates made more sense if they all knew this earthquake was going to be worse than predicted.

Obviously, they hadn't started the earthquake. No weapon on Earth could cause an earthquake that powerful. Still, they might have known more than they let on.

Jacob would have to focus on that later. He had other things to worry about right now. The President and Presley’s team were near the back of the auditorium near the podium. Jake lifted a hand and jogged the rest of the way to them. Presley nodded. “We’re all right. The President’s fine too. We’re ready to move.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

“What about everyone else?” Bryan asked.

Jake felt a flash of irritation. Now was not the time for Bryan to be altruistic. “They have their own teams to help them. We’re here to help you.” He looked at Special Agent Grissom. “Grissom, help the President to his feet, and let’s move him out of here.” That was the polite way of telling him to drag Bryan out of here if he wouldn’t go voluntarily.

Grissom was the newest member of the Presidential Security Detail. Unlike most security detail agents who came up through the Secret Service’s Protection Division, Grissom was a transplant from the Army’s Protection Corps. He had been responsible for the Army Chief of Staff’s protection prior to joining the Service, and his experience showed on his stoic face.

Bryan didn’t resist, but he repeated, “What about the others? We can’t leave them here, Jake.”

“Tokyo Police will deal with them,” Jake said. “Or they have their own emergency plans just like we do. We need to get you out of here, sir. Now. The high-rise is unstable and could collapse at any moment.”

Bryan looked around at the other world leaders. With the initial shock wearing off, many of them had already started to evacuate. Bryan looked reassured by this.

“All right. Sounds good, Jake.”

Jake nodded at Grisson, and the agent sled the President toward the room’s exit. Presley and the other two Security Detail agents immediately fell into step. Jake and Jess brought up the rear.

“Jess, call Marine One and tell them to be ready to pick us up. Then call Air Force One and figure out if we can take off or if the airport’s compromised.”

“Will do.”

She pulled her phone from her pocket, but before she could make the phone call, the building began to shake again.

Oh, God damn it.

“Aftershock!” Presley called.

Gee, you think?

Presley followed that statement up by throwing himself over the President and dragging him to a chunk of the ceiling that had fallen at an angle over the back of a bench. Jake frowned at Presley, who said, “Trust me!” and continued to bring the President to safety.

Jake followed them to the opening but lost his footing in the shaking and fell to the ground. He started crawling after them, but another piece of ceiling fell in between him and the group. Presley started out of the shelter toward Jake, but Jake waved him back. “No! Stay with the President!”

A scream caught Jake’s attention. He turned around and saw Jess trapped underneath a pile of rubble. She turned to him, her eyes wide with terror.

He looked back at the President one last time. Debris was falling onto their shelter, but it rolled harmlessly down the angled piece of ceiling rather than punching through.

He turned back to Jess, getting to a crouch and stumbling toward her while the ground did its absolute best to buck him off and the ceiling worked just as hard to crush him.

Why are these earthquakes lasting so long?

No sooner had he said that than the aftershock stopped. He breathed a sigh of relief and got to his feet.

He took one step toward Jess when he felt something brush against his leg and heard a loud boom. He looked to his right and saw that a chunk of the ceiling fourteen feet wide and nine feet long had fallen right next to him. He had felt the slab brush his leg an instant before it hit the ground. Had he been standing a foot to the right, he would have been crushed.

He shivered and checked the ceiling to ensure there were no more chunks waiting to fall. It looked stable enough—whatever that meant—so he finished moving to Jess.

Jess bit back a sob and tried to pull her way out of the debris pile.

“Hold on,” he commanded. “Don’t try to move yourself. We need to check your injuries first.”

Around him, others wailed as they dealt with their own injuries. A faint moaning sound filtered in from the open ceiling, telling Jake that the damage was widespread in the city beyond. He wondered if Inspector Sato and his officers had survived or if they were buried under rubble.

“My leg,” Jess said. “I think it’s broken.”

Jake grabbed the debris that pinned her leg and strained to lift it. His shoulders bunched, and his legs stiffened, but the debris wouldn’t budge.

“Shit! Presley!”

“I’m here,” Presley said, scrambling next to Jake. “The President’s safe.”

He slipped his fingers underneath the debris and nodded at Jake. The two men grunted as they lifted the debris off of Jess’s leg.

The damage Jake saw wasn’t encouraging. Jess’s leg wasn’t broken, but a piece of rebar a half inch in diameter stuck out of the back of her thigh.

“Well,” he told her. “You want the good news or the bad news?”

“I want to get the hell out of here,” she whispered through hoarse laughter.

“Yeah, me too. Okay, Presley, you get her legs. Jess, this is going to hurt. I’m sorry.”

He grabbed her under her armpits while Presley grabbed her underneath her waist. They lifted, and Jess shrieked as the rebar shifted in her leg.

Jake glanced at the wound. It was bleeding but not badly. The problem was that removing the rebar would cause her to bleed out quickly, and they didn’t have the ability to pack the wound right now. If they could get to Shiao, then the CAT had a triage kit, and they could dress it properly, but Shiao was on the other side of the rubble.

Jake made a mental note to include a proper triage kit as standard equipment for Jess and the Security Detail going forward. If only he could learn these lessons the easy way.

Jake tapped his earpiece. “Shiao. Can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear, sir,” Shiao said.

Her tone was as ice-cold as ever. Munoz had made an excellent choice for his replacement as commander of CAT One.

“I need a triage kit. Jess’s leg was punctured by rebar. Are you able to access the auditorium?”

“Negative, sir. The doorway is blocked by rubble.”

Jake cursed softly and looked around for other options.

“We can make the main courtyard,” Jess said, her words coming out as a hiss through the pain. “The rear courtyard is next to the main one.”

Jake nodded. “Shiao, can you reach the main courtyard?”

A moment later, Shiao replied, “Yes, sir. We’ll meet you there.”

“Perfect. Thank you.”

He closed the channel and looked at Jess. “Okay, Jess. This is going to suck, but it’s what needs to happen. We’re going to use debris to splint your leg and try to keep it from moving. Then we’re going to walk to the central courtyard. CAT One has a triage kit, and they can dress your wound properly.”

Jess nodded. Her face was pale, and sweat beaded on her forehead. “Okay.”

Jake looked at Presley. “Grab some rebar from the rubble. We’ll use our shirts to tie it to her leg, and—”

A loud, groaning sound interrupted Jake. Not again. He looked in the direction of the noise. Through the ceiling, he could see the high-rise portion of the hotel sinking slowly as it collapsed. Buildings like that were designed to collapse straight down to avoid a domino effect that could destroy an entire skyline, but they were directly adjacent to the high-rise, and the rubble ballooned outward. A cloud of dust approached rapidly, reminding Jake disconcertingly of sandstorms he’d seen in the Middle East during his Marine career.

“Cover your faces!” he shouted.

He had just enough time to follow his own advice before the dust hit them. For what seemed like an eternity, little particles scraped at his face, worming through his fingers, eyelids, and lips and trying to choke and blind him.

Finally, the noise stopped. Jake counted to twenty to allow the dust to settle, then opened his eyes.

Everyone was all right. Bryan was still hunkered down in his impromptu shelter with the other three agents of the Security Detail. Presley was on top of Jess, shielding her with his body. They had survived the collapse of the high-rise.

But they were surrounded by rubble on all sides. The route Jake planned to take was blocked by piles of shattered concrete and twisted metal that reached from floor to ruined ceiling.

They were buried alive.




 


CHAPTER SIX

 

Jake gave Jess water from a small bottle he kept in a clip on his belt. She coughed a little but managed to drink a healthy amount. Some color returned to her cheeks, but her neck and facial muscles were still taut with pain.

More concerningly, she was bleeding out. The rebar was slowing the blood loss, but not enough that she could survive for long without help.

Hell, everyone needed help.

Shiao’s voice came over the radio. “Presley, Mercer, Foster, report!”

Jake responded. “Hey, Shiao. We’re uninjured.” He glanced at Jess. “Well, there are no new injuries anyway.”

Shiao sighed with relief and showed a rare display of emotion. “Thank God.” She returned immediately to icy stoicism. “CAT One suffered no new injuries either. We are on our way to the main courtyard now.”

Jake sighed. “About that. We’re trapped. The rubble from the high-rise is blocking all of the exits.”

Shiao didn’t reply right away. When she did, a slight touch of desperation crept through her stoicism. “Understood, sir. What would you like us to do?”

Jake hesitated a moment. Desperation slithered into his own thoughts. He had no idea what to do.

He couldn’t say that, though. His team relied on him to be strong no matter what the situation was. “Hang tight for a minute,” he told Shiao. “Presley and I are going to look at some options.”

“Understood, sir.”

He closed the channel and looked at Presley. Presley gave him a tight smile. “Well… We can dig ourselves out.”

Jake looked around the auditorium. Rubble blocked the exits, rising to the ceiling or above. He shook his head. “I don’t want to try to dig through this. It would take days, and even if we could make it happen, we might destabilize the pile and end up burying ourselves worse.”

Presley sighed. “Yeah, you’re right.”

The two of them fell silent. Presley broke the silence a minute later. “So what do we do?”

Jake ran a hand through his hair and thought for a moment. "We need to get word to the outside. Do you have a cell signal?"

Presley pulled his phone out. “No. Zero bars. The towers nearby were probably torn down during the quakes.”

“You’re probably right. Crap.”

He checked his satellite phone. He had no signal either. The openings in the ceiling not replaced by rubble were only enough to provide dim light, not to provide a satellite signal.

“Give me your phones,” Jess said.

 She had pushed herself to a sitting position. She moaned as she leaned against a slab of rubble. Bryan lowered her slowly to the rubble and gave Jake a worried look. “She needs medical attention, Jake. Fast.”

Jake resisted the urge to snap at Bryan. Hearing the obvious wasn’t helpful right now, especially because there was nothing they could do about the situation, but snapping at Bryan wouldn’t help either. “Yes, I know. We need to contact Marine One and see if they can extract us. We can treat her injuries with the triage kit on the Osprey, and when we land on the Kennedy, they can give her hospital care.”

“We’re not going back to Air Force One?”

“I doubt like hell the airport is open. We should be prepared for the possibility that Air Force One is destroyed.”

“We should be prepared for the possibility that Marine One is destroyed,” Presley added. “They were parked at the same airport.”

“Then we’ll call for another Osprey from the Kennedy,” Jake said.

“None of which will happen if you two don’t give me your phones,” Jess interjected.

Jake and Presley handed Jess their phones. “Great,” she said. “Now check the rubble for a jeweler’s toolbox.”

“A what?” Presley asked.

“It’s a little toolbox. I carry it on my belt. It came off when the debris fell on me. It has tools I need to open your phones and make a radio out of them. If I can channel the power from both batteries into the satellite phone antenna, it should strengthen the signal, hopefully enough to communicate with the outside.”

“Got it,” Jake said. “Presley, help me.”

The two men returned to the debris pile from which they had pulled Jess a few minutes ago. Jake pulled his flashlight and shined it through the jumble of plaster, concrete, and rebar while Presley dug through the mess, looking for the toolbox.

The moaning sound of the millions of people hurt, trapped, and panicking outside was muted by the rubble, but sirens and the chopping of rotors left a constant reminder that all was not well in Tokyo. The rotors encouraged Jake, though. If Tokyo Police and news helicopters could take off, then Marine One could take off. A million reasons why that wasn’t necessarily true coursed through Jake’s head, but he pushed them away. Now was not the time for pessimism.

“Got it,” Presley said, pulling a small aluminum box that looked like an old-fashioned cigarette case from the rubble.

He handed the case to Jake, and the pair returned to Jess. She took it with a sigh of relief. “You two are lifesavers. Okay, give me a few minutes. I can get us a signal.”

“How are you feeling?” Presley asked.

She laughed. “Oh, me? Like a million bucks. Might practice some parkour in a bit, idk.”

Presley chuckled. “Did you just say idk instead of I don’t know?”

“Get with the times, old man.”

Jake made his way to Bryan. He and the rest of the Security Detail were standing outside of the debris under which they had sheltered during the aftershock. Jake nodded approvingly. “I didn’t think that would work.”

“I dated a geology student for a little while,” Presley explained. “She told me that the best thing to do in an earthquake is to turn over a couch and hide underneath or pull the mattress off of the bed at an angle like this. That way the debris slides off instead of punching through or crushing you.”

“Huh. I always heard doorways and desks were the best places to shelter.”

“That works too, but I guess this works better.”

Jake nodded. “Well, thank God for small blessings.” He looked at Bryan. “Are you all right, sir?”

“I’m hanging in there,” Bryan replied. “Hey, at least it’s not terrorists this time.”

Jake laughed. “Yeah, there’s that. Another silver lining.”

The two men turned their gaze to the rubble piled around them, and Jake's smile faded. They were still alive, but they were far from safe.

The other survivors were gathered in small clusters, tending to their own wounded and making their own plans for escape. Jake would let them use Jess's makeshift radio—if she got it to work—as soon as he had rescue lined up for the President. He felt a slight pang of guilt. It always seemed selfish to have to focus only on the President and leave everyone else behind so callously, but he didn't really have a choice. Bryan was his job.

Then again, he had managed to save a group of survivors before. Maybe an answer would reveal itself in time for him to save everyone here.

He walked over to Jess. “How’s the radio looking?”

“It’s coming along,” Jess replied, using a tiny screwdriver to tinker with the bowels of the two phones. “I’ve got the batteries hooked up together and the buttons adjusted to let us tune and adjust the sharpness of the signal.”

“I’ve never understood that part,” Presley interrupted. “Why would you ever want the signal to be less sharp?”

“The short answer is that the clearer you make the signal, the less range your radio has. That’s not technically precise, but it works for the purposes of this conversation. We want the signal to be as clear as possible without reducing the reception range too much.”

“Got it. That’s why you’re the wiz.”

She grinned at him. “Damned…” Her lip trembled, and she released a hissing moan, gritting her teeth and shaking so badly she nearly dropped the phones. Jake stooped down and caught them, but the jeweler’s screwdriver fell to the ground and rolled underneath a pile of debris.

“Shit,” Presley cursed. “Hold on, I’ll get it.”

“‘S okay,” Jess breathed. “Don’t need it anymore.”

She took several deep breaths until the shaking stopped. Presley and Jake shared a worried look. Jake glanced down at Jess’s leg and saw that her pants were now soaked through with blood. They were running out of time.

Jess took a final deep breath and lifted the makeshift radio again. She pulled a miniature Allen wrench from her toolkit and tweaked a few more things before setting the tools aside and turning the radio over. "Okay. Here goes."

She pressed a button. The radio buzzed and crackled, and Jake felt a leap of hope. Jess tapped a button, and the signal cleared up. They were receiving an English-language news broadcast.

“Initial measurements suggest the primary earthquake to be a nine-point-five or nine-point-six magnitude. The latter figure would make it the most intense earthquake in history, though at one minute seventeen seconds, its duration was far shorter than the 1960 Valdivia Earthquake.”

“That felt a hell of a lot longer than a minute seventeen,” Presley muttered.

“Unfortunately, initial reports suggest the Nankai earthquake will be far more destructive. It will be impossible to estimate a death toll for some days, but the affected area is home to over ten million people, and most of them had little to no warning of the quake. Worse, the damage has collapsed subway tunnels, destroyed railroads and highways and rendered the runways at both the Haneda and Narita airports.”

That confirmed Jake’s fear that Air Force One was a no-go. “Can you call the Kennedy?” Jake asked Jess. “We need to—”

“Shh,” Jess said, her face taut with alarm. “Quiet.”

Jake frowned but fell silent. What had she heard that had frightened her like that?

The reporter answered him a moment later. "…eleven world leaders, including the Prime Minister of Japan and the President of the United States, are believed to be trapped within the ruins of the Tokyo Bay Hotel. The nature of the destruction is such that it will be impossible for rescue to reach them before the tsunami hits."

The strength left Jake’s body when he heard that word. All sound faded save for the voice of the reporter, her professionally neutral voice relating the details of their impending doom.

"The tsunami will strike Tokyo Bay in one hour and twenty-seven minutes. Initial estimates believe it will cause record surges perhaps greater than thirty meters above sea level. If these estimates are correct, this could be the deadliest and most damaging natural disaster in history."

“Jesus Christ,” Presley whispered.

Jake looked up at the roof where bright blue light streamed in, blissfully ignorant or else uncaring of the destruction taking place down below. It was now his turn to state the obvious.

“We need to get out of here.”




 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Tanaka was not a religious man. He worshipped no gods and believed his ancestors to be dead and gone, their bodies nothing but bones and ash.

But he was a spiritual man. He believed that those who were in the right tended to receive right, and those who were in the wrong tended to receive wrong. Sometimes those ends were measured in generations, and sometimes they were measured in moments. Perhaps the correct term for such phenomena was fate.

Fate smiled on them today. When the Red Lotus first arrived at the Tokyo Bay Hotel, Tanaka's heart sank. There were over two hundred police officers present, armed with assault rifles and body armor. Far too many for them to overcome, even if they kept no forces in reserve and attacked all at once.

Then the ground shook. The Red Lotus was fortunate. They stood on a platform near the bay and had only to make their way a few yards to their left onto solid ground, where they watched as Tokyo crumbled around them. The decadent fools who had traded their culture now ran screaming and crying through the streets. Those who weren’t crushed or trapped beneath rubble, that was.

Among them were rats, gleefully looting, too stupid to understand the consequences of their actions. These creatures would behave the same no matter who ruled the world, though of course, in Tanaka’s Japan, they would swiftly be put into cages to squabble with each other and not bother their betters. They were pitiable creatures, not to be hated any more than actual rats.

But they served their purpose now. They added to the chaos, to the fear. They frightened the fools and occupied the police officers.

Many of those officers had perished when the high-rise building of the hotel collapsed. Many still survived, but of that number, most were in shock and unable to do anything but sit on the ground and stare at the rats chasing the fools or stealing their goods. Those who were still in command of their faculties were utterly outnumbered.

But most beneficial to Red Lotus was the collapse of the high rise. It was possible that all of their enemies had been crushed beneath the debris, and they wouldn’t need to risk their own lives at all. If they had survived, they would be trapped. Killing them would be as easy as crushing chicks in their nests.

Around Tanaka, his soldiers laughed and cheered. Hiro and Kenji hissed at them to keep quiet and wipe the smiles from their faces. They still had work to do, and it would be bad for them if the police officers caught sight of them laughing at the misfortune that had befallen everyone.

“Shall we proceed, Tanaka-sama?” one of the foot soldiers asked.

Tanaka regarded him for a moment. He was tall with a slim build and features that were at once angular and strangely effeminate. His most striking trait was his ice-blue eyes. “What is your name?”

“Katsu.”

“Katsu,” Tanaka repeated. “We shall proceed, Katsu-kun. And in light of the boon fate has placed at our feet, we will proceed together rather than splitting into two separate groups.”

They bowed slightly, not too low, lest the police notice and wonder. Tanaka nodded, and the lieutenants rallied their men and started them toward the hotel. Tanaka walked with them, his heart pounding with anticipation of their victory.

Today, Japan would be free.




 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“Call the Kennedy,” Jake told Jess. “We need to get out of here, ASAP.”

Jess nodded, her face ashen more from fear than from blood loss. She tapped buttons on her makeshift radio. “U.S.S. John F. Kennedy, this is Special Agent Jess Foster, U.S. Secret Service. I am here with the President and the rest of the Security Detail, including Senior Special Agent Jake Mercer. We are trapped in the rubble of the Tokyo Bay Hotel. We need immediate evacuation. A tsunami is inbound. Repeat, we need immediate evacuation.”

The radio squawked, and a voice replied, “Roger, Special Agent. Marine One has been damaged and is unable to lift off, but we’re sending a replacement aircraft now. Can you proceed to higher ground?”

Jess looked at Jake. He knelt next to her and pressed the talk button. “This is Jake Mercer. We’re in a tight spot here. We have injured agents, and all exits are covered in rubble. There are openings in the roof. Is it possible to lower ladders through the openings and pull us up?”

“Negative, Mercer,” the voice replied in a defeated tone. “That’s too risky. If the ceiling collapses while the President is in the air, it could strike and injure him. I’m sorry, but we need you to find a way to higher ground. Even if it’s on top of rubble. We can pull you out that way.”

Jake sighed. “All right. We’ll find a way.”

“Stay strong, sir,” the communications officer said. “We’ve done it before, and we can do it again, right?”

Jake smiled a little. The Kennedy had helped rescue Jake and Bryan from the terrorists on Indonesia. Jake was glad to have them on his side today. “Aye, sir.”

“Ooh rah,” the officer signed off, an homage to Jake’s Marine heritage.

Jake took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Okay, everyone,” he said. “We’re going to climb the rubble and escape through the roof. We’ll survey the situation once we’re outside and determine an extraction point.”

“What about Jess and the CAT?” Presley asked. “We’ve got two people who can’t move.”

“We’re going to carry them,” Jake said. “Jess, sorry, but this is going to hurt some more. We don’t have time to make an effective gurney.”

“We can use our jackets, sir,” Grissom suggested. “We can make a hammock out of them and carry Jess that way.”

Jake gave Grissom an admiring look. “Where’d you learn how to do that?”

“Boy Scouts, sir,” the tall, dark-haired agent replied with a smile. “Be prepared.”

“Well done,” Jake said. “Okay, get it done ASAP.”

Grissom, and the other two Presidential Security Detail agents stripped their jackets off and quickly constructed a sling hammock. They carefully lifted Jess into the hammock. Jess winced and breathed rapidly through the pain but managed to keep from screaming.

While they dealt with Jess, Jake called Shiao. “Agent Shiao, we have some new developments.”

“Go ahead, sir,” the CAT commander replied.

“We’re under the gun. We have a tsunami approaching in just over an hour, and we need to get the President to high ground ASAP. We’re not going to make the courtyard.”

After a brief pause, Shiao replied, “Understood, sir.”

“Can you get your team out of the courtyard and to high ground?” Jake asked.

“We can exit the hotel grounds,” Shiao replied. “I’ll need eyes on the situation outside before I can tell you if high ground is an option.”

“That’s fine. What about Gomez? Can you transport him?”

“Yes, sir. We’ll find a way.”

“Special Agent Grissom knows a trick to make a gurney out of jackets. You want me to put him on the horn?”

“Yes, sir,” Shiao said, impressed. “That would be very helpful.”

Jake nodded. “Presley, take over for Grissom with Jess. Grissom, tell Shiao how to make the jacket gurney.”

The two agents switched places, Presley holding Jess’s arms and Grissom taking the radio from Jake’s hands. While Grissom walked Shiao through the process of making the sling, Jake decided to announce the plan to the survivors. They couldn’t evacuate everyone, but they could at least get everyone out of the building and give them a chance to get to high ground.

Jake climbed onto the rubble and cupped his hands over his mouth. “Everyone! Listen!” The survivors stopped what they were doing and looked his way. “We’re going to climb the rubble and exit over the roof.”

Those who spoke English stared at him incredulously. Translators quietly relayed Jake’s message to those who don’t, and soon all wore the same shocked look.

“That’s too dangerous,” a Korean security officer said. “The rubble could collapse and bury us all.”

“I know it’s a risk,” Jake replied, “but if we stay here, we’ll die. There’s a tsunami coming in just over an hour.”

At the word tsunami, a wave of panic coursed through the room. Some people burst into tears, and others began to tremble violently.

“Everyone needs to stay calm!” Jake said firmly. “I know this is frightening, but our best chance of survival is to get out of here as soon as we can without panicking. The rubble is unstable, and we need to be methodical when we climb it.”

“You just said that we don’t have time to be methodical,” a Filipino aide retorted.

“That’s not what I said. We have time to get out of here and get to high ground, but we need to do so safely, or the rubble could shift and bury us. So everyone, please calmly follow me, leaving at least ten feet of space between people. No pushing or shoving.”

He waited until everyone nodded or otherwise acknowledged the instruction. Then he started up the rubble.

The debris shifted a little as Jake ascended, but only the top layer moved. Everything underneath had already settled and was tightly compacted below. Another silver lining.

Jake turned around and watched the others ascend. Grissom stood behind the President, a hand on his back to respond instantly if the President lost his footing. Behind him, Presley and the other two agents carried Jess. The jacket sling held well, and though Jess winced and gasped with each step, she remained alert and conscious.

Jake felt a mental second wind come to him. This was the most unique challenge he’d faced in either of his careers, but they were finding a way out of it. He felt a rush of gratitude for his team. Despite debilitating pain, Jess had once again MacGyvered a radio. Shiao had responded to her own team’s injury perfectly and was leading the CAT to safety. The Kennedy was ready to go the moment they called for help, and he had figured out a way to get them to an extraction point.

A little luck was on their side too. It felt strange to say that considering the circumstances, but the fact that the rubble was steady and compacted enough for them to ascend it toward the holes in the roof was a miracle. It could be the difference between their death and survival.

They neared the top, and Jake reached for the roof. He put his hand on top and pulled himself up.

Just as the building started to shake again.

Jake’s good feelings vanished instantly. No. Not now. Not now!

The ground rippled under his feet. The rubble groaned underneath him as the previously stable debris separated and slid around. The roof cracked under his hands, and Jake fell forward onto the surface. It undulated underneath him like a wave, and he was uncomfortably reminded of his and Bryan’s night clinging to a life raft in the Pacific Ocean in the middle of a storm.

“Jake!” Grissom shouted. “Grab the President!”

Jake turned around and saw Bryan just below him. Grissom was caught in moving rubble, concrete slabs trapping his legs. Jake’s heart sank as he saw Grissom’s leg twist and heard the agent cry out. Grissom opened his eyes, and Jake saw the knowledge that he wasn’t going to survive.

Grissom’s last act was to lunge forward—snarling through the pain—and push the President into Jake’s arms. Then his spine twisted and snapped. He stiffened, and his eyes rolled back in his head.

Jake felt a knife twist in his gut, but he had to save his grief for later. He grabbed Bryan and scrambled upward to the roof. He looked back and saw Presley and the others surfing the falling debris, keeping Jess above and somehow managing to keep their feet.

“Damn it,” Bryan said, sobbing hoarsely. “God damn it.”

“Later, Bryan,” Jake said. “We need to get out of here.”

He dragged the President up and over the roof. The debris was mostly flat here, but the surface shook like sand on one of those seismic simulators they had at science centers for kids.

What a horrible way to confirm the accuracy of those toys, he thought to himself.

He and Bryan high-stepped their way across the debris pile, staying away from the slopes to keep from falling or becoming buried like Grissom was. This aftershock was somewhat less intense than the first one, but it lasted longer. Jake recalled the reporters mention of the Valdivia earthquake and wondered how on Earth anyone had survived a shaking that she claimed was even worse than what they were experiencing.

Except she didn’t say that. She said this one was going to be far worse.

Finally, the shaking stopped. Bryan collapsed to the surface, gasping for breath. Jake quickly checked him for injuries, then ran to the hole through which they had climbed.

His heart dropped. The slope that was there before was gone, flattened out on the ground below. The rubble was now organized in a sheer forty-foot drop with no way up. Presley, Jess, and the others were alive and seemingly uninjured, but they were stuck.

Jake’s stomach turned. He reached for his earpiece to talk to them, only to find it missing. It had slipped out of his ear when he was climbing the rubble.

Jess saw his movements and lifted the radio, giving him a thumbs up. She couldn’t talk to Jake, but she could contact the Kennedys and let them know their situation.

Jake had to force himself to give a thumbs-up in return. There was little to feel positive about in this situation.

Presley waved for Jake’s attention. When Jake waved back, he pointed firmly at Jake, then just as firmly away.

The message was clear. Get the President out of here.

Jake felt another rush of pride. Presley was a good agent. So was Grissom. So was Jess and so were the others. They were willing to sacrifice their lives to save the President, just like Secret Service agents should.

Jake wouldn’t let them down. He might not be able to help them now, but he could return after he got Bryan to safety.

He took a deep breath and gave his team another thumbs up, then returned to Bryan. Bryan saw the bad news on Jake’s face and slumped forward. “They’re dead?”

“Not… no.” He had nearly said not yet. “No, but the rubble collapsed. It’s a straight drop down now. There’s no way for them to get up here.”

“So we’re just going to leave them?”

“We’re going to get you evacuated,” Jake replied. “When the Osprey gets here, we’ll let them know the situation. Jess has the radio, so she might get to them before we do. Most of the roof is collapsed now, so they should have no problem lowering ropes to pull them out. But we need to get moving, sir.”

“We’re not staying here on high ground?”

“No. If there’s another aftershock, we might not be so lucky.”

Bryan glanced over Jake’s shoulder, and his shoulders slumped some more.

“Yeah, I know,” Jake said. “We’ll come back for them. I promise.”

Bryan met Jake’s eyes, understanding evident in his expression.

Jake could promise all he wanted, but whether he could keep it or not was out of their hands. They were at the mercy of nature.




 


CHAPTER NINE

 

Jake and Bryan moved carefully down the opposite side of the rubble toward the city below. As they descended, Jake surveyed the scene in front of them.

It didn't look good. Dust and smoke billowed through the air from dozens of sites where other buildings had collapsed in the earthquake. People ran chaotically through the streets. Some looted shops or robbed weaker escapees. Jake's jaw tensed as he looked at them. Those damned reptiles! How could they see such destruction, and their first thought was to cause more damage? It didn't placate him at all to know that most of them would pay for their selfishness by perishing when a tsunami buried them all underwater.

He looked toward the bay. The water at the moment swayed slightly. It hadn’t receded yet, which Jake supposed was a good thing. When the water drew back, they would have only seconds to evade before the wave returned.

Still, there was something insidious about the gentle movement of the water while Tokyo was crumbling to the ground in front of the bay. The water only awaited the right moment before it crashed ashore and did more than the earthquake could possibly do.

“Mercer!”

The familiar voice pulled Jake’s attention to the ground below. He saw Inspector Sato on the ground at the base of the rubble, waving his hands for Jake’s attention.

Jake lifted an arm and called back. “We’re on our way!”

He led Bryan down the slope, careful to keep himself in front of the President in case the latter fell. When they reached the ground, Sato grabbed their arms and pulled them away from the rubble, demonstrating shocking strength despite his relatively small stature next to the tall Americans.

He kept them moving forward until they were twenty yards from the rubble. The crowd milled around them, but they were on a small grassy area near the shore and away from the looting in the shops.

And he and Sato were armed. That was a good deterrent for your garden variety thief.

“Mr. President, take your jacket off,” Sato commanded. “Your watch too.”

He looked down at the President’s shoes. They were polished and expensive Ferragamo Oxfords, but they were scuffed badly and covered in dust from the earthquakes. “Those are all right,” Sato pronounced.

Bryan removed the jacket and tossed it on the ground but tucked the watch into his pocket. “It was a gift from Carrie,” he explained.

“That’s fine,” Sato said. He looked at Jake. “There is a tsunami coming. It will hit in less than an hour.”

“We know,” Jake said. “We have an aircraft inbound for the President. We just need a place it can land to pick him up or at least drop a rope.”

"Not here," Sato said. "The crowd is too violent. We must get him to the Edo Resort. It is guarded by our Self-Defense Forces and is where we are taking the VIPs for extraction." He looked ruefully back at the hotel. "Where we were going to take them. Did anyone else get out?”

Jake sighed. “No. I don’t think so. The rubble is no longer climbable.” He looked around but didn’t see any sign of Shiao or the CAT. Damn it, if only he had a radio.

“Hey, Sato, do you have a radio?”

“Not a working one, no. It was damaged in the earthquake.”

“What about one of your officers?”

Sato gave Jake a tight smile. “My officers need to focus on evacuating the leaders still trapped in the rubble. Not counting those who are dead and the others who dishonored themselves by abandoning their posts. I’m afraid it’s just you and me. Besides, we haven’t been able to get a signal. The quake damaged nearby radio towers.”

Jake took one last look around for the CAT, but he couldn’t stay here anymore. They needed to get the President out of here. But how could he tell the extraction aircraft to head to the Edo resort?”

“There are radios at the resort,” Sato said as though reading Jake’s mind. “We will contact your aircraft when we arrive. There is a helipad where they can land.”

"How long will the Self-Defense Forces remain?" Jake asked.

“As long as necessary.”

Jake met Sato’s eyes. They shared a grim look. A lot of heroes would be made the old-fashioned way today.

“All right,” he told Sato. “Lead the way.”

Sato nodded curtly, then started forward. The crowd roiled around them, a turbulent sea of people that crashed and jostled one another in their blind panic. Others floated through the sea in a daze, too shocked to register what was going on around them.

As Jake watched, one of these unfortunates was sideswiped by a panicked individual and knocked to the ground. He was almost immediately trampled by the surging crowd. Jake cried out and started toward him, but Sato grabbed his shoulder and yanked him backward. “Leave him. There’s nothing you can do for him now.”

Jake resisted for a split second, but the trampled man had already disappeared. His dazed look had never changed as he was dragged to his death.

Jake felt a cold numbness settle over him and shook it away. He couldn’t afford to be in shock.

He turned deliberately away and followed Sato and Bryan through the crowd, keeping a hand hooked in the President’s belt so he could keep him upright. That turned out to be necessary because several times as they worked their way through the crowd, people bumped into them, causing them to stumble. Jake was a combat veteran and in phenomenal shape, so he was able to keep his feet and keep Bryan upright. It helped too that he was much larger than the average Japanese person.

No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than a giant of a man—six-foot-seven and close to four hundred pounds—barreled through the group toward them, knocking people over like bowling pins.

Probably a sumo wrestler, Jake thought.

“Anata!” He bellowed in a voice that reminded Jake of an angry bull. “Anata wa Amerika daitōryō de  su! Watashitachi o koko kara tsuredashite kuremasu yo!”

Sato gave the man a stern look and shouted, “Shirizoite kudasai! Watashitachi ni chikadzukanaide kudasai!”

The man ignored him, and Jake jumped in front of the President, prepared to fight. Before the man reached them, though, Sato swung a truncheon at the man. The weapon landed on the attacker’s liver, burying itself in the folds of skin.

The man winced and grabbed his midsection. He sank to his knees, skidding along the ground toward Jake and Bryan. Jake pushed Bryan backward to avoid contact. The man looked up at them through tears in his eyes and pleaded, “Onegaishimasu! Watashiniha chīsana on'nanoko ga imasu!”

Sato grabbed the man’s collar and hauled him to his feet as though he weighed nothing. He held the man’s gaze and said firmly, “8-Mairu nairiku ni hinansho ga aru. Sā, isoide idō shite kudasai. Keisatsu no wagon-sha o mikaketara, zehi notte kudasai! Iku!”

The man’s eyes filled with hope. “Arigato! Arigato goziemashita!”

He barreled away, showing surprising grace as he avoided running into anyone else. “What did you tell him?” Jake asked.

“I sent him to the civilian evacuation center,” Sato replied. “We’re trying to gather people at a park that is one hundred twenty-five feet above sea level. There are other locations above the predicted level of the tsunami, but that is the closest.”

“Will he reach it in time?”

Sato didn’t reply. Which was reply in itself.

Jake thought about his team trapped at the hotel behind him. His stomach turned, but he pushed the panic away.

They’ve survived shit before, he reminded himself. They’ll survive this.

He didn’t feel very reassured.

They walked for perhaps ten minutes before they were attacked again. A man in a business suit grabbed Bryan and recorded him with his phone. “Oi! Kore ga Amerika daitōryō de  su! Kare o hitojichi ni totte koko kara dasshutsu dekiru!”

Jake stepped forward and knocked the man out with a vicious right hook. The man dropped to the ground, unconscious.

You just killed that man, Jake’s conscious accused him. His stomach turned again, but he didn’t have time to deal with that.

I’m responsible for the President of the United States, he reminded himself. No one else.

Sato grabbed the two men and dragged them into a thicker part of the crowd. Jake understood a moment later when he looked back and saw a half dozen people looking around wildly for them.

“This isn’t good,” Sato said. “They still recognize the President.”

“What do they expect him to do?”

“They expect him to fix things,” Sato said with a touch of bitterness. “Some people have come to believe that America is obligated to solve all of Japan’s problems.

Jake frowned and looked ahead. “How far to the resort?”

“Two miles. We’ll make it if we’re not stopped.”

That was a big damned if.

The crowd thickened as they moved forward. Twice more, someone recognized the President, and Sato and Jake had to quickly stave off an attack before the President was recognized by too many others. All the while, the bay rippled serenely, not yet revealing the terrifying danger that lurked beyond the horizon.

Jake dreaded the moment when the water would recede suddenly, heralding the imminent arrival of the tsunami. He needed to make sure Bryan was safe before that happened. But he couldn’t do that with people recognizing Bryan right and left. He needed a disguise.

Jake looped around and caught sight of a clothing store up ahead. The front window was smashed, and the shelves were nearly bare.

But not completely bare. There were jackets, shirts, and hats in plain sight.

His heart sank. Was he really about to do what he was thinking of doing?

You have to.

He sighed and looked at Sato. “Keep Bryan here. I’m going to get a disguise.”

Sato looked at the store. His lips thinned, and his shoulders slumped. He was no more excited about the prospect of looting than Jake was.

But like Jake, he knew they had no choice. They couldn’t risk getting mobbed by too many people to fight off. “A hat and a jacket,” he told Jake. “A pair of sunglasses too, if they have one. Hurry.”

Jake nodded and took off toward the building. Strangely, images of Beau flashed across his mind.

Or maybe not so strangely. It was Jake’s job to teach Beau how to be a good person. He was about to steal from someone who was suffering due to a disaster. This was wrong on so many levels. The thing was, there was only one level that mattered now, and only one “right” that Jake needed to think about, and that was to get Beau’s grandfather home safe.

Remembering that the President of the United States was also his son's grandfather, and his wife's father helped. This wasn't the best thing he'd ever done in his life, but it really was for a good cause.

The image that followed Beau’s was far less palatable. It was an image of Eli Bard, taunting Jake with his arrogant smile. “How far will you go, Jake? How many wrongs will you commit to make this right?”

His image was replaced by the soft, almost feminine features of Mr. O. The terrorist leader’s frosty blue eyes gleamed. “Between you and I stands no great gulf. Only the slightest of cracks. Step across, Jake Mercer.”

A rough hand grabbed Jake by the collar, and the images vanished. Jake stared into the crazed grin of a looter. The looter’s hand was upraised, ready to punch Jake.

Jake's emotions disappeared, and cold analysis replaced them. He could worry about morality later. He had a President to save.

At any cost.




 


CHAPTER TEN

 

Jake put a hand on the looter's chest and shoved him backward. The looter stumbled and regarded Jake warily, waiting to see if Jake would press the attack. When Jake remained where he was, the man grinned, revealing yellow, rotting teeth. He said something Jake couldn't understand, then vanished into the crowd, a sack full of stolen goods on his back.

Jake stepped through the window into the store. An alarm sounded, but the noise was too distant to be coming from this store. Still, the ringing reminded Jake that he was about to steal from an innocent.

I have to. I have to get Bryan out of here.

He wished he had brought cash with him. He could leave money behind for the clothes he was going to take. Maybe he could call and pay for them later.

The shelves contained only a few odds and ends. There were four jackets left, all of them thick coats intended for the coming winter, too thick for early fall. Only one was in Bryan’s size, and it was the ugliest paisley Jake had ever seen. Fortunately, the colors were dull, not bright, so Bryan wouldn’t be conspicuous.

Jake also selected a hat, a ballcap with a logo on it for a Japanese team. It was dark brown with a gold Y superimposed on a gold G. The final item was a pair of sunglasses, pink with rhinestones at the upper corners.

“Sorry, Bryan,” Jake said as he grabbed the sunglasses.

With the deed done, Jake’s guilt wasn’t so intense. Desperate times called for desperate measures, and he’d done worse in desperate times before.

He turned toward the door just in time for a ragged-looking man to grab the jacket with a grimy fist and shout at him. “Oi! Sore wa watashi no monodesu! Hajimete mimashita!”

Jake threw a hard left hook that knocked the man unconscious.

Another person you’ve killed.

His stomach turned again, but he walked through the door and left the man behind anyway.

God, I hate this. I hate this so much.

He returned to the spot where he’d left Sato and Bryan. They weren’t there.

Panic lanced through his belly. Where the hell were they? He had told Sato to wait here.

His jaw went slack as the obvious occurred to him. Someone else had recognized Bryan and chased them away, possibly even kidnapped or hurt them. Or worse. He remembered the man who had been trampled to death, and a shiver ran through him.

He wasn’t sure where to go, so he continued toward the extraction point, hoping that Sato had managed to keep the two of them moving forward. He walked for a little less than a minute when he saw Sato. The police captain stood alone.

Jake’s fear was replaced by anger. If he’d lost the President, Jake would make sure it was the last mistake he ever made. Except it was his mistake to leave Bryan with a foreign national, one he wasn’t even sure he trusted. Years of insisting that the President’s safety must remain in the hands of Americans, and he left Bryan in the care of a Japanese police officer.

He strode toward Sato, a scowl etched across his face. Sato saw the look and frowned. “He’s behind this wall,” he said before Jake could speak.

Jake looked behind the wall and saw Bryan crouched down out of sight of passersby. His anger left him, relief and a touch of embarrassment replacing it. He handed Bryan the clothing. “Here. Put these on before you come back outside. The jacket is warm, but you need it to cover your shirt. Pull the hat low.”

“I don’t like this,” Bryan said. “It feels like I’m hiding.”

“Well, it felt like I just looted a clothing store,” Jake replied. And killed a civilian. “We have to do whatever it takes to get you out of here.”

Bryan sighed and nodded. He took his shirt off before putting the jacket on to minimize the extra heat and then followed Sato down the street, pulling the baseball cap low. “You don’t think the sunglasses are too much?” he asked. “Hot pink with rhinestones?”

Jake looked at Bryan and frowned. He was right. Better Bryan do without. “Okay, toss them,” he said.

“Gladly. Not that I have a problem with pink, but I feel like those made me look old.”

Jake decided it was probably a good thing that Bryan could still make jokes. It was a sign he hadn’t given up hope yet. “Sato, how much further?”

“One mile and a half,” Sato replied.

Jake estimated he had spent five minutes looting the store and returning to the two men. That gave them about forty-five minutes before the tsunami hit. They were cutting it close.

The crowd was somewhat thinner now. Most of the people had made their way inland at least slightly.

They left behind those too slow and too weak to escape. Jake tried not to look at the remains of those who had been crushed and trampled by the crowd, but there were too many for him to completely ignore. Hundreds had died here just because of the panic. Thousands must have died in the building collapses. Hell, maybe even more.

And back there, unless they had woken from their injuries, lay two men Jake had rendered unconscious at the worst possible time.

Don’t think about it. Focus on the President.

He tried to tell himself that, but thinking about the two men he had incapacitated only reminded him of the people he'd left behind in the hotel. Jess with her impaled leg. Shiao with her team, Gomez and his broken leg included. Presley and the two other members of the Security Detail. Grissom, whose quick death might very well have been a mercy considering what was to come.

Jake took a deep breath and pushed his grief and fear aside. “Can you call ahead, Sato? Let the extraction team know we’re coming?”

“I told you, my radio’s broken.”

“Right. You said that already. Sorry.”

Bryan put a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “We’ll come back for them,” he reminded Jake. “We’re not going to leave them to die.”

Jake managed a smile even as he thought, If we have time.

He caught something out of the corner of his eye and turned toward his right. The crowd was about a quarter mile ahead, shouting, pressing and wrestling with each other. At the back of the crowd stood a man in a t-shirt and workout pants tied in the front. He had his hands in his pockets, and he regarded the three men with interest. Jake frowned at him, and the man smiled slightly and turned back toward the crowd.

Nope. Don’t like that. Don’t like that at all.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” he told the other two. “Reduce the margin of error a little.”

Sato gave him an odd look. Bryan just nodded and picked up speed.

They made it another half mile or so when the hairs on the back of Jake’s neck stood up. He turned around and saw the man from earlier following them at a distance.

He stopped and turned fully to face the man. The man stopped, hands in his pockets, looking at Jake without a care in the world.

Jake frowned.

“What is it?” Sato asked.

“He’s following us,” Jake said. “Has been for a half mile.”

Sato nodded. “He’s probably thinking about robbing us.” He put his truncheon away and drew his handgun, raising it so the stalker could see. “Oi! Susumu! Koko ni wa anata no mono wa nani mo arimasen.”

The man looked at him dispassionately for a moment before turning right and walking inland.

“He’ll leave us alone now,” Sato said, holstering his weapon. “Guys like that want easy prey. We just showed him we aren’t.”

Jake wished he had Sato’s confidence. Still, he couldn’t afford to chase the man down and demand an explanation. The ocean still rippled calmly to his left, but at any minute, it would destroy a sizable portion of the largest city on Earth and take Jake, Sato, and the President with it along with every member of Jake’s team and the leaders of ten other nations.

And hundreds of thousands if not millions of innocent people. And more property value than the entire city of Los Angeles. The scope of the destruction was surreal. The earthquakes alone had probably already surpassed the damage and loss of life done in every terrorist attack Jake had weathered combined. Humanity thought it was so powerful, but at the end of the day, nature could wipe them out at any moment.

“We’ll have to put together a relief package,” Bryan said. “Congress should authorize a half billion without much trouble. The one thing I can hang my hat on during my administration is economic growth and stability. I might even ask for a billion.” He looked around. “Still just a drop in the bucket compared to what’s about to happen.”

Jake smiled at his father-in-law. Even facing imminent death, Bryan’s first thought was for the less fortunate. He was a great president. It was a pity that his time in office had been marred by the actions of greedy people hellbent on achieving power regardless of the cost in suffering.

He felt a sudden overwhelming hatred for Mr. O and the Third Voice. What the hell did he want? He was already richer than most of the world. Hell, they knew so little about him. He could be richer than all of the world. So why was he so bent on destroying the United States?

He recalled something Bryan had said to him years ago, soon after the first terrorist attack, the one that had precipitated the epoch of terror in which they now lived. Jake had asked aloud how someone could be comfortable murdering innocent civilians to try to weaken a government for no other reason than to gain power.

Bryan had said, “It’s true that power corrupts, but it also blinds. When people see power, they have a hard time seeing anything else. Many conquerors have fallen, shocked that the power they gained turned to a knife pointed at their hearts. These terrorists, whoever they are, only see power. They don’t see the lives they’re taking. They don’t see the hate they’ve created for themselves. They just want to know that the buck stops with them.”

He remembered his response to Bryan, too. "The problem with that is that once you get to the top, there's nowhere to go but down. And you have a sea of angry people waiting to collect their pound of flesh."

That brought a perverse comfort to him. If the Third Voice succeeded, they would still fail. At best, Mr. O would enjoy a few years of supremacy while constantly looking over his shoulder for the cloaked man with the dagger. His empire would crumble as all empires had, assuming he was ever fortunate enough to have an empire in the first place.

Jake laughed at himself. Here he was thinking about Mr. O when a couple of tectonic plates had just caused more damage than some full-scale wars. Humans really did cling to their arrogance.

He looked to his right and stiffened. The man was back.

No, not the same man. He was shorter and stouter with a bald head and a goatee like Sato. He wore the same outfit, though, a t-shirt and workout pants tied in the front. He stood about a quarter mile away, just watching them, hands in his pockets.

This was a coordinated effort. Jake was sure of it. They had found the President somehow, in spite of the disguise, and now they were following him.

Maybe nature wasn’t their biggest worry after all.

“There’s another one,” Jake told Sato. “Same outfit.”

Sato frowned and looked down the street at the watcher. He swore softly and said, “We have to keep moving. If they come after us, they come after us. Draw your weapon, just in case. Better they know that they’ll have a fight on their hands if they try anything.”

“You still think it’s thieves?” Jake asked, drawing his weapon and checking the load.

“Of course. Who else would it be?”

Jake looked at the road they were passing now. He saw no observers. “I don’t know,” he replied. “Maybe nothing.”

Or maybe the Third Voice had found the perfect opportunity.
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Presley wiped sweat from his brow and sighed with satisfaction. Mostly satisfaction. When the rubble had collapsed to leave a cliff behind where a slope had been a moment before, he thought it was over for them.

Then he had spotted daylight filtering in through a crack in the wall, and an idea had come to him. The risk was serious. Cracking through that wall could result in the entire wall collapsing and possibly burying them in rubble.

Still, a choice between certain death and possible survival was an easy one to make. He had moved the survivors away from the wall and he and his agents had widened that crack until people could pass through.

And now almost everyone was out. They only had three more to evacuate.

“Madsen, Ginsberg, carry Jess out of here. I’ll have the Thai Prime Minister’s aide help me with him.”

“Good job, Presley,” Jess said, giving him a thumbs up.

Presley forced a smile that he hoped hid the concern he felt. Jess was pale and shaking, and her eyes were growing glassy. He didn’t think she’d last another hour without medical attention. “Things are looking up,” he agreed. “See if you can get a hold of Jake when you get outside.”

She shook her head, her smile fading. “His earpiece is gone. There’s not even a dial tone.”

Presley almost pointed out that radios didn’t have dial tones, but of course Jess would know that. She was pointing out that the lack of signal was of a nature that told her the earpiece was destroyed. He nodded. “Well, maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll be close by.”

“I’m sure Jake would make sure to be somewhere the aircraft could see him,” Jess said. “He’s a smart cookie.”

Presley absolutely agreed that Jake was a smart cookie but in a city of forty million people, most of whom were in a blind panic right now, he wasn’t sure it mattered what Jake did. Then again, he did manage to pull quite a few miracles out of thin air. Maybe he could pull another one.

“I’ll see you outside,” he told Jess.

Madsen and Ginsberg picked up her hammock and carried her through the door. Presley walked back to the Thai Prime Minister, who sat against the remains of the podium with his aide, a young woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. She looked Japanese to Presley, but what did he know?

The Prime Minister had injured his ankle during the last aftershock and was unable to walk on his own. Presley didn’t know if he spoke English, but he smiled and talked to him anyway.

“Okay, sir. We’re going to get you out of here.”

He gestured for the girl to take one side while he took the other. She nodded and wrapped an arm firmly around the Prime Minister’s waist. Presley wrapped his arm around the other side, and they picked the elderly man off of the ground.

“All right,” Presley said. “Once we’re out of here, we’ll… Shit!”

The Prime Minister suddenly got a lot heavier. Presley turned to his left to see that the aide was no longer holding him on the other side. “Hey!” he cried out, “Come on, I need your—”

His words ended in a gasp as a knife buried itself in his back. It slid out, then he sank to his knees and fell to the ground.

The Thai Prime Minister cried out, but his cry was stifled as the woman’s knife pierced his throat. He dropped like a rock. The woman strode to the gasping Presley and calmly wiped her knife clean on his jacket. When she turned to leave, he grabbed her ankle and tried to pull her to the floor with him, but she kicked his hand away without looking back.

Presley tried to tap his earpiece, but his vision faded to black before he could bring his hand to his ear. He felt a rush of fear for Jess and his other agents, who were unaware of the danger.

Then darkness enveloped him.
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Jake, Bryan, and Sato covered the next half mile in ten minutes. Thirty-five minutes to go before the tsunami hit.

Jake looked ahead and saw a line of military vehicles in front of a concrete fence with a steel gate. That was good. There was an enormous crowd fighting to get past the police, barely kept at bay by the officers in riot gear with beanbag guns and pepper spray. That was bad.

“I don’t want to try to pull Bryan through that crowd if we can help it,” Jake told Sato.

“I doubt like hell we can help it,” Sato replied. “They’re covering the road.”

He was right. The thousands of civilians clamoring to be allowed into the resort were spread from the shore to the streets and buildings on the opposite side. As Jake watched, more of them poured into the crowd from the rear. Evidently word had gotten around that the police and self-defense forces were blocking access to a safe place.

Jake looked over the gate and saw that the resort occupied several levels along a steep slope. The highest levels appeared to be about two hundred feet above sea level. His worry eased. If they could just get inside and make it to the upper levels, then they wouldn’t be under such time pressure.

“What about going around?” Jake asked. “We could come to the resort from the side and scale the fence.”

“It’s an electric fence that will be guarded by very nervous soldiers,” Sato replied.

“Bryan can identify himself as the President of the United States. Worst case, we wait five minutes while they verify his identity.”

“And meanwhile, the entire crowd knows who he is and that he has a golden ticket out of here. If you think you’re going to avoid the crowd by going to another place along the fence, you’re wrong. The city alone has a population greater than all but four of your states. The metro area is greater than any of your states.”

“They’re not all going to be clustered right around that fence, though.”

“Look ahead of you,” Sato said wearily. “How many thousands are right there?”

Jake was growing irritated. “Well, we have to get him through there. I don’t give a shit what we have to do, Bryan is getting to the other side of that fence.”

“Yes,” Sato said in that same parental tone he used the first time they talked when Jake was questioning his officers. “We’re going through the gate. We’re going to brave the crowd and get to the police cordon where I can present my ID. The officers there will verify it and confirm the President’s identity as well. Then we will be allowed inside without having to do something foolish.”

Jake didn’t appreciate Sato’s tone, but he had bigger things to worry about right now than his ego. “All right. Fair enough.”

“Please trust me,” Sato said peevishly. “I’m putting my life at risk to help your President.”

Despite the peevish tone, Sato had a point. “You’re right. Thank you, Inspector Sato.”

Sato nodded curtly, but his manner relaxed, letting Jake know that his apology was appreciated.

The roar of the crowd reached their ears now. Panic, anger, desperation, and the primal instinct for survival pushed the civilians forward through the cloud of pepper spray, and the onslaught of bean bags, truncheons, and rubber bullets the police were using to try to keep them away. More concerning were the self-defense forces arrayed inside the vehicle and along the walls. Jake doubted that the weapons carried by those units were nonlethal.

“Sato, I don’t mean to be annoying, but the situation up ahead really concerns me. The tear gas is going to be debilitating. I can push through it, but Bryan can’t. No offense, sir.”

“None taken,” Bryan replied, looking warily at the situation ahead.

“I can handle it,” Sato said. He didn’t sound as sure as Jake would have liked, though. “You two will wait near the rear of the crowd, away from the violence. I will work my way to the front and explain the situation. Then I will make sure a path is created for you and the President.”

Jake looked at the vehicles with their heavy machine guns trained just above the crowd. He didn’t like to think about how that path might be created.

You don’t have a choice. You need to get Bryan out of here.

He nodded. “Okay. That sounds like a plan.”

The nearer they approached the group, the more intense the situation seemed to become. The civilians threw themselves in waves at the massed riot police, throwing themselves with abandon at the shielded officers and not stopping until pepper spray and nonlethal rounds rendered them physically incapable of proceeding. Each wave that was stopped was replaced by another.

“How long are they going to stay here?” Jake asked. “The tsunami is coming.”

“They’ll stay as long as necessary,” Sato replied, repeating his words from earlier. “Americans are not the only ones willing to lay down their lives in service to their country.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Jake said. “I just feel bad.”

“Feeling bad is a waste of time,” Sato replied. “The situation is what it is. Stay here. I’ll go ahead and see about letting you two through.”

Jake pulled Bryan behind a palm tree that had managed to survive the earthquakes and still stood strong and tall. Not tall enough, though. In minutes, it would be buried underwater or more likely ripped from the ground, roots and all, and carried out to see or else left atop the wreckage of Tokyo Bay.

“It’s not right,” Bryan said. “All of these people… And I get to go home.”

"Yes, you do," Jake said firmly. "That's the price you pay for being President."

He wasn’t being sarcastic. He understood the guilt Bryan suffered. He understood also that the President of the United States really was more important than all of these people. He could arrange for a billion dollars in aid that would help this city rebuild. His survival was a constant reminder to terrorists and enemy nations everywhere that no matter how desperately they tried, the enemies of the United States of America—without and within—couldn’t tread upon her. He really was worth the loss of Special Agent Grissom and every other member of the Secret Service team Jake had left behind.

But that was a heavy cross to carry. Jake remembered an article once that showed before and after pictures of Presidents at the start of their administration and at the end as a visual representation of the toll the job took on them. The difference was stark in every case. Presidents seemed to age twenty years in those four to eight years. Their smiles were sadder, more exhausted. Worry cut deep furrows in their brows, and hair lost all of its color. Even their eyes seemed washed out, as though the job had leached away everything they were and left only a shell behind.

Jake looked at Bryan. The man seemed older than he had at the start of his presidency, but Jake couldn't remember what Bryan looked like at the beginning. Hell, he couldn't remember what he looked like eight years ago. Maybe they both looked like worn-out shells of who they once were.

“We’ll go back for them.”

Jake was so lost in thought that he didn’t understand at first. “Sir?”

Bryan stirred and met Jake’s eyes. “Sorry. I was just talking to myself. I was reminding myself that we’re going to go back for the rest of the team. We’re not going to leave them behind.”

Jake managed a smile. “We will. We’ll all go home and have a drink together. You’ll make it three more months, and then you and Carrie can have a nice, quiet retirement spoiling the shit out of Beau.”

Bryan laughed. “Yeah. That sounds like a good plan.” His smile faded quickly. “Five years of terrorists, and now a damned earthquake. The world really is conspiring against us.”

Before Jake could offer encouragement, a rumbling sound drowned out the roar of the crowd. Jake’s blood froze. He recognized that sound and what it meant.

He turned toward the buildings slowly, as though moving through syrup. The buildings themselves seemed to be collapsing through syrup. Dust billowed as gradually as oil through a lava lamp. They shrunk so ponderously they might have been lowered by cranes instead of falling due to structural failure.

But none of that was true. They looked slow because they were massive buildings, all of them three to four hundred feet tall, all of them thousands of tons of steel, glass and concrete, all of them shattering and raining death on the crowd.

And blocking their route to safety.

Jake's instincts cut through his shock. He grabbed Bryan and pulled him backward away from the collapsing buildings. He pulled him in a diagonal direction toward the bay and away from the gate. It was ironic that he was dragging Bryan even closer to the event that would outclass all of the previous events combined. It was even more ironic that doing so was the only way to save his life.

The first bits of debris landed behind him in a staggering cacophony of sound. The ground shook, not from an aftershock but from the force of the collapsing buildings. Screams cut through the booms from time to time. They were cut short abruptly as more debris fell.

Jake didn't look back. Sato was back there, and he very well might be dead, but Jake didn't look back. Over a dozen buildings crumbled and fell to his left, and he had to get the President away from them. The collapses seemed to be chasing them, growing closer and closer. A cloud of dust touched them, caressed them, then outpaced them, leaving a haze over the world. Most modern buildings were designed to collapse straight down to avoid just such a domino effect. Either these buildings were constructed without that safety feature, or the earthquake had destabilized all of them, so the slight tremors of each neighboring collapse were all that was needed to send the next structure tumbling.

Jake and Bryan ran for nearly a half mile before Jake risked looking back. The buildings had stopped collapsing. A pile of rubble buried under a cloud of dust extended before them, rendering their vision opaque.

He pulled Bryan to a stop. The President immediately sank to his knees, gasping as he tried to catch his breath. Jake waited until Bryan’s breathing steadied, then looked back at the mess.

A murky haze drifted across a landscape of shattered glass, twisted steel, and detritus from dozens of offices, shops, and apartments. Bits of fabric—their color obscured by concrete dust—lay draped over fragments of what had once been shelters, homes, places of business. Jake couldn’t see any blood or bodies, but he knew they were there, buried under the wreckage.

His knees began to shake, a subconscious reaction to the horror he had just witnessed. How many people had just died? Had the soldiers and police officers guarding the Edo resort survived, or were they flattened by the debris, lending their own silenced voices to the stillness?




 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Sheila gasped in exaggerated fear as the evil prince of the fire kingdom threatened to wipe out all of the people of the southern water tribe. She looked at Beau, watching carefully to make sure he wasn't too affected by what he saw. This show was far darker than it appeared to be at first glance. A little more than she thought appropriate for a three-year-old.

Beau, thankfully, seemed not to understand the implications of what the evil prince was saying. He simply grinned and bounced up and down when the good guys started fighting the evil prince. Sheila relaxed a little and decided they could finish this episode, and then she'd put on the show about baby superheroes.

Her phone rang from the kitchen. She got to her feet, kissing Beau on his chubby little perfect forehead.

“Where are you going, Mommy?”

“Just to answer my phone, sweetie.”

“Is it Daddy?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

She grinned, hoping that it was Jake. Deep in the recesses of her mind, her subconscious realized that the smile was there to hide her fear. It seemed like every time Jake left the country, something horrible happened.

It wasn’t Jake, though. It was her mother. She probably just wanted to see about coming over for dinner.

She answered. “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

“Honey.”

That one word was enough to drive Sheila’s smile light years away. Even before her mom said, “Turn on the news,” Sheila knew that it was bad.

She swallowed and called, “Beau, go to your room.”

“But I’m watching tv!”

Sheila closed her eyes and sighed. “Just for a few minutes, okay? Then I’ll make you some ice cream.”

Beau couldn’t quite understand why his mommy was upset, but he could tell that it was better to listen now and not argue with her. “Okay,” he said softly.

He picked up his stuffed dinosaur and trotted up the stairs, holding onto the railing and carefully placing his feet. Sheila remained on the phone with her mother, but both were silent. Whatever had happened was too horrible to speak of out loud.

Sheila picked up the remote, her hand shaking. She switched from the streaming service to a news channel.

The image of a cartoon village ravaged by fire was replaced by an image of a real-world megacity ravaged by… something. Whatever it was, there were dozens of collapsed buildings and smoke rising from as many fires.

“…estimated to be greater than forty thousand with an additional two hundred thousand missing. Both numbers are expected to rise considerably in the coming days.”

“Oh God,” Sheila whispered.

The reporter, a man of around forty whose ashen face and dinner-plate eyes belied his professional tone of voice, continued.

“The earthquake has generated a tsunami that is predicted to hit Tokyo within thirty minutes. It’s unclear right now how many people remain in the danger zone, but the tsunami is expected to increase sea levels by over one hundred feet and push several miles inland.”

Sheila shrieked and clamped her hand over her mouth to keep the sound from escaping.

“I know,” her mother said over the phone. Her breath hitched, and Sheila could tell she was crying. “I know, baby.”

Sheila felt an irrational surge of anger. Those had to be the least helpful words in the English language. So she knew. Fan-fucking-tastic. That didn’t change a damned thing.

Her anger faded as quickly as it came, leaving only fear. The reporter continued, hammering home what was to Sheila the worst news of all.

“Among the missing are the leaders of eleven Pacific Rim nations, including President Bryan Jackson. Their hotel, the prestigious Tokyo Bay Hotel, collapsed minutes after an eight-point-one aftershock that followed the first quake. That quake, initially estimated to be a nine-point-six, has now been downgraded to a nine-point-three. This still makes it the most powerful earthquake in Japan’s history and among the most powerful earthquakes ever recorded.”

Sheila’s legs grew weak. She staggered to the couch and sat. A wave of nausea and dizziness followed that.

Jake and her father had survived so much. Terrorists had struggled for years to kill both of them. Three times, they had tried to kill Sheila. They had survived all of those attacks.

But there was no combating a nine-point-three earthquake. You couldn’t shoot your way out of a one-hundred-foot tsunami. Nature was an enemy far more powerful than anything Jake had faced. For all Sheila knew, that enemy had already won.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please God. Please let them be okay.”

 

***

 

A figure stumbled through the dust. When Jake saw Inspector Sato moving toward them, gasping for breath but otherwise whole, relief flooded him. He rushed to the inspector and put his arms around him. “Sato! Thank God!”

Sato pushed Jake away. “I’m all right,” he gasped. “Just let me catch my breath.”

He leaned down and put his hands on his knees, breathing deeply just as Bryan had a moment ago. His barrel chest and ample belly expanded and contracted like a pair of bellows. “Kuso! Kuso!”

He straightened and looked back. The dust was slowly beginning to settle but still only allowed a view of the first few dozen yards of mangled steel, shattered glass and pulverized concrete. He placed his hands on top of his bald head and softly repeated, “Kuso.”

Jake didn’t know for sure what that meant, but he could guess. “Did you see if the gate is still accessible?”

Sato lifted his hands in the air and let them drop. "How could it possibly still be accessible?" He removed the sarcasm from his tone and said in a more professional voice. "No, it's not accessible. The second-to-last building fell sideways into the first building. It collapsed on top of the fence and buried the police and self-defense forces stationed there."

Jake sighed. He had feared the worst, and the worst had happened. He looked back at the bay. Thirty minutes until destruction.

“We go inland, then,” he said. “We’ll get as high up as we can.”

“We won’t make it,” Sato replied.

Jake frowned. “I get that our situation is crappy right now, but this is not the time to despair.”

“I’m not despairing, baka,” Sato snapped. “I’m stating a fact. Where we are, the ground is flat for seven miles. Even if we were running through clear land, we would be unlikely to make that distance. As it is, the crowds are only a mile or so ahead.” He sighed. “Oh God. So many people are going to die.”

The two of them fell silent after that. Jake had nothing to say that could comfort Sato. This was a once-in-a-generation natural disaster, and there was nothing anyone could do to soften its effect.

But they could get Bryan out of here. For the first time in his career, that seemed like a paltry victory, but it was his job, and if today was the day he died doing it, so be it.

“Then we climb.”

Sato looked at him like he was crazy. “Climb? In one of the skyscrapers? So we can fall when they fail?”

“Our options are limited,” Jake told him, “By which I mean they’re nonexistent. We can stay where we are, in which case we certainly die when the tsunami comes, or we can climb, in which case we almost certainly die. But there’s a chance, however slight, that we survive. I’ll take a slight chance over no chance at all.”

Sato kept staring at him like he had just broken out of a straitjacket. “Has anyone ever told you that you are awful at reassuring people?”

Jake surprised himself by chuckling at that. “It’s a skill in short supply in the Secret Service,” he agreed, “but that doesn’t make my point less valid.” He looked at the buildings to the right. A block down the street was an enormous skyscraper well over five hundred feet tall. It appeared to be mostly undamaged save for broken glass at the ground floor where looters had broken in. It had a wide base too and tapered gradually toward the top. Jake hoped that meant it would be more stable when the shock of the tsunami hit.

Slight chance versus no chance, am I right?

“We’ll try that building,” Jake said.

Sato looked dubiously at the structure, but he didn’t protest. “Very well. Perhaps we’ll get lucky. Perhaps we’ll die so fast we won’t realize it.”

Jake snapped a look at the Inspector and was surprised to see a small smile on the man’s face. Maybe that was just a bit of fatalistic Japanese humor. Either way, the inspector started toward the building, head high and shoulders straight.

Jake turned to Bryan. “How are you feeling, sir?”

Bryan nodded. “I’m feeling,” he said drily.

“Good enough for me.”

The two of them followed the inspector toward the building. Up close, Jake was even more encouraged. The walls were straight and sturdy, and there were no cracks around it that suggested a compromised foundation. He was beginning to feel encouraged about their chances.

That good feeling ended when they stepped through the shattered door. The exterior of the building looked good, but inside, it was clear that the tower hadn't escaped the ravages of the earthquakes. Rubble was piled in several places, and as though to emphasize how difficult ascending to the top floors was, an elevator sat atop one of the piles, tilted to one side and trailing cables that draped over the rubble like a streak of decorative icing on top of the world's ugliest cake.

“The staircase looks all right,” Sato said.

Jake looked at the staircase and raised an eyebrow. Holes pocked the stairs, and a pile of rubble covered the second-floor landing. Jake stepped closer and looked up. All right was definitely relative. But it might be passable. None of the damage looked structurally debilitating.

And they were running out of options.

Jake nodded. “Okay. Let’s—”

“Jake!”

Jake turned around to see Bryan backpedaling away from an assailant who rushed at him carrying a knife. Instantly, Jake rushed toward the man, drawing his pistol. The assailant looked at Jake, eyes wide. He snarled and lifted his hand to throw the knife, but Jake fired first. The bullet pierced the attacker’s skull. He dropped the knife and collapsed to the floor.

Jake kept his gun trained on him and stepped in between the dead man and Bryan, just as he was trained to do. He didn’t holster his weapon until he reached the assailant and confirmed he was dead.

He confirmed one more thing, too. The man in front of them was the first of the men Jake had noticed following them. His t-shirt bore characters that Jake didn't recognize.

“Are we in trouble?” Bryan asked.

Considering everything they had to deal with that wasn’t an armed attacker, that was the understatement of the century. Which made the reality of this attack even more disconcerting.

“Yeah,” Jake replied. “We’re definitely in trouble.”

Sato swore softly. Jake turned to see him staring down at the characters on the dead man’s shirt.

“What is it?” Jake asked. “What does it say?”

“Reddorōtasu. Red Lotus.”

Jake dreaded the answer to his next question. “Who are they?”

“They’re a domestic terrorist group whose goal is to sever ties between Japan and foreign nations so that Japan ascends to a position of supremacy in global affairs.”

Jake’s heart sank. He shared a grim look with Bryan.

It seemed they hadn’t escaped the shadow of terrorism after all.




 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

“They were seen entering the Toriyama building,” Katsu said over the radio. “Isamu went after them, but I haven’t seen him leave, and it’s been four minutes. Should I call him?”

Hiro looked at Tanaka. The Red Lotus leader shook his head.

“No,” Hiro told the foot soldier. “Follow them. Stay out of sight. We’ll come there as soon as we can. Do not engage unless you have a clear shot at the President of the United States.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hiro ended the call. “Shall we attack, Tanaka-sama?”

“Yes. Abandon all other objectives. The death of the U.S. President is more important.”

“More important than the death of the Prime Minister?” Kenji asked.

“Yes. The Prime Minister is a puppet of the United States’ regime. The true head of the snake is Bryan Jackson. Cut him off, and the snake will die.” He adopted a reassuring tone. “I still intend to kill the Prime Minister of Japan, but we must prioritize. The fact that so many escaped the hotel is… unfortunate.”

“Sakura killed the Tahi Prime Minister,” Hiro offered helpfully.

The corners of Tanaka’s mouth turned down. That was a bit like saying it was all right to miss the boar because you had shot a hare instead. He didn’t tell that to his lieutenant, though. “Thank her for me,” he replied graciously. “Tell her to look for other survivors. In fact, tell her to look for Prime Minister Kurosawa. Perhaps we can kill two lame ducks with one stone.”

Kenji and Hiro shared a glance. Perhaps Tanaka hadn’t used that phrase correctly. They were smart enough not to tell him that, though. “Of course, Tanaka-sama,” Hiro replied.

While Hiro stepped away to make the call, Tanaka addressed the other members of the Red Lotus, who gathered around the sea of dead people left behind in the crash. "Red Lotus. Our enemy chooses to flee like cowards. They try to escape the fate that Heaven has ordained for them. We will not allow them to do so. Even now, the President of the United States seeks refuge in the Toriyama building, believing that he can cower and hide from those who wish to hold him accountable for the chains he has laid on our great nation. Follow me, and we will remind him of the heavy price to be paid for his crimes against the people of Japan."

The younger members cheered softly for a moment before realizing that the older members’ faces didn’t change from their hard expressions. Tanaka did them the honor of pretending not to notice their outburst.

He started forward, and the Red Lotus followed. Hiro and Kenji caught up and took their places on either side.

Tanaka pushed away the tiny seed of doubt that tried to take root in his mind. This was only a minor setback. They would still win. The nation of Japan—and the world behind it—would still be his.




 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Jess’s eyes widened when she saw Madsen and Ginsberg carrying Presley from the rubble. When ten minutes passed after Jess’s evacuation, and Presley hadn’t emerged with the Prime Minister of Thailand, Jess had ordered the two agents to go in after him.

And, of course, her worst fear had come true. She sat bolt upright, forgetting momentarily about the rebar in her leg. Pain shot through her, causing her to stiffen again and sending another wave of pain to follow the first. "God!" she hissed. "Damn it!"

The follow-up curse was meant for Presley, as were the tears that sprang to her eyes. “Is he dead?” she asked the two agents.

“Not yet,” Madsen replied. “But he will be soon if we don’t get him help.”

Jess looked away, her lips trembling. She fought mightily to get her emotions under control. That was one thing Jake always did so well. Even in the most dire of situations, he always managed to push his fear away and focus on the ultimate goal of keeping the people he was responsible for safe.

Well, these were the people she was responsible for, and they weren’t safe. Her lips stopped trembling as she realized what must have happened. “The Thai Prime Minister?”

“Dead,” Ginsberg replied.

“Fucking shit!” she cursed. So much for keeping her emotions under control. “How bad is Presley?”

“Bad. He was stabbed in the kidney. He’s… we’re talking minutes, Jess.”

Jess sighed. Minutes wasn’t long enough.

A low, chopping sound reached her ears. For a terrible moment, she thought it was another aftershock, but when she looked toward the sound and saw the twin rotors of an MV-22 Osprey rapidly approaching their position, her fear was replaced with joy.

“Signal them!” she cried. “Wave, jump up and down! I don’t know! Do something!”

“The radio, ma’am,” Ginsberg suggested helpfully.

“Right.” Jess grabbed the radio and pressed the talk button. “Approaching Osprey, this is Special Agent Foster. We’re right in front of you on the grass in front of the rubble that used to be the Tokyo Bay Hotel. I hope to God you have medical equipment on board.”

“We do,” the pilot replied. “Is the President injured?”

Jess closed her eyes. “No. He’s… he’s not here.”

“What?” the captain replied sharply. “Where is he?”

“He evacuated before us with Special Agent Mercer. Their radios were compromised, and we’re not in contact with him.”

“Shit. You don’t know where they went?”

“No. And I’m sorry, but I need you to pick us up.”

The captain’s sigh came through clearly. “Ma’am, I don’t know if we can do that. We were sent to find the President.”

“So pick us up, and we’ll look for him together!” Jess snapped. “I have a dying man here!”

The captain didn’t reply right away. Finally, he said, “All right. Coming to get you.”

Jess sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

The Osprey quickly slowed and lowered itself to the ground in front of them. Marines rushed from the bird to escort the four of them inside. Jess prayed silently that they could save Presley’s life and find the President before the wave hit.

 

***

 

“We can’t stay here,” Jake reminded. “In twenty minutes, we’re going to have far worse problems than the Red Lotus.”

The Inspector nodded. He turned to the stairs and said, “We’ll need to get to the tenth floor at least to avoid rising water levels, but I would suggest we climb higher than that just in case.”

“Let’s have this conversation while we’re climbing,” Jake suggested, leading Bryan and Sato to the staircase and starting upward. “We’ll want to get to the roof. That’s a hell of a climb, but that’s the best place to evacuate. The building seems solid from the outside, but the internal damage has me worried. That tsunami’s going to hit with tremendous force, and while we have a block’s worth of buildings to mitigate the force of the wave, that’s also a block’s worth of buildings to slam into us when the water knocks them over.”

Sato shared a grim look with Bryan. Both of them were no doubt thinking that it didn’t matter where they were if the building went down. There was no way in hell they were reaching the roof before the tsunami hit, so their efforts seemed pointless.

But they weren’t pointless. When you had few chances, you held fiercely to every chance you could get.

They moved swiftly, but carefully. The stairwell was relatively intact, but debris had punched holes through several of the stairs, and the pile they’d seen on the second-floor landing wasn’t the only place debris had gathered. It was going to be a hazardous climb.

No sooner had the thought crossed Jake's mind than he heard a splintering sound followed by a cry from Bryan. He spun around and saw that the President's right leg had fallen through the stairs and was now stuck below the knee. Bryan tried to pull his leg through and grimaced in pain.

“Don’t move,” Jake commanded, coming to his side.

Sato braced himself on the stair behind Bryan and hooked his arms under the President's armpits to pull him backward in case the stair collapsed completely. Jake stooped carefully and assessed the situation. The President's leg had punched through a weak portion of the staircase. Instead of failing completely, the weak concrete and steel frame had snapped off of the rest of the structure. That meant that the rest of the step was stable, but the President's leg was wedged firmly between jagged metal. If he pulled it through, then he would risk tearing his skin off and maybe even slicing through ligaments and muscle tissue.

“We can remove his leg if we turn it carefully as we lift,” Sato suggested. “I can see from behind, and there’s some wiggle room. We just have to be steady.”

Jake nodded. “Okay, tell me what to do.”

“Push the leg back,” Sato instructed.

Jake carefully pushed the leg backward. The President winced, but Jake saw no blood.

“Now lift up. Slowly.”

Jake complied, moving the leg up. The knee caught for a second, and he looked at Sato.

“Go ahead. Watch the front. He’s fine in the back.”

Jake carefully manipulated the President’s knee through the hole. For a moment, it caught again on a jagged piece of metal, but by twisting slightly, he was able to clear the obstacle. The rest was fairly smooth sailing, and a few seconds later, Bryan sighed and rubbed his knee.

“Can you walk?” Jake asked.

Bryan tested his weight on the leg. “Yeah. I’m all right.”

“Good. Let’s keep going, but this time, I want you right behind me, and Sato, you’re right behind him. We got lucky there. If the whole stair had gone, he would have fallen through.”

Sato nodded, and the three of them resumed the climb. They had wasted three minutes pulling the President through. Jake’s skin crawled as he anticipated a deluge to burst through the wall at any minute.

They continued to move swiftly. Jake would have liked to test every stair with his weight before allowing the President to climb it, but he had to content himself with a visual inspection.

As he walked, he thought about how to signal the helicopter once they reached the roof. With no radio, it was going to be an impossible task. Tokyo was enormous, and a lot of it was about to be buried underwater. There would be millions of refugees, and air traffic would be choked with emergency services. Without being able to tell the Kennedys exactly where they were, they would be left hoping that someone saw them and picked them up before the building collapsed.

Focus on one thing at a time, Jake told himself. You can only control what’s right in front of you.

And of course, as soon as he told himself that, the pile of rubble he was climbing over shifted, then gave way. Jake fell onto his side and slid over the balcony. At the last second, he grabbed the handrail and held on, closing his eyes and facing straight ahead to the falling debris wouldn't blind him. Dust, drywall, and bits and pieces of harder debris fell around him. He felt a couple of nicks to his face, and something heavy hit his shoulder hard enough that it would leave a bruise.

But he held on, and when the rubble finished shifting, he pulled himself over the rail and back onto the landing.

“Jake!” Bryan cried. “Thank God.”

“We need to hurry,” Sato said unhelpfully. “We’re only on the thirteenth floor, and the tsunami will arrive in ten minutes. That’s likely higher than the water level, but we should try to get to the roof as fast as possible.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jake snapped. He wiped dust from his eyes. “Let’s go.”

The three of them continued moving. The stairs up here were in slightly better shape than below. There was less rubble clogging the landings as well. Jake glanced through the windows at each floor from time to time and saw that the damage looked less intense on the upper floors. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but it helped them at the moment. They were able to climb two floors a minute. When they reached the twenty-fifth floor, Bryan said, “I’m going to pass out. I’m sorry. I don’t… think I can go farther without rest.”

Jake looked at Sato. The Inspector shook his head slightly. Jake looked up at the tower of flights they still had to climb and released a frustrated sigh. He couldn’t carry the President all the way up. Even if he could handle the task physically, he had no idea if the stairs were sound enough to support their combined weight.

They were higher than the tsunami was predicted to hit. He would have to hope that was enough. “Okay. Five minutes. Then we keep moving.”

“The tsunami will arrive in five minutes,” Sato reminded him.

“I know. I have to balance a lot of risk factors right now. If you want to continue—”

Sato’s eyes flashed, and Jake knew he’d made a mistake. The inspector drew himself to his full height and stared daggers at Jake. “It is my honor to protect the President of the United States with my life.”

“Right,” Jake said quickly. “Of course. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Sato nodded, somewhat mollified. “The building seems sturdier up here. Perhaps that will be to our benefit.”

Jake nodded in reply. He didn’t think it was the right time to mention that if the lower levels collapsed, it wouldn’t matter a bit how sturdy the upper levels were.

The five minutes passed like molasses. Bryan sat, breathing heavily and staring at the wall. Jake and Sato stood, also staring at anything but each other. Subconsciously, they all felt that looking at each other and seeing their worry reflected would exacerbate that worry and make things worse. That wasn’t true, of course, but in cases of imminent death, feelings easily overrode logic.

At five minutes, Jake tapped Bryan on the shoulder. “Okay. Let’s keep moving.”

Bryan stood immediately, and the three climbed, moving at a jog. At any moment, Jake anticipated the groan and crash of water on the building below. The staircase had no windows to the outside, so for all Jake knew, the tsunami had already hit.

Jake was so caught up in his worries that he almost ran into the man on the thirtieth-floor landing. It was only when one of them cried out that he realized they had come across another survivor.

Multiple survivors. The door to the thirtieth floor was open. Through it, Jake could see dozens of people huddling together, staring at the newcomers in shock.

It seemed they weren’t the only ones hoping to use this building to avoid disaster.




 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

The man Jake had nearly collided with started speaking rapid-fire Japanese to Sato. The two men conversed for a moment, and then Sato said, "This is Dr. Yuuto Fujisaki. He's a structural engineer for Honshu Construction. He was performing an annual inspection of the building when the earthquake struck. Due to the damage done to the elevators and the staircase, he and the other survivors on this floor were unable to escape downstairs. It seems a dozen people died when rubble collapsed onto them. These employees here all worked in the upper floors and were able to escape the stairs onto the thirtieth floor."

Jake shivered and looked down at the flights they’d climbed. “So the stairs could have completely collapsed on us at any time?”

“Yes.”

As though to illustrate the seriousness of the situation, Dr. Fujisaki pulled them into the room, continuing to speak rapid-fire to Sato.

"He heard the noise of our climb and thought we were rescued. He was going to warn them not to take the stairs. He is amazed that we survived."

“Yeah,” Jake said. “Me too.”

They looked around the hallway. Jake guessed that over fifty people sheltered here. Some wept. Some appeared to be in shock. All of them looked desperate to be anywhere but here.

Jake walked through the nearest door into a modest office space that had suffered no damage saved for a few picture frames fallen from the walls onto the floor. He looked through the window and released a massive sigh of relief when he saw the dry streets below. The tsunami hadn’t arrived yet.

He returned to the others to give Bryan and Sato the good news. “The tsunami isn’t here yet. It looks like they got the time estimate wrong.”

Bryan breathed a sigh of relief. “So we have more time?”

“Looks that way.”

Sato translated the English into Japanese for Dr. Fujisaki. The engineer’s face fell, and he removed his glasses from his face and wiped his eyes. When he replied, it was in a slower, more subdued voice than before.

Sato paled slightly. “Dr. Fujisaki says that the error is likely due to a failure to account for the effects of the aftershocks. He says the disruptions probably slowed the wave down but increased its force. It will hit more slowly, but the flooding will be greater, taller, longer lasting and more damaging overall.”

Jake’s blood chilled. “How much taller?”

Sato repeated the question to Dr. Fujisaki, who gave a lifeless chuckle before responding. “He says it’s impossible to tell without access to instruments, but his best guess is that the initial surge will exceed two hundred feet and possibly approach three hundred.”

Before Jake could react, Sato asked him another question. The engineer’s response caused Sato to slump and stagger backwards a step.

“What is it?” Bryan asked. “What’s wrong?”

Sato swallowed. “He said the wave will likely travel four miles inland. That is not as far as it would have traveled, but…” He took a deep breath. “The force of the water as it returns to sea could potentially drag most of these buildings down with it.”

Jake took a second to process what he’d just heard. They weren’t sheltered from the tsunami. They were trapped in an enormous coffin.

“It’s the damned earthquake,” Sato said. “The fact that it was felt so strongly on shore destabilized a lot of these buildings. If it was only the tsunami, the damage wouldn’t be so bad.” He chuckled, and Jake didn’t like the shrill note of the laugh. “Not so bad. Ha! Only a few hundred thousand instead of a few million. God, what demon has visited its wrath on Japan?”

Jake stepped close to the inspector and put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, Sato. Look at me.”

Sato met his eyes. Jake could see panic fighting with despair fighting with insane laughter in the man’s expression.

“We’re not dead yet,” Jake said. “We can still evacuate.”

“Yes, we can,” Sato said. “Or at least, you and your President can. How many others can your helicopter fit?”

Jake lowered his eyes. The Osprey could ordinarily carry twenty-four passengers. With the medical equipment and staff that would surely be on board, they would be lucky to evacuate that many, even considering the emergency. That meant that more than half of the people here would be left to die. Possibly more. Depending on the circumstances, they might not even be able to wait for anyone else to board.

“Take someone else,” Bryan said. “I’m near the end of my term anyway. The news is more focused on who the next President will be and how they’ll be different from me. The VP can handle the government for a few months, and I’ve served the country and the world well. I’ve lived a good life.”

Jake turned to Bryan and said, “This conversation is over. We’re not leaving you.”

“Jake—”

“Sir, I will knock you unconscious, tie you up and throw you onto the aircraft if I have to. This isn’t up for discussion. We are evacuating you.”

“Sometimes you need to think about the greater good and not just the rules, Jake,” Bryan said.

Incredibly, he sounded irritated. Actually, not so incredibly. Bryan had always had a self-sacrificing streak. Jake wondered sometimes if Bryan secretly wanted to die in glory like this.

He had already said that the discussion was over, though. Bryan wouldn’t stop arguing as long as Jake engaged with him, so Jake stopped engaging with him and turned back to Sato. “We’ll take as many people as we can with us. But we need to get to the roof to do that.”

Sato repeated that to Dr. Fujisaki. Fujisaki nodded, and Sato translated his reply. "He says the roof is too dangerous. If the building collapses, we will all fall into debris-filled water." Fujisaki continued to speak, and Sato continued to translate. "On the sixty-fifth floor—nine from the top—there is an electronics laboratory. The floor was designed to be protected against a bomb threat. It's sealed, watertight, and shock-resistant. It's the strongest place in the building. If we can reach it, then we are likely to be safe there."

Sato barked a command in Japanese, and Dr. Fujisaki stopped speaking. “He was telling me all of the risks associated with hearing that, but I’m not really interested in hearing them right now. I’d rather just take the best chance available to us, and it seems like this is it.”

“I agree,” Jake replied. “Okay. We need to start moving. It’ll take at least a half-hour to reach the sixty-fifth floor. Probably longer to get the slower movers up all of those steps. How long will it take for the tsunami to hit?”

Sato relayed the question to Dr. Fujisaki. The doctor replied, and Sato rolled his eyes and placed his hands on top of his head. “Well,” he said to Jake, “the esteemed doctor is a structural engineer, not a geologist, so he only knows the basics of seismic prediction. He can’t tell us how long it will take for the wave to hit. He can tell us that the building won’t survive that wave. Despite appearances, the building has suffered serious structural damage. It might survive the initial impact, but debris could change that, and in any case, he is confident that the building won’t survive the receding waters.”

Jake didn’t feel the same rush of panic this time. His mind, it seemed, had prepared itself for bad news.

“All the more reason we need to start moving,” he said. “Bryan and I are taking the lead. Sato, you and Dr. Fujisaki lead the others. Let’s move now.”

Sato nodded. He muttered something in Japanese, then spoke to the crowd. “Min'na! Korekara mata kaidan o nobotte ikimasu! Fujisaki hakase to watashi ga anata o anzen'na basho e michibikimasu!”

There was some protest to the command, but Jake didn’t wait around to see how it was resolved. He grabbed Bryan’s arm and led him back to the stairwell.

“We can’t abandon these people, Jake.”

“We can’t help them,” Jake replied tersely. “Not all of them.”

“They’ll die.”

“Yeah. So will millions of others. Shit sucks, but my job is to make sure you’re not one of them.”

He felt awful saying that, but for God’s sake, what did Bryan want him to do? At least if this was a terrorist attack, the scope of the damage would be smaller, maybe even small enough for Jake to limit the loss of life. But this was a damned earthquake followed by a damned tsunami. Jake couldn’t overcome nature.

Bryan didn’t argue further as they started up the stairs. Jake glanced at his face and saw the pain there. It softened his anger. “I’m sorry, Bryan. I’m pissed off about this too. There’s just nothing we can do.”

Bryan only nodded.

The climb was less arduous than the first one. Thank Heaven for small blessings. The stairs were reasonably intact, and only random pieces of debris littered the landings rather than the large piles of the lower floors. Jake wondered how the damage had occurred in that pattern, but the answer didn’t really matter. It worked in their favor, meaning it made it easier for Jake to rescue the President. That was all that counted.

From time, Jake looked behind at Sato, Dr. Fujisaki, and the other survivors. The two men had the survivors ascending in groups of three, leaving half a flight of stairs behind them. As Jake had suspected, most of the survivors moves considerably more slowly than he and Bryan did. The gaps between the groups widened as the climb progressed.

At the fiftieth floor, Bryan called for rest again. Jake didn’t want to stop, but the President’s face was red, and the corners of his mouth were flecked with foam. He would collapse if he kept pushing himself.

They stopped, and Jake gave Bryan the last of the water in his canteen. Below, he saw the others stopping. Sato met his eyes and gave him a thumbs up that Jake returned.

He forced himself to wait until the color in the President’s cheeks softened. That took another five minutes. They’d climbed for fifteen, so twenty minutes to get sixty percent of the way. Figure another ten to fifteen minutes to climb the other fifteen floors, and they were thirty-five minutes past the initial estimate for the tsunami’s arrival.

Finally, Bryan said, “All right. We can keep going.”

Jake wasted no time. He helped Bryan to his feet and led the way up the stairs as fast as he could coax the President to move. The closer they got to the floor, the more his heart pounded.

At long last, they reached the sixty-fifth floor. The door here was different. Instead of the standard maintenance doors, they encountered a thick steel door with a thick-glass porthole window. The seal appeared to be airtight, and instead of a handle, there was a keypad with keys bearing Japanese characters. The screen was still on—probably battery-powered—but Jake had no idea what code to type in to open the doors.

He called down to Sato. “Hey! Ask Dr. Fujisaki if he knows the code!”

Sato spoke to the doctor and called back up. “He’ll enter it himself! It’s too difficult to explain which characters are which!”

Jake restrained an impatient sigh and waited for the doctor to ascend the final three floors. The man was shaking and huffing when he reached the door. He muttered, “Gomen’nasai,” to Jake, then typed a code into the pad.

Jake’s impatience vanished when the door opened with a soft hiss. Relief flooded him instead. They were far from out of the woods, but they were far less vulnerable than they were before. He was beginning to see the light at the end of this tunnel.




 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Beau laughed and grinned over at Sheila. Sheila managed a smile that she hoped looked happy and not terrified. “That’s so funny!” she exclaimed.

Not wanting to watch any more shows about tragedy and death, she had returned to an old standby involving talking sponges and starfish making trouble for a greedy crab and a grumpy squid. In this particular episode, the sponge had ripped a hole in its pants, which apparently sparked a trend of other sea creatures doing the same. Top-tier humor for a three-year-old.

“He ripped his pants!” Beau said, tears running down his cheeks.

“I see that,” she said. “He’s going to need to go home and change or everyone will see his undies.”

The sea creatures launched into song about the fascinating phenomena of ripped pants. Beau got to his feet and danced along, giving Sheila a chance to abandon the smile and release some of the panic and desperation she felt. Not much. Just a quick sigh or two and a few seconds of trembling lips and hands. Enough to ease the pressure and give her the strength to push through for Beau.

She looked down at her phone, which was open to a news website following the only news in the world right now. The tsunami was arriving over thirty minutes late but was now predicted to be far more destructive than initially thought. Sheila didn’t quite understand all of the scientific terms: how drawback was worse than initial impact or why it mattered that moving slower but rising higher was bad.

What she knew was that the wave was predicted to utterly devastate the part of Tokyo centered around Tokyo Bay. The majority of civilians had managed to evacuate inland—a blessing afforded by the extra time—and Sheila clung to the hope that Jake and her father were among them.

They’d know, wouldn’t they? If Jake and Bryan were still missing, they’d know.

As though reading her mind, a headline popped up on her phone. President Jackson still among the missing.

She slumped and released a sob. A lump formed in her throat and quickly hardened to stone. Oh, God, no. Come on. It’s not fair.

As though God cared what was fair or not.

“Mommy?”

The power of motherhood was such that even in the face of devastating loss, Sheila’s tears vanished, and the lump in her throat eased enough that she was able to smile at her concerned son. “I’m okay, baby. I just had to stifle a sneeze.”

He nodded. “Oh. Okay. Can I call Daddy?”

The lump and the tears returned. “Sorry, sweetie. Daddy’s busy right now. A little bit later, okay?”

He lowered his head in disappointment. “Okay.”

With the resilience of youth, he turned back to the TV and promptly forgot his disappointment. This episode had something to do with a ghost pirate. It was one of Beau's favorites.

Sheila looked down at her phone, and warmth and cold traded places inside of her in deep, powerful pulses.

IMMINENT: TSUNAMI TO STRIKE TOKYO IN FIVE MINUTES!

It was too late now. The moment had arrived. Jake and her father would either make it, or they wouldn’t. All she could do now was hope.

 

***

 

Jake felt another wave of relief when the last of the survivors shuffled through the door. He closed it, and Dr. Fujisaki typed the code from the internal keypad. There was another soft hiss, and the door sealed.

“So we’re safe now?” he asked Dr. Fujisaki.

Fujisaki shrugged, then lifted his hands in a seesaw gesture. Jake sighed. “Good enough.”

He returned to Bryan and Sato. They were looking through a porthole window toward the bay. The water remained where it was, still serene, still showing no sign of the destruction to come. Jake looked through another porthole window at the city below. The streets appeared clear of civilians as far as he could see. That wasn’t very far, but it was enough to give him some hope.

“It looks like the civilians might have made it out,” he told Sato. “Most of them, anyway.”

Sato nodded. “Yes. Maybe.”

“How long do we wait here?” Bryan asked.

Jake shook his head. “I have no idea. Until the tsunami passes, I guess.”

“You two should proceed to the roof,” Sato said. “Your helicopter can rescue you from there. I’ll stay behind and tell the others that you went insane so no one tries to follow you.”

Jake smiled grimly. “I won’t lie. I would take you up on that offer if I had a radio.”

Sato chuckled. “Right. I forgot about that.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “Ai. What a day.”

“This brings new meaning to the calm before the storm,” Bryan said. He shook his head. “It’s just so infuriating. I’ve spent eight years working my ass off to try to get nations to stop fighting and competing with each other and work together. If we would stop trying so hard to kill each other, we could use that energy to find ways to protect ourselves from events like this.”

Sato shook his head. “We have an entire planet on which we could live. Yet most of us choose to cram ourselves next to the sea. The most densely populated regions on Earth are within only a few kilometers of the ocean. Maybe that made sense when most of our goods were shipped by sea, but with air travel ubiquitous, there’s no reason for humanity to continue to tempt fate the way we do.

"But we still do. Most of Japan still lives near the ocean or in mountain forests where earthquakes, fires, and tsunamis can destroy all of us. The most populous state in your union suffers the same risks from earthquakes, fires, and landslides. Hurricanes devastate your next two most populous states. Typhoons ravage the Pacific Coast of Asia every year, yet here we still are. Tempting fate. Laughing in the face of God and daring Him to smite us."

“That’s not because of hubris,” Bryan countered. “Like you said, most of the world’s trade was transported by sea for thousands of years. Prior to that, the world’s largest cities were built near rivers and not always near the sea. Now the same cities that were centers of sea trade remain the largest cities because it was easier to build new infrastructure on top of the old stuff instead of starting from scratch. Generations of people have lived there and made them their home.”

“And now they will die here.”

“Some,” Bryan admitted. “Not all. There will be people left behind to rebuild.” He laid a hand on Sato’s shoulder. “I’m not trying to diminish the tragedy your people will suffer, only to remind you that the sun will rise on Japan and on Tokyo, just as it always has.”

Sato smiled softly. "You are a wise man, Mr. President. I can see how you won the favor of your people. I hope you will not think me rude when I tell you that, at this moment, your wisdom is of no value to me."

Bryan lowered his eyes. After a moment, he removed his hand. He didn’t seem offended, and Jake wasn’t offended either. If a tsunami were to hit Washington, D.C., it wouldn’t mean anything to Jake that there would be Americans left to rebuild. He would care only for Sheila and Beau. If they were lost, then the future would cease to matter.

“Do you have a family?” he asked Sato.

“I have a wife and three sons,” Sato replied. “But we live in western Kashiwa. They are safe from the Tsunami. As for the earthquake?” He shrugged. “I will see them again, or I will not.”

The old stoicism had returned. Jake sympathized with Sato’s emotional rollercoaster. His own family was safe at the moment.

But Jake still might not see them again.

The pain he felt at that realization was so raw that he had to leave the two men and walk to a window further away. He leaned against the thick glass and stared outward at the empty streets. The buildings here all stood, but many had cracks in their walls or portions missing and collapsed to the ground.

Each time Jake found himself trapped in a situation like this where he and Bryan faced imminent death, there were moments of quiet where Jake had to deal with the understanding that he might never see Sheila and Beau again. It was these moments when he wondered seriously if he was doing the right thing by remaining at his job.

Beau would turn four two months after Bryan left office. He was growing like a weed, but he was still so young. Jake couldn’t remember anything from being four years old. If he died here, Beau would only know him from stories other people told him.

That realization sent a lance of fear through Jake’s mind. His heart thumped, and his breathing quickened. His fingers tightened on the window sill, and he had to focus on slowing down his breathing to keep from lapsing into a full-blown panic attack.

It was so easy to put those fears aside, so easy to separate his work life from his home life. So easy, that was, until he was faced with the end of both lives.

His thoughts strayed to the team he’d left behind. Had they managed to escape, or were they all waiting for their own deaths? He knew that Jess and Presley didn’t have families, but maybe the others did. How many sons and daughters and wives and husbands were waiting desperately to hear that their loved ones had survived this calamity?

That's why he did this. That's why he was still here. When asked, Jake always insisted that his job was to protect the President of the United States. That was true, but keeping Bryan alive wasn't the reason he got this job. The President was more than a person, more than a leader. The President was a symbol. The world looked to that symbol to know that peace and freedom still existed and could still overcome oppression and terror. He fought to ensure that no one killed the President because if a terrorist ever succeeded in assassinating the leader of the free world, it would shatter that sense of safety and security on which so much of democracy depended.

Except he wasn’t fighting terrorists right now. He was fighting nature, which didn’t give two shits about peace, freedom, or democracy.

He laughed and shook his head. Except he was fighting terrorists. That damned Red Lotus group had appeared out of nowhere and tried to kill Bryan right in front of him. They were like mosquitoes. They just showed up everywhere Jake went.

And if Jake wasn’t here, would Bryan have any chance of surviving? Jess and Presley were good, but they weren’t the ones who always ended up with Bryan when shit hit the fan. Maybe if Jake was out of the picture, they’d step into that role, but if they didn’t, if anything happened, then it was all for nothing.

Maybe Jake had an altruistic streak too. He couldn't go home and enjoy his family, knowing that the world still teetered on the brink of destruction. One day, he'd grow so old that he'd be unable to avoid the understanding that age had robbed him of his ability to be a badass, but right now, he could still fight, and someone had to do the job.

But oh, how he wished sometimes that someone was anyone but him.

Bryan and Sato gasped. Their cries were followed quickly by others. Jake looked toward the two men and saw them staring through their porthole window in shock.

Jake’s legs grew weak. His body moved of its own accord, walking to their window to see what it was that had frightened them.

But he knew what it was. It could only be one thing.

He looked through the window to see the ocean retreating. The bay pulled back to the horizon, the water disappearing as though sucked away by some powerful unseen force. Boats lay on their hulls or tilted over on their sides. Fish and turtles flopped around on the sand and seaweed, their shells and scales rippling in the sunlight.

The tsunami was here.




 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Tanaka and the Red Lotus reached the Toriyama building nearly an hour after leaving the Tokyo Bay hotel. The path to the building had been blocked in two different places where building collapses had left the roads impassable. The group had to navigate around those blockages and through the stragglers of the evacuating crowd, but had finally made their way to the building.

Katsu met them in the lobby. “They’ve climbed the stairs, Tanaka-sama. I regret that I was unable to obtain a good shot. I believe they’re heading for the roof.”

“How long ago did they start to ascend?”

“Only a few minutes. We can catch them if we hurry.”

Tanaka weighed his options. Ideally, he could send a team up the stairs to the roof to head off the President while another team remained below to catch them if they ran back down. However, with the tsunami set to occur at any moment, that wasn't the wisest course of action. They'd have to climb the stairs together and trust that the rushing flood waters would force the American President to remain where they could catch him.

But there was another problem. The stairs looked to be in very poor shape, and Tanaka wasn’t sure if they would support the wait of his team. It would be an ignominious end to the Red Lotus if they fell to their deaths because of the collapse of a stairwell.

On the other hand, they didn’t have much of a choice either way anymore. The tsunami was coming. They were still here. If they’d wanted to evacuate, they had their chance. Instead, they spent it chasing the U.S. President. And anyway, the President and his bodyguards had managed to ascend without falling.

We should have left him to his fate. The tsunami will almost certainly collapse this building and kill him. We could have survived and lived to hear about his fate.

The seed of doubt in Tanaka’s head blossomed into a sapling at that thought. Why had he come here?

The muttered voices of several of his soldiers floated to his ears. He couldn’t hear the words, but he could see the glances they cast his way. They were thinking the same thing he was. Why had they endangered themselves for no reason?

He lifted his voice and addressed them. “My friends, we must not let this vulture perch high above the water and so survive his doom. We are samurai. We must destroy our enemy and see his lifeblood drain with our own eyes. Only then can we be sure that we have beaten him. Only then can we know that we have won.”

“We are with you, Tanaka-sama,” Katsu said firmly.

Tanaka nodded approvingly at his acolyte. This young man had potential. Tanaka would consider him for a lieutenancy when they had finished.

“Tanaka-sama!” Hiro cried out. “Look!”

Tanaka followed his lieutenant’s gesture. The blood drained from his face.

The sea was receding. Within minutes, it would return in fury.

No more wondering. They had to climb or die.

“Red Lotus! Follow me!”

The group rushed for the stairs, Tanaka and his lieutenants in the lead. Tanaka reminded himself once more that they were doing this to slay their enemy.

Despite this, the emotion that flooded his veins was not righteous anger but fear.

 

***

 

“We’re going to have to turn around, Special Agent Foster,” the pilot said. “We’re at bingo fuel, and if we don’t return to the Kennedy, we’re going to have to land somewhere inland. There’s no telling when we’ll be able to take off again.”

“Can you send someone else to look for the President and Jake?” Jess pleaded. “You have more aircraft, right?”

“Yes, there are already three more Ospreys inbound. They’ll spread out and search while we and the remaining Osprey refuel. We’re not going to stop until we find them.”

His voice was steady and strong, but his eyes were defeated. “You better mean that,” Jess snapped.

The pilot's brow furrowed. "Special Agent, we are also risking our lives to look for the President. We are fighting to keep your comrade alive long enough to get him proper treatment. We're pouring every resource we have into this. I apologize if I don't appear gung-ho enough to you, but I have an aircrew that I'm responsible for, just like you have a team you’re responsible for. We’re going to fight to find the President until we either find him, his body, or a confirmed answer to his fate. But—I’m sorry, Special Agent—you’re not in control of the process. You’ll have to live with that.” He turned to her. “And please don’t insult my crew by acting as though we’re not willing to sacrifice as much as you are to successfully complete this mission. We’re doing our best.”

Jess looked away, her lips trembling. She could only manage a nod. Her wounded leg felt cold and numb, but the tissue around the rebar was raw and sore. That probably wasn’t a good sign. She needed medical help immediately, or she’d lose the leg. Presley stood to lose a lot more if he didn’t get more than the triage aid the medical crew onboard the Osprey was able to give.

“As soon as we reach the Kennedy, you and Special Agent Presley are going straight to sickbay,” the pilot said, perhaps seeing her expression and guessing at her thoughts. “We’ll keep you apprised of the situation, but you need help stat.”

Jess nodded again. “Thank you.”

"Oh, holy Mother of God," the pilot replied.

Jess frowned at the odd response.

Then she understood.

She pulled herself to the window, ignoring the pain in her leg and the shouted commands of the corpsman to stay on her stretcher. She looked through the window, and nausea rolled through her.

From their vantage point at a thousand feet above the ground, Jess could see the water recede from the bay.

And she could also see the wall of water rising as the tsunami neared land.

They were too late. All she could do now was hope that Jake and the President had somehow gotten to safety.

 

***

 

Time seemed to stretch around Jake. His heart slowed so that the pause between each beat felt like minutes. At the same time, his vision narrowed until the view through the eighteen-inch diameter porthole was all he could see. He was dimly aware of the shouts and cries of the other survivors clustered around other porthole windows. He heard a faint tinkling sound and knew that some of the equipment sitting on the long table that ran through the middle of the lab had been knocked to the floor and shattered in the panic.

This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. This was something that only happened in movies or books. This was something he read about in newspapers, something that happened someplace else where the reality of it could be safely hidden and drip fed at an acceptable rate, stopping before the point where the mind truly had to acknowledge it.

Then the water returned. Then Jake knew it was real.

It began as a line on the horizon that rose slowly, shimmering like heat waves off of the blacktop during the summer. As it drew closer, it loomed gradually higher. Jake looked left and right and marveled at the sheer scope of it. It stretched across the entire bay and beyond, as though this metropolis of forty million was nothing more than a colony of microbes clustered on the tuft of a ripe dandelion whose seeds waited only a stiff breeze to blow.

Only this was no breeze. This was a flood. A dam along the coast had broken, and the sea was lashing out to reclaim its own.

The wave rose higher and picked up speed. It almost felt unfair to Jake that they were still above the wave. They were nearly seven hundred feet above the ground, well over twice the height of the approaching wave. He felt something that could almost be described as survivor’s guilt until he remembered the likelihood that the building would collapse under the strain.

The wave became a wall, moving toward shore with frightening speed. Jake was reminded of an airshow he’d attended once while on leave. The airshow featured the B-1 Lancer, America’s venerable supersonic bomber. The airplane had lined up facing the crowd, a black and brown smudge on the horizon that suddenly wasn’t a smudge but a lightning bolt that roared over them, shattering glasses and shaking seats with the force of its sonic boom.

The wave hit.

Water filled the streets below, washing over the smallest buildings and flooding through the larger ones. Crests of white water splashed up and around the buildings as the wave barreled inland without slowing at all because of the obstacles it now faced. Jake watched a fishing boat crash into one of the buildings nearest the shore. An instant later, it crashed through the other side.

It wasn’t until a groan echoed through his ears that Jake realized that the water had flooded his own building. He looked down and saw the water four hundred feet below. How was it here so fast? They were nearly a kilometer inland. That had only been a few seconds.

Another groan echoed through his ears, then a cry from survivors panicking at the disaster. The building didn’t seem to move, but Jake couldn’t think clearly enough to know if that meant anything for their own survival.

All of those people. Oh God. All of those people.

How many had died? The wave was predicted to travel four miles inland, but it was already at least a quarter of that distance, and it didn’t seem to be slowing. There was no way they had evacuated everyone. How many others huddled in buildings like this, now flooded out? How many hadn’t reached safety and were now drowning or being bludgeoned to death?

So many people. And Jake could do nothing but stand and watch it happen.

The water began to slow, so gradually that Jake didn’t know if he was really seeing it, or if his mind was once again playing tricks on him. Ironically, as it slowed, its ascent became more obvious. With no white water to attract his attention, he could clearly see windows sliding under the surface as the surge rose. If they were just under seven hundred feet above the ground, then the water had to be nearly three hundred feet above the surface. Dr. Fujisaki was right. In a moment, this wave had done more damage than the earthquake and its aftershocks combined.

So many dead. So, so many.

The water stopped rising and stilled. Boats, cars, trees, and chunks of buildings floated through it. Jake wondered how long it would be before the water pulled back and ripped more of Tokyo from its roots. Would they survive that? Dr. Fujisaki thought not.

“God has abandoned us today.”

For a moment, Jake was so distracted that he thought the words had left his own mouth. He realized a moment later that Sato had uttered that doom-filled pronouncement.

He swallowed and forced himself to look away. The survivors were in a state of shock. They all looked to him. He couldn’t imagine why, but that’s where they were looking.

Miraculously, their silent plea for help pulled Jake out of his stupor. They were still alive. As long as that was the case, they could still fight for their lives.

He opened his mouth to say something reassuring when there was a loud thump at the door. Then louder knocking. Then, a shout, muffled but still intelligible.

Jake walked to the hallway and looked through the porthole on top of the door to the staircase. The man on the other side glared at them, teeth bared.

He wore a white shirt with the emblem of the Red Lotus printed on the front




 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Jake heard one of the survivors cry out in Japanese. Sato called back, then turned to Dr. Fujisaki and asked, “Sono doa wa bōdandesu ka?”

The doctor swallowed nervously and lifted his hands in an I don’t know gesture.

“What did you ask him?” Jake asked.

“I asked him if the door was bulletproof. He doesn’t know.”

That question was answered a moment later when three loud cracks echoed through the floor. The survivors flinched backwards and gasped, moving as one organism. Jake looked back at the door to see the man standing a few feet behind the door with a smoking gun in his hand. There were others around him, but Jake couldn’t tell how many through the narrow window.

“Well, the door’s bulletproof,” Bryan said. “And they don’t know the code, so they won’t be able to get inside.”

“True,” Jake said, “but we still need to prepare in case they come inside.”

Another terrorist shoved the first one aside. This one was short and squat, with a thick neck and bulging shoulders. He looked like a wrestler, but not like the enormous sumo wrestler Sato had fought earlier. He leveled a shotgun at the door and fired. Jake heard the muffled boom and saw the shotgun wielder and a few others flinch backwards, crying out as the ricocheted pellets pierced their skin. The shotgun wielder threw the weapon to the floor, crying out and pressing his hand to a wound in his leg. He got to his feet and slammed his palm to the door.

A few of the survivors laughed. The stress had pushed everyone to their limits, and they couldn’t control their reactions. The laughter infuriated the men on the other side of the door. The heavyset man turned flaming red and beat on the door repeatedly as though trying to accomplish what the shotgun couldn’t. A hand grabbed his shoulder and jerked him roughly away.

His face was replaced with another, that of a man Jake guessed to be around his own age. His jet-black hair was combed professionally, and his face was clean-shaven, a rarity among the terrorists that Jake could see. While the other terrorists wore the Red Lotus t-shirts with maroon workout pants like the others they’d seen, this man wore a perfectly fitted suit. Dust marred the black jacket and the white shirt was smudged, but that only seemed to emphasize how well put together this individual was.

He reminded Jake of Mr. O. For that matter, he reminded Jake of Eli Bard. Why was it that terrorist leaders so often affected the appearance of polished businessman? Did they really think that wearing the costume of a productive member of society would hide the fact that they were nothing more than murderers?

The man held his two fists in front of the window and slowly opened his palms. “Does that mean something?” Jake asked.

“He wishes to speak to us,” Sato replied. “He’s declaring a temporary truce. The hand motion is an exaggerated way of showing that he has no weapons and means no harm.”

Jake scoffed. “Yeah, that’s bullshit.”

“Obviously,” Sato said drily.

"Well, let's go talk to him," Jake said. "At the very least, we can stall for time."

The building groaned below them, and this time, the groan was accompanied by a slight but perceptible shift. The water had started to recede. They didn’t have time to stall for.

A part of Jake thought it would be the perfect comedic ending to all of this if the building collapsed and killed all of them: terrorists, presidents, and civilians alike. Nature: the Great Equalizer.

The man frowned at Jake as the two approached. He looked at Sato and shook his head, then pointed at Jake and said something.

“He says he won’t talk to a foreign beast. He will talk only to Japanese.”

“That’s fine,” Jake replied. “I’ll wait here. You talk to him. Tell him we’re not accepting any demands. He can wait outside.”

“I was thinking I’d invite him in for tea,” Sato said sarcastically. “Perhaps exchange phone numbers.”

Jake rolled his eyes.

Sato approached the door and said, “Watashitachi wa anata no iken ni wa kyōmi ga arimasen. Jikan o muda ni shinaide kudasai.”

The terrorist gave Sato a benign smile and replied. Sato let him finish, then said, “Chansude wanai. Jigoku de yaka rero, ronin.”

Whatever that meant, it seemed to tickle the terrorist. He laughed and looked around at his men, all of whom were grinning with him.

“What did you say to him?” Jake asked.

“I said we’re not interested in anything he has to say. He replied that if we give him the President of the United States and his bodyguard, he will allow all Japanese to live. I told him to burn in hell.”

“Seems reasonable.”

The man replied, and Sato rolled his eyes. “He made a joke about the water. ‘Can’t burn in hell in the middle of a flood.’ Clearly not so educated as his fancy outfit would have us believe.”

“They rarely are. Tell him that the American bodyguard is warning him to stop trying to breach the door. Tell him if he refuses to stop, he should pray that he fails, because if he succeeds, I’ll make him watch while I destroy the Red Lotus. The last thing he’ll ever see is his failure.”

Sato raised an eyebrow, impressed. “I like that.”

He turned to the terrorist and said, “Yameru no o kyohi surunara, shippai suru yō ni inotte kudasai. Anata ga seikō shitara, reddo rōtasu o hakai suru ma, anata ni mimamotte moraimasu. Anata ga saigo ni me ni suru no wa jibun no shippaidesu.”

The terrorist’s smile remained, but his eyes hardened. He stared through the door for a long moment, looking not at Sato but at Jake. Jake held his gaze and made no attempt to soften the contempt in his gaze.

Finally, the terrorist replied. Sato laughed, then turned to Jake. “He says he will make sure you regret those words.”

“Tell him I look forward to it. Then leave him. We’re done here.”

He turned to the terrorist and translated, then pointedly turned his back and walked slowly, nonchalantly, away from the man. The terrorist reddened a shade, then nodded and stepped back.

When Sato reached Jake, he whispered, “Look away from him. It’s disrespectful not to look at him. It will throw him off balance.”

“We need to see what he’s doing, though,” Jake countered.

“He’s trying to breach that door and kill you and your President. And now everyone else. The less in control of the situation he feels, the more he’ll struggle to accomplish his objective.”

He looked at Dr. Fujisaki and asked something. The doctor shook his head and replied in a shaky voice.

“Ah well,” Sato said with a shrug. “I guess that was too much to hope for.”

“What is it?” Jake asked.

“I asked him if there was another staircase. He said no. The door on the opposite end of the floor leads to the elevators and those failed during the earthquake.”

“Got it.” Jake looked around at the gathered survivors. “Well, I guess we wait.”

The building groaned and shifted again. Jake returned to the office he’d left earlier, perversely pleased to hear the shouts of the terrorists. The survivors, for the moment assured that their enemies couldn’t hurt them, likewise drifted to other offices to look through other windows.

The water was receding rapidly now. Jake’s blood chilled again as he saw vehicles, trees and chunks of debris slam into the buildings outside. The building across the street swayed like a drunk losing his feet but somehow remained upright.

People floated in the water, struggling to keep their heads above the waves. Jake felt a wave of grief when he saw them.

Then he realized that they weren’t struggling. They were being carried away. They were dead, all of them. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people bobbing up and down in the murky flood, caught by the tsunami and now pulled to the sea to meet their fate.

The building groaned again, and Jake’s stomach turned. So many people. He’d never seen so many dead. He’d seen battlefields in Afghanistan. He’d seen emergency triage centers in Paris after a supervirus released by a madman killed thousands.

All of them paled in comparison to this.

Sound faded once more, and his vision narrowed as shock returned. He forced himself away from the window and shook his head to stave that shock off.

So many people. So many dead.

The other survivors staggered into the central room, each sobered by what they had seen. In moments, that shock would fade and leave fright behind. Were they doomed to receive the same fate? For now, though, their minds had no room for anything other than to cope with the enormity of what they were witnessing.

Laughter pierced Jake’s ear. He frowned and turned toward the door. The terrorists in the other side laughed and grinned, slapping each other on the shoulder and casting taunting smiles through the window. The man in the suit offered a superior smile, chuckling at the pain and shock those in the room felt at the sight of the dead.

Cold rage built up in Jake’s mind. These weren’t nationalists. Nationalists wouldn’t celebrate the destruction of their capital and the mass death of their countrymen. Jake didn’t know what their true goals were, but they weren’t fighting on behalf of anyone but themselves.

He strode to the door, marching until his nose was pressed against the glass. “You think this is funny, you sick fuck? You think this is funny? Those are your people down there! Your people are dying. Not mine. Yours.”

“Jake!” Sato cried. “Jake, enough!”

Sato grabbed Jake’s shoulders and pulled him away from the door, spinning him around so he faced the inspector and not the still-laughing terrorists. “Don’t give them the satisfaction.”

“Tell them,” Jake said. “Tell them what I said. They think they’re doing this to help their people, right? Japan for the Japanese and foreigners can go to hell.”

“This isn’t worth it, Jake.”

"Tell them. Tell them they're laughing at the grief felt by the Japanese for the Japanese dead below. Tell them it's not Americans dead down there but Japanese. They're laughing at the slaughter of their own people. Tell them they're without honor. Tell them that they should all slit their bellies for shame."

Sato looked at Jake for a moment. His face hardened, and a cold smile played at his lips. “Well put,” he told Jake.

He turned to the terrorists, lifted his chin and jeered at them in Japanese. Jake couldn’t understand what he said, but whatever it was, it worked. The terrorist leader blanched, and flecks of red appeared high on his cheekbones. Sato maintained a placid gaze, and Jake could tell in his demeanor that his words had the effect he desired.

The terrorist leader threw himself at the window and shouted at them. Spittle splashed onto the window as he shouted his rage at the two men. Sato kept his calm expression and waited until the leader stopped and stumbled backwards, breathing heavily.

Then he turned to Jake and said, “That was good. They are completely out of sorts now. Let’s leave them to reflect on themselves for a little while.” In a quieter voice, he said, “We should also prepare for the fight to come when they breach this room. I wouldn’t put it past them to find a way.”

Jake nodded. Sato was right. They had won the battle, but the war was far from over.

Below them, a subtle reminder that there was more than one enemy to face, the building shifted and groaned.




 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Tanaka watched the two men walk away. His entire body trembled with rage. Even his lips shook.

How dare that inspector tell him to slit his belly? How dare he suggest that he was not Samurai? How dare he repeat the words of that foreign filth and hold his head high? He was the one dishonoring Japan, not Tanaka.

He lifted a trembling fist and slapped it lightly on the window, staring through at the retreating policeman and his American master. I’ll slit your belly. You traitor. You worm. You… you… peasant!

Kenji cleared his throat softly. Tanaka turned around and saw the members of the Red Lotus staring at him. Some eyes held wariness. Some held accusation. A few held—well-hidden but not invisible—contempt.

He had lost control. The smug police officer and his foreign devil had made him lose control in front of his men. For that alone, they deserved to die.

And they would. But oh, how they would suffer first.

“We need to breach the door,” he said calmly. “Does anyone know how we might achieve that?”

Hiro, the fool Tanaka had rebuked moments ago for losing his own cool and beating on the door like a gorilla, only for Tanaka to lose his own self-control and howl like a macaque, cleared his throat. "If we can generate a great enough explosive force concentrated on the hinges of the door, we can destroy the seal and push the door inward."

“Thank you for your wisdom, Hiro-kun,” Tanaka said, still struggling with his control. “How, may I ask, do you suggest we do that?”

“We can strip gunpowder from the shells of our bullets,” Hiro replied, his brow furrowing slightly at Tanaka’s condescension. “We can empty the shotgun shells of pellets and fill the space with gunpowder. We can use tape to place the shells at regular intervals along the hinge and then ignite them. We will have to ascend the stairs to avoid being injured, but it will work.”

“How much ammunition will we lose, though?” Kenji asked. “We need to be able to fight the Americans.”

Hiro shrugged. “So what? There is only the bodyguard and the inspector. That is two handguns against twenty rifles. Even if we ruin half of our ammunition to accomplish this, we’ll still have more than enough to deal with them.”

The building shifted and groaned loudly. Tanaka had to adjust his stance to keep from stumbling. The others fell silent and exchanged frightened looks with one another.

They didn’t have time to argue. This building wouldn’t last.

Kenji realized the implications of that right when Tanaka did. He looked at Tanaka and swallowed. “When we finish, Tanaka-sama, how will we exit the building?”

Tanaka met his eyes and said firmly, “We will exit the way we came. The flood will recede eventually. We will wait for it, then return downstairs.”

Kenji’s eyes asked how Tanaka could say that when the building would surely collapse before then. His mouth was intelligent enough to refrain from inviting an early death by asking that question out loud. “Of course, Tanaka-sama.”

Tanaka looked around, daring the others to challenge him. The younger ones looked relieved, save for Katsu, who looked unconcerned. The older and wiser ones avoided his gaze. They knew the sacrifice they were about to make.

Katsu was the first to affirm his loyalty. “We will crack the tortoise’s shell and eviscerate him,” he said with calm strength.

Hiro and Kenji, perhaps shamed by their cowardice in the face of Katsu’s bravery, echoed the sentiment, though they kept their eyes averted.

Tanaka calmed a little. He still had control of his men. He still had control of the situation. The words of that police dog and the American brat meant nothing. He was a Samurai. He would overthrow the enemies of Japan. And if fate willed that he should die in that attempt, then his memory would be revered by those who survived.

“Give Hiro-san your weapons,” he commanded the Red Lotus. “Offer him any assistance he needs. We will destroy the foreign devils and free Japan.”

The Red Lotus cheered, even those who knew their death approached. His heart soared with pride for his men. They were Samurai, all of them. The words of the enemy were nothing more than wind.

But they would pay for their words. Dearly.

 

***

 

“Get the civilians to the back of the floor,” Jake told Sato. “They need to lock themselves in the rearmost offices and barricade the doors. They need to stay low and cover their heads.”

Sato relayed the instructions, and the survivors did as they were told, casting worried glances over their heads at the terrorists on the other side of the door. Sato fell into step next to Jake. “I assume you and I will remain at the front to defend the others.”

“Yes. How much ammunition do you have?”

“Three clips of seventeen rounds, nine-millimeter. You?”

“Three clips, ten rounds, forty-five.”

“That is eighty-one rounds total. Should be more than enough.” He grinned at Jake. The expression reminded Jake of his friend Munoz. The former CAT commander often wore that half-crazy smile when the two of them were about to enter a combat situation against overwhelming odds.

What I wouldn’t give to have Munoz here now.

“We’ll have to make sure we’re not hit,” Jake said. “So once the civilians are safe, we’ll set up cover in the main floor. We’ll need to be able to fall back but still have places to take shelter from bullets.”

“Some of the heavy equipment should provide protection,” Sato suggested. “This table will also be relatively bullet resistant, but it is unmovable and not placed very helpfully.”

“We can make it helpful depending on how we place the equipment,” Jake said.

He looked around the lab, really studying it for the first time. Aside from the long table, there were two large pieces of electronic equipment on either side of the front of the room. Jake had no idea what they were, but they were taller than he was, and they looked heavy.

There was a small conference room to his left and a small break room behind that. To his right were several offices. Most of them had cheap particle board desks that would be useless in a firefight, but a few were solid hardwood. Those wouldn't be bulletproof, but they should absorb a few rounds before disintegrating.

"Come on," he told Sato. "Help me move everything."

“Already ahead of you,” Sato replied, wrapping his arms around one of the big electronic devices. He grunted with effort, slowly moving the device away from the wall and toward the table. Jake heard a low guttural groaning noise and decided not to think too hard about whether it was Sato, the equipment, or the building itself making that noise.

He moved the other device over, straining and gasping as he dragged the equipment to the other side of the table.

“See?” Sato said. “It’s heavy. It’s not just because I’m smaller than you.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Jake retorted.

“You didn’t have to. It’s in your eyes.”

Jake chuckled. The banter reminded him of Munoz too. Maybe humor was a natural response of fighters when they faced overwhelming odds and knew they would face those odds instead of retreating.

He entered the office nearest the front door, the one where he had watched the tsunami come ashore. He glanced through a porthole window to see the water had receded completely and was now slowing. The street below wasn’t quite dry. The return wave wouldn’t be as powerful, but the buildings were seriously weakened from the force of the first wave. Several had fallen, and of those, most left no sign behind but the empty spot on the ground where they had once stood.

"Hey, big man," he called through the office door. "You want to help me with this?"

Instead of Sato, Bryan walked through the door. “I’ll help you, Jake.”

Jake started. “What the hell? Bryan, you...” He pressed his lips together. “Mr. President, please go back—”

“Shove it, Jake,” Bryan said tersely. “You want to argue with me, or do you want to move this desk?”

“I want you to walk your ass back to the back room and shelter in place. Sir.”

“No.” He met Jake’s eyes. “You want to drag me? Because that’s what you’ll have to do. Seems like a waste of time to me.”

Sato poked his head into the room, decided he didn’t want to get in the middle of the argument, and pulled his head back out.

Jake leaned on the desk and sighed. “Bryan… for God’s sake. Don’t do this right now.”

“It’s done. I’m every bit as stubborn as you are, too, so if you want me to do something different, you have to physically force me. You can do that, but like I said, it’ll be a big waste of time.”

“Really? You’re going to be this petty right now?”

“Yes.”

Jake sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “For the love of God,” he whispered. “Fine. Help me move this.”

Bryan nodded, a triumphant smile playing briefly across his face. He grabbed one end of the desk, and the two men worked it through the door and slid it backwards until it was in position a few yards behind the unknown electronic device.

Sato had moved another desk in place behind the other device. He glanced at Jake and seemed about to tease him about moving the desk on his own, then glanced at the President and thought better of it.

Jake kept quiet, only speaking to issue instructions to Bryan as they moved two more desks into place. After placing a second desk a few yards behind the first, Bryan said, “We should move the first desk against the wall and the second against the table. That way you two will have cover as you move backwards.”

It was a testament to Jake’s frustration that he was upset to realize Bryan was right.

“Good idea,” Sato replied.

Jake's lips thinned, but he nodded in agreement and shifted the position of both desks. The building groaned and swayed back and forth a moment later. Jake felt a thrill of fear and for a moment was certain this was the end, but the building righted itself. It felt just the tiniest bit off center to Jake, but it held.

He shared a sober look with Bryan, and the three men finished preparing their makeshift fortifications. When they were finished, Jake looked at Bryan and said, “All right, sir. Thank you for your help. Now get back to safety.”

“I can fight, Jake,” Bryan insisted.

“There are only two guns, sir,” Jake replied. “One for me, one for Sato.”

“I’ll take Sato’s gun.”

Jake and Sato both stared at Bryan in amazement.

“You shouldn’t have to sacrifice your life,” Bryan told Sato. “It’s me the terrorists want. They blame America for the woes Japan has faced.”

“They’re fools. Japan is one of the wealthiest and most advanced nations on Earth. Hell, we’re more advanced than the United States in many areas. They’re arrogant children, and it’s my honor to punish them for dishonoring our nation.”

“Fuck honor,” Bryan said with surprising vehemence. “I’m sick of watching other people die protecting me.”

“With all due respect, Mr. President,” Sato replied, “your emotions don’t outweigh your responsibility.”

Bryan blinked, taken aback by Sato’s directness.

Jake jumped in. “He’s right, sir. We’re trained fighters.”

“I was in the military too, damn it.”

“It’s been a long time for you, sir. We do this every day.”

Bryan set his jaw. “Give me a gun. I’m not having this argument.”

A loud sound halfway between a boom and a cough came from the front door. Jake saw the door shake and saw smoke coming through the hinges. His blood froze.

“Sir, we don’t have time to argue!” he insisted. “Get the hell—”

“All right,” Sato interrupted. “I accept your offer, Mr. President. I will go to the survivors and stand guard over them.”

Jake snapped his eyes to Sato and nearly shouted at him, but then he saw where Sato was standing. There was a supply closet behind him, shielded from the front door by the various obstacles the two of them had set up. Sato shifted his stance. In the hand behind his back, Jake saw a key.

Bryan sighed with relief and approached Sato. Jake followed him.

“Thank you, Sato,” Bryan said. “You are doing your country a great honor. I know it seems like—”

Bryan didn’t get a chance to say what it seemed like. As soon as he was in front of the closet, Sato stuck his foot out, and Jake shoved him forward. He tripped over Sato’s foot and fell into the closet.

He looked at Jake, eyes wide with alarm. Jake gave him a hard look. “It’s over now. Be quiet, or you’ll alert the enemy.”

“Jake, no!”

Jake closed the door. Sato quickly locked it and put the key in his pocket. “I found it in one of the offices,” he explained. “Glad it came in handy.”

Jake couldn’t quite manage a smile, but he managed a “good work.”

Another boom sounded, and Jake nodded grimly at Sato. “Let’s get to work.”

The two men rushed forward, taking positions on either side of the two electronic devices.

Another boom sounded. The door flew inward, and the Red Lotus poured into the room.




 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Jake wasn't surprised to see the terrorist general wasn't among the first wave of attackers. It didn't necessarily prove the man was a coward. There was a reason generals worked in offices and didn't carry guns to battle. If an army lost its leaders, it became a rabble, and rabbles were rarely effective at fighting.

Still, Jake couldn’t stifle a feeling of contempt for the false leader in his expensive suit. That asshole had manipulated these men into sacrificing their lives for no good reason. He aimed at the leader and fired, and to his shock, one of the terrorists dove in front of him so that Jake’s bullet entered his chest instead of the leader’s brain. Another terrorist aimed at Jake, and a round from Sato’s handgun shattered his windpipe. Jake ducked just below a burst of rifle fire from a third terrorist, then dove to the side of his cover and fired twice. The first shot hit the terrorist’s leg. He dropped to the floor just in time for the second shot to open a hole in between his eyes.

The terrorists finally realized that they were getting the lower hand of this exchange. They moved back toward the door, firing wildly over their shoulders at the two defenders. Three more fell as they retreated.

A volley of rifle fire sailed harmlessly wide of the devices, and Jake fired another shot, catching a brave terrorist who had popped his head out of cover in between the eyes.

Seven down already. That left thirteen.

But their beginners’ luck was too good to be true. The element of surprise was gone now, and the terrorists were able to bring their superior firepower to bear.

The stout man with the shotgun spun around the corner, carrying a rifle instead of a shotgun. The weapon looked comically small in his huge hands.

Small or not, it fired bullets that could kill, and the burst forced Jake behind cover. Sato tried to return fire, but a burst from another terrorist forced him back. He and Jake shared a look, and Jake nodded. The two ran back to the first of the desks they’d lined up, diving behind the wood just before they were caught by rifle fire.

Instead of popping his head over the desk, Jake moved to the side, taking advantage of the gap they had left between the desk and the long table. He stuck his handgun into the gap and fired at a terrorist who was too eager to press the advantage. The man flinched, a hole in his head, and fell face first. Jake saw the opportunity and cried, “Cover me!”

Sato obliged, and Jake rushed forward, taking the fallen terrorist’s rifle. He heard the wrestler shout at his men, probably telling them to stop acting like idiots and giving the enemy weapons.

Jake checked the rifle’s magazine. Fifteen rounds left. Not much, but more than he had before. He popped up and fired a burst at two terrorists approaching Sato’s position. He caught one, and the other moved his weapon to Jake, giving Sato the chance to kill him.

Three down, ten more to go.

The others were coming on strong, though, and Jake and Sato were forced to fall back again. Jake resisted the urge to look at the President’s supply closet and potentially clue the enemy to his position.

He dropped to cover just ahead of a burst of rifle fire. He lifted the rifle over the desk and fired blindly, then popped his head up. The terrorists had dropped to cover themselves when he fired the first burst, and the first one who popped his head up died when Jake put a burst through his chest.

One terrorist shouted and rushed toward Sato. He jumped over the barricade, and Sato fired upward, killing him instantly with a bullet to the base of the skull.

He took the terrorists' rifles, and the two defenders fired controlled bursts, not killing any more terrorists but keeping them behind cover.

They couldn’t waste their ammunition that way, though. This was going to be a game of reaction time. Who could spot the enemy, aim, and fire first?

A rifle lifted above the desk, and Jake cursed and hit the deck, narrowly avoiding the fire. Of course, if the enemy got smart and learned from their mistakes, their numbers still gave them the advantage.

Sato fired at a terrorist approaching Jake. Jake saw a terrorist approaching Sato and cursed, firing at the terrorist. His shots went wild, though. He’d reacted badly.

The terrorist dropped behind cover, but Jake’s chance to kill him had passed. Worse, his rifle was out of ammunition. He dropped it and drew his handgun. He could hear footsteps approaching, but from his back, he couldn’t react without exposing himself above the low desk.

Damn it, you idiot. Fall on your knees, not your back. Did you forget everything you learned in Basic?

A rifle extended over the desk, pointed right at him. Jake swore and rolled over, and the rifle rounds punched through the floor.

The building groaned and lurched as the second receding wave pulled back. This time, the lurch was powerful enough to knock everyone off balance. Jake heard Sato curse and looked over his shoulder to see the inspector pressed against the back of his desk and struggling to right himself.

The building swayed ponderously, and butterflies fluttered in Jake's stomach. He got to his knees and looked over the desks to see the terrorists struggling to stay behind cover. The building swayed forward, and one of the terrorists slid backward, his eyes wide with fright.

Jake shot him in between those frightened eyes, and he knew fear—and everything else—no more.

Seven to go.

A hoarse voice shouted, “Baka!” followed by a torrent of Japanese. Jake looked at Sato, who shook his head and held his lips to his mouth. The terrorist was trying to flush them out, and Sato wasn’t falling for it.

That was good. He had them afraid.

The building lurched again, a short, swift jolt. Jake’s heart skipped a beat. That wasn’t a wave. Something big had struck the building.

The skyscraper swayed gently, like a gondola at the top of a Ferris wheel. They were in trouble. The building was rapidly losing stability.

Damn it, they couldn’t stay here. They needed to risk getting to the roof. That meant going through the terrorists and climbing the staircase. It meant hoping that someone would see them and evacuate them before the building collapsed.

They didn’t have a choice, though. With the door blown open, this floor was no longer watertight. With a sickening lurch, Jake realized that the terrorists might have already won.

A snarl pulled his attention back to the fight at hand. The wrestler was in front of him, his rifle gone, a tanto knife in its place. He thrust with the knife, and Jake sidestepped and shot him through the base of the spine. The man’s legs collapsed, and Jake shot him through the throat. He lifted the tanto, trembling and glaring. Then his eyes lost focus. He dropped the blade and sighed, then took no more breaths.

A gunshot behind Jake caused him to spin around. Another terrorist clutched his throat. Blood spurted from the wound left behind by Sato's gunshot. He sank to his knees and then fell.

Five to go.

Jake scanned ahead of them but saw no terrorists. He frowned and glanced at Sato.

“The rest are outside,” Sato said.

“You’re sure? Not behind cover?”

“No. The leader kept some in reserve.”

Jake nodded. “Okay. Grab a rifle. We’ll have to take them out before we can lead everyone up top.”

“We have to go to the roof?” Sato asked.

The building answered that question, swaying again and releasing a groan accompanied by the ever-so-soft, ever-so-frightening screech of shearing metal.

 

***

 

Bryan listened to the gunfire outside with a mixture of anger, grief, and frustration. Damn it, this was wrong. This was all wrong. Why did he always have to be the one who lived through this shit? Why was he the one who had to lay comforting hands on grieving widows and weeping children? Why did he have to give them the bullshit line about how their Daddy died protecting the world?

You realize you’re being stupid, right?

That was the voice of Carrie, his loving wife of thirty-nine years. He muttered softly, “Go fuck yourself, Carrie.”

She was right, though. Jake was right. Sato was right. Everyone was right. For the next three months, Bryan’s life was more important than everyone else’s.

And it pissed him right the fuck off. How was he supposed to consider himself a good person when the best course of action for him was to hide in a damned closet while his friend and a stranger put their lives at risk? And when that Osprey came, he was boarding it, and a lot of these people were staying there to wait for the building to collapse and carry them to their deaths.

Why? Because he was the President, and he mattered more. Bullshit. Fucking bullshit.

An odd smell came to his ears. He sniffed, frowning. What was that?

Then he realized exactly what it was. His eyes widened. He got to his feet and scrambled for a light switch. He could already hear Jake scolding him for turning the closet’s light on, but whatever. His life was in danger no matter what they did.

He switched the light on and revealed that this was no ordinary storage closet. Assuming there was such a thing.

This closet held a generator and eight five-gallon jugs of gasoline. Apparently the scientists here had a backup plan in the event of a power outage. The generator had an exhaust hose that led outside of the building through a hole cut into the wall next to the room’s back door. Coils of extension cords told Bryan how they would transfer power from the generator to—

Back door?

Bryan rushed to the door and tested the knob. It turned, and he pushed the door open to reveal a staircase that extended up the back of the building. A similar staircase stood on the building next to them, another supertall office building. Why the hell was there a maintenance scaffolding on the sixty-fifth floor of a skyscraper?

Only one reason. To evacuate people from this floor in case the airtight doors on either end malfunctioned. He looked back at the closet door and realized there were spring-loaded mechanisms that would close two metal sliding doors behind the ordinary door. Those probably activated automatically if water or gas intruded into the floor. He was only guessing, but his guess was that those spring-loaded doors were meant to be the last things that closed on the floor so that people would have time to evacuate through the emergency escape.

His heart lifted. He could still be helpful.

He looked at the gas, and a plan began to form. If only he could convince Jake to open the damned door and talk to him.




 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Jake nodded at Sato, and the policeman returned the nod. The two of them took a step toward the front when they heard banging and shouting coming from the closet.

Jake turned toward the door, eyes wide. What the hell was Bryan doing?

He rushed back to the door and hissed, “Bryan! What the hell is your problem? We’re in the middle of a firefight.”

He looked over his shoulder to confirm that Sato was watching the front door. He was, his lips taut with anxiety.

“I found another way out,” Bryan called through the door. “There’s a back door here.”

“What?”

Jake opened the closet and looked through. The light was on, and he could see the open door and the staircase beyond. “There’s a staircase here? On a seventy-one-floor skyscraper?”

“It’s to evacuate the lab in case the sealed doors won’t open,” Bryan explained. “Has to be. And there’s a spring-loaded emergency door behind this one that I’ll bet dollars to donuts is the last seal that closes to make this place airtight. I think we just found their emergency escape plan.”

Jake looked at Bryan and felt a touch of real hope. What they did after the roof would be another challenge, but they could at least evade the terrorists.

Who had been disturbingly quiet. Jake feared they might have started for the roof themselves.

“See anything else you like?” Bryan said.

Jake looked around and quickly spotted the canisters of gas. His heart yearned almost romantically.

God, he hoped the terrorists were still outside of this floor. They could rig a bomb, get the survivors out, and kill the terrorists behind them. The floor was self-contained, and the force of the explosion shouldn’t measurably impact the strength of the structure.

But a lot of things had to go right. Firstly, getting everyone out of here.

“Bring the gas out here,” he told Bryan.

He rushed back to Sato. The first thing the policeman said was, “The terrorists are too quiet. I fear they’ve started for the roof to cut us off.”

“I know,” Jake said. “Listen, I have a plan. The President found a back door.”

Sato snapped his eyes to him. “What?”

“There’s a back door. I want you to lead the survivors out of here. Get them out of here. I’m going to cover the room in gas and lure the terrorists here if they’re still here.”

“The what? Gas?”

“I don’t have time to explain everything. Just get the President and the rest of the survivors to the roof. If the terrorists are already on their way to the roof, I’ll follow them up the stairs and hold their attention. You can flank them. Just make sure you’re the first person on the roof.”

“Jake, this is an amazing opportunity for us, but that is still a shit plan.”

The building groaned and swayed as the third wave of the tsunami hit below.

“It’s the only plan,” Jake said. “Come on. We have to do this.”

Sato sighed. “Yeah. All right. Cover me.”

Jake kept his gun trained on the front door while Sato and Bryan coaxed the survivors out of the room. The civilians were reluctant at first, but once they realized that they had a real chance to escape, they rushed forward with glee. Sato hissed commands for quiet and calm, and they moved in an orderly fashion out of the building.

One terrorist appeared, poking his head around the corner. Jake fired, but the terrorist pulled his head back just in time to avoid being killed.

No more terrorists appeared. Jake’s heart pounded. If the terrorists realized the group was escaping to the roof, then the survivors might be heading to slaughter, among them the President.

But he was out of options. The building was going to collapse in minutes. The only chance they had was to get to the roof and hope they were seen.

Jesus, this is a shitty plan.

“Okay, Jake,” Bryan said. “I’m the last one out. Good luck. Hurry. I swear to God I will drag your soul out of Hell and rip you a new asshole if you die down here.”

Jake risked a quick glance backward at his father-in-law. "I'll hold you to that."

Bryan gave him a smile, nodded, then left with the others.

Jake looked back toward the front door, took a breath, then grabbed the first gas can.

He trotted as quickly and quietly as he could to the front of the room, carrying the gas in one hand and his handgun in the other. He turned the can over and walked swiftly in a zigzag, moving backward. The gas ran out far sooner than he thought it would. This wouldn't have as much of an effect as he wanted it to have, but it would be enough.

He ran for the second can and did the same thing. No more terrorists showed their faces. He nearly stopped with the gas and ran upstairs after the terrorists, but at the very least, he needed to prevent the terrorists from following them.

Unless, of course, they’re already at the roof waiting.

He hesitated, waffling back and forth before deciding that he should follow the plan they made. If he moved fast enough, maybe he could lure the terrorists back into the room.

He emptied the cans one at a time, saving one on either side of the doorway with the caps screwed on. It wouldn’t be much of an explosion, but it would send the flaming gasoline in all directions. That would be enough to drive them away.

When he was finished, he grabbed a rifle and moved toward the door. He took a deep breath and moved into the landing, checking left and right. No sign of the terrorists. He leaned over the central rail and looked up. He caught sight of movement up above. They were on their way to the roof.

Jake cursed and rushed after them, praying that he hadn’t just sent all of those survivors—including the President—to their death.

“Damn it. God damn it.”

He rushed up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. He needed to climb fast and get to that roof before the terrorists reached the President.

Damn it, they only had six floors to climb. He might already be too late.




 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

Tanaka heard Hiro’s cry cut off in a choking sound as his lieutenant was shot in the throat. His lower lip trembled. The sapling of doubt was now a strong, sturdy tree that towered above the rest of his emotions.

The reserve group waited on the landing, tense with anticipation. They’ll have to come this way. They’ll have to go to the roof now that the building is compromised.

When several minutes passed with no sign of the enemy, though, Tanaka began to wonder. Were they just waiting for the second wave of terrorists to attack so they could wipe them out as well?

The men he’d held back looked around at each other nervously. Kenji made no attempt to hide his own anxiety, even frowning at Tanaka.

“What if they don’t come there?” Kenji challenged. “What if they’re waiting for us?”

“They have to come this way,” Tanaka replied. “The door is compromised. This floor is no longer sealed and will provide no safety when the building collapses. They have to get to the roof and hope for rescue.”

“The building is going to collapse?” one of the younger foot soldiers bleated. Disgusting coward.

“If,” Tanaka corrected. “If it collapses.”

“It’s going to collapse,” Kenji said tersely. “And how will we know our enemies are defeated? How, Tanaka-sama, can we know that we’ve given victory to Japan before we die?”

The surviving Red Lotus members muttered to each other, casting nervous but also accusatory glances Tanaka's way. Tanaka stepped backward reflexively before he could stop himself.

How did this happen? How could this happen? For God’s sake, how was he supposed to know that the American bodyguard and the policeman were superhuman? He had sent fifteen men into the room after them, and the two of them had wiped all of them out.

"This is over, Tanaka," Kenji said. No honorific. "We need to get out of here. I have a satellite phone. I can call for help."

With a roar, Katsu rushed Kenji. Kenji’s eyes widened, but he couldn’t react in time. Katsu threw a lightning-fast right hand that caught Kenji on the jaw. Kenji’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell to the ground.

Tanaka stared in shock as Katsu lifted his foot high and stomped down hard. He heard a crunch and wasn’t sure if Kenji’s neck had broken or his skull had split. Katsu lifted his foot high again and brought it down hard. Then again. Then again, grunting with effort each time. More crunches sounded, and finally, a horrific squelching noise.

He stepped back, breathing heavily, and looked at Tanaka. “I will not allow anyone to dishonor my daimyo like that. Our mission is honorable, and I will not permit cowardice to poison the hearts of good samurai!”

Tanaka looked at the body of his former friend. Kenji’s face was crushed concave, his features flattened into his skull. His hands twitched as the last electrical signals traveled from his pulverized brain to his fingertips. Tanaka looked around at the other men. They watched him with no respect but with a healthy amount of fear.

That was fine. Fear was good enough.

Tanaka took a deep breath and released it in a sigh. He nodded to Katsu. “Thank you, Katsu-kun. Check the room. See what they’re doing.”

Despite very probably being sent to his death, Katsu nodded and immediately descended the stairs, raising Tanaka’s admiration for him even further. He carefully looked around the door, then pulled his face back an instant before a bullet crashed into the wall behind him.

He ran back to Tanaka. “They’re escaping.”

“They’re coming this way?”

“No. They found another exit.”

Tanaka’s eyes flew open. “What? There’s another exit?”

“Yes. They accessed an emergency fire escape through a supply closet.”

“A fire escape? On the sixty-fifth floor?”

“It must have been installed because of the unique purpose of this floor. If the airtight doors malfunctioned, then the scientists would have been trapped here.”

“Kuso.” Tanaka placed both of his hands on the back of his head.

“Should we go after them, Tanaka-sama?” Katsu asked.

Tanaka shook his head. "They're entrenched. They wiped out Hiro's men. No, we need to get to the roof and intercept them there. We will have more room and we will have cover ourselves. Then, our superior firepower will be to our advantage. Come on. Follow me."

He started up the stairs and was pleased to hear his soldier’s footsteps behind him. The group made the journey to the roof in less than five minutes.

To find the doorway and a section of the roof collapsed into rubble.

Tanaka’s hands started to tremble. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. Fate was on his side. The earthquake had trapped his enemies, and the tsunami had trapped them again. He was supposed to kill the oppressor. He was supposed to—

The building groaned and lurched again, enough that Tanaka had to grab the handrail to keep from falling. A slab of roofing slid down the stairway toward him, coming to a stop at his feet.

His men remained silent. They had learned their lesson from Kenji’s death.

He turned around, stifling the crazed laughter that threatened to bubble up from his throat. “Very well,” he said hoarsely. “Fate is testing our resolve. Let us remind fate that we are Japanese.”

His men stayed silent, looking at each other anxiously. Clearly, they weren't sure if they were supposed to respond. Only Katsu kept his calm. His eyes showed the same resolve that had impressed Tanaka when they first met.

“Katsu-san,” Tanaka said. “You will take Hiro’s place at my side.”

Katsu bowed low. “I am honored, Tanaka-sama.”

Tanaka inclined his head, then rushed back down the stairs. That bastard American. He would make sure to keep him alive to watch his President die before he killed him. He would—

Without warning, Katsu shoved Tanaka to the ground. Gunfire erupted over his head. He looked up and saw the American bodyguard retreating, driven backward by gunfire from Katsu and several of the foot soldiers. The bodyguard's brow was furrowed in confusion. He evidently hadn't expected to see the Red Lotus here.

He was alone. That was too bad. Tanaka would have to satisfy himself only with his death.

He got to his feet and followed his men, drawing his handgun and waiting for his chance. Two of his men fell, victims to the American’s rifle bullets. To their own rifle bullets. The coward had taken the Red Lotus’s weapon and used it against them.

Tanaka snarled and fired at the retreating American, driving him backward even further. The bodyguard stumbled back to the sixty-fifth floor and ran into the room.

“After him!” Tanaka snarled. “Don’t let him escape!”

He sprinted past his men and ran after the American. A pungent smell assaulted his nostrils. The bodyguard was nowhere to be seen.

His soldiers ran after him. Tanaka frowned and called, “American? I know you’re here. Show yourself and die with honor!”

In reply, a hand reached out of a room further down the hallway. It held a lighter to the floor. Tanaka shot at it, striking the lighter instead of the hand. The lighter exploded.

And flame raced along the floor toward them.

Tanaka’s eyes widened. He cursed and turned around, sprinting for the door.

He noticed two things. First, there were two cans of gasoline, one on either side of the front door. Second, Katsu wasn’t in the room. He stood on the landing, grinning at Tanaka. His frost-blue eyes were laced with contempt, something Tanaka had never seen from him before.

He betrayed us.

Tanaka didn’t know how that could be true, but he knew it was just as surely as he knew that this was his end. Fate had turned on him in the end. The Red Lotus would die here.

In his last moment, he snarled and aimed his weapon at Katsu. Then the gas exploded. He felt a searing white-hot sensation that was too pure and intense to be pain.

Then he knew no more.




 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Jake heard the explosion behind him and prayed that he had killed the terrorists. It didn’t feel great to hope for anyone’s death, even terrorists, but the Red Lotus had proven too resourceful. He needed to know that the threat was eliminated.

Outside, he could hear the torrential flood below. The water was receding again, and though each subsequent wave was weaker than the last, the building was weaker as well. It canted and lurched and groaned, and Jake could see it move as it swayed. They had little time.

He heard a resounding crack from below, and the building tilted slightly in his direction. A crunching sound followed, and he sank a foot or two before it finally stabilized.

Strike that. They had no time.

He looked up and saw the survivors above him. They were near the roof, but they were now clinging for dear life as the building moved.

He needed another option. This building was going to collapse any second now.

But what other option? Damn it, he didn’t have another option.

He looked across the narrow alley to this building’s twin. A thought came to him. He was maybe four feet from the other fire escape. Maybe…

Another creaking sound assaulted his ears. The building swayed some more. Jake paid attention to the building across the alley and noted that it didn’t appear to move at all.

Hope flamed in his chest again. He climbed up the fire escape stairs, calling for Sato and Bryan. Sato poked his head over the rail and waved at him. Jake returned the wave and shouted, “We need to get across to the other building?”

Sato shook his head. He couldn’t hear Jake.

Jake cursed and rushed up the rest of the floors to the survivors. Dr. Fujisaki was shouting at Sato and ignoring the policeman’s efforts to calm him.

“Jake!” Bryan cried, pulling his friend into his arms. “You made it! Did you stop the terrorists?”

"Well, they're not walking through a wall of flame," Jake said. "Judging by what I'm feeling and by Dr Fujisaki's panic, I think we have a bigger problem on our hands."

“You’re correct,” Sato said. “The good doctor informs me that this building will collapse at any moment.”

His tone was calm, but his face was white. Worse, the other survivors had overheard him and were now beginning to panic.

“What about the other building?” Jake asked. “The one across the way. Is that one sturdy?”

Sato’s eyes widened with renewed hope. He turned to Dr. Fujisaki and repeated the question in Japanese.

Dr. Fujisaki looked at the other building just as another lurch sent several people stumbling into the wall. One woman nearly fell, but Jake lunged toward her and pulled her back to safety.

Dr. Fujisaki said something to Sato, and the inspector sighed. “Well, he says he can’t tell for sure, but since we’re about to die now, we might as well try. He’s not sure everyone can make it across the gap, though.”

“They will,” Jake said. “I’ll stay on this side and help everyone across. Sato, can you jump to the other fire escape?”

Sato looked across at the opposite stairs and nodded. “Yes, I can make it.”

“Good. You brace yourself on the other side. We’ll move people over one at a time, starting with the President.” He turned to Bryan. “You can help him. I’ll help people across, and you two catch them and pull them over onto the stairs. We’re getting everyone out of here alive.”

Sato repeated the plan to the survivors. Most looked dubious, but all of them looked hopeful.

The building swayed again. Sato clapped Jake on the shoulder, then crouched slightly. He jumped easily across the four-foot gap, catching himself on the railing. He climbed the railing and stood on the landing below.

“Okay,” Jake said to Bryan. “Here’s how this is going to work. You’re going to jump and grab the railing. Sato will brace you so you don’t lose your grip. Climb the stairs and position yourself on the other side. Then you two can both repeat the process for the others.”

Bryan nodded. "All right. I can make that jump, no problem."

I sure hope so. It would be the world’s cruelest irony if I’m the one who kills the President of the United States.

Bryan steadied himself, then leaped to the other side. His feet slipped, and Jake’s heart stopped, but he caught the rail with his hands and kept himself from falling. Sato helped him over the side and gave Jake a thumbs up.

Dr. Fujisaki was the first survivor to volunteer. He grinned nervously at Jake, then crouched low. Jake planted his hands on the doctor’s buttocks. Dignity would have to take a backseat to survival for now.

He jumped, and Jake pushed to give him a little extra momentum. He sailed across the gap and Bryan and Sato caught him on the other end and helped him scramble over the railing onto the landing. Sato spoke to him briefly, and he started up the stairs toward the roof.

One by one, Jake repeated the process with the other survivors. A few others slipped like Bryan had, but Bryan and Sato caught them and helped them over the railing.

The building swayed drunkenly, but Jake managed to get all of the survivors across. Finally, it was his turn. He climbed on top of the railing and prepared to jump.

Then another snap assaulted his ears. The building dropped a foot and tilted backward, widening the gap between the stairs.

“Jump!” Bryan called. “Now, Jake!”

Jake crouched low and pushed hard with his legs. Cool wind caressed his cheeks as he sailed across the gap. He looked down, and in the split-second it took him to cover the distance between the collapsing building and the one to which he was escaping, he caught sight of a body floating face down in the surging water below.

He just barely caught the bottom of the landing, wincing as his shoulders absorbed the force of his body. He pulled himself up the railing and allowed Bryan and Sato to help him onto the landing.

He looked back at the building he had just escaped from. It tilted back their way, then steadied. Somehow, it was still standing.

More importantly, the survivors were still standing.

“Okay,” he told the other two. “Let’s get to the roof.”

They started up the stairs, Sato in the lead, Bryan behind them, and Jake in the rear. They made it up two of the three remaining flights when Jake heard Dr. Fujisaki screaming. He looked up and saw the doctor waving his arms frantically and pointing across at the building they’d just left.

The building was tilting toward them again. This time, Jake could see that it was going to impact their new building. He cursed and said, “Go! Move it!”

Sato and Bryan shot up the last floor toward the roof, Jake right behind them.

Sato and Bryan made it, but right as Jake reached for Bryan’s hand to help him over the railing onto the roof, the other building impacted the fire escape. The stairs tore from the wall. Jake’s fingers brushed Bryan’s.

Then he fell.

 

***

 

Katsu ran up the stairs just before the gas cans exploded. A billow of flame poured out of the floor and licked around the landing and the doorway. For a moment, Katsu feared the flames would prevent him from reaching the exit, but the flames soon went out. Like most modern buildings, this one was constructed of fire-resistant materials, and the gasoline was burning too quickly to overcome that fire resistance.

He descended to the landing and saw with dismay that while the flame out here had rapidly disappeared, the flame within the laboratory was still robust. There was a lot more fuel there, and the furniture Mercer had used as cover was wooden.

He sighed with a touch of exasperation. He’d have to wait and hope that rescue didn’t happen to find the survivors before he could pursue them.

While he waited, he removed his wig and peeled off his mask. The advanced polymer from which the mask was constructed was a product of Seoul-Incheon Technologies. It had the same texture and color as skin. It even had pores and tiny “follicles” of nylon “hair.”

The mask had served him well, but he needed it no longer. Katsu was no more. In his place was Mr. O, the leader of the Third Voice, and soon the herald of the new world.

Infiltrating the Red Lotus had proved fortuitous, but not at all in the way Mr. O had predicted. He’d intended to use the terrorist group to get close to the hotel, then slip away and sneak inside while they were paying for their ridiculous frontal assault by getting shredded to pieces by the police forces protecting the hotel.

Then a once-in-a-millennia event had occurred, and everything had been thrown on its head. For a moment, Mr. O dared hope that nature had done what he had failed to do and removed Mercer from the world. The death of the President by natural disaster wouldn’t accomplish anything for him, but with Mercer dead, he was confident he could assassinate the next President and foment the chaos the Third Voice needed to ascent to preeminence in global affairs.

But, of course, Mercer had somehow found a way to survive. Again.

He wouldn’t survive this time, though. Mr. O strongly preferred to let others do the dirty work for him, but they had failed every time. So, he would handle it himself.

But oh, how much had happened already that he couldn’t have predicted. He felt a touch of sympathy for the people he’d worked through before. It was impossible to know when something out of nowhere would spoil all of one’s plans and force one to improvise. Perhaps he should have been more understanding.

No matter. Jake Mercer would soon be dead, and Mr. O would have nothing in between him and victory.

The flames finally died down enough that Mr. O felt comfortable navigating the laboratory. He stepped inside, and the building shuddered, then sunk. Mr. O stumbled and steadied himself against the wall. A lancet of fear sliced through him.

 He rushed into the laboratory just in time for the building to sway the other way. He stumbled again, falling backward over the table and landing heavily on the other side. He grimaced and got to his feet. The building swayed again, but this time, Mr. O used it to his advantage, vaulting the table and letting momentum and the building's tilt carry him to the closet where the others had made their escape.

He ran through the door and dropped to the ground, sliding feet first toward the fire escape.

And, of course, the building tilted the other way. He swore and rolled to his feet, bracing himself against the opposite wall. He tried to run forward, but his shoes slipped on the floor. He looked down and realized they were slick with some fluid. What the hell could that possibly be? If he’d stepped in gasoline, he would have gone up in flames.

He looked around and saw a container of some sort of detergent dripping onto the floor from a high shelf in the closet. He cursed and reached down to remove his shoes, but the building tilted again, and he slid toward the open door.

He slammed forcefully into the railing of the fire escape and winced as the bars impacted his ribs. He needed to get out of this building ASAP.

A snap and a crunch came to his ears. The building dropped, then continued settling.

He looked down, and the blood drained from his face. The building was collapsing at long last.

He didn’t have time. He had to make a leap of faith. He climbed onto the railing and jumped. Thankfully, he landed neatly on the other side. He breathed a sigh of relief and pulled himself over the railing and onto the landing.

He laughed, giddy at his escape and somewhat embarrassed at his momentary display of fear. My, but this was exhilarating! He should perform fieldwork more often!

His excitement lasted until he heard a wrenching and tearing noise above and felt himself falling again. He looked up, and his body grew weak. The collapsing building—rather than imploding as it was designed to do—had just grazed this building, not enough to knock it over but enough to tear the fire escape from the wall. He thought he caught a glimpse of someone else caught on the stairs, but he didn’t have time to sightsee.

He drew his handgun and emptied the clip at the window below him, shouting with frustration as the bullets failed to shatter the glass. It spiderwebbed in several places, though. That would have to be enough.

He waited for the right moment, then ran forward, throwing himself through the glass. It shattered around him, and he covered his head and the back of his neck to avoid damage to his spinal cord or major blood vessels. Behind him, the other building continued to fall, a loud roar overwhelming all other sound.

He waited for several seconds, then carefully got to his feet. The backs of his hands had been lacerated with numerous small cuts, but none of them were serious. He was all right.

He breathed a sigh of relief, then reloaded his gun and looked around. He was in an office that seemed to have escaped serious damage. Loose objects had fallen from the desk and bookshelf and a clock had fallen from the wall and shattered on the floor, but otherwise, the room seemed intact.

He left the office and found himself in a hallway. There were no cracks in the floor or the walls. Leaving that hallway brought him to a reception area. Evidently, this was the first floor of Takahashi Properties.

The elevators weren’t an option after an earthquake regardless of how intact a building appeared, but when Mr. O entered the stairwell, he found it only slightly damaged. He wondered how this building had managed to escape the earthquakes relatively unscathed while its twin had been weakened to the point of collapse.

Well, he could satisfy his curiosity later. Right now, he has a job to complete.

And he would have to hurry. With Mercer’s luck, rescue would arrive within seconds of them making the roof. Unless, of course, it was Mercer who had fallen.

“No, that would be lucky,” Mr. O said drily. “I believe I’ve used all of my good luck for the day.”

He started up the staircase. Soon, he would meet his enemy and eliminate him. Then the world would belong to him.




 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Jake had always wondered how he would react when he finally died. The odds were that he’d die in the line of duty. He’d always known that.

Still, he was surprised by the peace that settled over him. He had always believed he would fight with every last ounce of his energy to survive, even when there was no chance. A favorite poem of his implored the listener to rage against the dying of the light. Jake was certain that was how he would react, snarling, spitting, and scratching until every bit of strength was taken from him.

Instead, he accepted the end. He had done his best. There was nothing more he could do. He’d beaten terrorists once more, and he was proud of that. No human evil had overcome him. It was just nature—not evil but outside of morality. He couldn’t blame himself for losing to a tsunami.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

And Sheila’s smile crossed his vision. Beau’s bright blue eyes beamed up at him with trust and affection deeper and stronger than anything on Earth.

I love you, Daddy.

I love you, Jake. Come home to me.

When are you coming home, Daddy?

His eyes opened. He acted without conscious thought. As the fire escape fell away from him, he kicked off of the railing and hurled himself through the nearest window. The glass shattered. A jagged edge sliced through his back, and he cried out with pain.

But he landed safely on the other side. He was alive. The memory of his family had brought him back from the edge.

Joy filled him, as powerful as the fear that had moved him an instant ago. He leaped to his feet, pumped his fist into the air and cheered.

That cheer died on his lips when he saw the roof of the building the survivors had escaped passing inches outside of the window. He stepped toward the window and looked down. The roof tilted sideways, narrowly missing the wall of this building. They had come inches away from destruction.

Wetness trickled down his back. He was bleeding fairly badly. It wasn’t an immediate problem, but it would weaken him soon. He needed to get to the roof.

He turned around. He was in some sort of conference room. The table was overturned, the chairs were scattered, and a few light fixtures had fallen from the ceiling, but overall, the damage here seemed lighter than in the other building. The building wasn’t lurching either.

Fingers crossed it stays that way.

Jake left the conference room and made his way through a crowded office space that once held dozens of cubicles and now held a jumbled pile of fiberboard dividers, plastic chairs, glass from monitors, and the various odds and ends with which people tried desperately to personalize the tiny spaces that occupied one third or more of their life.

When he reached the other side, he found himself in a small landing. The maintenance staircase was on the other side. It was littered with debris, but not so much as the other building, and there were no holes in the stairs.

The feeling of joy returned. He’d made it. He was still alive. He chuckled as he climbed the stairs. Just wait until he told Sheila this story.

He started up the stairs, looking around for a floor number. When he read sixty-five on the next landing, he laughed. How ironic. He wasn’t quite sure why that was ironic, but it made sense to him.

He continued to climb, not bothering to hurry. No doubt Bryan was desperate to know if Jake had survived, but he would have to wait a few more seconds. Jake didn’t want to risk passing out from overexertion. He looked behind and saw a trail of blood drops tracing his path.

He would be okay. When he reached the roof, he’d have Sato and Bryan bind the wound. He’d last at least a few hours before this became a serious medical emergency. They’d probably be rescued before then.

As he climbed, he thought about next steps. He could hope all he wanted, but hope didn’t save lives, and he really didn’t know exactly how badly he was bleeding until he could have someone else look at the injury. He needed to think about how he was going to get help.

One step at a time. Get to the roof, see what's available, and go from there.

Maybe he could have everyone strip off unnecessary layers of clothing and start a signal fire. No, that wouldn't work. There were fires all over the city. Emergency services would assume theirs was just another cause of damage from the earthquake.

 Didn’t we just say one step at a time?

He laughed at himself. Jess would appreciate that.

His smile faded. Jess. If she and the others hadn’t gotten out of that hotel, then they were already dead. Jess, Presley, Shiao, the team… All of them.

But Jess’s loss hurt the most. She was Jake’s best friend. When he joined the Secret Service, she was the one who welcomed him. The two of them had worked together on so many assignments. Together, they had saved the President’s life time and time again. If she was gone, then that hole would be far too big for anyone else to fill.

I’m sorry, Jess. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.

Another voice gave him a flash of hope. You don’t know that she’s dead yet. She and Presley are resourceful too. They might have found a way out.

He took a breath and whispered aloud. “God, I hope so.”

 

***

 

“Ma’am, you need to rest. Your leg isn’t—”

“If you say that again, I’m going to shove this piece of rebar into your leg,” Jess growled.

The doctor didn’t look afraid, but she did look like she was done with Jess’s bullshit. Which was fine with Jess. It meant she would stay out of her way.

She hobbled out of the Kennedy’s sickbay, able to walk but not well. The painkillers did a good job of numbing her, though, so she could at least walk without collapsing in pain. She’d pay for this once the pills wore off, and no doubt the medical staff would let her suffer for a bit to make a point before letting her have more. Whatever. She could handle pain.

She vaguely remembered her way around the ship from the last time she was here, but she still got lost twice before finally asking a petty officer for directions to the bridge. Unfortunately, the petty officer was one of those by-the-book types who considered stolidly toeing the line in every single damned case the greatest honor an NCO could have.

“I could give you directions,” he said smugly, “but you’re not allowed on the bridge, especially not in the middle of an emergency.”

Jess took a deep breath to calm herself, then met the petty officer’s eyes. “Buddy. I’m going to get to the bridge. It will happen. You can help me, or you can get out of my way.”

“Or I can help you to the brig.”

Her eyes narrowed. She pulled her ID from her pocket and thrust it into his face. “I’m Senior Special Agent Jess Foster of the United States Secret Service’s Presidential Security Division. The emergency you’re referring to is the fact that the President is somewhere out there in the middle of a tsunami. You will let me onto the bridge because I am in charge of his safety, and I will be coordinating all efforts to find him. Now you can be a good little boy and march my insubordinate civilian ass to the brig like the manual says you’re supposed to do, or you can be a good petty officer and march my ass to the bridge so that I can make sure your Commander-in-Chief doesn’t die. Which one will it be, Petty Officer Third Class J. Woolsey, a name which I will repeat to my superiors, your superiors and every news agency whose contact information I can look up if you prevent me from doing my job?”

Woolsey swallowed. “I’ll escort you to the bridge, ma’am.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

Five minutes later, the two of them walked onto the bridge. Captain Branch blinked in surprise at Jess, then shot daggers at Woolsey. “Petty Officer, what the hell is this? We’re in the middle of a situation here.”

Woolsey blanched white as snow, then turned vomit green. “She… She… She said…”

Branch rubbed his forehead. “Christ, Petty Officer.”

Woolsey shrank. “I’ll escort her to the brig right now, sir. I’ll—”

“Petty Officer, get the fuck off my bridge.”

Woolsey flinched as though he’d been slapped. He gave Jess an accusatory look, his lower jaw trembling. Then he slinked down the access ladder.

“Don’t hold it against him,” Jess told Captain Branch. “I threatened to ruin his career if he didn’t take me here. You remember me, right? From Indonesia?”

“Yes, Special Agent, I remember you,” Branch said. He sighed and met her eyes. “You should be resting.”

“No, I should be looking for the President.”

“We’re looking for the President.”

“Have you found him?”

He rolled his eyes. “Special Agent Foster, you will be the first call I make as soon as we do. But you being here means you’re in my way, which means I can’t do my job, which means I can’t find him.”

“Not good enough.” Jess limped to a stool and sat on it. “I’ll sit right here and stay quiet as a peep, if you tell me everything that’s going on. That’s the best deal you’re gonna get. I have connections in Washington, and I will be an enormous bitch about this if you—”

“All right, all right,” Branch said irritably. “Just… please understand that we’re doing our best.”

He turned to his communications officer, an ensign who was probably twenty-three and looked nine years younger. He looked at Jess in awe.

“Ensign Tillingham,” Branch called.

The ensign flinched and looked at his CO. “Y—yes, sir.”

“Fill Special Agent Foster in.”

The ensign nodded. “Yes. Well, the third sortie departed eleven minutes ago. They’ll reach Tokyo in ten minutes and use sonar and radar to search for the President or his bod—for the President in Tokyo bay. That’s… well, that’s all I have to report.”

Jess flashed him a smile. “Thank you, Ensign”

Tillingham blushed prettily and nearly smiled before his eyes flicked to Captain Branch, and the smile died on his face. He turned back to the radio and swallowed nervously.

Branch muttered something under his breath and faced the monitors. Jess took a deep breath and tried to tell herself to be patient, but now she couldn’t do anything but wait. The worst possible thoughts cropped up in her mind.

All of them were about Jake. It wasn’t that she didn’t care what happened to the President, but she cared a lot more about what happened to her best friend.

She loved him. He was probably the only person on Earth that she really loved. She didn't have romantic feelings for him anymore—hadn't in years—but he had transitioned very nicely in her mind to the role of big brother and best friend. He was the only person she felt truly comfortable around, and the thought of not having him in her life…

She took a deep breath and hated the glances the officers on the bridge sent her way.

Don’t think about that. The man pulls more miracles out of his ass than the Apostle Paul. He’ll be okay.

She only wished she could believe that.




 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

Jake was huffing and puffing by the time he reached the roof. A cold sensation had spread from his back to his limbs, and his teeth had begun to chatter. He was injured worse than he thought.

But he was here now. He only needed to hold it together long enough to figure out rescue. Then they would be okay.

He opened the door to the roof and stepped outside. The fresh air invigorated him, and the shaking stopped for the moment. See? It’s not so bad.

The survivors gathered in a cluster near the center of the roof, as far away as possible from any obstacles that could obstruct their vision. That was smart of Sato.

Speaking of Sato, he saw the man sitting next to Bryan with his hand on his shoulder. The President’s face was buried in his hands. Jake smiled and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Hey, Bryan!”

Everyone turned to look at him. Jake laughed when he saw the O’s of shock their mouths formed. “Crying is for wimps!” he teased.

Bryan leaped to his feet and shouted, “Jake! Watch out!”

Jake frowned and turned around. What he saw weakened his knees so much that he actually stumbled.

The man in front of him had the graceful build of a dancer. He was several inches shorter than Jake’s six-two and easily fifty pounds lighter, but the weight he carried was concentrated in compact shoulders, arms, and thighs that betrayed not an ounce of fat. His features were well-defined and angular, but somehow soft as well, almost feminine. His lips were full enough to be the envy of a swimsuit model, and his blonde hair fluttered gently in the wind.

But his eyes were as cold and hard as polar ice, and the smile he wore called to mind the fanged leer of a hyena.

“You…” Jake said softly.

“Me,” Mr. O replied.

He moved his handgun slightly and fired twice.

Jake moved without thinking. He knew without needing to think about it that Mr. O was aiming for the President. Jake did what he was trained to do, what he was determined to do, no matter the cost.

His senses slowed to a crawl, allowing him to experience every moment in sharp, vicious clarity. The first sensation was pressure in his chest, then an impact like a fastball hitting his left eye. He opened his mouth to call for Bryan to get down, but the sound that escaped his lips was grating and unintelligible.

Get up. You have to get up.

He tried to move, but all he managed to do was slap the ground weakly. What the hell? Why wouldn’t his body obey his commands? And what was wrong with his eyes? It looked like everything was flat and far away at the same time.

He heard more gunfire and shouted, Mr. President! Get down!

Once more, though, all that came out was a nasal, “Unnnhh.”

He managed to lift his head, but the effort caused sparks to go off in his eyes. He saw Mr. O snarling and clutching his arm before slamming the door to the roof shut with him still inside the building.

Sato reached the building a moment later, shouting and struggling to open the handle. Bryan dropped to the ground next to Jake, cradling his head in his arms. “Jake! Jake, come on, buddy. Stay with me.”

Tears fell from his eyes. Jake tried to tell him that everything was okay. Sato had gotten Mr. O. This time, the sound that left his throat reminded him of the growl of a lion. He laughed at that image, and the action caused fire to lance through his body. Something was definitely wrong.

You’ve been shot, Jake. Everything is wrong. I hate to say it, my friend, but this is probably it.

The voice was that of Max Harrison, his friend and mentor in the Marine Corps.

What’s it? I’m dying? Is that what you mean?

“Jake!” Bryan shouted. “Stay awake!” He looked up and sobbed. “Jake, they’re here. They’re here, okay? That’s our Osprey. The Navy found us. They rescued us. We’re going to go home to see Sheila and Beau, but you have to stay awake!”

At the mention of his wife’s and son’s name, clarity came brutally back to Jake. He had been shot, once in the abdomen and once in the head. That was why he was confused and why everything seemed wrong. His left eye was gone, and part of his brain with it.

You knew this was gonna happen someday, Max said. He sounded sad rather than scolding. That made sense. He was still alive. He was going to miss Jake too.

No! Hold onto clarity. Just for a moment longer.

He grabbed Bryan’s lapel and pulled himself close to his friend’s face. “Tell him about me,” he hissed, forcing the words to come out intelligibly. “Tell Beau about me. Please! Don’t let him forget me!”

“Fuck that!” Bryan sobbed. “You’re going to tell him about yourself. You’re going to come home!”

Jake shook his head. “Not… this time. Please… tell him…”

Bryan pulled away from Jake. Then he kept pulling away. The world followed him. Jake was falling, falling into the sea. The sky rushed upwards, condensing into a point of brilliant white light.

Then the light went out.

 

***

 

Two days later…

Bryan sat in the room and stared at the floor. The floor was made of the unique off-white linoleum that seemed to be used only in hospitals and schools. It had flecks of black in it that were probably intended to make it look like real stone instead of oil, resin and sawdust, but it only made it look like a barber had emptied his trash can over the floor and hairs had become embedded in the resin.

Someone cleared their throat nervously. Bryan looked up to see a white-faced nurse standing half-out of the doorway, ready to bolt the moment the President showed any sign of… Of what? What the hell was she so afraid of?

“Is there a reason we’re using shit flooring in this hospital?” Bryan asked. “This is supposed to be a military medical center. We can’t spring for some real tile in here?”

The nurse blinked and swallowed. “Um… the linoleum is easy to clean because it’s laminated and non-porous. I… I think they’ve discussed vinyl sheet flooring in the future.”

Bryan sighed. “Yeah. Right. I’m…”

He rubbed his hand over his face and looked at the wall. The wall was the same watered-down baby puke color as the floor. “I’m sorry.”

The nurse relaxed a little bit. “It’s all right, sir. You’ve been under tremendous strain.”

Bryan laughed. He put his head in his hands again, then hopped onto his feet. He laughed again when he heard the nurse squeak and saw her leap backward out of the corner of his eye.

Then he felt terrible for that. He met her eyes. “I really am sorry. I shouldn’t be taking my emotions out on you. You’ve all been wonderful helping my friend, and I can never thank you enough.”

The nurse relaxed all the way. She smiled and said, “I just came to let you know that Dr. Powers has agreed to let you stay as long as you like, even though visiting hours are over.”

She seemed to think that was the height of generosity. He smiled again. “That’s very kind of him. And of you. Thank you.”

She bowed her head slightly. “If you need anything, let me know.”

“I will. Thank you.”

She left the room, closing the door behind her. Bryan took a deep breath and risked looking at Jake.

He was covered in bandages. Tubes and wires stuck out from him in every which way. A monitor to his left told Bryan that his heartbeat, blood pressure, and oxygen saturation were within acceptable limits. A monitor to his right didn’t tell Bryan a damned thing, but apparently it told Jake’s doctors that he would have moderate brain damage for the rest of his life resulting in mood swings, memory loss, confusion and difficulty retaining information. They didn’t know yet just how severe those symptoms would be.

Sheila and Beau would arrive in the morning. Bryan had withheld information on Jake’s condition until the day before because he couldn’t deal with having them here too. That was pathetic and selfish of him, but he couldn’t face them right now. He couldn’t look Sheila in the eye and know that her husband had been turned into the next thing to a vegetable because of him. He couldn’t look at Beau and…

His lips trembled. He sat carefully down in his chair, placed his head in his hands and wept softly.

Don’t let him forget me.

He pressed his fingertips into his head until his knuckles hurt worse than his skull did. Beau was three years old. He was three damned years old. He wouldn’t remember Jake. Bryan could tell him stories until he was blue in the face, and Beau would still never know the real Jake. He wouldn’t know him as the strong, powerful man he was. He would remember him as the cranky, stupid, half-blind, drooling idiot that Bryan had left him as.

I should have let him stay away. It’s my fault. He left, and I’m the one who made him come back. I made him think that he needed to come back.

He took a deep breath and released it in a hissing sigh. He tilted his fingers so the nails dug into his skin. He really shouldn’t do this with another fucking press appearance taking place in nine hours, but he didn’t give a shit anymore. He was leaving office in three months, and then the Presidency would be someone else’s problem. That was a shit thing to say, but whatever. They could quote him on it. The tabloids could have fun with it. Bryan would smile for the cameras, then drive away with his middle finger upraised.

But this would always be his problem. The man whose luck had finally run out. The hero who had finally given his all for his country. Jake Mercer was the only reason Bryan was alive, the only reason the country wasn't cracked in half and then shattered into pieces. He was never going to be the same, and it was Bryan's fault. 

“I’m sorry, Jake,” he hissed. “Oh… God… I’m so sorry.”




 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

For a while, Jake floated in and out of a dream. Faces drifted through the fog: Beau, Sheila, Bryan, Jess, others who Jake knew he should remember but who he couldn’t quite place. His memories drifted with him, and he could only occasionally catch one and put it where it belonged.

Some of the memories were pleasant: his wedding day, the day Beau was born, Max's sixtieth birthday party. Others were not so pleasant: fighting Eli Bard with Sheila tied on their staircase, clinging to a makeshift life raft at sea during a storm, and watching the Navy SEAL team he was escorting get wiped out by a man.

It was hard to tell how many of those memories were real, and if they were real, when they had happened. Jake really wasn’t sure of much anymore. He knew who he was. He was Senior Special Agent Jake Mercer, husband of Sheila, father of Beau. He knew that he had been badly hurt and doctors were trying to fix him. He knew that he had managed to save the President from a terrible disaster, though he couldn’t remember what the disaster was. A flood or something like that. The rest drifted in and out of his consciousness.

Eventually, he gave up trying to nail the memories down and just let them drift. A voice in his head said, “It’s good that he’s remembering, even if the memories aren’t complete and don’t come at conversationally appropriate times. That’s his mind recovering from the damage done by the bullet.”

He wasn’t sure if that voice was real or not. He wasn’t sure if anything was real.

Sheila was real. So was Beau. He knew that because they came to see him once, and Sheila held his hand, and Beau kissed his forehead. The contact was brilliant. It lingered like a flare in his mind for days afterward.

Or hours. Or months. Time was one of the things he wasn’t sure about.

The pain gradually eased. The ache in his abdomen softened and eventually disappeared. The sting in his back faded. Even the pressure in his head relaxed. Maybe it had something to do with the “reconstructive surgery” the voice talked about, the one that said it was good for him to remember.

That’s what it felt like to him. Like he was reconstructing himself. Piece by piece, he was putting the puzzle of Jake Mercer back together. Not all of the pieces fit, and when they did, they still drifted incoherently through the darkness, lacking the tether that bound them to his consciousness.

But eventually, a tether arrived. Jess, the girl he worked with, the one who felt like an annoying little sister, came to visit. She told him stories. She told him about adventures they'd had. Once they'd saved Paris from a virus. Once they'd rescued people from mad scientists. Once, they'd defeated terrorists who took over Air Force One.

Those memories connected to other memories, and slowly, Jake Mercer came back to Earth. Bryan visited and talked to him about family. Beau reminded him how cool dinosaurs were. Sheila was a constant presence, a blanket of safety. Her love surrounded him, embraced him, sheltered him. He was whole as long as he was with her.

 

***

 

Lucidity returned seemingly out of nowhere. Jake was lying in his bed watching something on TV when a switch flipped in his head, and everything came back to him.

For a moment, the return was overwhelming. He could only sit in his bed, wide-eyed, and try to process the sudden clarity with which he experienced the world. The covers around his legs were of cotton that had once been soft and silky smooth, now roughened into coarse linen from thousands of washes that had leached softness from the fabric. His pillow was plush and soft, probably new. The air smelled of pine and lemonade, and a lingering scent that Jake could never quite identify but that he knew was associated with Sheila. The voice on the TV was high and nasal but not unpleasant. He was watching a cooking show where a visiting chef had to cook a better dish than the host. His depth perception was still out of whack, and the edges of his vision were fuzzy, but he could see the images clearly enough to know exactly what was going on.

He focused on those sensory details until he was ready to approach the memories that had clicked into place like magnets to an ingot of steel.

Mr. O had shot him. Twice. He had somehow been there, in Tokyo, in the building that Jake had led the President and the other survivors too. He had found Jake and shot him before Jake could react. Sato had driven him off, and Jake had lain in Bryan’s arms certain he was going to die.

But he hadn’t died. He was alive. Somehow, he had once again escaped certain doom with his life intact and the President unharmed. He smiled.

The door opened, and Bryan walked in. He gave Jake a heartbroken smile but kept his voice upbeat. "Hey, buddy. Watching TV?"

“Guess so,” Jake said. “Not really sure what the…”

His voice trailed off when he saw Bryan’s stunned expression. “Oh. I probably haven’t been talking much since—”

“Oh God, Jake!”

Bryan rushed forward and wrapped Jake in a bear hug. Jake braced himself, but Bryan kept the hug gentle. Anyway, Jake didn't feel sore anymore

He returned the hug and said, “Hey, man. I’m all right. I’m okay.”

“Do you remember?” Bryan pulled away and held Jake’s shoulders, looking earnestly into his eyes. “Do you remember everything?”

“I think so. We escaped the Toriyama building by jumping to its twin. I was cut off from you, but I found my way back. I was trailed by Mr. O and shot in the stomach and again in the head. Sato chased him off, and then we were rescued.”

Bryan chuckled. It was an odd reaction to the story Jake had just told, but Jake guessed he was laughing for joy that Jake’s memory had returned. “Yeah,” he replied. “That’s pretty much it. Where did that name come from, though? Mr. O?”

"Oh, that's nothing. That's just what I thought of him as."

“Mr. O. Huh. Well, whoever he was, Sato drove him off just before rescue arrived. Speaking of that, everyone else survived too. Jess was able to coordinate with first responders to get the entire group to safety.”

“That’s good,” Jake replied. “I’m glad.”

Bryan smiled. “Me too. And you’re alive. That’s what really matters.”

There were a lot of other things that mattered a great deal, but Jake saved that for later. The nurse walked in, and when Jake greeted her, she shrieked and through her hands in the air, scattering paperwork all over the floor.

Bryan grinned at Jake, and the two of them burst into laughter until Bryan felt guilty and helped her gather the paperwork.

 

***

 

The next three days were a whirlwind of activity. There were a plethora of tests, examinations, and interviews with multiple doctors, surgeons, psychologists, and other medical professionals. There were visits from friends and family. Some of the visits were emotional, like when Sheila saw him lucid for the first time and cried on his shoulder for hours. Some were lighthearted, like when Jess and Presley visited, and the two of them got drunk off of a bottle of tequila Jess sneaked in and compared their war wounds. There was even a brief press interview where a nervous reporter endured stony stares from Jess and Bryan and asked Jake just enough questions to convince his editor that he’d done his job.

During this time, Jake learned a lot. Presley had found a way out of the hotel and evacuated all of the world leaders. Everyone had survived except for the Prime Minister of Thailand. He was murdered by a Japanese woman who turned out to be a member of the Red Lotus. She had left Presley for dead too, but his two surviving agents had rescued him on Jess’s orders, and the Kennedy had given him medical treatment just in time. He had lost one of his kidneys, but doctors assured him he would be cleared to work on the remaining one after three months’ recuperation.

Which was now one month’s recuperation. Jake had sailed through the fog of his psyche for two months before finally landing on the shore of lucidity. He had lost his left eye, parts of his upper jaw, and an inch of the base of his skull. The bone had since been replaced with titanium alloy plates, the muscles and ligaments carefully reattached to allow normal movement. The eye had been replaced with a glass prosthetic, but Jess assured Jake that she would make a perfectly functioning prosthetic that could also see in night vision, infrared, ultraviolet and a couple of other spectrums. The doctor had lowered his eyes sadly hearing that, and Jake had told him not to count her out.

He had lost parts of his brain, too. Some of those parts had been pulverized instantly when the hollowpoint impacted his orbital bone, and others had to be surgically removed in order to remove the fragments of lead that would otherwise have poisoned him to death. The doctors assured him that his recovery was nothing short of miraculous, but he should be prepared to suffer lifelong complications, including bouts of memory loss and confusion and possibly emotional changes like mood swings and irritability. Therapy and medication could alleviate many of those symptoms, and it was repeated often to him that his current state of lucidity was a very good sign that he would live most of his life intact, but he couldn't expect to be one hundred percent all the time, now or ever.

But he was alive. Many others weren't. The Tokyo megatsunami was projected to be the deadliest natural disaster in history. Over three hundred thousand were confirmed dead, with that number expected to rise in the coming months. One-point-three million were still missing, and while the vast majority of that number was due to a severe records backlog and most of those people would eventually be found safe and sound, some would inflate the death toll. A staggering fifty-four billion dollars in damage had been done by the quake, and even with famous Japanese efficiency, it would take an estimated four years to rebuild the city.

But Jake was alive. And he still had a job to do.

He discussed that job with Bryan the night after his release from the hospital. The day of his release was filled with celebration. Bryan, Carrie, Art, Jess, Presley, Shiao, Max, Munoz, the Pretty Boys and a number of other people spent all day and most of the night celebrating and trading war stories. The day after was all about Sheila and Beau. Sheila drove them to the National Mall, and they visited all of the memorials and museums, eating hot dogs and chips and coffee and smoothies and ice cream until the adults were sluggish and Beau was a half-step away from launching himself to the moon.

Jake enjoyed all of these events, but try as he might, he couldn’t be entirely present. Mr. O was still out there. The leader of the Third Voice had very nearly killed him, and if he had succeeded, the nation would have fallen soon after. It wasn’t arrogance of Jake to think that, just fact.

So he needed to come back.

He told that to Bryan as the two of them sat on his porch. Sheila had gone inside, probably not to bed like she said she was, but inside so the two of them could speak privately. Jake sipped his whiskey and said, “I know the doctors want me off duty for a while, but I should really get back to the office. Obviously, I’ve got some time to go before I’m out there swashbuckling. Probably not until some other asshole is President.”

He grinned at Bryan, but Bryan stared out at the night and didn’t show any humor at all. Jake’s smile faded. He cleared his throat and said, “I can supervise things from the office for the time being. Jess can chauffer me around for the final Address and the ceremonial things you have to do to turn it over to Holland, but for the most part, I’ll be at the office. Until I’m all the way better.”

“You’re fired.”

The words were so unexpected that Jake didn’t believe he’d heard them at first. It was probably one of those phantom hallucinations that the doctors warned him about. “Munoz updated me on the situation with the Third Voice. We might have enough evidence to open a formal investigation into Van de Meer. That might slow the Third Voice down by forcing them to curtail their—”

“Jake. You’re fired. You’re no longer a member of the Secret Service.”

Jake blinked. His breathing quickened, an unfortunate side effect of his brain damage that occurred when he was faced with severe stress. He hadn’t figured out how to deal with that yet. “Um… I mean… I’m not going into the field for a while. I’m just helping with the brains of the operation.”

Bryan sighed and planted his hands on his knees. He looked at Jake and said, “Special Agent Presley has been promoted to head of the Presidential Security Division. He’s selected Special Agent Faro as his replacement for head of the Presidential Protection Detail. Same detail, slightly different name. Guess he wants the difference to be clearer in paperwork.”

“Who cares about the paperwork?” Jake chuckled. “I mean…” He reached up and scratched the top of his head. “Bryan, I’m fine—”

“You’re missing your goddamned eye, Jake!” Bryan shouted. “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately? You look like a fucking corpse. You have scars all over your body. You slur your words sometimes. I don’t know if you realize that, but you do. People tell you you’re in great shape because the shape you’re supposed to be in is flat in a pine box six feet underground, but you are not fine. You have a goddamned handicapped placard.” He laughed mirthlessly. “You’re fired. You’re done. You’re not putting your life in danger anymore.”

Jake didn’t know how to reply. He didn’t know if it was the brain injury or something else, but the vehemence with which Bryan was talking to him was hard for him to know how to respond to. “I… I… Bryan, I’m not saying give me a gun and send me into combat—”

“But that’s where you’ll end up. You and I both know it. You won’t stay away. We tried pulling you out of the field and putting you on a desk, and you ended up right back out there. You’ll end up there again.”

A lump formed in Jake’s throat. He really hoped he wouldn’t start crying. That would not look good right now. “Bryan, I understand why you’re upset. I know it’s hard for you to see me hurt, but—”

“You begged me to tell him about you.”

“What?”

“Beau.”

Jake shook his head. “I still don’t understand.”

Bryan barked a short laugh. “Ha. You don’t remember that, huh? Well, when you were dying in my arms with blood leaking from both sides of your skull, you told me to tell Beau about you. You told me not to let him forget you.”

Jake tried to think back to the rooftop, but he couldn’t remember anything that was said. Just pictures without sound. “I don’t remember that,” he said lamely.

“Well, I do. I’ll never forget it. I’ll never forget Beau visiting you when you were still out of it and asking Sheila when Daddy was gonna be normal again.”

He rocked back and forth in his chair a few times before catching himself and stilling. He shook his head. “I can’t let you go back. You’ve done enough. I mean, you’ve done so much more than enough. It’s time for you to be with your family. It’s time for you to be a husband and a father. Let other people handle the job. You’ve served your time. It’s over.”

He fell silent and kept his eyes off of Jake. Jake looked at him for a moment, then looked out at the night. Fireflies winked on and off in the soft fog that condensed above the snow in their backyard and shrouded the trees beyond in soft haze. Crickets played their placid but persistent song. Somewhere in the distance, a dog howled, compelled by forces it barely understood to honor its wolf ancestors by crying to the moon.

Jake thought of a dozen arguments and silently dismissed all of them. The most powerful argument had already been made, and it had been made against Jake. He could hear Beau’s voice asking Sheila when Daddy was gonna be normal again. He could feel the heartbreak in Sheila’s voice when she no doubt replied that she didn’t know but the doctors were going to take good care of him, and it was there job to love him with all of their hearts to help him feel better.

Mr. O was still out there, and as long as he was, the world wasn’t safe.

But Bryan was right. Jake’s fight was over.

He took a deep breath and swallowed the lump in his throat. “All right.”

Bryan sighed with relief. “Thank you, Jake. Thank you for understanding.”

The two men fell silent and stayed that way until Sheila poked her head outside and gently suggested that they should come in out of the cold.

Jake got to his feet, stumbled a bit, and accepted Bryan’s hand. Bryan led him inside and guided him to the couch. They put on an old movie, drank a little more and let the past start to slip away.
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