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PROLOGUE
 
 
“You realize that you’re insane, right?”
His Holiness, the Mtawala of Tanganyika and Zanzibar, Field Marshal Victor Okafor smiled at the fat, ugly chunk of cow dung sitting across the table from him. It grated on Victor that he had to entertain this fool, but due to the actions of the rebels, he had no choice but to seek out an ally to assist him with this plan, and despite his cowardice, decadence and overall stupidity, Akida Kamani was the most effective choice. The leader of the Ngorongoro Cartel—the most successful hunting organization in Africa—had resources, namely vehicles, that Victor did not. Well, Victor had vehicles, but those were in use against the soldiers of the apostate government, and Victor couldn’t spare them.
So, instead of executing this man with his own iklwa, Victor smiled and said, “The wisest men in history were called insane.”
“The wisest men in history didn’t plot to capture the most powerful man in the world and… you said sell him?”
“His head, to be specific.”
Kamani chuckled and leaned back in his chair, smiling at the heavens and rubbing his forehead. Victor’s guards glanced at him, but he only laughed and waved his hand dismissively, as though Kamani was a dear friend making a permissible joke and not a fool who should be impaled and left for the vultures to pick apart.
The two of them sat in a prefabricated bungalow, one of the only rigid structures in the loose conglomeration of huts, tents, vehicles and open-air camps that marked the headquarters of Okafor’s army.
The current headquarters. Soon, he would sit in a palace in Dodoma and rule his people from a position of pride and power. For now, he would have to make do with this caravan in the arid semi-desert.
“Victor, my friend,” Kamani began, another insult, “You must see how foolish this sounds. What do you think will happen when the American President is captured? He is not another warlord. He is the leader of the most powerful nation on Earth.”
“Ah,” Victor raised a finger, “but he does not have God on his side.”
“Does God have a fleet of bombers that can turn Tanzania into glass?”
Victor folded his hands on the table. His spear was too close for him to allow his hands to remain free. “Do you scorn the power of God?”
His voice remained polite, but there was an edge in his eyes now. Kamani paled a shade and, for the first time since arriving here, did something sensible. He lowered his head and lifted his hand, palm down, above the table. Victor’s guards noted the submission with approval. They had begun to wonder why His Holiness was permitting this man’s insults.
“Of course not,” Kamani said. “But God warns against arrogance, no?”
Victor leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Arrogance, yes. Acceptance of divine right and divine purpose, no. And this is a good plan, Akida. With both of us working together, we can secure a future that is ours alone, Tanzania’s alone, Africa’s alone. Not an American future. Not a European future. Not a Western or Russian or even Chinese future. Ours.” His voice rose as passion overcame him. “What I plan is not the ransom of a foreign leader but the destruction of a world order and the establishment of a better one. An African order.”
Kamani folded his hands and kept his eyes averted as he considered his response. Anger flared in Victor’s heart once more. For the love of God, this weakling! Where was his passion? Where was his desire? Where was his strength?
“A noble goal, your Holiness,” Kamani finally said. “But I am a practical man. I believe in divine power, but I also believe that God helps those who help themselves. And I don’t see how God would find it helpful for a—and I mean no offense by this—minor warlord in a modest African nation to kidnap the leader of the most powerful empire in history.”
Now, it was Victor's turn to weigh his response. He wasn't so offended by Kamani's claim that he was a minor warlord. After all, to an uninspired man who focused only on such trivialities as wealth and weaponry, Victor would appear to be a minor warlord in a modest nation.
No, what offended him was the lack of vision. That was the true problem with the world. There were very few men of vision. They saw only what was on the surface. Had God not destroyed the walls of Jericho? Had he not swept away the armies of Egypt with the waters of the Red Sea? Had he not time and again granted His servants victory?
Victor was a prophet, a priest, and the ruler by right of Tanganyika and Zanzibar. It was his destiny to rule. And when he ruled, he would bring prosperity not just to his people, but to all of Africa. Could Kamani truly not see that?
“Then let us focus on the practical aspects,” Victor said. “You will provide me with vehicles and drivers. You will bribe the game wardens so that they permit us to move without impediment. I will provide soldiers and weapons. President Jackson will tour the Serengeti to emphasize Africa’s natural wonders as part of his plan to raise support for his selfish and evil quest to subjugate Africa even further under the sole of the Western Empire. When he crosses the Kumeta River, he will enter the land I control, and there we will take him.”
Kamani held Victor’s gaze. Doubt still shone on his face, but a spark of hope now joined it.
Victor saw that hope and knew that he had won.
Finally, Kamani sighed and said, “Very well, your Holiness. What is the plan?”



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer frowned at the itinerary and looked up at his boss, Deputy Director of the Secret Service Arthur Davis. “Is there a reason we’re traveling by ground?”
“The Government of Tanzania has warned that due to fighting in the region, a helicopter flight runs serious risk of being shot down.”
Jake raised his eyebrow. He shared a look with his partner, Jess Foster. She looked just as amazed as he was. “Okay. New question. Why are we going at all?”
The three of them sat in Jess’s office, which served as the de facto headquarters of the Presidential Security Division of the United States Secret Service, since all of the important decisions regarding the President’s security took place here.
Art sighed. “I figured you’d know that answer better than I would, since the President is your father-in-law.”
“He’s made it a point not to share his ideas with me until it’s too late for me to affect them.”
“I can see why,” Art grouched. “Well, this is his new pet project. After the success of his intervention in the Middle East—terrorist attack notwithstanding—he wants to do the same for Africa.”
“Africa? He doesn’t think Russia trying to conquer Europe is a more pressing issue?”
“Well, he didn’t succeed so well when he tried to convince Russia to stop their military operations. At this point, relations have soured enough that it would take an actual war to stop them. In lieu of that, the President has decided he wants to help Africa find a seat on the global stage—a real seat. The idea is that achieving a unified Africa will lead to vastly improved quality of life for hundreds of millions of people and open the door for responsible access to and use of the natural resources the continent possesses.”
Jess lifted a hand. "When you say 'unified Africa, ' you mean…"
“I mean an African Community that champions the interests of its people, not the interests of its warlords,” Art explained.
“And he thinks driving right through the heart of Victor Okafor’s territory is the way to do that?” Jake challenged.
“Victor Okafor has promised sanctuary and security for the President in exchange for U.S. support for the freedom of the Ngorongoro region.”
Jake rubbed his temples. This just got worse and worse. “So, to be clear, he wants to promote unity in Africa by conspiring with a violent warlord to overthrow the democratically elected Tanzanian government?”
“I could waste our time nitpicking at everything you just said,” Art replied, “but since it’s late and you fly out tomorrow, I’ll just summarize. He’s supporting a freedom fighter with popular support against an oppressive government that’s been terrorizing anyone who speaks out against them. In return, he gets some good B-roll of Africa’s natural beauty that he can use to gain American and European support and gets to talk to likeminded African leaders who want the part of Africa between the Sahara and the south to stop oppressing their people and driving their nations into ruin.”
“Do you believe a single word you just said?” Jake asked.
“I believe that the President of the United States has chosen his itinerary, and you and Jess need to figure out how to protect him. I also believe that Eli Bard is dead, Trident is disbanded, and despite the threat they represented, you managed to protect the President. You’ll do the same this time.”
Art stood before Jake could protest further. “You got this, Jake. Come on, what’s Okafor gonna do? Kidnap the President of the United States? No one wants to be the warlord of a glass wasteland.”
Jake wanted to point out that tinpot dictators weren’t usually known for their intelligence, but Art was already out of the room. So instead, he looked at Jess and said, “Well, shit.”
Jess nodded. Her pixie-like face was as pensive as Jake had ever seen it. Jess had been at Jake’s side for every single attack the President had suffered. No doubt she was also preparing for the latest in a long string of catastrophes that had Jake seriously questioning whether the world as they knew it was genuinely falling apart.
She looked at him after a moment. “Wanna get drunk?”
He chuckled. “I would love to, but I feel like that would be a bad idea thirteen hours before we have to meet at Andrews to join the President on his latest pet project.”
She nodded. “Good point. Wanna get buzzed?”
He laughed again. “I would love to get buzzed.”
 
***
 
"So, how are you doing?" Jess asked. "Really?"
Jake sipped his beer and swirled it in his mouth. The beer was a cheap “craft” brand that tasted just about exactly the same as any of the “mainstream” brands, so there was no culinary benefit to swirling it in his mouth like it was fine wine. It did, however, give him a moment to consider his response to Jess.
“I’m all right,” he said. “I don’t feel sore anymore, so that’s nice. Doc says the rib is fully healed.”
A few months ago, a Trident implant in the Secret Service had nearly killed the President, Jess, and Jake himself. Jake had only just managed to defeat him before coming home to find Eli Bard holding his wife, Sheila, hostage. The ensuing fight had exacerbated Jake’s injuries and forced him to leave the field for a while to recover.
“That’s good,” Jess said, “but how are you?”
Jake sighed. He really didn’t want to have this conversation with Jess. Hell, he didn’t want to have this conversation with anyone. “I’m all right,” he said again. “Bard’s gone. Trident is done. Any threats to the President are coming from outside the country, not from within, so I don’t need to worry about the White House being stormed or rogue drones shooting at us over the forests of Virginia. It sucks that everything happened, but we won. So I’m all right.”
“How’s Sheila?”
His shoulders tensed. Sheila had given Jake her blessing—in fact, her encouragement—to rejoin the field full-time, but it didn't take a psychologist to know that she wasn't really happy about it. She accepted that the man she loved and the father of her child couldn't be satisfied with a career behind a desk, but she still hated it. She was just keeping her hatred in check for Jake's sake.
Jake felt like sharing exactly none of this with his friend and partner, so he said, “She’s fine. We’ve beefed up security around the house, and Beau doesn’t go anywhere without Secret Service protection, so they’re both okay.”
“How’s she handling the extra eyes?”
He sipped his beer. "It's nothing she isn't used to. It's not like they're glued to her and Beau's side, too. They're discreet, and they hang out in the background. It’s eyes, not bodies dedicated to walking in between her and everything else.”
Jess nodded. She sipped her own beer and bit her lip pensively, an unconscious act that every man who wasn’t Jake considered the sexiest thing in the world. Jake realized that it was a precursor to an even more uncomfortable conversation. That was very much not sexy, even if he wasn’t married to another woman.
“And you’re sure this is what you want? Being back here, I mean?”
He sighed. “No, Jess, I was lying about that. What actually happened is Sheila threatened to leave me if I didn’t come back to the field.”
“Relax,” Jess said, “I was just asking.”
“Well, you just ask every damn time you see me, and I just give you the same damned answer each time. If you have a problem with me being back, then you should tell me.”
“I don’t have a problem,” Jess insisted. “I just want to make sure you’re not doing this because you think you have to.”
“Really? Are you sure you’re not worried that I’m too old?”
Jess frowned. “That’s not fair, Jake,” she said tersely.
“It’s absolutely fair.”
A few months ago, Jess had suggested that Jake was too old to lead the President’s security team from the field and suggested he leave those duties with his would-be replacement, Cyrus. Of course, Cyrus had turned out to be a terrorist and had nearly killed Jake. A part of Jake wondered if the damage he’d suffered during their fight was at the root of Jess’s concern.
Jess sighed. “Forget it. I don’t think you’re too old, I just feel like your sense of duty is so hypertrophic that you’ll sacrifice every part of yourself to it.”
“You sound like Sheila,” he grumbled.
“Well, she has a point,” Jess pressed. Before Jake could snap at her, she added, “but okay. If you say you’re fine, I believe you. Besides, I’m not asking you to quit. I just want you to do this because you love the job, not because you feel like you’re the only one who can do it.”
“Do you believe I can do it?”
“Yes,” she said firmly. “I was wrong to think that you were too old. There. Is that what you want to hear?”
“It was nice,” he said. “I appreciate it.”
“Well, I’m glad you did, because it’s the last time you’ll hear it. I swear, you’re so emotional.”
She smiled, but there was still some tension in that smile. Jake felt a touch of guilt. It looked like there were still some bridges to cross between him and Jess. "How are you feeling?”
“I’m all right,” she said. “I’m a little pissed about being left behind, but unlike you, I did suffer a concussion, so no flying for me for another nine days.”
Cyrus—the rogue agent who had nearly killed Jake—had knocked Jess unconscious as well. Jess was cleared to return to work but couldn’t fly or engage in strenuous physical activity until she reached ninety days post-injury, a milestone she would reach too late to join Jake on the President’s African tour.
“You still get to help,” he said. “You just have to do it from here.”
She glared at him. “I know you think you’re being helpful, but you’re not.”
“I’m not trying to be helpful.” He grinned. “I’m trying to rub it in.”
Jess rolled her eyes and slapped him playfully. “Just don’t get yourself killed out there. I worry about you when you don’t have me to babysit you.”
“If it makes you feel better, I don’t listen to you even when you’re standing over my shoulder,” Jake quipped.
“I know, but at least when I’m in the same area, I can manipulate circumstances to make sure you survive anyway. Kinda like how Beau doesn’t listen to you when you tell him not to stick a fork into an electrical outlet, but when you’re close to him, you can plug those little plastic guards into the wall to keep him safe in spite of that.”
“Ouch,” Jake said. “On that note, I’m convinced that babyproofing is bullshit. Beau figured out how to take those little guards out.”
“Seriously?”
“Yep. Sheila caught him using a butter knife to pry them loose. She got to him just before he stuck the knife into the outlet. We tape them down now.”
“Jesus.” She slapped Jake again. “He gets that from you. Like father, like son. Your only goal in life is to kill yourself, so the women in your life have to fight especially hard to stop you.”
“What can I say?” Jake replied. “We like living on the edge.”
“Yeah, maybe don’t say that,” she replied. “Seriously, be careful out there. I mean it.”
“When am I not careful?”
The look she gave him in reply spoke volumes.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Jake paused and held the two thin rectangles of metal up to the light. He carried these tags with him everywhere he went. He no longer held them on his person at all times, but they traveled with him and ended up on his nightstand next to the picture of Sheila and Beau that he also carried with him at all times.
There was a time when he thought he would be the man who wore those dog tags forever. That time seemed so long ago. In a year, he would have been with the Secret Service as long as he was an active-duty Marine. It was almost unbelievable.
There was a saying in the Marine Corps: you can take the Marine out of the Corps, but you can’t take the Corps out of the Marine. That was usually shortened to the simple truism, once a Marine, always a Marine.
In a way, it was true. When he talked to people about his service, he always referred to it in the present tense. I am a Marine, not I was a Marine.
But he wasn’t a Marine. Not really. He held true to the values of that Corps, and his experiences there helped shape who he was today, but he wasn’t a Marine anymore. He was a Secret Service agent, and when he thought of himself now, it wasn’t in the uniform of a Marine sniper but in the suit of a Secret Service agent. When he thought of his weapon, it wasn’t his rife, but his handgun. When he thought of his men, it wasn’t the Marines in his unit but the agents on his team.
He had changed. That meant he could change again.
“Everything okay, honey?”
He turned to Sheila and smiled. “Yeah. Just thinking about the good old days.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “Were they good old days?”
“Most of them. It ended badly, but the good still outweighs the bad.”
Jake’s military career had stalled after he and his best friend at the time, Corporal Andrew McNeill, were court-martialed for losing a team of SEALs to an ambush in Afghanistan. Jake and Andrew had completed their mission to kill the terrorist leader they were hunting, but they had been used as scapegoats for the loss of the SEAL team.
Well, Andrew was used as a scapegoat. He served a year in military prison for desertion before being dishonorably discharged. Jake was acquitted of all charges, but he became unpromotable. His legacy was tainted, and no one wanted to be the man who promoted someone who left men behind.
Sheila stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him. She kissed his cheek and said, “Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad that you’re not fighting wars overseas anymore.”
He frowned. As a matter of fact, he was about to go overseas. Not to fight a war, but considering the luck Sheila’s father had with his overseas tours, there was a better than even chance that some fighting would occur. With Bard gone, that seemed almost superstitious, but if Bard had never existed, Jake would still think it a foolish idea to travel by land through a region of Africa under de facto control of a warlord.
Sheila kissed his cheek again. “He’ll be all right. He has you protecting him.”
He sighed and pulled away. “I know. I just wish that he’d be all right because he made good decisions and not because he has me to babysit him.” The similarity between his statement and what Jess had said earlier about him didn’t improve his mood.
“You can’t change people,” Sheila reminded him. “No matter how much you might want to.”
There was a hint of bitterness in her words and her smile. Jake felt a pang and lowered his eyes. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I guess you’re right.”
“You’ll be okay,” she said. “And so will he. This is no different than any other mission you’ve ever taken. The worst-case scenario is no worse than anything you’ve ever done. You have the team and the resources to protect Dad, and if anyone tries to do anything stupid, they’ll learn that’s a mistake. Besides, this warlord gave you permission to use his land, right?”
“Yes, in exchange for the President supporting his government in the region.”
“Which Dad will use to ensure that human rights are respected. Trust me, I know how Dad works.”
“I know how he works too, I just don’t like the fact that he sticks his own neck out to accomplish these things.”
“I don’t either,” she allowed.
She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him again. Instead of kissing him, though, she looked at him frankly, “And I don’t like that you have to be the person to protect him. But you do. And he has to lead the world into a brighter future, even if it means putting himself at risk. So I, the longsuffering wife and daughter, have to accept that two of the three men I love most in this world are going to put themselves in danger more from time to time. Now”—this time she did kiss him—“If you’re quiet, we have thirty minutes to spare before you need to leave to the airport. How would you like to use that time?”
Jake grinned, but before he could answer, the other of the three men Sheila loved most in this world trundled in. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and lifted his arms to be picked up. Jake sighed and lifted Beau off of the ground, then kissed his cheek. “Hey there, little man. Everything good?”
He nodded and wrapped his arms around Jake’s neck. “Yuvu, Daddy.”
“I love you too, buddy,” Jake said.
He looked over Beau’s shoulder at Sheila and said, “How about we spend the time eating pancakes?”
She nodded. “That sounds good to me.”
They headed downstairs. Sheila made delicious cinnamon pancakes while Jake played with Beau. His son was getting bigger so fast. He was still tiny, but he wasn’t so tiny as he was just a month ago. He was walking everywhere now and though he still babbled a lot, the babbling was quickly being replaced with actual words. Soon, he’d be talking fluently. Then he’d be potty trained. Then he’d be in school, and before Jake knew it, he’d be sitting Jake and Sheila down to tell him he had decided to follow his dad’s footsteps and enlist in the Marines.
All the more reason to enjoy every second of the tiny toddler he played with now.
As Jake finished the last of his pancakes, he watched in fascination as Beau managed to get the pancakes and maple syrup literally everywhere but his mouth. “Children exist to be messy, don’t they?”
“They exist to remind us what’s really important,” she replied. “He needs to learn everything from us. Everything about how to be a person, we have to teach him.”
Beau concentrated and with great effort managed to shove a considerable portion of the pancake in between his lips. He grunted with satisfaction and repeated the process with more of the pancake.
Jake smiled at him. “He’ll find his own way.”
“He will, but we still have to tell him which paths lead to danger and which lead to success.” She stood and began the laborious process of cleaning Beau. While she wiped the syrup from his face, arms, chest and somehow also his hair, she gave Jake a coy look. “If you’re quick, we can put him in the playpen and put cartoons on, then head upstairs for a few minutes.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “That sounds like a plan.”
 
***
 
Jake left his house fifteen minutes later with a grin on his face. Sheila wore the same grin when she waved goodbye to him, so despite the shortness of the encounter, he was confident he’d kept his end of the bargain.
As he drove, though, his grin faded. It was getting harder and harder to leave his family behind. His thoughts drifted to the dog tags in the suitcase in his trunk. There was a time when it was unconscionable to think that he wouldn’t wear them at all times.
He had changed.
Maybe you don’t see it, but I do.
He frowned as Jess’s words played in his head. When she said the words, he assumed she meant it to say that he was too old for the job and no longer capable of handling the rigorous physical demands it entailed.
Now, he wondered if she was instead referring to his growing desire to spend every moment he could with his family. She asked him repeatedly if he was sure that the field was where he wanted to stay, and each time he was asked, he answered honestly that it was.
But maybe that wouldn’t be true for much longer. He tried to muster up his usual excitement for an assignment that took them away from Washington, but he couldn’t. This was just work to him. Not unpleasant work and far more fulfilling than writing reports from a cubicle at Secret Service Headquarters, but still just work. What he was excited for was the end of this tour when he would return home to his wife and son.
How ironic would it be if he fought so hard to get Sheila’s blessing to stay in the field only to turn around and tell her he didn’t want to do it anymore? Not that she would mind. From time to time, he would still catch her looking at homes in rural, forested areas of the country, homes that matched the dream life she had once shared with him. She wore a wistful expression, and Jake always felt a stab of guilt, knowing that he would never give her that life that she wanted.
But maybe he would. After all, age would catch up to him eventually. He wasn’t going to be chasing terrorists when he was seventy, after all. Maybe this gradual change in mindset was the first sign.
His phone buzzed. He was at a red light, so he risked breaking the law and checking the text. It was from Sheila.
All good things in time.
Warmth spread through him, and his grin returned. As always, the woman he had married knew him better than he knew himself.
She was right. There was no need to worry and no need to wonder. He would know when he was truly ready to leave. He would know when it was time to put his badge away with his dog tags and leave the city for the forest cabin he and Sheila dreamed of retiring to.
For now, he was the head of Presidential Security, and he had a job to do.
A horn sounded behind him. He dropped his phone into his seat and accelerated away from the irate driver who had to deal with yet another asshole who didn’t understand that green meant go.
Maybe I won’t tell Sheila about checking my messages while driving, he thought ruefully.



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Jake looked at the address on the ID and frowned. He lifted his gaze to the anxious-looking young woman in the chef’s uniform and said, “You live in Wisconsin?”
He was sitting behind a folding table in front of the airstair next to Air Force One. After the previous Air Force One was commandeered by terrorists, nearly captured and eventually damaged enough that it was unserviceable, Jake had created a no-tolerance policy for identification issues when it came to who was allowed onto Air Force One. Unfortunately for this woman, she had identification issues.
She laughed nervously and flipped her hand. “Oh, that’s my old address. I never bothered changing it when I moved here. I figure I’ll change it when I renew next year.”
“How long have you lived in D.C.?”
“Oh gosh, about two years now.”
Jake sighed. "Okay, you need to contact the DMV and get your address changed. Then, you need to wait for the DMV to mail you a physical REAL ID with the correct address on it. At that point, the address on your ID and passport will match, and at that point, you will be allowed to fly on Air Force One.”
She blinked. “Um… okay. I’ll do that when I get back.”
“No,” he said firmly. “You’re not boarding Air Force One today.”
The two agents on either side of Jake maintained their typical stony appearance. The agent escorting the young chef onto the plane lifted his eyebrow at Jake. Seriously?
Jake ignored the look. The chef blinked again and said, “But… I’m the chef.”
“We’ll use the prepackaged meals.”
Her anxiety seemed to be gone, replaced with incredulity. “You’re going to feed the President of the United States MREs?”
“Yes.”
She stared at him for a while. When he didn’t suddenly realize how absurd he was being, she said, “It’s just an address change. You’re seriously denying me entry because of an address change?”
“You wouldn’t be able to board a commercial flight with an ID and passport that don’t match,” Jake replied. “Why would you be able to board the personal transport of the President of the United States?”
“But I work for the President.”
“And if you worked for an airline, you would be expected to keep your ID up to date.”
“Okay…” she bit her lip and calmed her tone. “Look, do you really think I’m a terrorist?”
“I’ve seen people who look less dangerous than you turn out to be terrorists,” he replied.
“But…” she flipped her hands. “You’re joking, right? Who’s in charge? Who can I speak to?”
“I am,” Jake said firmly. “No one enters this aircraft without my say-so.”
“This is ridiculous,” she snapped, crossing her arms. “I want to speak to the President.”
“No.”
“No? What, now you decide who gets to speak to him?”
“Yes.”
She stared at him. Once more, Jake failed to acknowledge how stupid he was being. Finally, she laughed and threw her hands up in the air. “I will file a formal complaint about this. This is… God, this is just…”
She turned around and left. The agent that escorted her to the airplane followed her.
Jake tapped his earpiece and addressed that agent. “Simons, run a thorough check on her. Have her followed home, too. I want to make sure she really is who she says she is.”
Simons didn’t respond, since he was within earshot of the woman. The two agents next to Jake shared a glance. Since there was no one in front of them at the moment, Jake allowed the unprofessional behavior. He guessed their thoughts and said, “Our security protocols are not to be taken lightly. They’re not to be dismissed, and they apply to everyone up to and including me.”
“Of course, sir,” one of the agents replied.
These agents were new additions to the Presidential security team and had been vetted far more thoroughly than the chef who was now on her way home. As had everyone. Even Jake had insisted that his identity be thoroughly verified. Everyone on board Air Force One had been fingerprinted and every ID had been checked using multiple techniques. There were cameras everywhere but the lavatories, and there were infrared sensors in the lavatories. The cameras in the President’s suite had been angled so they didn’t cover the bed, but that was the extent of the privacy Jake would allow.
Three more members of the entourage were sent home before Jake handed the plane over to the flight crew: an aide and two flight attendants. The missing aide wasn’t a big deal since the President was traveling with a whole team of assistants, but the chef and two flight attendants absent meant the remaining cabin crew would have their work cut out for them.
Jake could feel his team walking on eggshells around him as they prepared for departure. The more experienced agents weren’t anxious, but they kept their behavior strictly professional and avoided the usual banter that would take place when they weren’t in front of VIPs. The newer agents seemed tense, glancing nervously at him and staying mostly silent.
He tried not to let it bug him, but it annoyed him a little that everyone saw him as a micromanager. Maybe he was being a little overly cautious, but considering everything that had happened during Bryan’s presidency, he thought he was justified. No fewer than three Secret Service agents had betrayed the President and worked for Trident. Two of them were Jake’s personal friends and one of them was a straight plant who had somehow managed to become the head of Presidential security while Jake was working an office job. On top of that, the two traitors who had been turned rather than planted had actually commandeered the old Air Force One.
An assassin had made it all the way to the Oval Office before being stopped, the White House had been stormed, U.S. weapons had been stolen and used on U.S. soil, U.S. allies had been subjected to deadly terrorist attacks… the list went on. The fact of the matter is that the old way of doing things didn’t apply. The world had changed. Threats that in the past might have seemed laughably minor had proven to be serious.
So Jake had to be serious.
Jake strapped in and gave the chief flight attendant a thumbs up. The flight attendant returned the gesture and called the pilot on the cabin phone to tell him they were ready to depart. As the engines spooled up and the plane began to taxi, Jake’s earpiece chirped. Three short beeps. That was Jess on their private channel. After Cyrus was revealed to be a traitor, Jess had adjusted the channels used by the earpieces and included different encryption and alarms for the general channel, the “secure” channel that went only to Jake and the four agents assigned as the President’s personal bodyguards, and the private channel that went only to Jake.
Jake frowned and tapped the earpiece. “Is this an emergency? We’re departing, so I’m strapped in, and I’m not able to be completely private.”
“Not an emergency,” Jess said, “Just chatting.”
His frown deepened. “You don’t want to keep this channel clear?”
“I am monitoring more channels than you know exist. If I need to, I can reprogram your earpiece from here to pick up the Nationals’ broadcast.”
“Why would I want to pick up the Nationals broadcast?”
“Because they’re playing the Dodgers this week and Betts and Ohtani are injured, so we have a good chance of sweeping them.”
Jake sighed. “We’re on duty, Jess.”
“And you worry too much. Relax, we always chat when we’re on duty. Besides, I’m going to be cooped up in my damned office for two weeks with no one but Art to keep me company. Try to let that sink in for a moment.”
Jake sighed again. “I realize that, but what if we miss a threat because we’re too busy talking to each other?”
“Then we’re incompetent, and we deserve to be exposed.”
Jake rolled his eyes and gave up. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”
“How annoying you’re being.”
“So the usual?”
She giggled. “Yes. But also, we got a very angry phone call from a Miss Britney Hollister.”
“The chef?”
“To the President, yes. She says you got pissy with her about an address change?”
“It takes an hour to go to the DMV to get that changed.”
“It takes an afternoon to go to the DMV to get that changed.”
“So she can spend an afternoon. Seriously, that’s why you called me?”
"I don't care that Miss Britney is pissed. I care that you're on edge."
“Well, thank you for your concern, but I’m all right. I’m not that much on edge. I’m just doing my job.”
“Did everyone get the same treatment?"
He rolled his eyes. “No, I singled her out because I specifically wanted to discriminate against her.”
"That's not what I mean, asshole. I mean… Look, you win. I'll get to the point instead of having a fun and playful conversation. Jerk. I mean, if you put the team on edge, they're going to be too busy being on edge to be focused on their jobs."
Jake frowned again. Jess was right. He hadn’t considered that side of things, but it was true that when people were on edge, they were less effective at their jobs.
At the same time, though, Jake wasn’t wrong. They needed to be strict about every security procedure. “I see your point, Jess, but this is how we need to do things from now on. People are going to have to adjust. This is the new normal.”
“I see your point, but maybe we’re focusing on a threat that doesn’t exist anymore.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that Bard is dead. Drew is dead. Trident is gone. It was Bard’s M.O. to attack us from within using plants, moles, contacts and inside knowledge of the U.S. security and defense apparatus. He tried, and he failed. Repeatedly. Before you get all huffy, yes, our victory came at a cost, but it came.”
“So we just lean back, sip mimosas and act like everything’s going to be hunky-dory for the rest of our lives?”
“On principle, I refuse to say that laying back and sipping mimosas is ever bad. But what I mean is that maybe you’re reinforcing the strongest part of the dam. Maybe instead of focusing on the potential for internal threats, you should put more attention on the possibility of an external threat.”
Jake thought that over for a moment. Jess was right about that, too. They were flying to a war-torn country and traveling overland through territory controlled by a warlord who had built a well-earned reputation for brutality and fanaticism among his soldiers.
Still… “You’re right about the seriousness of the external threat,” he told Jess, “but that’s all the more reason why we can’t relax on our internal procedures. We’re facing real danger on the outside. We can’t accept even the slightest chance of danger from the inside.
“But the hardest part of the job is done. Everyone on this aircraft is thoroughly identified and vetted. I don’t need to be a bear anymore. So people will relax. By the time we land in Africa, we’ll be focused entirely on the assignment.”
“All right,” Jess said. “But do yourself a favor and have one of the flight attendants make you a mimosa while you wait. You sound like you could use some relaxing.”
“Why don’t you come here and make me one yourself?” he quipped. “You can wear that grass skirt you wore to Art’s birthday party last year.”
“The things you say to me sometimes,” she scolded. “Does Sheila know you talk to me like this?”
“Probably. She’s known you for as long as she’s known me.”
“Good point. Well, since you’re not hear to grouch at me about being ‘professional,’ I’m wearing my sweatpants. But you can close your eyes and pretend I’m shaking my hips for you while you drink.”
Jake chuckled. “Sounds good.”
Jess cut the channel, and Jake took a deep breath and settled in for the flight. As Air Force One lifted off, he allowed himself to think of grass skirts—around Sheila’s waist, not Jess’s—but in the back of his mind, he feared Jess’s warning could be an omen of worse things to come.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
The convoy moved slowly through the rolling hills of this particular portion of the Serengeti. The President had met early that morning with representatives from the Serengeti National Park to discuss the environmental threats Africa faced and how future plans to bolster Africa’s economy could include plans to preserve more of its natural beauty. They were now on their way to the Ngorongoro Conservation Area to have almost the exact same meeting with representatives from the Area Authority.
Jake didn’t understand the point of this. The first two days of this goodwill tour made sense. They had landed in Dodoma and met with the beleaguered government of Tanzania to discuss the human rights situation and reiterate the President’s commitment to support self-determination for various regions fighting to shake off a notoriously oppressive regime. Needless to say, the government wasn’t very happy to be lectured about their poor track record with human rights, but the President held out the olive branch that if the Tanzanian government could demonstrate a commitment to improving policies that endangered certain groups then he would advocate a unified, democratically elected government.
There wasn’t much “goodwill” in that part of the tour, Jake supposed, but it had political purpose. The rest of the tour, for the most part, had purpose as well. The President would travel to Nairobi, Kenya tomorrow to pledge support for Kenya’s AIRE Plan, an ambitious endeavor by Kenya to achieve key growth milestones in the areas of Agriculture, Industry, Rights and Ecology. Following that, he would make an appearance in South Africa to ensure the U.S.’s most important ally in the south of the continent would retain its leadership role in a unified Africa.
The final stop would see the President fly north to Egypt to address concerns Cairo had raised that the new African Union proposed by the President would ostracize a nation already considered by many to be a part of the Middle East more than of Africa.
That all made sense. What didn't make sense was this damned tour of the Serengeti. He could have picked any other of the many ecologically rich areas of Africa to make whatever damned environmental point he wanted. Why here? Why is territory controlled by some tinpot? And why had he agreed to support Okafor anyway? There was no doubt the warlord was popular here. Several of the locals they'd seen sported badges with an image of his flying eagle flag, and many chanted his name as the convoy passed through the small village where they met with the representatives from the National Park.
But U.S. Presidents never visited active war zones for good reason. Bryan could have shown his support in other ways. And anyway, just because someone was popular didn’t mean they were right. Jake wasn’t intimately familiar with Okafor, but what he’d read hadn’t given him a high opinion of the warlord.
Still, Bryan had proven to be quite shrewd on the international stage. He must have a good reason for being here. If he could stem the violence that threatened the region, than it would make the risks worth it.
Not that any of this was Jake’s decision. He just needed to focus on his job. They were coming up to one of the Serengeti’s wide plains, and that was where they would be in the most danger.
“Eyes wide, boys,” Jake said through the general channel on his earpiece.
The individual team leaders confirmed their understanding. Jake rode in the middle of the convoy just behind the President’s vehicle. Ahead of the President was one more armored vehicle and in the front was the Land Cruiser driven by their guide, an obsequious local named Mbewe. Behind Jake were two more armored vehicles. Each armored vehicle save for the President’s was armed with a .50 caliber machine gun, and the two vehicles behind Jake and the one in front of the President contained four people each of a Combat Action Team. These teams were equivalent to Tier Two Special Operations Units in the U.S. military, but many had experience with Tier One units such as Delta Force and SEAL Team Six, and under the leadership of Commander Munoz, they trained extensively with Delta Force.
The one thing they were missing was air support. Okafor had requested that the U.S. not fly helicopters over his territory, claiming that the Tanzanian government might use that as an excuse to fly their own helicopters and break the fragile ceasefire the region had enjoyed in recent months.
Jake couldn’t shake the feeling that they were driving right into a trap, and not a particularly well-hidden one at that. Okafor had basically told them exactly how to leave themselves vulnerable to him, and while Jake trusted Munoz and his men to fight well, even the best trained soldiers couldn’t handle an assault from hundreds of well-armed men in an open field.
But as they crossed the plains, they saw nothing. Their radar picked up no signs of the enemy, and the infrared scanner mounted on the lead armored vehicle sensed nothing but their own vehicles. When they entered the forest on the other side of the grassland, Jake began to relax. They were only an hour from the village where they would meet with the leaders of the Ngorongoro Conservation Area Authority, and once there, they would be protected by a large and well-equipped police force, not to mention surrounded by Okafor’s own people. They would be okay.
And of course, the moment Jake allowed himself to think that, all hell broke loose.
“Shit!” Munoz cried from the lead vehicle. “Incoming!”
Jake snapped to alertness. “Where? What—”
Both questions were answered when the vehicle behind Jake turned into a fireball and jumped into the air. The drivers of the other armored vehicles instantly left the road and headed for cover behind the trees, exactly as they had rehearsed.
And exactly as the attackers had anticipated. Jake’s vehicle bounced and lurched as a mine exploded underneath, destroying the front driver’s side tire. The armored boat hull of the advanced SUV protected the occupants from the blast, but the vehicle was immobile.
“Damn it,” Jake cried. “I knew it. I fucking knew it!” He tapped his earpiece and said, “Surround the President! Munoz, can you hear me?”
“I can hear you, I’m trying to reach Home Base now.”
"Let me worry about that," Jake said, unbuckling his harness and helping the dazed agents out of the vehicle. "You get your men on the President now."
“Understood.”
Another vehicle exploded, hit by another mine. As with Jake’s vehicle, the hull was left relatively intact, but this time, both front tires were destroyed.
Jake rushed toward the President’s vehicle and joined the CAT. “Is the President in the vehicle?” he asked a plainclothes agent.
The frightened man nodded.
“Get him out,” Jake said.
“But sir, the vehicle’s armored.”
“And if they have more than the one missile that destroyed the chase vehicle, then he’ll be cooked alive,” Jake replied. “Get him out.”
The young man nodded and pounded on the door. “Get the President out of the vehicle!”
Jake saw the door open. Then, he saw a yellow glow reflected off of the vehicle's hull.
He turned around to see his greatest fear coming true as a rocket streaked toward the now open vehicle.
“Shit!”
He turned to follow the President, who was now running away from the vehicle, covered by his team and four of the CAT soldiers. He made it two steps when the missile sailed past him. It missed the President’s abandoned vehicle by a yard and slammed into a tree twenty yards behind.
That saved Jake’s life. The blast lifted him off of his feet and threw him into the forest, but the shrapnel that hit him consisted of wood splinters rather than shards of metal and glass. He closed his eyes and tucked his knees, covering his head.
The fall still stunned him, and it was a moment before he could get to his feet. Shapes rushed past him, and when his vision cleared, he realized they were armed terrorists. The terrorists wore brush and dirt on their bodies and uniforms, which is probably what had shielded them from the radar and infrared scanners. They chased after the President and opened fire. Jake watched in horror as one of the CAT soldiers fell.
They must have assumed Jake was dead or simply not looked his way, but Jake took advantage of that and lifted his handgun. Two quick shots downed two of the terrorists.
One of them turned toward Jake and called to warn his friends of the threat. Jake shot him dead, and when two more terrorists turned, Munoz’s team dropped them.
But more terrorists poured out of the trees. Jake heard gunfire erupt behind him and spun around to see four more CAT members—probably from the rearmost vehicle—firing on a group of terrorists that had attacked the three other agents from Jake’s vehicle. Five of those terrorists fell, but they killed two of the three Secret Service agents before the CAT chased the survivors off.
“Catch up to the President,” Jake called to the surviving agent. He pointed at the CAT fireteam and said, “Cover us!”
He led the surviving plainclothes agent toward the President, continuing to fire on terrorists as they moved. Munoz’s team and the Presidential security detail returned deadly fire on the horde of terrorists, felling well over a dozen before Jake reached them.
But they still kept coming. Jake estimated there were over forty still left. Against seven CAT soldiers and six plainclothes agents that was tight odds. He looked around for a path of escape, but he couldn’t see any that wasn’t covered by terrorists.
Then a ball of fire sailed through the air. It landed in between a group of terrorists, and instantly, they were engulfed in flame. They leapt to their feet, shrieking, and Munoz’s team put them out of their misery.
Another Molotov cocktail sailed through the air, and four more terrorists succumbed to its effects. Jake looked around for the origin of the missiles and found Mbewe, eyes wide with fright, crouched behind his Land Cruiser. His hands shook as he filled another canteen with fuel pouring from a hole in the Land Cruiser's gas tank. He tore a strip of cloth from his shirt, then flicked his lighter. A moment later, the third cocktail flew ahead of Jake's group and landed among the terrorists.
Three more terrorists were felled, and the rest fled into the forest. Jake turned to Mbewe, who stared ahead, shell-shocked and no doubt equally shocked by his own actions.
If that man survives this, I’m giving him a medal.
“Come on!” Jake called. “We need to get out of here. Everyone move it!”
The team sprang into action, leading the President on a dead run through the woodland. They heard shouting behind them, but no one followed.
When Jake reached Mbewe, he reached out and grabbed the young man’s collar, jerking him forward with them. “Come on! Stay with us!”
Mbewe recovered and followed along with them. He stared at Jake, terrified.
Jake wanted to reassure him, but he didn’t know what to say. This was the worst-case scenario.
And once more, Jake and the President were caught right in the middle of it.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
The President collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath. Mbewe followed suit, dropping to his hands and knees and gulping air. Munoz looked at Jake, and Jake nodded. “We’ll stop here for now.”
They’d run for nearly an hour and a half, Jake guessed. At the pace they were going, they had probably covered only ten miles, give or take, but that would have to do for now. The Secret Service agents were all in phenomenal shape and could have run all night and fought all day tomorrow if needed, but the President was close to sixty and Mbewe was a civilian guide. They wouldn’t make it any farther without rest.
Munoz nodded, acknowledging Jake’s decision. He sent two of his men to scout around and make sure they weren’t being followed. The President’s security detail helped him sit and gave him water while the agent Jake had rescued did the same for Mbewe.
The four members of the CAT who weren’t scouting quickly posted themselves at the corners of the group. They were equipped with enhanced vision goggles with infrared and night vision. The sun hadn’t set yet, but Jake figured they had maybe an hour of daylight left.
They were in the middle of a forested area of the Serengeti. It reminded Jake of nature documentaries he'd watched with Sheila. A river wound through the forest and lush green grasses and bushes grew on its banks and spread dozens of yards into the woods beyond. Giant acacia trees towered over them, their spreading canopies casting long shadows over the group. There were fewer animals in evidence than Jake expected, mostly birds and lizards, but he knew that nightfall would bring more and more dangerous wildlife.
He looked up at the trees and wondered if leopards already stalked them, moving through the tree branches with their feline grace. The river would contain hippos and crocodiles, both known man-killers who despite their size could easily remain unseen, concealed by the water and the darkness.
And, of course, there were the snakes. Pythons, mambas, adders, cobras and God knew what else. Jake shivered. It would be just his luck to lose his men to snakes after escaping terrorists.
Speaking of the terrorists… “Tell them to use night vision when dusk falls,” Jake said to Munoz. “The attackers were able to counter infrared.”
Munoz relayed the instruction, then walked to Jake. He kept his voice low so the others didn’t hear. “I wasn’t able to reach Home Base. The blast damaged the radios.”
Jake frowned. “What? All of them?”
He tapped his earpiece. “Jess, it’s Jake. Are you there?” There was no response. “Jess, come in.” Nothing. He tried the other two channels and got similar staticky feedback. “Shit.”
“The terrorists must have used some sort of EMP wave to knock them out,” Munoz said.
“An EMP wave? How would they have that kind of equipment?”
Munoz shook his head. “I’m not sure. Some of the newer anti-radiation missiles will discharge an EM pulse moments before the warhead impacts the target. Whatever hit the first vehicle was clearly designed for a much larger and more well-protected target than an armored truck.”
“That doesn’t tell us how they would have access to that,” Jake persisted.
"No, it doesn't, but with all due respect sir, that doesn't matter right now. If we can't call home, then we're on our own right now. That's a bad thing for a lot of reasons."
Jake’s lips pressed together in a grim line. “You’re right. Let’s focus on getting somewhere safe for the night. Then we need to find a way to contact home and get the President out of Africa.”
There really was no need to say that since it was glaringly obvious what the priorities were but saying them out loud helped Jake calm down and focus.
Evidently, it affected Munoz the same way. He grinned at Jake and said, "Another day in the life, right?"
“Ooh rah,” Jake agreed.
“I’m going to do a quick inventory,” Munoz said. “I don’t know how much equipment and ammo we were able to save.”
Jake nodded. “All right. Let me know what you learn.”
Munoz saluted, then walked off to perform his check. Jake walked over to the President. Bryan sat on a tree root sticking half out of the dirt. He had his head lowered and his hands between his knees. When Jake approached, he didn’t make eye contact, and when Jake asked if he was all right, he only nodded.
Jake could understand his embarrassment. This wasn’t the first time one of Bryan’s pet passions had placed him in danger and gotten good people killed.
You can’t change people. No matter how much you might want to.
Yes, Jake replied to Sheila in his head. But I don’t get people killed.
His anger faded after that. It wasn’t fair to blame Bryan for this. Undoubtedly, it was foolish for them to agree to travel by land through the Serengeti just to appease an illegitimate government. But Bryan hadn’t made the terrorists’ decision to attack the convoy.
And to be fair, Jake didn’t know that these were Okafor’s men. They could be members of any number of political or pseudo-political entity: Okafor, a rival warlord, poachers, bandits, even the Tanzanian military.
It also didn’t matter. Whoever they were, they were a threat, and it was up to Jake to get the President away from the threat.
“We’re going to rest here for a while longer, sir,” Jake told the President, “then we’re going to move on and find a better place to camp.”
Bryan nodded again. He sighed and said, “All right. Thank you, Jake. I’m sorry.”
The words felt as hollow as they sounded, and Jake didn’t respond. He walked to Mbewe who had recovered faster than the President—probably since he was thirty years younger—and now stood talking with the plainclothes agent who had given him water.
When Jake reached him, the young man said in accented English. “We cannot stay here. It is too dangerous to be out in the open.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Jake replied. “You know this area better than we do. Is there somewhere we can go that’s more protected.”
Mbewe nodded. "Seven miles east, there is a river that cuts through a hill. There are small caves in that hill where we can hide."
“Do the attackers know about those caves?”
Mbewe lifted his hands. “I don’t know. But they are the best chance we have. You can put your soldiers on either side of the canyon to watch for attackers. Your man tells me your radios don’t work, but it is a small canyon, so you should see the watchmen. And we cannot travel at night. It is far too risky.”
“Riskier than moving by day where people can see us?”
“It’s not the people we must worry about,” Mbewe explained. “It’s the animals.”
Jake sighed. “I get that lions and hippos are tough, but we have guns. We can handle ourselves.”
“No,” Mbewe shook his head firmly. “The snakes.”
Jake and the plainclothes agent shared a look. Jake hadn’t thought about snakes.
“The Black Mamba lives in the Serengeti,” Mbewe continued. “Cobras, boomslangs, adders… these will all kill a man with one bite. We cannot move during the night because these snakes hunt at night. If we are still, we will be safe because we are too big to be hunted, but if we move, we can step on one or startle one.”
“Right,” Jake said. “Well, we need to move now, then. The sun’s setting. Can you lead us to this canyon?”
Mbewe nodded. “I can take you there.”
“Good. By the way, that was badass what you did back there. With the Molotov cocktails.”
Mbewe frowned. “You mean the fuel grenades?”
“Yes. You saved our lives. We won’t forget that.”
Mbewe managed a smile. “It is not honorable to offer someone safe passage and then go back on that promise. I cannot support a leader who would show such trickery.”
Jake frowned, but the other agent spoke first. “So those were Okafor’s men back there?”
Mbewe’s smile vanished. He nodded seriously. “Okafor controls the roads in the Serengeti. No other would dare attack travelers in this territory. And they were lying in wait for us. They knew we would pass by there. They must be his soldiers. Besides, who else could have missiles like that?”
Jake’s thoughts were in the same vein. “Well, we’ll get to the canyon tonight and figure a way out of here tomorrow.”
He turned to relay the instructions to Munoz when Mbewe seized his shoulder. The young man’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Will the United States destroy Tanzania? When they learn what happened to the President, will they go to war?”
Jake hadn’t let himself think that far ahead, but now that Mbewe voiced that concern, it occurred to him that it wasn’t really thinking that far ahead. The Secret Service was monitoring them from back home. That meant they already knew that the President had lost contact with them. If they didn’t hear back within a few hours, it would be assumed that they had been attacked.
At that point, a clock would start ticking. A very short clock. The United States didn’t take the ambush of its president lightly. The reality was that Jake had probably less than forty-eight hours to make contact with Washington or military action was a certainty.
He didn’t think he would be able to lie to Mbewe, so he said, “Let’s just focus on getting the President home safe. The sooner we get him out of here, the sooner we can put a stop to anything that might be happening in retaliation.”
Mbewe paled a shade. He nodded seriously.
Jake tried to offer the best encouragement he could. He squeezed Mbewe’s shoulder and said, “We’ll get through this. I’ve handled worse situations than this. Don’t lose hope.”
Mbewe didn’t look very reassured, but he nodded again. “I will lead you to the canyon.”
Jake called Munoz over and explained the situation briefly. When he finished, Munoz sighed. “Lovely. I forgot about the damned snakes.”
“Me too. Let’s have Mbewe in the lead with Agent Simons as his bodyguard. Three CAT officers behind them, followed by the President’s security detail. Three CAT officers behind them, and you and I in the rear.”
Munoz nodded. “Good idea.”
“All right. Let’s go.”
The group quickly got to their feet and started moving. They kept as quiet as they could, which wasn’t very quiet. Even without talking, the noise they made trekking through the rapidly thickening jungle was enough that Jake was sure they could be heard from miles away.
But they had no choice. The stakes here were larger than they’d ever been. They risked more than just losing the President.
They risked all-out war.



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Victor swore and slammed his fist on the table. Colonel Issa kept his head lowered and his eyes averted. That angered Victor more since it robbed him of an excuse to gut the fool. “How did you lose him? How did you let him escape?”
“Forgive me, my lord Okafor.”
“Fuck your forgiveness!” Victor shouted. “Why are thirty of your men dead and the President of the United States free?”
“The Americans were more prepared than we realized. They had soldiers and armored vehicles.”
"Of course, they had soldiers and armored vehicles!" Victor thundered. "It's the President! Did you think they would be riding in an open-roofed Land Cruiser? Fuck!"
He stood and flipped the table over. The corner caught Issa on his cheek. A bruise began to form on the colonel’s face, but he ignored it.
“What happened?” Victor demanded.
“We arrived at the ambush point,” Issa related. “The President’s convoy reached us an hour later. This was just over an hour ago. We attacked with missiles and machine guns and destroyed several vehicles, but—”
“What?”
Victor stared at Issa in amazement. The man’s voice trailed off. He paled slightly as he saw the expression on his leader’s face. With a snarl, Victor rushed forward and grabbed the man by the lapels of his field jacket. “What?” he roared. “What? What? What?”
He punctuated each cry with a little shake. Issa kept his eyes firmly averted.
“You destroyed the vehicles with missiles? We were supposed to capture him, asshole! Not kill him! What the fucking hell, you worthless stain!”
The incompetence was phenomenal. Truly incredible. It couldn’t be possible, but it was. How on Earth could such a man walk without falling down, let alone lead a battalion of Victor’s infantry.
Issa's lower lip trembled. Victor stared in amazement for a moment at the coward he had once thought a brave man, then stepped back and threw a powerful left hook to Issa's jaw. Issa dropped to the ground immediately, and Victor began to kick and stomp him, engaged.
“You fool! You idiot! You could have ruined everything! You did ruin everything! You—”
The tent flap opened, and Kamani stormed in. His face was as red and enraged as Victor’s was, but when he looked at the ground to see the convulsing, bloody Issa, his expression slackened. It was just as well. Victor was enraged, and he would likely have killed Kamani had the man spoken to him in anger.
Kamani took a deep breath, then said, “This is a problem, your Holiness.”
“You think?” Victor thundered. He landed a final kick to Issa’s ribs. The colonel jerked, curled up into a ball and lay still. His eyes were open, but Victor wasn’t sure if he was conscious. He didn’t care.
He returned behind his desk and plopped wearily into his chair. Kamani remained where he was, close to the tent flap, in case he needed to make an escape. "I told you to leave the capture to me, your Holiness."
Victor scoffed. “They had soldiers and armored vehicles. Do you really think your poachers would have done better than my soldiers?”
“Yes,” Kamani replied. “Vehicles can be defeated by netting and debris. Soldiers can be defeated by snipers, and I have excellent snipers. Most importantly, my men are experts at capturing dangerous game, not blowing it into vapor and smoke.”
Victor frowned at Issa, who lay where he had fallen. The colonel was no longer convulsing, but his eyes were unfocused, and his breath came in harsh gasps. Was he dying?
“Do you know where the President escaped to?” Kamani asked.
Victor’s frown deepened. He hadn’t thought to ask that before beating Issa. “He can’t have gone far,” he said irritably. “Have your men scour the Boro Woodlands for him. I will have my soldiers watch the roads. He must be nearby.”
Kamani sighed. “Let’s hope so, your Holiness. Our benefactor will not be pleased if we fail.”
Victor’s eyes snapped to Kamani. “How do you know about the benefactor?”
“He contacted me,” Kamani replied. “Or she. I couldn’t tell.”
“It’s a he,” Victor opined. “It is unthinkable that a woman would show such leadership.”
Kamani bowed. “Whoever it was, they contacted me and asked me to transport the President to them upon his capture.”
“You?” Victor leapt to his feet. “Why you?”
Kamani took a wary step toward the door but held Victor’s eyes. “I didn’t ask. He said that after you captured the President, I was to bring him to a location I would be given later.”
More likely, he had been told the location and didn’t want to share it with Victor. “Ridiculous,” the Mtawala scoffed. “I will deliver him to the benefactor. I am the ruler of Tanganyika and Zanzibar. The prize is mine to offer.”
Kamani wisely chose not to argue this point. “As you say, your Holiness. But perhaps my men should be the ones to capture him.”
Victor waved his hands irritably. “Yes, yes, of course. Go find him. But see that you bring him to me, Kamani. Otherwise, I will make sure you are saved alive so I can show you the benevolence I showed Colonel Issa.”
Kamani glanced at the still-prostrate colonel. “I will ensure that you are most pleased.”
Victor nodded and waved him away. Kamani stepped outside, and Victor fixed his gaze on Issa. The colonel’s eyes were focused now. They stared at Victor. Victor watched them for a moment, considering whether to use the spear that rested against the desk just to his left.
No, there was no need to dirty a weapon. Issa didn’t deserve to die a warrior’s death.
Victor got to his feet and walked to the failed officer. Issa tried to move away, but he was too injured. Victor pried his hands away from his head almost gently, then kneeled on Issa’s neck.
It was a pity. He’d liked Issa.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Progress through the forest was painfully slow. The vegetation thinned out after the first mile, but the ground grew steeper and uneven. The President had received only a few minutes of rest and couldn’t keep a strenuous pace, forcing them to travel far more slowly than they otherwise would have.
The sun had dipped below the horizon an hour ago, and night had fallen fast. The forest was much more sparse here, and with their flashlights, they could see around them well enough to identify any threats from wild animals, but sparse forest meant sparse cover, even over uneven terrain.
Jake walked to the front of the group and whispered to Mbewe. “How much farther?”
“One mile,” Mbewe said. He pointed ahead at two tall ridges with a narrow canyon winding through them. “The river comes from the east and curves north up there. We will reach it soon.”
“Will we have to enter the water?”
“No. As I said, it is snakes we must fear. The river is too shallow for hippos and doesn’t contain enough fish for crocodiles. Some still swim this way, but they can be seen on shore.”
Jake nodded. “Well, let’s make sure we’re—”
A cry from his right stopped his words. He turned to see Agent Simons leaping out of the way of a snake that had struck at him. The snake struck again, and Simons kicked at it, narrowly keeping the animal's teeth from sinking into his thigh.
Mbewe drew a knife and threw it. The weapon pierced the snake’s head and buried itself in the ground. The group watched in awe as the snake coiled and shuddered around the knife for over a minute before finally stilling.
Mbewe pulled the knife from the snake and wiped it on his pants. He gave Simons a sober look, then continued onward. Jake met Simons’ eyes and said, “One, be careful. Two, no more screaming.”
Simons nodded, his face ashen, and the group continued.
They reached the canyon a half hour later. By now, the night was jet black, and the flashlights were the only source of light. Jake didn’t want to leave the lights on all night, so as soon as they had a fire going, he ordered the plainclothes officers and Mbewe to gather close and had Munoz and the rest of the CAT switch on their night vision. With Mbewe’s help, he spread branches over the fire pit to dim the light and scatter the smoke. They could see just well enough to move around the small cave they had chosen but hopefully the light was dim enough that they wouldn’t be seen by terrorists.
Four CAT officers guarded the entrance of the shallow cave while two joined the security detail to help protect the President. Jake watched Bryan as he mechanically ate the emergency rations Jake had given him.
Food was going to be a problem. That was another thing Jake hadn’t thought about earlier. CAT officers always carried emergency rations on them, and Jake usually kept a protein bar or three with his mission loadout, but even if they stretched their resources as thin as possible, they had enough food for maybe a day. Hunger would slow them down further, too. Jake supposed they could hunt, but he didn’t want to waste ammo on meat, and the gunfire would broadcast their presence for miles. They might get lucky and snag the occasional food item with their knives, but no matter which way he looked at it, they were going to be hurting for food very soon.
When he finished eating, the President spoke for the first time since they had begun the journey to the canyon. “Have we managed to make contact with Washington?”
Jake shook his head, then remembered the President couldn’t see the movement in the low light. “No, sir. Our radios aren’t working.”
“Satellite phones?”
“No satellite either, Mr. President,” Munoz replied. “Everything’s shorted out.”
The President nodded. "May I speak with you in private, Jake?"
Munoz stood and motioned for the others to back away. They retreated to the far corner of the cave, about ten yards away. Jake sat close by and said, “Go ahead, sir.”
“We need to get a hold of Washington ASAP. By now, the Security Council will be planning a military intervention in Tanzania. They might allow a few hours for a response, but if they don’t get one, we could be looking at a war.”
“I know that, sir,” Jake said, a little too curtly. “We’re going to get you out of here as soon as we can, and then we’ll call Washington.”
“We can’t wait for that. Can you get those radios working?”
Jake shook his head. "The equipment is fried, sir. Literally fried. The wires are fused, and the circuit boards are melted."
Bryan sighed and nodded. “Well, the positive side of this is we’ll have people looking for us. The Tanzanian government along with the regional governments know the risks they face, so they’ll be sending people for us. Kenya will probably send people to help soon enough. No one wants a war here.”
“That’s true,” Jake said.
He didn’t feel all that encouraged, though. If the Tanzanian government were able to protect the President then they wouldn’t have had to deal with Okafor in the first place.
If only Jess were here. She was an absolute wizard with technology. If she were here, she could probably fix the radios or the satellite phones somehow, or at least cobble together something that could send an SOS.
“I’m sorry about all of this, Jake,” Bryan said. “I thought that since Bard was gone, we were out of the woods with stuff like this.” He shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense. Why would Okafor do something like this? He can’t possibly believe that he’d get away with it.”
Jake could think of some reasons, but he didn’t want to debate them right now. “We’ll get you home safe, sir.”
He left the President and motioned for the security team to return. They did, but Munoz hung behind. The two of them returned to the far corner of the cave and spoke softly. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Munoz asked.
“We need to get to a village,” Jake said. “Somewhere we can get a radio or a telephone, or failing that, some vehicles.”
“The roads are under Okafor’s control, though,” Munoz reminded him.
"Land Cruisers can drive off-road," Jake replied.
Munoz nodded. “True, but then where do we go?”
"We need to get a hold of Washington ASAP," Jake said. "That's our first priority. This will become a war within days if we don't talk to someone."
“You think it’ll take days? I think within hours.”
Jake sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
“So let’s say we succeed. We contact them, but then what?”
“We make for Kenya,” Jake said. “If we get vehicles. It’s eighty miles to the border, and the Kenyan military will bring the hammer of God down on Okafor if he tries anything.”
“I thought the hammer of God is what we’re trying to avoid.”
“The hammer of the United States is what we’re trying to avoid. Trust me, we’re a hell of a lot scarier.”
Munoz chuckled. “If we don’t get vehicles?”
“Then the U.S. limits its military presence to a couple of transport helicopters and a few gunships. That’ll be enough to get the President out of here.”
Munoz nodded. Then he sighed. “Still a lot of things that can go wrong between now and then.”
“It’s already wrong,” Jake replied. “We’re not thinking right or wrong now. We’re thinking extraction.”
“Will he want to go home?” Munoz asked, gesturing with his chin toward the President.
Jake hated that the answer to that question wasn’t a certainty. “I don’t know,” he admitted reluctantly. “But if he stays and completes the tour, it’ll be on my terms, not his.”
Munoz nodded. “Well, we have your back. You know we do.” After a brief pause, he said, “Between you and me, though, I’ll be happy when Bryan’s out of office. I get where he’s coming from, but it’ll be a lot nicer to have a more practical person in the chair.”
Jake wasn't as confident as Munoz was that having a more cautious President would make things easier. More than likely, the threats would just change.
He didn’t say that out loud, though. He just clapped Munoz on the shoulder and headed to Mbewe. The guide was nearly asleep, and Jake wanted him to rest, but he needed to talk to him first. “Mbewe?” The young man looked at him. “What’s the nearest village?”
Mbewe frowned. “Village?” He shook his head. “Not until we get to the Ngorongoro. Forty, fifty miles.”
Jake’s heart sank. In a best-case scenario, that was two days of travel, but more likely three. Too late, in other words. As he’d told Munoz, the worst case had already happened. He would head that direction, but he fully expected fighting to break out before they could stop it.
He didn’t tell Mbewe that. He only squeezed the young man’s shoulders and said, “Well, we’re heading that way in the morning. Get some rest.”
Mbewe nodded and settled in to sleep. Jake found a place for himself to rest where he could keep an eye on the President and the entrance to the cave. He didn't sleep, though. Not right away. He had succeeded in the past because he was able to put himself in the mindset of the terrorists they fought. He tried to do the same thing now with Okafor.
He was a megalomaniac and a narcissist. That was a given. But the brazenness of this attack was still beyond the pale. Even the most arrogant of dictators had never done anything like this before. He must be assured of success.
So, two things were possible. First, he had more resources than Jake thought he did and had the ability to recover from this failed attack.
Or he had help.
Jake stared at the roof of the cave and wondered what help Okafor might have that left him confident enough to attack the President of the United States. Was it a foreign power? Other warlords?
Or was there another Eli Bard out there somewhere planning to pick up where the dead terrorist left off?



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
“Anything, Jess?”
Jess resisted the urge to snap at Art. Did he not think she would tell him the literal instant she had something? She controlled herself, though. Everyone was on edge, and succumbing to that emotion wouldn’t help. So, she restrained herself and kept her tone professional. “No, sir. I’m going to hazard a guess and say the equipment is damaged.”
“You’re sure we aren’t being jammed?”
She nodded. “Definitely not being jammed. There are no signals interfering with mind. There’s just nothing picking up on the other end.”
He swore and slammed his fist on her desk. She pressed her lips together and took a breath. “Sir, please don’t hit my desk. I don’t want my equipment damaged.”
Art opened his hands and took a step back. “Sorry. I just…” he sighed. “If their equipment is damaged, then what’s the likelihood that they’re damaged?”
That was exactly what Jess was afraid of. She paused again, this time to stifle the lump that threatened to form in her throat. “It’s possible, sir,” she admitted, “but we can’t give up on them. We’ve been in this situation before, and Jake’s pulled through.”
“We’ve lost communication before, but it’s always been because we were jammed,” Art replied. “We’ve never had people vanish like this.”
The door opened, and a very nervous secretary poked his head through the door. “Sir? The Secretary of Defense is on line four.”
Art and Jess shared a look. Shit was now completely hitting the fan. “Put him through Jess’s office phone,” Art said.
The secretary bobbed his head, then rushed away. Art met Jess’s eyes again. “Well, shit.”
“I couldn’t agree more, sir.”
A moment later, her speakerphone chirped. "Deputy Director Davis? Is that you?"
“Yes, Mr. Secretary,” Art replied.
“Have we made contact with the President?” Secretary Brougham asked.
“No, sir,” Art replied. “I have my communications manager here with me, and she tells me it’s likely their equipment has been damaged.”
“That means it’s likely they’ve been damaged,” Brougham replied. “God damn it. Who the hell authorized this trip, anyway? Do we not believe in helicopters anymore?”
“It was our firm recommendation to President Jackson that we transport him via helicopter,” Art replied. The President elected to ignore our recommendation and—”
“Recommendation?” Brougham interrupted. “For God’s sake, David, this is Bryan Jackson we’re talking about. You don’t recommend security procedures to him, you state them and deal with the fact that he’s going to bitch about it.”
Art pursed his lips. He didn’t really have an answer to that, and Jess didn’t blame him. Hindsight was twenty-twenty, but another phrase that came to mind was fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me. They should have known better. They should have insisted on helicopters. They should have had the courage to tell the President no, but once more, they had allowed him to place himself in an untenable spot because they didn’t have the strength to stand up to him.
“This is what I think, Davis. I think your boy Mercer killed Eli Bard, and you got cocky. You guys thought you were hot shit because you finally shut down Trident and forgot that other people know how to use guns. God damn it, why can’t people just keep their egos in check?”
Art frowned. He kept his tone respectful when he replied, but Jess could tell he was pissed. “Sir, I will take full responsibility for what’s happened, but we won’t solve anything casting blame.”
To Jess’s surprise, Brougham agreed. “You’re right. So we’ll leave the shit-slinging for later. Right now, I need to know what we can do about this. I don’t think I need to tell you that the going opinion right now is to just glass Tanzania.”
“We can’t do that,” Art said firmly. “There’s no scenario where that leads to good things.”
“There are plenty of scenarios where that’s the inevitable thing,” Brougham countered. “I don’t want war anymore than you do, so let’s start brainstorming how we can find the President and get him home no later than yesterday, because if the country wakes up tomorrow with no President, it’s going to drift to sleep tomorrow night to the sweet smell of half of Africa up in flames. And before you launch into your pleas to me to stop it, let me remind you that I’m one civilian in a room full of very pissed off generals with a lot of very powerful weapons that they’ve been very anxious to use for a very long time. I’m talking DEFCON 6, Davis.”
“We don’t have the resources to do this alone,” Art replied. “We need to coordinate with the Air Force, the CIA, the Space Force—”
“Damn it, that’s a good point,” Brougham interrupted. “All right. I’ll send a car for you.”
Art frowned. “A car, sir?”
“I’m taking you to the war room. You and your communications manager. You’re going to be part of the team that either brings the President back or witnesses the start of our newest war.”
Art gave Jessica a sober look. “Understood, sir. We’ll be waiting.”
“Sir?” Jessica interjected, lifting her hand even though Brougham wasn’t there to see it.
“Was that the communications person?” Brougham asked.
“Yes, sir,” Jess replied. “Um… I have a very powerful computer system in my office. I don’t think—”
“Can you talk to the war room from where you are?”
She blinked. “Yes, I can do that.”
“Good. I’ll send a note with the car that’ll tell you what network to connect to.”
He hung up without further statement, and Jess looked at Art. He scowled, with his hands across his chest. Jess knew he wasn’t angry at her, but her hackles rose anyway.
“Well, shit,” Art repeated.
“I mean… we knew this was going to be on the table.”
“Yeah, I know. But it’s not on the table, Jess. If the Secretary of Defense is desperate enough to hook you up to their network and drive me all the way to a room with the Combatant Commanders, then war’s not on the table, it’s in process.”
As though to emphasize his point, Jess's computer chirped. She tapped a button, and the continent of Africa enlarged to take up the central monitor. She zoomed in on South Africa and pointed at nine dots, slowly departing from a military base outside of Johannesburg. "These are ours."
Art’s eyes widened. “Strike aircraft?”
“I don’t know,” Jess said.
Her fingers flew over the keys, communicating with a constellation of satellites that the CIA allowed the Secret Service to use after several terrorist threats had forged an unlikely partnership between the two agencies. The satellites scanned the aircraft, then offered a brief summary of their information.
“Harpy drones,” Jess said. “MQ-21Bs.” The Bs were an improved model thoroughly hardened against the kind of jamming that had allowed a madman named Petrov to commandeer the A models and use them to strike targets on U.S. soil. It looks like they’re unarmed, though, just full of surveillance equipment.”
Art sighed with relief. “Okay. They’re looking for the President, then.”
“They might also be looking for military infrastructure and camps to direct future air strikes,” Jess said, rather pessimistically.
“I don’t care,” Art said. “The bombs aren’t in the air yet. That means we have time. Speaking of time, how long before the drones reach the Serengeti?”
“About four hours,” Jess said.
Art nodded. “Okay. All right. See if you can communicate with them directly. Maybe we can get a head start finding the President and get a plan in place to bring him home before people go really crazy and start launching missiles.”
The door opened, and the secretary poked his head inside again. “Sir, there’s a car here for you.”
“On my way.” Art stood. “Good luck, Jess. God knows we both need it.”
He left, and Jess released a ragged breath and let her head drop into her hands. “Crap oysters!” she exclaimed.
She turned back to the screen and sent a query to the drones. They immediately dismissed the signal, identified it, and adjusted the firewall to ensure it would be automatically ignored from now on. The Air Force had clearly done their homework with the new models.
“So much for that,” she muttered.
It’s not like she had any idea what to do with them besides what they were already doing. They were looking for Jake and the President. That’s all she knew to do at this point.
If only she were with them. If there was an equipment issue, she could figure something out and make contact with Washington. The Air Force would waltz in, pick them up, and that would be the end of it.
Assuming they’re still alive.
The thought was sobering but not as frightening as it could have been. She really didn’t believe they were dead. If they had been killed, then Okafor would have broadcast that victory to the world already. Ditto if he had kidnapped them. The silence from his end suggested that he had attempted to capture or kill the President but had failed. That meant that the President was still alive, and so—most likely—was Jake. He was just stranded in a massive wilderness in Arica in hostile territory surrounded by enemies with no way to call home.
"Nothing to worry about, folks," she said drily. "All in a day's work for your friendly neighborhood Secret Service agents."
Her phone chirped. A civilian number. One she recognized.
She sighed and said a brief prayer for strength, then answered the phone. “Hey, Sheila.”
“Jess? What’s going on? I’m watching the news, and they said that Dad’s convoy was attacked?”
“Yes,” Jess replied. “We’re working on establishing contact with them right now.”
“You can’t talk to them yet?”
Jess bit her lip. “No. It looks like some of their equipment might have been damaged.”
“Oh God,” Sheila whispered.
Jess had to give her credit. She wasn’t freaking out nearly as much as Jess would have expected. When she spoke again, she was clearly fighting for control of her emotions, but for the moment, at least, she was winning that fight. “All right. Will you do me a favor and keep me in the loop?”
“I will,” Jess promised. “Hang in there, Sheila. Jake’s been through this before. He’ll find his way out again.”
“One day he won’t,” Sheila said. After a brief, shocked pause from Jess’s end, she said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Just keep me in the loop, please.”
She hung up before Jess could respond. Jess looked at the screen, shocked into silence.
The worst part was that Sheila was right. One day, Jake wouldn’t be able to extricate himself from the danger. One day, something would be too much for even him to handle.
Maybe that day had already come.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
The group moved slowly along the riverbank. The EMP had irreversibly fried their radios, and with no chance of communicating with Washington in time to change anything over there, Jake had changed his strategy. Communicating with them was still a priority, but speed was no longer as critical as safety. So, instead of traveling due south toward the village, they would follow the river east until it merged with a larger river that would curve slowly southwest until it reached the village. That would add thirty miles and an entire day to their journey, but it would give them access to fresh water and opportunities to fish. Jake figured they could fix bayonets to the CAT rifles and use them as spears.
It also kept them from crossing the road until they were somewhat closer to the Kenyan border. Jake wasn’t sure how aggressive Kenya’s response to the situation would be just yet, but he hoped that Okafor would be wary about provoking his neighbors to the North.
Oh yeah, he thought sarcastically. Because Kenya is so much more frightening than the United States.
Mbewe stiffened suddenly and lifted his hands for the group to halt. They did, and Jake walked up to the guide. “What is it?” he whispered.
“Lions.”
Jake followed his gaze and spotted the cats in the distance. He lifted his field glasses and got a closer look. Four lionesses, it looked like. They were beautiful, sleek, elegant, and proud.
They were also deadly. Of course the first predator we see is the god damned king of the jungle. Or queen, I guess.
The animals lounged on the riverbank about two hundred yards away. One of them turned lazily to the group and appeared to regard them. Could lions see them clearly from that far?
If they could, they didn’t appear concerned. They just continued to lounge by the water, occasionally drinking or stretching, their massive claws flexing.
“Are they likely to attack?” Munoz asked.
Mbewe shook his head. “Not normally, but if they have cubs nearby, they can be aggressive. Let’s just give them a wide berth.”
Jake nodded. Mbewe led them away from the riverbank in a wide semicircle. All went well until they passed the lions. Then Jake saw the lionesses slowly get to their feet and trot lazily after them. "Shit. They're following us."
“They have decided that we are prey,” Mbewe replied. “Keep calm, and when they approach, fire at them.”
“Why not just fire into the air right now?” Munoz asked. “That won’t scare them away?”
“It doesn’t matter if it does,” Jake replied. “I don’t want to make noise and alert the people who might be looking for us.”
“That’s all well and good,” Munoz said, “but if a three-hundred-pound cat is intent on eating one of us, we’re going to have to make some noise.”
“Let’s hope they lose interest,” Jake replied. “Or maybe we can make some lighter noise and scare them off. Maybe we can shout and wave our arms like bears.”
Mbewe perked up at the suggestion. “That’s possible. Lions are known to be skittish. If we demonstrate that we’re a threat, they will leave us alone.”
If only it were that easy with every animal, Jake thought wryly.
He turned to the lions and shouted. “Hey, lions! Get on out of here! Go on!”
The lions turned amused glances toward him and continued to trail behind the group. Jake bent low and picked up a rock. He threw it hard at the lead lion. The cat watched the rock sail to the air and sidestepped languidly. The rock sailed past her and bounced off of the ground behind the animal. The rearmost lion watched it bounce and fall behind her.
Jake felt heat climb his cheeks. I hate cats, he thought irritably.
“Okay, Mbewe. They’re not impressed. Any other ideas?”
“Just keep an eye on them,” the guide suggested. “Right now, they are only curious.”
“Just a second ago, you said they thought we were prey,” Munoz challenged.
Mbewe wiped sweat from his brow. “You could shoot them now,” he offered.
“No,” Jake said. “Just keep an eye on them. If they come closer, then fire on them.”
Munoz muttered something under his breath in Spanish then told two of the CAT agents to walk backwards and keep an eye on the lions.
The animals continued to trail them, keeping at least a hundred yards away. The sun rose slowly, and the temperature climbed to an almost unbearable level. Rather than dry desert heat, it was sweltering, miserable humid heat.
The mosquitoes were nearly as unbearable as the humidity. As Jake slapped what had to be the fortieth mosquito off of his face, he turned to Mbewe. “Do the mosquitoes here carry malaria?”
Mbewe shrugged and kept his eyes averted. That was all the answer Jake needed. He sighed and slapped another mosquito away.
“When are we going to stop for lunch?” Bryan asked.
Jake shared a look with Munoz. He hadn’t planned on stopping. He hadn’t planned on lunch. They had limited food supplies, and he doubted seriously that fishing would do much to replenish those supplies.
He decided to use the lions as an excuse. “We can’t stop with that pride chasing us. We’re going to wait until they split off, then we’ll figure out what the next plan is.”
Bryan sighed. “All right.”
Jake reached into his pack for a protein bar and tossed it to Bryan. “Eat that.”
Bryan stared at the protein bar for a second before reluctantly opening it and eating. Jake could understand that he was embarrassed at being the only one of the group who needed to eat, but it didn’t matter. He was the President, and if he didn’t keep his strength up, then there was really no point to any of this. Besides, he was older than any of them and hadn’t spent decades training for harsh circumstances. He didn’t have anything to be ashamed of.
Cackling laughter echoed out of nowhere across the Savannah. The soldiers all stiffened and raised their rifles. Jake’s eyes widened in amazement when he saw the lions turn around and head back the way they came. He looked around for the source of the sound.
More laughter came, then something that sounded like the yip of a small dog. Jake recognized the sound just before Mbewe said, “Hyenas. This is more serious. They will try to prey on us.”
“If I see a damned hyena, I’m firing my weapon,” Munoz said.
“Let’s get out of the tall grass,” Jake said. “Head closer to the river again.”
The team moved back toward the river. From time to time, more laughter echoed through the grass, and a few times, Jake heard rustling close by. He felt like he was in the middle of some nature documentary, a frightened gazelle looking around for the threat that loomed somewhere beyond its view and waiting for gleaming jaws to leap from the trees and sink their fangs into his neck.
The grass thinned, and Jake got his first glimpse of a hyena. The animal was far larger than he expected it to be. When he thought of hyenas, he thought of animals roughly the size of dogs. He supposed that was technically true, but it would have to be a big, damned dog.
There were some smaller ones, but most of the hyenas were big animals.
“The smaller ones are the males,” Mbewe explained. “The females are larger and in control of the pack.”
Jake wasn’t sure what to do with that information, so he only nodded.
One of the hyenas rushed them suddenly. The soldier it approached raised his weapon and fired, killing the animal.
The other hyenas scattered. Jake listened to the sound of the gunshot reverberating through the grassland and sighed.
“I’m sorry, sir,” the CAT officer said. “I didn’t think I’d be able to reach my knife in time.”
Jake nodded. “That’s all right. Just—”
Out of nowhere, a massive crocodile jumped out of the water, snatched the officer by his leg and dragged him into the water. The officer cried out, then fired once. His shot went wide and hit a tree behind the crocodile. The crocodile pulled him in, then under.
Jake stared in horror as bubbles rose to the surface, then disappeared. The whole thing was over in less than five seconds. No one else had a chance to fire their weapons.
“What the hell?” Munoz shouted. He glared at Mbewe. “Did you know crocodiles could do that?”
“I didn’t think they would attack us on land,” Mbewe said numbly.
“Get away from the river,” Jake said. “Forty yards from the bank at all times.”
The soldiers complied, and Munoz said, “We can’t leave him behind, Jake.”
“There is nothing left behind.” Mbewe said. “Crocodiles eat everything.”
A soft splash caught their attention. They looked to the river to see an assault rifle floating on top of the water. The arm was still attached to it up to the shoulder. As they tried to process what they were seeing, the crocodile returned to the surface, opening its mouth and swallowing the arm and the rifle whole.
They stood in shocked silence for a long while. But there was nothing to do and nothing to say. Nothing that could bring their fallen comrade back.
So Jake turned and headed forward, angling away from the riverbank. Behind, he heard the others follow.
The mood was far darker now. It was one thing to lose people to an armed terrorist force, but watching a fully armed soldier eaten in seconds by a crocodile wasn’t something any of them were prepared to deal with.
Jake looked up at the sun. It now stood near its zenith in the sky and stared balefully down at the group. He sensed now more than ever that they were in unfamiliar and unfriendly territory.
Maybe that was why Okafor hadn’t found them yet. Maybe he hadn’t even bothered to pursue them. Maybe his plan all along was to chase them into the wilderness and let nature do the rest.
He sighed and looked ahead. He was letting his mind wander too far. The situation was dire, but he couldn’t let himself leap to wild conclusions.
"Damn it," Munoz said, his voice thick with emotion. "Roy's wife just had their first kid. He was going to take them to Disney World when we got home."
Beau’s face flashed across Jake’s mind. It could just as easily have been him eaten by that crocodile. He was just as close to the water as Roy was. If not for the grace of God, Jake would be the one torn to pieces, and his son would be the one growing up without a father.
Grace? No, not grace. Luck. Blind luck. That was the only difference between Roy and Jake. Jake’s miraculous luck still held, and Roy’s had run out.
Jake looked back at the President and found the same grim understanding on his face. Everyone was on borrowed time. If they didn’t find a way out of here soon, then all of their luck would run out.
And when the U.S. military came to collect payment for the loss of their President, thousands more would find their luck had come to an end.



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Akida Kamani wiped sweat from his brow and looked longingly at the river. He wasn’t stupid enough to take a dip in the gently flowing stream, no matter how hot the day was. Crocodiles rarely swam up these small rivers, but rarely wasn’t the same as never, and snakes were far more tolerant of small streams than crocodiles.
This was all assuming the mosquitoes didn’t kill him first. He slapped yet another one off of his arm and glared at its mangled corpse as it shuddered on his arm. “That’s what you get for annoying me,” he said before brushing the creature off.
“I have something!” Daudi called.
“What is it?” Kamani called back.
“A camp.”
Kamani lifted an eyebrow. “The Americans?”
“It must be. They used far too much wood and left it piled on top of their camp without scattering the ashes and spreading debris over the ground to mask their stay here.”
A few of the other poachers chuckled and traded quips about the Americans' incompetence. Kamani thought of reminding them that the Americans might be shitty at making secret camps, but they were very, very good at firing rifles at cocky poachers.
He held his tongue, though. They had to find the Americans before they needed to worry about dying at their hands. Besides, poachers weren’t fools like Okafor and his soldiers. They didn’t believe in some divine right that would magically protect them from bullets. They would be shrewd. They would be careful.
And that is why Kamani would profit.
He reached the campsite and looked around. “They left this morning. And they went…” he looked around and found footprints in the mud of the opposite riverbank. He pointed south and said, “That way.”
“Wonderful,” his second-in-command Aziz said. “They can’t go far. They don’t know the area. We’ll catch them before the end of the day.”
“They have a guide,” Kamani reminded him. “A local. He was the one who threw the fuel grenades at Okafor’s soldiers last night.”
“A local?” Aziz exclaimed. “I thought the locals were loyal to Okafor.”
“Not loyal enough, it appears,” Kamani said.
They walked among the remains of the camp, looking for anything useful. There was nothing there. They had at least remembered to take their things with them when they left.
“Okay,” Kamani said. “Let’s start tracking them.”
They followed the footprints in the mud, but those stopped a kilometer away from the camp. The river curved east and left the forest, and with no trees to cover the heat of the sun, the mud turned hard as rock.
Kamani pulled his scanner from his pocket. His men watched intently as he shifted the dials and pressed the buttons on the odd device. The device had been given to them by their benefactor, shipped to Kamani’s home in Kenya. He understood little about it, but he knew how it worked and that it was the key to successfully capturing the President.
After a moment, the device beeped, and the screen lit up. It showed a small green circle, inside of which were a dozen tiny dots. That was Kamani and his men. A red light blinked at the end of a small antenna extended from the device. The antenna blinked for a minute or so, then the device beeped again. The map expanded, and the green circle became a much smaller green circle, and there were no visible dots within the circle.
More importantly, a tiny red circle appeared sixteen miles east of them. Kamani grinned. “Okay, I see them.”
He handed the scanner to Aziz. His second took it with some shock. “You want me to lead the way?”
“That is what I hired you for?’ Kamani said, grinning. “Just think of it as tracking a different sort of herd then elephants or rhinoceroses.”
Aziz looked at the scanner. He shrugged and continued on, Kamani and the others following.
They wouldn’t catch the Americans today. They had vehicles, but their vehicles wouldn’t handle this terrain very well. Kamani figured they would catch up by tomorrow evening.
The larger concern was what would happen if the American military intervened first. They were some miles from the road where Okafor’s men had ambushed them, but America was well-known for a philosophy that went something like, “When in doubt, drop several hundred thousand tons of bombs on it and poke through the rubble after the fire goes out.”
Their benefactor had assured Kamani that the U.S. response wouldn’t be catastrophic right away. They would have time, the benefactor said, to correct the mistake they’d made.
If only Kamani could do away with Okafor. The man was clearly mad and unstable. He doubted very much that poor Colonel Issa had survived the punishment that Okafor had given him for losing the President in the first place. If Okafor lost any more of his sanity, he might go insane and kill Kamani.
But if he could survive that, and if he could get the President for himself and deliver him to the benefactor without Okafor butting in, then he would be made wealthy enough to leave this godforsaken country behind. Then Okafor could send everyone in Tanzania to Hell for all Kamani cared.
He chuckled as he thought about what he was doing. When he’d first heard of the plan to kidnap the American president, he’d thought everyone involved insane.
But now? Well, sometimes insane was a good thing. If all went well, he would be a very wealthy man.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
“We have drones over the Serengeti right now, yes?” Brougham asked.
“Yes, sir,” General Paula Fawad, the commanding officer of the Joint Special Forces Command, replied. “The Harpy drones are currently conducting a wide scan of the Serengeti looking for any sign of radio signals from the President’s convoy.”
Jess wasn’t sure if the silence she heard was as deafening in the room on the other end of the phone call, but she could imagine the looks on Art’s and Brougham’s faces.
“Radio signals?” Brougham said, breaking the silence. “From the radios that don’t work?”
After a brief pause, Fawad replied, “If any part of their communications or navigation equipment is still working—”
“If it was still working, we’d have found them already!” Brougham thundered. “For God’s sake, General, we have satellites! Why would we send drones to Tanzania to look for radio waves? Just… Jesus, could someone maybe think?”
“I’ll redeploy the drones closer to ground level to conduct infrared optical scans,” Fawad replied.
“Why wasn’t that the first thought in your head?” Brougham demanded.
“The drones can cover far more ground scanning for radio waves. For infrared and optical to work at the clarity required to pick up people on foot, they will have to fly below twelve thousand feet and can cover only six square miles each at a time.”
“Eighteen square miles is pretty damned big, Fawad. It’s not like they can teleport across the country. They’re walking for Christ's sake. Parker, what's the status of the Fifth Air Force?"
“We have seven squadrons of strike aircraft, one squadron of EM warfare planes and five squadrons of fighters available,” the deep basso rumble of General Parker, commander of U.S. Africa Command, replied. “We can scramble strike teams in ten minutes.”
Jess tensed, but Brougham replied, “Leave them on standby for now. We’ll allow our drones a chance to find them first. What about ground forces?”
“We are mobilizing units from Germany to deploy to Tanzania,” Parker replied. “We can have fifteen hundred infantry and nine squadrons of armor deployed within twenty-four hours.”
“Twenty-four hours? Seriously? We can’t forward deploy them to Tanzania?”
“The regime in Dodoma has refused to allow a military operation on their home soil.”
“And we give a shit because?” Brougham asked.
“Because that could lead to all-out war,” Art interjected. “Which you made very clear you don’t want when we spoke on the phone earlier.”
Hell yeah, Art! Jess thought.
Brougham, however, dismissed Art’s concerns. “Oh please, what are they gonna do, whine? It’s Tanzania, not China. Get those ground units as close to the Serengeti as possible.”
“I can land the transports in the grasslands,” Parker said. “C-17s are capable of landing and taking off from unprepared strips.”
“Do it.”
“Sir, this is an unacceptable escalation,” Art tried again.
“What’s unacceptable, Davis, is the fact that the President is missing. I assume you still haven’t contacted your team, is that right, tech girl?”
Jess blinked. “Um… right. Still no contact.”
"Okay, so we're going in to get him. Wipe that scowl off your face, Davis. No one's dropping bombs yet. We're going to deploy troops, find the President, and send people to get him. As long as Okafor doesn't get any more stupid, I'm perfectly fine leaving him to sit and sulk while we find our people and bring them home."
“Sir, the region is already unstable. Okafor’s entire plan could be to provoke this sort of reaction so he can precipitate a war.”
“And again, we give a shit because?”
Once more, silence fell, and this time, Jess was pretty sure it wasn’t just the phone connection. After a moment, Brougham continued. “I don’t mean most of the things you guys are going to assume I mean, but if rescuing the President leads to war in Tanzania, I really don’t care. I care about getting the President home. I could justify my feelings by pointing out that the government of Tanzania is crappy, and the warlords are just as crappy. I could say that the President’s plan is just going to perpetuate a system that has proven itself unsuccessful since before I was born. But the real reason is that I just don’t give a shit. The President of the United States is in danger. We will remove him from that danger. End of conversation. Davis, look me in the eye and tell me that there’s anything worth considering that could change that priority.”
After a moment, Art reluctantly admitted, “No sir. There isn’t.”
“Wonderful. Glad we’re on the same page. Fawad, drop the drones and get looking. Parker, get my Air Force on standby and my ground force to Tanzania ASAP. To be very clear, Plan A is to pick him up and bring him home with no fuss and no shots fired. Plan B is the one where I stop caring about consequences and blow stuff up. Let’s do our best to make Plan A work, yes?”
A chorus of yes sirs followed that pronouncement. Jess sighed and buried her face in her hands. Things had gone from bad to worse. Much worse lurked just outside the window.
Jess really didn’t have a problem with Plan A, even the parts that included intimidating Okafor and Tanzania. But the line between Plan A and Plan Blow Stuff Up was very, very thin, and that plan she very much had a problem with.
“Come on, Jake,” she whispered. “I need a miracle, buddy.”
 
***
 
Jake looked up at the sun. It had begun to settle toward the western horizon behind them. That meant that instead of shining on their heads, it shone on their backs.
It didn’t help that they couldn’t remove any of their clothing. Well, they could, but removing their body armor meant carrying it, removing the CAT battle dress uniforms meant carrying their gear, rolling up their sleeves meant mosquitoes and rolling up their pant legs meant ticks.
Jake decided he hated the Serengeti.
“The river will turn south soon,” Mbewe said.
As the only member of the group wearing clothing appropriate for the environment, he was the least sweaty, thirsty, tired and irritable. Wisely, he chose to walk several yards ahead of the angry Americans in case their grouchiness descended into violence.
Jake chuckled at that absurd thought, and Mbewe frowned. “You should drink more water.”
Jake shook his head. “I’ll be fine.”
“No,” Mbewe said firmly. “Drink water. The early symptoms of heat exhaustion are euphoria and giddiness. You might feel fine, but you’re not. Drink water. As a matter of fact”—he lifted his voice—“All of you! Drink water! We will refill our canteens at the river.”
“Fuck that,” Munoz called back. “I’m not messing with any more crocodiles.”
“We will fire shots into the river,” Mbewe said. “The noise will scare them away.”
“Yeah, I don’t mean to be an ass,” Munoz retorted, “but your crocodile advice was a little lacking the last time we needed it.”
“Munoz,” Jake said. “Calm down.”
Munoz flashed a glare at Jake, but when the President put his hand on his shoulder, his glare faded. “All right,” he said. “But we’re not firing shots. We’re emptying a damned clip into the river. Each of us. If that attracts terrorists, we’ll empty another clip into them. Ammo is one thing we’re not running low on.”
“Can we meet in the middle?” Jake asked. “Three round burst from each man?”
Munoz nodded. “Sure. I was exaggerating a little. I’m just pissed.”
“Me too,” Jake said. “No one’s happy about Roy. But Mbewe’s right. We’re overdressed, and we’re not used to this kind of heat. We need water, and we can’t avoid the river just because there are crocodiles in it.”
“How about we kill a crocodile and eat it?” one of the plainclothes agents suggested.
"Crocodile meat is not good," Mbewe said. "It must be cooked for hours to be soft enough to chew. But if we have no choice, it will do in a pinch."
“We’re not there yet,” Jake said. “We still have enough rations left for dinner. Tomorrow, we’ll start living off of the land. Right now, let’s go get water.”
The team headed toward the river without further complaint. Jake looked around for animals, but the hyenas and lions had evidently decided that the gun-carrying humans weren’t worth their effort.
The six surviving CAT agents lined up in front of the water and fired. Within seconds, two crocodiles—not so large as the one that had eaten Roy but large enough to do serious damage to a human, jumped out of the water. Before Jake could stop them, Munoz and the CAT agents fired on the reptiles. The crocodiles jerked as multiple rounds shredded their bodies. Then they lay still.
Jake let the incident go uncorrected, but when everyone had drunk and replenished their canteens, he would pull Munoz aside and talk to him about controlling his emotions. It was understandable that he was upset about Roy’s death, but whether they had a good supply of ammo or not, wasting it on animals that were fleeing rather than attacking them wasn’t wise.
The canteens they carried had filtration systems that would clean out any contaminants. The state-of-the-art bottles—gifts from the CIA—included UV lights to kill any bacteria in the liquid. So they could drink without any fear of illness, provided they were willing to wait fifteen minutes for the water to fully filter.
Fortunately, the agents’ frayed emotions didn’t go so far as to cause them to risk severe intestinal illness or parasitic infection. Everyone filled the canteens and waited patiently. When the water finished filtering, they would drink, then refill the canteens again and move on.
Jake heard a soft roar in the sky above them. He frowned and turned toward the sound. The roar grew louder, and a moment later, he saw sunlight glint off of three aircraft flying perhaps ten thousand feet overhead.
He pulled out his field glasses and identified the aircraft. Harpies! U.S. Harpies!
Jess, you angel! He thought gleefully. He turned to the others and grinned. “Enjoy your last taste of Africa boys! Help is on the way!”
The others turned to see the drones, and cheers erupted from the group. Jake turned back to watch them approach.
And that was when three streaks of fire flew over their heads and headed straight toward the drones. The cheers died and the team watched in horror as three missiles found their marks and the Harpy drones exploded into fireballs.
Jake stared numbly as the flaming wreckage fell toward the Earth. How the hell did a two-bit warlord in a poor nation in Africa get surface-to-air missiles capable of taking out U.S. drones? Sure, the drones were flying low and slow, but they should have been able to evade an old Soviet system.
Someone was helping them. These weapons were more advanced than a minor warlord could obtain. But who? Bard was dead. Petrov was dead. Hadad was in prison in a CIA black site. After the debacle with Nikolai, the Russian government was playing very nice.
A new player had entered the game. A new enemy who intended to succeed where Bard had failed. And 
in one fell swoop, that enemy had shown them that they were close and that they would permit no escape.
Death was coming for them.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
“Shit!” Art cried. “Damn it!”
Jess could only stare numbly at her screen as the three dots indicating the drones winked out.
“What happened?” Brougham demanded. “Were they shot down?”
Fawad’s voice was no longer as steady as it was before. “It appears so, sir.”
“Fuck it,” Brougham said. “We tried. You guys were right. We’re going to war.”
“Sir, please,” Art interrupted. “Don’t do anything rash.”
“Rash was letting the President travel across hostile territory by Humvee,” Brougham shot back. “We tried to play nice. Okafor’s not playing nice, and no one out there is going to be able to help us get the President back.”
“Call Kenya,” Art suggested. “See if they can send people into Tanzania.”
“Either way, it’s war, Davis.”
“Yes, but if we fire our weapons, it’s the Great Evil America flexing its imperialist might in a country that doesn’t belong to them. It plays right into Okafor’s hands.”
“And if Kenya fires their weapons, it's proof that Okafor is needed to bring stability to the region. Not to mention, it makes us look very bad. He wins either way."
“But we don’t risk American lives, and we don’t risk American involvement in a regional conflict.”
“America’s already involved, Davis. Unless you don’t consider the kidnapping of the American President involvement. Look, Davis, I appreciate your expertise, and I want you involved so we can keep abreast of the Secret Service team’s likely actions, but these decisions are above your paygrade. Parker, get my strike teams in the air. How soon before they can get to the Serengeti?”
“Eight hours.”
“Eight hours? Why so damned long?”
“We need to launch AWACS first with fighter cover. Once AWACS identifies threats, we can launch refueling tankers, and then we can plan to deal with any threats revealed. I don’t anticipate any, but considering what we just saw done to our drones, I don’t want to take any chances.”
“Good point. Okay, so we gain air supremacy, then we launch the strike teams, they refuel, they take out that installation that shot down our drones along with any other little pockets of idiocy, then we find the President and beam him up, Scotty?”
Parker hesitated briefly, probably trying to decipher what Brougham had said before accidentally agreeing with the wrong thing. “Yes, sir.”
“Outstanding. Just one question.”
“Yes, sir?”
“Why the hell did you send the Air Force to South Africa when Kenya’s our ally and within sneezing distance of the Serengeti?”
A long pause followed that, then a subdued, “Africa Command has a long-established military relationship with South Africa. Our alliance with Kenya is economic.”
"Oh, for the love of God!” Brougham shouted. “God! This is the President of the United States! This isn’t a damn border dispute!”
“You said you didn’t want to provoke a war,” Fawad said, rather petulantly.
“I said I didn’t want a war provoked. Okafor is doing a damned good job of provoking it. Once a war is provoked, the general idea is to be able to act quickly. We can’t act quickly now.”
“What would you like us to do, sir?” Parker asked.
Brougham sighed. “Just get the planes into the air, please. Just… Jesus Christ.”
Another pause. Then, “Yes, sir.”
The connection cut, and Jess’s phone buzzed. She jumped, unprepared for the noise. This was her personal phone. Sheila. She answered, and Sheila said, “Any news yet?”
Jess weighed her decision on what to tell her but decided that Sheila deserved the truth. “They shot down our drones. The Secretary of State has approved military action. The Air Force is preparing a series of airstrikes on the military encampments of the warlord responsible for attacking the President’s convoy. Once that’s done, the Army will send ground forces in to mop up the enemy and retrieve the survivors of the convoy,”
Sheila’s voice was vicious when she replied. “Good. Finally someone’s taking action.”
Jess pressed her lips together and said nothing. She could hear Beau playing in the background, and a lump formed in her throat.
“Are you still there, Jess?”
Jess took a breath. “Yeah. I’m still here.”
“I know you’re probably mad at me for trying to keep Jake out of the field.”
“N… No,” Jess stammered. “No, not at all. I totally understand. Actually, I was trying to keep him out of the field too.”
Sheila paused for a moment. She seemed genuinely surprised when she said, “Really?”
“Yes. I wanted him to stay home. I…” God, Jake was going to kill her for talking to Sheila about this. “I wonder sometimes if Jake only does this because he thinks he has to. Like there’s no one else who can handle this job.”
“Why?” Sheila said. “Why does he feel that way? Why does it have to be him? Why does it have to be my husband? My father? My family?”
She began to cry. Jess had no idea what to say or do to make her feel better. Probably, there was nothing she could say.
“I’m trying to be supportive,” Sheila said, her voice thick with emotion. “I told him to go back because I knew he’d never be happy unless he was out there but… Why? Why can’t he just be happy being home with me and Beau? Why aren’t we enough?”
This time, Jess did have an answer. “That’s not how he feels. You are enough. I promise you. I’ve never seen him so happy as he is with you. He’s fighting to protect you two. He’s fighting to make sure that you two can live in a safe world.”
“Jake told me the same thing,” Sheila replied. “Maybe that’s really how he feels. But plenty of people aren’t fighting. Plenty of people are still living in a safe world with jobs like office manager, sales clerk, director of marketing, bus driver... So why him?”
Once more, Jess didn’t know how to reply. After a moment, Sheila sighed. “I’m sorry. You need to work. Just keep me posted, okay? Let me know if you hear from him.”
“I will.”
She hung up, and Jess stared at her monitors. As she watched, a small green circle appeared over Johannesburg. The AWACs with its fighter escort had taken off.
Please come home, Jake. For Sheila’s sake. Please come home.
 
***
 
As the initial shock of watching the drones get shot down faded, Jake began to think through the problem. He followed the exhaust clouds of the missiles to where they met the ground behind a small woodland. He guessed the distance to be a little less than ten miles.
“We need to get there,” he said.
“We can leave the President here with his security detail and assault the base,” Munoz suggested. “If we take them by surprise, we can overcome them and commandeer their vehicles and radio equipment.”
Jake felt a surge of pride in his friend and colleague. He loved that Munoz not only had the same idea he had but showed no hesitation in moving forward with the plan.
That being said, Munoz’s way wasn’t the best way.
“We can’t leave the President alone,” he said. “If another assault team shows up while we’re gone, the security detail will be poorly equipped to stop them.”
Munoz frowned. “You’re right. Me and Forrest will go.”
Forrest, a stern-faced woman with close-cropped brown hair and piercing blue eyes, nodded curtly and stepped forward.
“No,” Jake said. “We’ll all go.”
Munoz’s frown deepened. “That puts the President at risk. We can assume they’ll have a contingent of fighters at the missile emplacement.”
“You’re right,” Jake said, “but we need to stay mobile. That emplacement will also have vehicles, and if we can gain some of those, I’d rather use them to keep driving east to Kenya than to drive back here to pick us up.”
Munoz didn’t appear convinced. “I still feel like that’s an unnecessary risk.”
Mbewe piped up. “Night is falling soon. It would be much better for us not to move at night.”
“Exactly,” Jake said. “If we can be near the vehicles by nightfall, however, then we can drive at night.”
Munoz hesitated a moment, then relented. “All right. You’re the boss, Jake.”
“If we find a radio, we need to contact Washington,” the President said. “We need to tell them that there is to be absolutely no military action in Tanzania.”
The agents exchanged a look, then Jake turned to Bryan. “Sir, I appreciate that you don’t want a large-scale conflict to occur here, and I support that decision. But there’s already been military action. Okafor’s assault on our convoy was a military action. Shooting down our drones was a military action.”
“And, with all due respect, sir,” Munoz added, “Our flying those drones in the first place was a military action. A justifiable one, but still a military action. We’re past the point of avoiding conflict.”
“But we’re not past the point of escalating that conflict,” the President said, “and we need to avoid that at all costs.”
“No, sir,” Jake countered. “Not at all costs. We need to get you home at all costs.”
Bryan met his eyes. In that gaze, Jake saw the strength of will that had won Bryan the Presidency twice, the same strength that had kept him going through multiple attempts on his life and multiple terrors committed in the name of ending his life. “I’m one man, Jake. Before you argue with me, let me explain the stakes. None of you are cleared to hear this, so I’m relying on your discretion. Especially yours, Mbewe.”
The guide swallowed nervously, but his eyes showed their own strength, and he nodded firmly.
The President turned to Jake. “This isn’t just a goodwill tour. The meeting at Ngorongoro wasn’t with environmentalists.” Jake lifted an eyebrow, and the President explained. “It was with a coalition of African leaders seeking to unite the continent.”
“We knew that, sir,” Jake said. “Well, we knew that was the overall point of this meeting.”
"Yes, but the unity I'm talking about isn't just a new African Community. It would be a coalition of African nations that would operate similarly to the European Union but with even more authority: a unified currency and economic system, a unified government with broad powers over member nations, and a unified armed forces with the authority and resources to stamp out the minor warlords and governments that oppress so many people in Africa. Nations would retain sovereignty and autonomy, but the community would have the power to depose governments that violate human rights. I can't explain all the minutiae, but if conflict breaks out in the region, the endeavor will fail, and the continent will collapse into another cycle of warfare, poverty and oppression. I can't allow that."
“Why did we support Okafor, then?” Munoz asked. “Sorry, sir, I’m speaking out of turn, but why did you agree to support his bid for leadership?”
Bryan smiled sadly. “I was fooled. I told him that I would support his leadership of this region and give him a seat in the new African Community. The government in Dodoma has been oppressing people here for decades. Okafor claimed that he only wanted self-determination for his people.”
“A worthy goal.”
“That’s what I thought. He said that’s what he wanted. But he lied. What he seems to want is conflict that will allow him to gain even more power. Jake was right. He’s just another tinpot. I was blinded by the vision I had, and I allowed myself to believe a lie. Now we’re all paying for it.”
He met Jake’s eyes. “But we can’t allow things to get worse. The futures of tens of millions of people are at stake. So when we get those radios, you have to tell the Pentagon that I am not authorizing any military action. We will go to Kenya and come home from there. Under no circumstances do bombs get dropped here. Under no circumstances do we put boots on the ground. Is that understood?”
Left in Jake’s hands, he would gladly ignore the President and do whatever was necessary to bring Bryan home. But maybe that’s why he wasn’t the President.
He sighed. “All right, sir. We’ll send that message.”
Bryan sighed with relief. “Thank you. You’re doing the right thing.”
They began their trek toward the hidden enemy base. Jake could only hope that Bryan was right. As the sun set behind them, Jake couldn’t help feeling that Bryan’s quest for a brighter future had doomed their futures to end here in the African wilderness.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
“So we have, what, five hours before the strike fighters reach the Serengeti?” Jess asked.
“Three.”
Jess’s eyes widened. “Three? I thought Parker said it would be eight hours.”
"They cut the time down by launching the tankers with the AWACS. Obviously, there's no threat to American air superiority in the region, so they have the strike fighters in the air already. They'll refuel in two hours, and reach their targets in one."
“Shit.”
Art shrugged. “I don’t mean to be a pessimist, but we tried the other way, and it didn’t work. If they can shoot our drones out of the sky, then we can’t find the President until we deal with those missiles. That means dealing with the radars that tracked the drones, and… well, no need to go into detail. The point is, we tried doing things the easy way. Now we try it the don’t fuck with America way.”
She stared at him in shock. “You can’t seriously support going a full-scale assault! We still don’t know where they are. We could risk killing them.”
He met her eyes. “Do you have a better idea? What do we do? Whine about it and ask, ‘Pretty please can you give our President back?’”
She pressed her lips together and looked away. The hard truth was that Art was right. They had waited for over twenty-four hours. There was still no sign of the President, and the only sign that he was even alive was their conjecture that Okafor would have said something if he was captured or killed.
It was too late.
“I don’t like this any more than you do,” Art said, “but there’s a point at which we don’t have a good option but to fight back. We can’t let people like Okafor think it’s okay to kidnap the President. We can’t show the world that we’re going to roll over when someone commits a blatant attack on our sovereignty.”
Jess sighed and dropped her head into her hands, pressing the palms into her temples. “Yeah. I know.”
“Look, don’t worry too much about it. They’re not carpet-bombing the Serengeti. These are going to be precision strikes on radar sites and weapons emplacements. Basically, they’re just clearing the area of anti-air threats so they can put boots on the ground without their transport helicopters getting shot out of the sky.”
“I know, Art, but it sucks, all right? Forgive me for being a little naïve, but I’m pissed off that the world is so crappy that we still need to go to war over bullshit. Some stupid criminal thinks he can prove that he’s the baddest gangster in Africa, and now thousands of people are going to die.”
“I think you’re blowing this out of proportion,” Art replied. “Hundreds of people will die, but I don’t think thousands will. We’re essentially doing a smash and grab. It’s not like we’re going to invade Tanzania.”
“What if the President’s dead, though? What if we learn that Okafor succeeded?”
Art’s face turned dark. “Then they’ll get what’s coming to them.”
“Yes,” Jess agreed, “and so will a lot of innocent people who are just trying to feed their families and not get killed by warlords or abused by corrupt governments. That’s the part that sucks.”
“It’s also the part we can’t control.”
Jess looked away. Strictly speaking, they could control it, but she understood that a line had been crossed. There was only so far the U.S. could go to avoid war. Allowing Okafor to get away with attacking the President would send a message to other evil people that the U.S. wouldn’t defend its interests. History had proven time and again how dangerous and how costly it was to allow the enemies of the U.S. to believe that they wouldn’t defend themselves.
“This is why,” she muttered.
“What?”
“Nothing. Just remembering a conversation I had with a friend.” It probably wasn’t a good idea to tell Art about her conversation with Sheila earlier.
Art nodded. “You should take the day off. The situation’s out of our hands now. This is a military operation, and we’re just observers. Go home, get some sleep, and eat some food that wasn’t made in a microwave.”
“You should take the day off,” Jess retorted.
The two of them stared at each other for a moment. Then Art chuckled. “Yeah. Fair enough.”
“Wanna eat some food that was made in a microwave?” Jess asked.
Art laughed again. “I would love to.”
“Bean and cheese or beef and bean?”
“Is there a difference?”
“Nope,” Jess replied as she pulled two frozen burritos out of the mini freezer underneath her desk and popped them into her office microwave.
“Then one of each.”
She lifted her eyebrow. “Greedy bastard.”
Art laughed again, and Jess joined her, but their amusement was short-lived. Being downgraded to observer status made Jess feel worse about the situation, not better. All she could do now was watch as the world fell apart.
 
***
 
Jake lifted the field glasses to his eyes and looked at the camp ahead. He saw the missile launcher—an old Soviet-era SAM system that appeared to have been modified with somewhat newer radar equipment. The missiles looked to be modified heat-seeking missiles with optical sensors in addition to the infrared sensors. Like many weapons systems in third-world nations, it was a hodgepodge of whatever was available. Like many weapons systems in third-world nations, it did the job just fine.
It didn’t look advanced enough to shoot down the drones, though. Something was going on here. Either the guidance systems had been upgraded with more advanced equipment than was apparent at first glance, or there was some sort of radar that could guide the missiles from the ground.
Whatever it was, it needed to be rendered unusable, or rescue would be far more complicated.
Besides the weapons system, there was a prefab hut with a portable radio antenna on top that served as the control center, another that he guessed was a storehouse of some sort, and a prefab bungalow that served as the barracks. Two armed guards stood outside of the control center, but Jake saw no other guards at the facility. Their weapons worked fine, but their tactics left something to be desired.
The one thing Jake didn’t see were vehicles. It seemed that with vehicles being a critical resource, Okafor had chosen to drop these men and their camp off here and move the vehicles elsewhere. So they wouldn’t gain mobility, but they would be able to send a message.
“How do you want to do this?” Munoz asked.
“Quickly and quietly,” Jake said. “Forrest and I will go in and enter the control center. We’ll sneak behind the guards and take them out with our knives, enter the building, send a message to Washington, and get out. Then we’ll continue east toward Kenya.”
Munoz nodded. “We’ll keep an eye from out here in case a fight breaks out.”
“Sounds good. Forrest?”
The CAT agent to Jake’s right nodded. The two of them moved away, remaining in the trees until they were behind the guards. After a quick check to make sure no one was looking their way, they rushed forward.
The guards never saw them coming. They were clearly confident that no trouble would reach them. That was the last mistake they ever made. Jake and Forrest buried their knives into their throats and carefully lowered the bodies.
The door was unlocked. Actually, it looked like it didn’t have a lock. Another mistake. Jake rushed inside while Forrest stood guard outside.
The radio was an older Israeli model, probably sourced via South Africa. The controls were labeled in Afrikaans, which Jake didn’t speak, but thankfully, radios were much the same everywhere. Jake tuned to Jess’s private channel. When it chirped, he said, “Jess. Are you there?”
A moment later, Jess’s voice came over the speaker. “Jake? Oh my God! Jake, you’re all right? Is the President—”
"Alive," Jake said. "Jess, record this message. I don't have a lot of time, but you need to get this information into the right hands. We're still alive. We're in the Serengeti, about thirty miles northeast of the location where we were attacked. I don't have the coordinates available, but you can track this radio signal to figure out our exact location. We're heading east to Kenya, and it's the President's wish that we are extracted there."
“Jake, they’ve got strike aircraft heading that way. They’ll be on your location in two hours. They’ve already authorized military action.”
“The President was very clear that under no circumstances was there to be military action in Tanzania. No airstrikes, no boots on the ground.”
“It might be too late for that.”
“It can’t be. Like I said, you need to get this to the powers that be. But there must be no military action here. We’re going to Kenya and coming home from there.”
“Jake!” Forrest called. “We have company! Coming from the woods.”
“The woods?”
Gunfire began to puncture the air. “Shit,” Jake said. “Jess, I have to go. Get that message to whoever it needs to get to.”
“All right. I will. Please be safe.”
“I’ll do my best.”
He cut the connection and followed Forrest out of the control center. Cries of alarm echoed around him as the soldiers at the camp caught sight of the gunfire in the forest ahead.
Jake drew his weapon and rushed toward the fight. Despite the seriousness of their situation, he felt a spark of hope. They weren’t alone anymore.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
A bullet splintered the tree above Simons. The agent dropped to the ground and returned fire. Jake heard a cry and saw someone fall from the trees ahead of them. Another bullet sailed past Jake’s head, and he turned and fired back at the camp.
“Reinforcements?” Munoz asked, firing a burst from his rifle and dropping one of the attackers from the woods.
“Probably the search party Okafor sent to find us,” Jake said. “They just happened to track us here right when we reached one of their camps.”
“Well, that sucks,” Munoz said. “Because now we’re outnumbered and fighting from both sides.”
As though on cue, a cry rang out, and one of the plainclothes agents fell dead. Jake cursed and returned fire, feeling a vicious satisfaction when the agent's killer also fell.
“We can’t stay here,” Munoz said.
Jake looked around for a way to escape. The fighters at the camp were rapidly organizing, using their buildings as cover. The fighters in the woods had found cover too and eschewed their frontal assault for a siege that—as Munoz had alluded to—would work to their advantage and not to the advantage of Jake and his men.
“We’ll head east,” Jake finally said. “The President and Mbewe in the center, Simons and the security detail around them, and the CAT agents around them. How much ammo do we have left?”
“Still plenty.”
“Then we sustain cover fire until we’re at least a hundred yards away. After that, we can be more discerning. But we don’t stop moving.”
“Understood.”
“Okay,” Jake said. “On my command.” He gave his men a chance to reload, then called, “Now!”
They leapt to their feet and rushed forward. Jake stood next to the President, his hand on Bryan’s shoulder as he propelled him through the woods. He said a brief prayer of thanks that the vegetation was thin on the ground. If they were running through a serious jungle, they wouldn’t be able to move nearly as fast.
Bullets whipped around them, slicing through the branches and buzzing through the air. The agents kept up steady cover fire, and thirty seconds later, Munoz said, “Okay, we’re clear. Well, relatively speaking.”
“Who are your best shots?” Jake asked.
“Me and Forrest,” Munoz replied. His face darkened. “It would have been me, Forrest and Roy, but—”
“Mourn later,” Jake said. “Right now, you and Forrest run backwards and shoot every face that shows itself.”
Munoz took a breath, and the emotion left his face. “Yes, sir.”
He and Forrest dropped to the rear and turned. Jake looked back and saw the two agents firing sporadically. Each shot felled an attacker, though, and gradually their pursuers fell farther and farther behind.
They didn’t stop chasing Jake and his men, though. A bullet found Forrest’s vest. The agent cried out and nearly fell, but when Munoz reached for her, she pulled away. “I’m fine,” she said. “It hit my vest.”
She got her revenge, planting a bullet through the unprotected chest of the terrorist who had shot her. More kept coming. When Munoz dropped another, one of the terrorists called something out in Swahili. The attackers fell back but continued to chase the group at a distance.
Jake turned to Mbewe. “Did you understand what he said?”
The pale guide replied. “He said, ‘Stay out of range of their weapons. We’ll just chase them until they grow tired. The President is not a soldier. We will catch them eventually and overwhelm them.’”
Jake frowned. He looked at the terrain ahead. The trees were few and far between now, and the grass was short. They were being chased into an open plain.
He heard the President panting and looked grimly back at the terrorists. Their plan was simple, but once more, it was effective. They had no cover, and the President would run out of gas before the attackers did. They had to lose the pursuers somehow, but with no way to hide themselves, it seemed an impossible task.
Jake thought hard, and an idea came to him. It wasn’t a good idea, but it was their only chance. God, he hated that.
He fell back to Munoz and said, "Munoz, we can't outrun them, so here's what we're going to do. We're going to stop and maintain cover fire. While we do, I want each of the CAT team to pull the pins on a smoke grenade and get ready to throw it. On my call, we throw the grenades. Then, your team uses their infrared goggles to identify terrorists. You rush forward and kill enough to send them into chaos. Then, you retreat, throw more smoke grenades, and we run south at a dead sprint for as far as we can. I figure Bryan's good for a mile that way before we have to slow to a fast march."
Munoz gave Jake a sideways glance. “Jake, I have to tell you, that’s about the worst plan I’ve ever heard.”
“I really hope you’re going to follow that statement by telling me you have a better one.”
Munoz sighed. “I really wish I did.”
“Yeah, me too. All right, get everyone ready. Needless to say, this has to work perfectly for us to have a chance.”
Munoz sighed again, then called out the plan. Jake noticed the plainclothes agents glance at each other. No one had high hopes that this would work, but anything was worth a shot at this point.
Jake waited until he saw the CAT agents flip their goggles down and pull the smoke grenades from their belt. Then he called, “Now!”
The agents stopped and drew their arms back. The terrorists were about three hundred yards behind them at this point. There was no world in which a man could throw a smoke grenade three hundred yards. Jake guessed eighty at best. He would have to hope that the terrorists would misunderstand the smoke grenades and think that they were fleeing. If they did, they might continue to pursue, and if they did that, then the CAT could close the distance and use their enhanced vision to cut many of them down. Then, while the terrorists were fleeing the other way, the second smoke grenade would cover their actual retreat.
That was the plan, anyway. They’d have to see.
The CAT agents threw the grenades. They sailed through the air, and Jake heard the terrorists cry out in alarm and come to a halt, thinking they were frag grenades. After several seconds, the grenades finally landed and began pouring smoke.
“Go!” Munoz cried, and the CAT agents rushed forward. Jake watched, holding his breath. A few seconds later, the team opened fire. Jake heard cries of pain and terror as the well-equipped and better trained Secret Service agents tore into the unprepared and confused pursuers. The shooting lasted for about twenty seconds, then Munoz and his team began rushing back toward Jake and the others. When they were about twenty yards away, they dropped their second smoke grenades.
Jake didn’t wait. He called “Go!” softly, and the group began to sprint south. The agents held their fire so the terrorists wouldn’t realize where they were running. From time to time, Jake heard a shot, but the terrorists were firing east, not realizing that their quarry had changed direction.
As the gunfire grew quieter, Jake sighed with relief. They had done it. They had escaped yet again. He kept running until he saw the President begin to flag, then slowed the group to a march. “Keep moving, sir,” he told Bryan. “Drink a sip or two of water if you need to but keep walking. We need to put a couple more miles between us and our pursuers.”
Bryan nodded. “You got it. Good job. All of you.”
Jake looked ahead. Perhaps three miles south and seven miles east, a small mountain range rose into the sky. He would take them there. It would be a strenuous climb, but the mountains would afford them more opportunities for cover. Once they were through the rage, they would be within a day’s walk of Kenya.
He looked behind. The pursuers had stopped firing, but there was no sign that they were headed south. Jake looked at Munoz, who offered a grim smile. "America two, terrorists zero," he told Jake.
“Nothing better than a shutout,” Jake agreed.
The group continued onward, still cautious, but somewhat reassured. The game wasn’t easy, but as Munoz pointed out, they were winning.
 
***
 
“You spoke to the President?” Brougham asked.
“I spoke to Jake,” Jess clarified.
She and Art had called Brougham immediately after talking to Jake to relay the President’s instructions. The Secretary of Defense was still in the war room with the combatant commanders monitoring the situation in Tanzania.
“Who’s Jake?” Brougham asked.
“Special Agent Mercer,” Art replied. “The man who’s saved the President’s life around two dozen times so far.”
“Wonderful,” Brougham said. After a pause, he added, “Why didn’t you ask to speak to the President directly, though?”
Jess shared a look with Art. She wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to tell Brougham that Jake had been attacked and had to cut the conversation short. She tried to be evasive. “We didn’t have time.”
“Why didn’t you have time?” Brougham pressed.
Art revealed a little more without giving everything away. “They didn’t want to risk revealing their position to Okafor’s men.”
“Were they using a portable radio?”
Jess lowered her head. “No. They found a ground-based radio system.”
Brougham sighed. He wasn’t angry when he replied. In fact, he seemed apologetic. “I was in the Army for forty years. I can read between the lines. What happened is that Mercer and his team came across an enemy installation and sneaked onto the base to send us a message. They had to cut the message short because they were discovered by the enemy, correct?”
There was no point in lying. “Correct.”
“Okay. I’ll give them the benefit of the doubt that they’re still alive, but they’re clearly still in danger. I respect the President’s desire to avoid destabilizing the region, but the priority is to bring him home. Frankly, I’ll take responsibility and suffer the President’s ire as long as I’m seeing the anger on his face here in Washington. The strike plan remains in place.”
“No!” Jess cried. “But—”
“Give it some more time, sir,” Art interrupted, lifting a finger to quiet Jess. “There are no air-to-air threats, correct?”
After a brief pause, Brougham replied. “No.”
“Okay,” Art said. “So we keep the planes in the air. With refueling, they can remain airborne for a while, right?”
“Maybe a few more hours, but the pilots need to rest at some point.”
“Can you scramble another team? Make this a combat air patrol instead of a strike mission?”
A long pause this time. Then, reluctantly, “I suppose so. The AWACS has relief crew, and we have more tankers. We can send the strike team back and launch another while the first team rests. We can give them some more time.”
Art sighed with relief. “Thank you, sir. That’s all I’m asking.”
“Why do I have a feeling it won’t be all you’re asking?” Brougham groused. “Don’t make me regret this.”
He hung up, and Jake and Jess shared a look. “All right, Jake,” Art said. “Time to show us what you’ve got.”
“He’ll succeed,” Jess said. “I know he will.”
She really, really hoped that she was right about that.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Victor chuckled at the message on the screen. You’ve disappointed me yet again. I strongly urge you not to disappoint further.
He laughed and placed his palm on his forehead, looking up at the ceiling as though sharing a private joke with God.
And was he not the servant of God? Wasn’t he the Mtawala by divine right? How dare this work insult him so? Did he think that because he assisted Victor in achieving his Heaven-sent goal that he had authority over Victor? That he had the right to talk to him that way?
“How dare he?” Victor said in amazement. “How…”
He lifted his hands and let them drop. The disrespect! The cowardice to treat him with such disrespect from thousands of miles away where Victor couldn’t pay him in kind for his arrogance.
He typed a message. You insolent, pathetic, cowardly fool. I am the Mtawala of Tanganyika and Zanzibar. You are a worthless fool. Yet you speak to me like this? You are a coward. It is you who have disappointed me. The tools you gave me work poorly. The intelligence you gave me is invalid. I am unable to achieve my goal because of your failure. Do not mistake who I am or who you are. You were sent by God to serve me, not the other way around. I am done with you. Pray that we never meet in person, or I will begin with your testicles and leave your eyes for last so you will see everything that happens to you.
He sent the message, then stood and left the hut. Outside, the bedraggled survivors of Kamani’s ill-fated expedition sat in a dejected circle with their leader.
Kamani saw Victor’s approach and got quickly to his feet. That was good. At least this fool was smart enough to know the difference between himself and the Mtawala of Tanzania.
“We believe they are heading east to Kenya,” Kamani said. “We will rest here today, then we will take vehicles and—”
Victor slapped him, using an open hand rather than a fist. He wanted Kamani conscious. He expected the blow to drop Kamani to the ground, but the poacher kept his feet, though his head snapped back.
Kamani’s hand twitched, but he kept his eyes averted. Victor gave him a moment to be sure he didn’t want to commit suicide by raising his hand to his Mtawala, then said simply. “You have failed. My soldiers will take the vehicles and find the President.”
“If it pleases your Holiness—” Kamani began.
“It pleases me to rip your eyes out and shove them down your throat,” Victor interrupted. “As a courtesy to you, I am restraining myself.”
Kamani’s men frowned. Several lifted their hands to rest near the handguns they carried, and one unshouldered his rifle. Victor didn’t dignify the fools with a glance. He kept his eyes on Kamani and said, “How is it that you have the Americans in your grasp and lose them so swiftly?”
Kamani met Victor’s eyes. “Did you not do the same, your Holiness?”
Victor’s eyes narrowed. He lifted his hand to strike Kamani, but stopped when he heard the click of a rifle’s safety being switched off. He glanced at Kamani’s men to see them all drawing their weapons. At the moment, they kept the guns pointed at the ground, but the meaning was clear. These men were loyal to their leader, not to Victor, and if Victor struck Kamani again, they would fire back.
A shout erupted to the left, and Victor’s eyes followed to see his sergeant-at-arms instructing his men to lift their rifles to Kamani’s men. Much of the fire left the poachers’ eyes, and they glanced nervously at Kamani.
Kamani, infuriatingly, remained silent, awaiting Victor’s answer.
Victor felt a sick lurch of fury, then calmed. It wouldn’t serve him to slaughter Kamani and his poachers yet. He still needed their vehicles. He lowered his hand and said, “Bring me to your vehicles.”
“I’ll bring the vehicles here,” Kamani countered. “With the President in tow.”
“You will take me to them,” Victor replied, “and my soldiers shall take them to capture the President. If you wish to join, you’re welcome to.” He smiled thinly. “As my friend. But you must understand this, Akida. You and I are not equals. I have allowed you to aid me in my divine quest to unite Tanzania under one flag. You are permitted your life as long as I need that help. Once I have taken the President of the American empire for my own, I will then decide if your life is worth saving and if your help is worth rewarding. Now, please, take me to your vehicles."
Okafor shifted on his feet. It pleased Victor to see him uncomfortable. “The vehicles won’t make it through the mountain passes,” he said. “We’ll need to go on foot, anyway.”
“So we will drive to the base of the mountain, then climb it. My militia will accomplish what you are not capable of accomplishing. I will take the President for my own, and I will gain glory for Tanzania. If you’d like to join us, you may. Otherwise, you can stay here.” He clapped Kamani’s shoulder and squeezed. “See how generous I am? You are disrespectful to me, and not only do I let you live, I also invite you to share in my glory.”
Kamani’s lips curled in a shadow of a smile. “You are most generous, your Holiness.”
Victor laughed and clapped him on the shoulder again. “Lead the way, Great Hunter!”
His men laughed. Kamani’s men stared coldly.
But they knew they had lost. They holstered their weapons and went meekly about the business of serving their Mtawala. Victor was still angry at Kamani, but his rage was somewhat mollified. These, at least, understood Victor’s power. Unlike the foreign fool who thought he had strength because he had safety.
For now, Victor thought. For now, you have safety. But soon, I will be truly the Mtawala of Tanganyika and Zanzibar. And in the chaos that follows, I will expand my reach until I am Mtawala of all Africa. After that, who knows? Perhaps God will see fit to grant me the world.
He smiled and gestured to his men to follow him as his great friend, Akida Kamani led them toward the vehicles that would serve greater purpose with the Mtawala than they ever had with the hunter.
 
***
 
This night was darker than normal. Clouds covered the moon, and without their torches, they would have been unable to see.
Kamani frowned, recalling the chaos their lack of sight had brought them. When the Americans launched their smoke grenades, Kamani thought they would try to flee. Instead, they attacked. Kamani had begun the assault with forty hunters. He returned to Okafor’s camp with thirteen.
And now, the warlord would almost certainly commandeer his vehicles and press his men into the service of the militia. In one night, Kamani had lost his hunters, his business, and his freedom. He should have followed his gut and abandoned this mission before it ever started. He had been a fool and paid closer attention to the money than to the risks involved in getting that money.
Okafor was right. He was a fool. And now he would get what he deserved.
His satellite phone buzzed. He frowned and glanced behind. Okafor was laughing and chatting with his soldiers. Kamani moved so that Okafor couldn’t see him clearly and opened his phone. It was from their benefactor, the mysterious person who had hired them to kidnap the President.
Okafor has gone mad. It falls to you to ensure the success of this mission. Do not fail me again.
Kamani chuckled. Gone mad? He had been mad from the very beginning. How was it possible that their benefactor couldn’t see that? He shook his head and pocketed his phone. There was nothing he could do to ensure the success of this mission. He would give Okafor the vehicles. Perhaps the militia would have better luck than his hunters had. Once the President was captured and delivered, Kamani and his hunters would escape with their lives to Kenya. They would collect their money and lay low for a while. Perhaps they would even take their business elsewhere. There were other places in Africa where they could return to their own business of hunting and stay far away from the attention of any crazed warlords.
Assuming they survived that long.
He shook his head. How could he have been so foolish? All his life, he had kept a clear head, a mellow head. All his life, he had avoided entanglements with warlords and tinpots and regimes. He had hunted, and he had sold what he had hunted. That was a good life, and it had given him enough wealth.
That was the problem, though. When one was wealthy, one tended to want more wealth rather than to content oneself with less. He had wanted more, and wanting more had made him incautious.
He looked back at Okafor celebrating with his soldiers. The man was charismatic, as most warlords were. He convinced people through the strength of his personality that he was a messiah, a savior come to rescue them and bring them glory.
But he was only a petty criminal. Kamani had seen dozens like him. Gangsters who because they led gangs in nations with weak governments thought themselves kings. Had he wanted to kill the Tanzanian President, he could have done so with little effort and faced no effective retaliation. But he thought too highly of himself.
Yet this mysterious client of theirs trusted him and trusted Kamani. Kamani could only guess why. Perhaps he knew something Kamani didn’t. Perhaps he was certain of their victory because of some hidden weapon he possessed that would turn the tide in their favor.
Perhaps. Or perhaps he was a fool, too, and the three of them were already doomed.
They entered the clearing where Kamani had stashed the vehicles. He pointed half-heartedly to the Land Cruisers, and Okafor whooped with excitement. “So many, brother!” he exclaimed joyfully. “Enough for all of us!”
The twelve Land Cruisers could hold seven men each. There were only four dozen of them, including the militia, so there would be more than enough room. Kamani thought of suggesting they only take seven vehicles, then remembered who he was talking to.
Wordlessly, the hunters got into the driver’s seats of the SUVs. Most of Okafor’s men couldn’t drive, and those that could wouldn’t deign to do so when they had hunters to do the work for them. Kamani allowed himself a fantasy of driving the vehicles off a cliff somewhere and spending his last moments smiling at the screams of His Holiness, Mtwala of Tanganyika and Zanzibar, Field Marshal Victor Okafor as they sped to their doom.
Then, he started the engine and led the caravan south toward the fleeing Americans.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
“Hold on,” Bryan said breathlessly. “I need to stop. I won’t make it up that climb if I don’t rest.”
They had just reached the foot of the first true mountain of the range after spending the last hour marching through rolling hills. There was a path here that Mbewe said was traditionally used by goatherds. It wound sharply and steeply through the mountains.
Jake didn’t want to stop yet, but if the President couldn’t make it, then they had no choice. He called the team to a halt. Bryan and Mbewe sat gratefully on a nearby rock and drank some of their water.
Jake looked across the landscape. Once more, it felt like a scene from a nature documentary. The acacia woodlands rose in pockets from the vast, spreading plains. In the distance, the silvery lines of rivers snaked through lush carpets of green. It was difficult to tell in the low light, but Jake thought he saw a herd of some sort of antelope spread across one of those carpets. It was beautiful out here.
And like many beautiful things, it was deadly.
“Eat your protein bars too,” Jake instructed them. “This could be the last chance we have to eat for a while, and you’ll need your energy.” He lifted his eyes to the agents. “That goes for all of you.”
The agents complied, eating their food with quiet efficiency. Jake followed suit even though he didn’t feel hungry. He looked at Munoz, who offered him a grim smile. “Nothing like a little hill climb at midnight, right Marine?”
“Oo-rah,” Jake replied.
Munoz—a former Delta Force agent—laughed and took another bite of his bar. Simons approached Jake and gestured with his head for privacy. Jake turned around and walked a few yards away with Simons. When they were out of earshot, Simons said, “We can’t push the President much harder, sir. These rests are only helping out so much. Now that we’re out of food, he’s going to be out of energy much faster.”
Jake frowned. What Simons wasn’t saying was that following the President’s instructions and avoiding a military extraction was placing the President—and therefore, their mission—in jeopardy. “We just need to keep him alive,” he told Simons. “If it gets to the point where he absolutely can’t go on, we’ll carry him.”
Simons looked up at the mountain. “I’m willing to do that, sir. So are you, and so is Munoz. Hell, Mbewe would probably give it a hell of a shot if he had to. But being realistic, that’s not going to work for long either.”
Jake weighed his response. In the end, he decided to give Simons a brief version of a speech Max Holloway had once given Jake in the Marine Corps. “When that stops working, we’ll try something else. Then something else. Failure isn’t an option, so we won’t fail. We’ll keep trying solutions, and before you know it, we’ll be home. What we will not do is give up under any circumstances.”
Simons nodded. He didn’t really look encouraged either. Jake remembered that speech as being more motivating. Of course, it had occurred in a mess hall in Camp Pendleton instead of the foot of a mountain in Tanzania.
“Jake! Bogies!”
Jake turned to Munoz to find him pointing behind them. Yellow lights approached, bouncing up and down in the air.
Headlights. The attackers had obtained vehicles. Jake swore inwardly, then called, “All right, guys. Time to get a move on. The deeper into the trees we are when they reach us, the better.” He turned to the President. “Can you walk?”
Bryan nodded and got to his feet. “I’m good. Thank you.”
“All right. Let’s get going, then.”
No sooner had he said that than a bullet smacked into the rock next to him. He heard laughing and shouting and looked back at the pursuing terrorists. They were approaching quickly. They were maybe a half-mile away, but potshots like the one that had nearly hit Jake could still be dangerous.
They rushed up the path, moving as quickly as possible. Two of the President’s security detail hooked their arms underneath the President to help him move faster up the hill. Simons put his arm under Mbewe and helped the guide. Jake looked at Mbewe’s face, taut with effort, and felt another rush of admiration for the young man. He was a true warrior. In other circumstances, Jake would have been proud to serve alongside him.
Then again, that’s exactly what he was doing.
More bullets slapped against the rocks around them, and Jake focused on getting the team up the path. He looked behind to see the terrorists already pulling to a stop at the base of the path and jumping out to pursue them.
“Munoz!” he called.
Munoz nodded and barked orders to his team. The soldiers turned and fired a volley at the terrorists. Several of the attackers fell, but Jake counted a dozen vehicles, each carrying four to five men. They were outnumbered badly. Again.
The team reached the first corner and rounded it just as a volley of rifle fire shredded the air behind them. This corner led to a much less steep climb, and the group quickened its pace. Shouting and gunfire behind them told Jake that the terrorists weren’t giving up.
The path curved again, and the crime grew steep once more. Worse, the curve would expose them to their pursuers rather than hide them. The night was too dark for them to move without lights. The CAT had night vision, but the President and the plainclothes agents didn’t, and Jake needed Munoz and his men focused on defending them, not guiding them.
So, with no way to hide, they would have to fight. The agents kept their weapons ready and prepared to fire. As soon as the terrorists showed themselves around the first corner, they fired. Two men fell before the pursuers were able to return fire. Jake felt something bite into his cheek, and when he lifted his hand, he felt a groove in his face, cut by a rifle bullet that had barely missed him.
He looked ahead. Fifty yards until they crested this hill. The trail flattened after that. It wasn't a complete cover, but it was better than nothing.
More bullets whipped around them. One of the CAT agents caught a round in his vest. He stumbled and nearly fell but righted himself without slowing down the group. Jake saw one of the terrorists fall over the side, his light spinning as he fell to his death.
But there were still so many of them. They’d killed maybe eight or nine. That left around forty, and the fire was becoming more concentrated.
Finally, Jake felt the ground level out and knew that they had crested the ridge. He looked ahead and shone his light on the path beyond. About one hundred fifty yards ahead was a bridge of rope and wood that spanned a steep chasm. On the other side, the road curved away from the pursuers again.
If they could reach it in time, they could cut the bridge behind them and cut their pursuers off.
Jake shared a look with Munoz, who had seen the same thing. They sped up, half-carrying Mbewe and the President with them. Bullets began to fly around them again as the terrorists fired another volley.
They were a hundred yards away now. The pursuers renewed their gunfire as they crested the ridge. More cries sounded as Munoz and his team returned fire, felling more of their enemies.
Fifty yards away. The pursuers had lost ground, pinned down at the crest of the ridge by the weight of their numbers and the accurate cover fire from Munoz and the CAT agents.
Thirty yards away. Twenty. Ten.
They had just reached the bridge when Simons cried out and fell to the ground. Mbewe shouted and tried to help his friend to his feet. Simons pushed up, but then cried out and fell again. Jake looked at the wound in Simons’ leg, and a chill ran through him. It bled badly. It looked like it had nicked an artery. Simons would survive if they had time to triage him and properly bind his wound.
They didn’t. The terrorists noticed the group stop and cheered before renewing their charge.
“We’ll carry him,” Jake said to Mbewe. “Come on. Grab his arms. I’ll—”
“No!” Simons cried through gritted teeth. “No. Give me a grenade.”
“Fuck that,” Jake said. “We’re not leaving you behind.”
"Yes, you are," Simons said. "Get the President out of here."
“No!” Mbewe cried. “No! Your daughter must see her father again. She must walk next to him at her wedding, like we talked about.”
Simons smiled sadly. “Tell her about me,” he told Mbewe. “Tell her that I died defending my President. Tell her I died a hero.”
“No!”
A volley of gunfire interrupted Mbewe. Munoz and his team returned fire and stymied the terrorist advance, but it was a temporary fix. Soon, the terrorists would overwhelm them.
Jake looked down at Simons. The young man met his eyes and whispered softly. “Go. It’s an honor to die for my country.”
Jake’s lip trembled for a second. Then he clapped Simons on the shoulder. “I’ll tell your daughter that her father was a hero.” He nodded at Munoz.
Munoz sighed and handed Simons a grenade. Simons smiled at him. “Put me at the end of the bridge. When you’re across, I’ll blow it so they can’t reach you. He pulled the pin, gripping the spoon tightly.
A bullet whizzed past Jake’s head. He nodded at the others, and they crossed the bridge. Mbewe and Jake helped Simons onto the first planks of the bridge. After a last look at their comrade, the two of them rushed to join the others.
The terrorists cried out in exultation as they neared their quarry. Jake caught a brief glimpse of a man in a red beret grinning and laughing. He stood head and shoulders above the group, a true giant of a man. Jake wondered if that was Okafor.
His legs touched dirt again. He saw Simons lift his hand high. With a shout of fury that carried above the catcalls of the terrorists, Simons released the spoon.
One… Jake and Mbewe rushed toward the others.
Two… The man in the red beret realized what Simons had done. His smile vanished.
Three… He called to his men, exhorting them to stop and retreat.
Four… Jake and the others rounded the corner.
Five… An explosion shook the night. Jake didn’t look to see if the bridge had fallen, but the shouts of rage and frustration from their pursuers told him that Simons’ death hadn’t been in vain.
Would that be enough for his family? Would his daughter forgive her father for choosing his duty ahead of them? Would Beau forgive Jake if one day Jake was the one lying injured at the foot of a bridge, a grenade in his hand?
A rush of anger filled him. That man had died so that Bryan could avoid ending Tanzanian lives. It sounded noble, but American lives had ended to protect Bryan’s conscience. Why did he insist on avoiding the use of military force? Was peace so important that innocent men had to turn the other cheek and allow themselves to die rather than defend themselves?
As the initial burst of anger faded, he considered the President’s position. A war in Tanzania would be easily won, but not without a cost. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had been easily “won” but at the cost of thousands of American lives and decades of constant fighting with insurgents and terrorists.
Jake sighed. Avoiding a war would save American lives. It hurt that he was losing comrades, but if the President authorized an airstrike and an invasion, far more Americans would die here in the wilds of Africa.
“He was a brave man,” Mbewe said, tears streaming down his fiercely proud face. “He will be honored for generations.”
“He was,” Jake said. “And he will.”
The group continued through the night as the sounds of their attackers faded into the background.
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The group continued through the night. They slowed to a walk to allow the President time to rest and recover. At this point, they all needed rest and recovery. With the terrorists forced to return to their vehicles and drive around the mountain—a journey Mbewe assured Jake they couldn’t complete unless they had extra fuel, and only then in more time than it would take them to reach the other side—Jake was fine with the slower pace.
The team’s morale was at its lowest point since seeing their drones shot down. They had escaped once more from the terrorists, but the loss of Agent Simons hit everyone hard. His death had been heroic and inspiring, but as an old Marine Corps buddy of Jake’s had once said, “It’d sure be nice if people could be inspiring without getting shot or blown up.”
Mbewe continued to weep silently. He and Simons had grown close in their short journey through the Serengeti. Jake's heart ached for the young guide. He had been thrust into a contest that really had nothing to do with him. He'd made a friend only to watch that friend die. He's betrayed a warlord that he'd sworn allegiance to before realizing who Okafor truly was. In a matter of days, his entire life had been turned end over end, and the brutality of the world he lived in had been just as brutally shoved down his throat.
Those scars would last a lifetime.
The President kept his head up, but he looked so old to Jake. Far older than his fifty-eight years of age. He carried the weight of the entire world on his shoulders, but it wasn’t the world that weighed him down now. How many men had he seen die just so that he could live? He could tell himself that the good he had accomplished for the world made their deaths worth it, and he might even be right, but that wasn’t enough. Not when you had to hear a man plead with his fellows to tell his daughter that he died a hero. Not when you knew that in a best-case scenario, you had to go home to see that little girl weep because her daddy couldn’t tuck her in at night or read her bedtime stories anymore. The world wasn’t worth jack-shit when you had to tell a child that her father wasn’t coming home.
Jake's thoughts drifted back to Beau. How would Beau react if Jake was gone? Beau was young, not even two years old yet. He probably wouldn't understand that his father was gone for good. He would only know that Daddy still hadn't come home. Somehow, that felt even worse to Jake.
He could see Beau asking Sheila, “Where Dada?” He could see Sheila choking back tears and replying that Dada was away. He could see her forcing a smile when she eventually worked up the strength to give him a real answer. He could hear her explaining that Daddy was in Heaven and was watching over them with the angels. He could see Beau growing older and asking when Daddy was coming home from Heaven, watch Sheila struggle as the wound was opened anew.
Not for the first time, he wondered if this job was really worth it. Maybe Jess was right. Maybe Sheila was right. He kept insisting that he had to be the one to do this job, but at what cost? Could he have faced death with the same bravery Simons showed? Could he have held his head up high, knowing that he was dying a hero?
He had no doubt he’d act the same way, no doubt that he too would ask for a grenade and encourage the rest of them to lead the President to safety. But what would be in his heart? When the terrorists approached him led by the giant in the red beret, would he open his hand and go bravely into the night? Or would his last thoughts be of the little boy that would never understand why his father wasn’t coming home?
“We’ll have to make camp by daybreak,” Munoz said, pulling Jake from his thoughts. “The President won’t make it any farther than that.”
Jake nodded. “We’ll put as much distance as we can then look for a place to hole up. I would rather we made it through the mountains and found somewhere away from the range before we stopped, though. The terrorists might have a ways to go before they can meet us on the other side, but I don’t want to take that risk.”
“We won’t have a choice, Jake,” Munoz replied.
“We’ll carry him if we have to,” Jake insisted. “We can’t get caught again. We’ve been fortunate so far, but our luck will run out eventually.”
Munoz's expression hardened. He looked back where, in the distance behind them, a brave man had given his life for his country. "Some luck."
“You have to stay strong, Munoz,” Jake said firmly. “If something happens to me, you’re the man who will have to lead this team home. You’re the one who will have to keep the President safe. You can’t afford to lose control.” His expression softened. “I’m sorry, man. You know that if I could change anything about this situation, I would. But we’re caught in between a rock and a field of buzzsaws. The only way out is through.”
Munoz chuckled bitterly, but when he met Jake’s eyes, some of his strength had returned. “I like that one. A rock and a field of buzzsaws. I’m gonna use that.”
“Feel free,” Jake replied. He clapped his friend on the shoulder and said, “We’ve done this before, amigo. We’ll do it again. And again and again and again.”
Munoz smiled, but it was a tired smile, and his voice was equally exhausted when he said. “Yeah. Sure we will.”
The group moved on. The sky was overcast, so Jake couldn’t tell how long they had been walking or how soon the sun would come up. The clouds brought a new concern, too. Jake was far from a climate expert, but he knew that the Serengeti experienced a long dry season followed by a short but very intense wet season. If that wet season came, a lot of bad things would happen. Flash floods in the mountains would spell death for them. Flash floods in the plains wouldn’t be much better. If they survived the floods, then they would have herds of animals and the predators that followed them to contend with. They would almost certainly reach Kenya before disease became a factor, but marching through the soaking wet would be even less comfortable than marching through the sweltering heat.
And snakes—according to Mbewe the most feared of the predators here—would kill far faster than disease. The rains would bring the mambas and cobras and adders out of hiding. It was only blind luck that protected them now as they marched through the mountains at night. As he had said earlier, their luck would eventually run out.
Munoz grabbed his shoulder suddenly, pulling him to a halt. Jake held his fist up to stop the rest of the group. “What do you see?” he asked Munoz.
“There’s a camp ahead,” Munoz replied. “Up there.”
Jake looked where Munoz pointed. In the distance, maybe two miles ahead, he could see the faint glow of a campfire. The campfire was at a far lower elevation than they were.
“Are we near the end of the mountains, Mbewe?” Jake asked.
Mbewe shook his head. “I don’t know.”
Jake looked back at the campfire. “Do you know who else might be out here?”
Mbewe shook his head again. “I don’t know. Not Okafor’s men.”
“Does that mean they’ll be friendly?”
“I don’t know.”
Jake and Munoz shared a grim look. “I could send scouts ahead,” Munoz suggested. “We could identify the camp or at least determine if it’s on the path. Maybe we can sneak by without being detected.”
“Or maybe they will turn out to be friendly, and they’ll have vehicles for us,” Jake suggested.
“It’s certainly worth hoping.”
Jake hesitated, unsure what to do. After considering, he said, “Send your scouts ahead. We’ll trail a half-mile behind. That camp ahead might be hostile, but Okafor’s men definitely are. I don’t want to lose any more ground.”
Munoz nodded. Then he called for Forrest and another CAT agent. After a brief conversation, the two of them jogged ahead. Jake allowed the rest of them a five-minute rest, then they continued on.
As they drew closer to the camp, Jake could see figures moving around. He counted four people around a single campfire. One of them was a white woman. So definitely not Okafor’s men. He wasn’t sure what Okafor’s policy was on race, but he doubted the warlord would allow women into his army.
A moment later, the scouts jogged back. “They’re conservationists,” Forrest told them. “I don’t see a vehicle, but they might have a radio or a satellite phone.”
“How can you tell they’re conservationists?”
“The equipment I can see is used for tagging large animals like lions, giraffes, and rhinoceroses,” Forrest explained. “I watch Animal Planet a lot back home.” Jake and Munoz exchanged a look. “What? I like animals.”
Jake sighed. “All right. Well, I guess we’ll go introduce ourselves.”
He led the group forward to the small camp. A part of him felt guilty for bringing war to the doorstep of a group of unarmed strangers.
But they didn’t have a choice. As he had told Bryan before, they needed to get the President home at all costs.
He prayed that those costs wouldn’t include more innocent lives.
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Jess sipped some coffee and bit into another burrito. This one was beef and green chile. It tasted like beef and bean. “We have to do something,” she said.
Art glowered at her. “What a helpful and informative suggestion, Jess. I know exactly how to proceed now.”
“Screw you,” she snapped. “You’re the boss, you come up with an idea.”
He sighed. “My idea was to fly the President over the Serengeti in a nice, heavily armed helicopter.”
“Well, if you’ll forgive me the very poor turn of phrase, the President shot that idea down before any of this happened, so it’s too late to go back. Also, if they could shoot down our drones, they could shoot down our helicopters. If anything, the President is probably alive because he didn’t fly.”
Art frowned. “Good point. I hate that it’s a good point, but it’s a good point.”
He drummed his fingers on Jess’s desk. The sound was just slightly less annoying than an infant screaming into a megaphone while playing drums with a jackhammer, but she resisted the urge to ask Art to stop. They were both on edge, and Jess doubted the grouchy Art would be able to be the bigger person right now if they got into a squabble.
“We should talk to the locals,” Art said. “See if they can help us find the President.”
Jess frowned. “What locals? I thought the Serengeti was a nature preserve.”
“Not all of it. Most of it is, but there are a few small villages where employees of the parks live.”
"Well, why the hell haven't we called them already?"
“Because they are few and far between, and I didn’t think they’d have any more luck than we would. Honestly, I thought the drones would pick them up. It didn’t occur to me that a minor warlord would have surface-to-air missiles.”
“Well, call them,” Jess said, encouraged. “I’m sure they’ll help us out.”
“You think so?” Art said.
Her encouragement dampened. “You think not?”
Art sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. They might be too afraid.”
“Of Okafor?”
“He is the power in the region.”
“We’re the power in the world.”
“And he ambushed our President, destroyed our convoy, shot down our drones and we’ve done nothing about it so far,” Art countered. “I won’t lie to you, Jess, the more I think about it, the more I think Brougham is right. We can’t let this go unanswered.”
Jess didn’t feel like arguing the merits of war right now. “Well, let’s not sit on our butts and discuss philosophy. I don’t suppose you have any idea how to find those villages?”
He shook his head. “No idea.”
She sighed. “That’s okay. I’ll find them.”
“How?”
She tapped some keys, and the monitor in front of her switched to show an image of a computer cracking software. Art lifted his eyebrows. “What’s that?”
“Nothing,” she said.
“That’s not nothing, Jess.”
“As far as you’re concerned, it is,” she said, typing some commands into the system.
Art watched her incredulously. “What do you and Jake get up to when I’m not looking?”
“Besides the wild sex? Nothing that you don’t currently have plausible deniability for.”
Art looked at the screen, which was now showing scrolling lines of code at breakneck speed. “Tell you what. For the time being, I’m not your boss. Out of curiosity, what are you doing?”
“One friend to another friend who will contract irreversible amnesia after this, I am cracking into the intranet of the government of Tanzania.”
“Tanzania has an intranet?”
“The internet has been around for thirty years. Intranets have been around for another thirty. So yes, even Tanzania has an intranet. The wonderful thing is that they also have internet, which is why I can now crack into their government.”
“So you’re looking for the locations of the villages?”
“I’m looking for phone numbers. As soon as I get into their intranet, I’ll be able to find a list of phone numbers for all of their municipal governments.”
“You’re sure of this?”
She sighed. “No, Art, I’m not sure. What I’m sure of is that I’m sick of sitting on my ass doing nothing. So I’m going to find these numbers somehow, some way. You’re going to call them and get them to help us find Jake and the President. Then I’m going to find Brougham and gloat over the fact that he doesn’t get his war.”
“He’s the one who wanted to avoid war in the first place,” Art reminded her. “Keep in mind, he called us specifically to try to curtail a war.”
“He sure changed his mind quickly,” Jess said sourly.
“Fair enough,” Art allowed. “But don’t be too hard on him. He’s trying to do his best to serve his country.”
“Let’s talk philosophy over beers later,” Jess said. “Right now, I want to put a stop to this. Ha!”
Art leaned forward. “You’re in?”
She beamed at him. “All the way in.”
“You have phone numbers?”
“Let me see.”
She pressed another button, and the letters on the screen morphed into the English alphabet. She quickly scrolled through the menus until she found the link for the President’s Office. Under that, she clicked the link for the Minister of State for Regional Administration and Local Government. It took a couple of minutes, but eventually, she found a directory for the regional governments. She clicked on the one for the Mara Region. From there, she found the link for the Serengeti District and on that website, a phone number for the town of Mugumu.
Art lifted an eyebrow. “Damn. There are more people there than I thought.”
“They probably live outside of the national park,” Jess said. “But I’ll bet they have a police force that will send people into the national park to find the President.” She grinned at Art. “You can tell me I’m awesome later. Right now, I would love for you to call them and get them on our side.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Art said, picking up her phone. “This is a secure line, right?”
She gave him a frank stare. “Honey, if you want a more secure line, you have to do unspeakable things to some very highly placed officials at DARPA.”
He grimaced. “I forget how dirty your mind is sometimes.”
She giggled and waited for him to dial the number. A moment later, a voice came over the speaker. It spoke in Swahili, but Jess had also installed a translation software, so after a brief delay, a digitally altered voice said, “Good evening, you have reached the office of the Administrator of the Serengeti District. Our business hours are—”
“If you’re a real person, then this is an emergency, and I don’t want to know your business hours,” Art interrupted.
The pause told Jess that this was a real person. A moment later, the voice said, somewhat cautiously, “If you have an emergency, please dial your local—”
“Listen to me,” Art said. “My name is Arthur Davis. I am the Deputy Director of the United States Secret Service. I’m sure you’re aware that our President is missing in your district. He’s been attacked by terrorists under the command of the warlord Victor Okafor. We need you to help us find him. We—”
A sharp intake of breath came over the line. “Who are you? Why are you calling?”
“I told you who I was,” Art said, “and why I’m calling. You need to listen to me. Please.”
“Good God,” the voice replied. “Why are you calling this number? Does your government not have the means to handle this?”
“Who am I speaking with?” Art asked. “Can I talk to the administrator?”
“He’s at home asleep,” the voice said. “I am the night receptionist for our twenty-four-hour hotline, but all I’m supposed to do is tell people to call back during business hours.”
“Well, go get the administrator. This is important.”
A long pause followed that. Eventually, the voice said, “I can’t do that.”
Art sighed. “Listen, I know this is hard to believe, but I’m not lying to you. You need—”
“You don’t understand,” the voice interrupted. “I believe you, but… Okafor is in power here. The administrator is loyal to the government in Dodoma in name, but Okafor has guns. He has rockets. He has the people on his side. If the administrator acts against him, his family will be skinned, impaled and stoned until they are dead.”
Jess’s stomach turned.
Art grimaced, then said, “Look, if you help me, we’ll get rid of Okafor.”
Jess frowned. Art couldn’t make that promise. She understood that they were desperate, but it wasn’t right putting innocent people at risk. No matter her loyalties, Jess couldn’t accept that they needed to cause the deaths of thousands of people just to get a few of their men back home. Not even if those men included the President and Jake.
She held silent, though. Her opinion wasn’t strong enough to cause her to desert her duty.
In the end, it didn’t matter. The receptionist said, “I will bring your message to the administrator, but I won’t wake him. You should know that he won’t help you, though. He won’t hinder you, but he won’t risk his own life, not to mention the lives of all in this district. It is not unheard of for villages to be burnt to the ground in retaliation for one of their citizens aiding the enemy.”
“We can stop this guy,” Art insisted. “We can bring Okafor to justice. We just—”
A dial tone interrupted. Art fell silent and stared ahead in amazement. “She hung up on me,” he said softly. “She hung up on me.” He turned to Jess, his eyes sober. “We’re not getting them back.”
“Don’t say that,” Jess snapped. “There are local governments we can call.”
Art nodded. “Okay. Let’s try some of them.”
They tried. They called no fewer than eighteen numbers. Five didn’t answer, and the thirteen that did all returned some variation of the same answer. No one would stand against Okafor. No one would risk his wrath. One of the more fiery callers put it very succinctly.
“The United States is thousands of miles away. Okafor is right here. If the United States intends to burn this village to the ground, kill all of the males and steal all of the females to be sold into slavery, then the United States will have to show that it means to do so. Okafor already has. I am sorry for your President, but not so sorry that I wish to see children murdered and women used as slaves.”
Art didn’t have an answer to that.
When Art was finished, he stared bleakly at Jess. Jess wanted to think of something to say to comfort him, but what was there to say? She hated to admit it, but Art was probably right. They weren’t going to get Jake and the President back.
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Jake led the group into the camp in plain sight, walking so that the fire would reveal them to the conservationists as soon as possible. The scientists were still startled by their arrival and leaped to their feet, staring at the newcomers in shock.
There were four of them. Three of them were African and appeared to be in their thirties. Two of them were tall and rangy like marathon runners. The third was of average height and more thickly built. He wore wire-rimmed glasses and glanced nervously at the only woman in the group, who was also the only Caucasian. This woman was in her early forties and on the shorter side with shoulder-length straight brown hair. She also wore wire-rimmed glasses.
Jake lifted his hands and said, “We mean no harm. Mbewe, translate.”
Mbewe spoke in Swahili, but before he finished, the white woman replied, “I understood you. What are you doing here?”
Bryan stepped forward, and the woman paled. Bryan gave her the dazzling smile he had shown on the campaign trail and extended his hand. “I’m Bryan Jackson,” he said. “I’m—”
“The President of the United States,” the woman finished. “You can’t be here. What are you doing here?”
Bryan chuckled. “Well, we didn’t really want to be here. I was touring the Serengeti when our convoy was ambushed by soldiers of Victor Okafor’s militia.”
The woman blanched further. “Oh my God. You can’t be here. You need to leave now.”
“We’re hoping you can help us with that,” Jake said. “We’re trying to get to Kenya, but we don’t have any vehicles. We’ve encountered some trouble walking this way, and we’re hoping you might be able to loan us a truck we can use to transport the President to safety.”
“We don’t have a truck,” the woman replied. “You’ll have to move on.”
Jake frowned. This wasn’t going well. “I’m Special Agent Jake Mercer,” he said. “What’s your name?”
“Amelia Kante.”
Mbewe lifted an eyebrow. “Kanté? That is a West African name.”
“Not Kanté,” she corrected. “Kante. It’s German.”
“Ah,” he replied. “Well, Miss Kante, on behalf of the people of Tanzania, I urge you to help this man escape. His actions will lead to a brighter future for all of Africa, one free of people like Okafor.”
She scoffed. “You are a fool if you believe that.” She turned to the President. “I’m sorry, but you must leave. Your presence here leaves all of us in danger.”
Munoz frowned. “Do you really think you’re not in danger without us?”
One of Kante’s companions spoke up. “We’re in a lot more danger harboring you. We’ve been able to work without attracting Okafor’s attention. He’s actively looking for you, and I can’t imagine he’s trying to have a cordial conversation.”
“Paul is right,” Kante added. “I am very sorry, but you must leave.”
Jake was growing irritated. “That isn’t happening. We’re getting the President home, and if you have resources that can help us, then—”
Bryan put a hand up to silence Jake. Then he turned to Kante. “Ma’am, I completely understand where you’re coming from. I realize that I’m asking for a lot. But if you can help us at all, you could be saving thousands of lives. Perhaps tens of thousands.”
Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
Bryan kept his voice gentle but firm. “I’m the President of the United States, ma’am. I’ve managed to send a message to my country forbidding military action, but if I’m not returned safely very soon, they will ignore my wishes and send the military here anyway. If things progress to that point, the fighting won’t stop until they find me. If I’m not alive, then it still won’t stop. Please don’t push things to that point. Please give us a chance to end this before bombs are dropped and missiles are launched.”
She stared at him for a long moment. Then she turned around and threw her hands up in the air. “For God’s sake,” she shouted. “You Americans have to come in and ruin everything. We’re trying to save an ecosystem that is one of the most diverse and fascinating in the world, and now we’re in the middle of some political bullshit that might become a war? Between the U.S. and Tanzania? God.”
“No one’s happy about this,” Jake said, “but if you can help us—”
“How can I help you? Our vehicle is in town. The town is miles away and controlled by Okafor.”
“But they would give the vehicle to you,” Jake said. “Maybe even rent you another one to bring back the samples you’ve taken.”
“You live in a dream world,” Kante snapped. “But fine. Since you won’t leave, you can stay around the fire for tonight. God please that I haven’t killed myself and my friends. You must eat your own food, though. Our rations must last us the month.” The agents exchanged looks, and Kante said. “Seriously? No food either?” She sighed and threw her hands in the air again. “Fine. Eat our food. Why not?”
“Just the President,” Jake clarified. “And our guide. The rest of us will be fine.”
“Whatever you want to do,” Kante said curtly.
The team spread out, keeping a respectful distance from the fire. Kante and her companions talked in low voices. One of them offered protein bars to the President and Mbewe, which they accepted gratefully, then returned to the other scientists.
The scientists continued to murmur to each other for a moment. Finally, Kante lowered her eyes and sighed. She nodded, and then approached Jake and the President. Jake waited, and when she arrived and regarded him, he still remained silent.
“You are aware that there is a serious poaching problem in the Serengeti, yes?” she asked.
“I’m not too familiar with the region, but I’m not surprised,” Jake replied.
“Well, there is. The wardens at the Serengeti National Park and the nearby Ngorongoro Conservation Area have been armed and are permitted to exercise lethal force on poachers. This turned the tide drastically in our favor for years, but the tide turned the other way about four years ago.”
“What happened four years ago?” Jake asked.
“Akida Kamani.”
Jake frowned. “I don’t know the name.”
“You would if you lived here. Akida Kamani is the head of the most powerful and dangerous poaching group in the country. He united the poachers against the wardens. They now travel by vehicle in armed groups, and they can kill almost indiscriminately. Worse, there are rumors that Kamani has allied himself with Okafor.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. He wondered if any of the soldiers following them had been poachers instead of militia.
“It seems like you and I should be allies then,” the President suggested to Kante. “We have a common enemy.”
“The enemy of my enemy is not always my friend,” Kante retorted. “Especially when he is the most powerful man in the world, and he has a target on his back.” Anger flashed across her face, and she stared at the President. “Where was your offer of help years ago? You and your nation preach that you are the champions of the natural world, that you stand as leaders in the fight for conservation. Where were you when Kamani and men like him drove the white rhinoceros to extinction? Now you ask for our help?”
One of her companions laid a hand on her shoulder. She took a deep breath and released it in a heavy sigh, then patted her friend’s hand. He withdrew it, and she lifted her face again. “We have been tracking Akida Kamani’s men. We saw him meet with Victor Okafor a week ago. We have watched them move vehicles to one of Okafor’s encampments. We saw the ambush on your convoy.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. “And you didn’t report it to the authorities?”
“Okafor is the authority,” Kante replied. “And Kamani is now his right-hand man. But maybe you can change that.” She looked at the President. “We will help get you to Kenya. In return, we want you to declare Kamani an international criminal and offer resources to contribute to his arrest. If it’s his friend that worries you, then we want you to denounce Okafor and remove him from power.”
“That’s exactly what we want,” Bryan said.
“You want to get home,” Kante replied. “Then you will forget about us.”
“You have my word,” Bryan said seriously. “When I get home, stopping both Okafor and Kamani and bringing them to justice will be one of my top priorities. I came here with a vision of a strong, united Africa. Kamani and Okafor have tried to shatter that vision. I won’t let them get in the way of lasting peace and a hopeful future.”
“And what do you care about Africa?” she challenged. “Why should it concern you if people here have peace? And here’s another question: why should it be only people who have peace? Do the animals not deserve peace?”
Jake’s anger flamed. Seriously? This woman was going to get on her high horse about some kind of extreme veganism now? With a warlord killing people and war on her doorstep?
Bryan handled the situation far more diplomatically than Jake would have. “My whole purpose for being in the Serengeti is to highlight Africa’s natural beauty and the importance of preserving it. I won’t lie to you, Miss Kante. My priority is people. But here as much as anywhere else on Earth, if not more, the future of humanity is hand in hand with the future of the natural environment.”
Kante looked at him, her lips pressed into a thin line. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. If you can stop Kamani and Okafor, then I’ll help you leave. I’m trusting you, Mr. President. I haven’t known powerful people to keep their word before.”
Bryan smiled. “I guess I’ll just have to show you I’m not like the others.”
“If I had a dollar for every man who said that,” she muttered. “Okay. Well, we heard what sounded like gunfire earlier and something else that sounded like an explosion. Was that you?”
“Yes,” Jake answered. “We were attacked by Okafor’s men on the western end of the path. One of our own sacrificed himself to destroy the bridge.”
A flash of sympathy softened Kante’s gaze. “I am sorry,” she said softly. She lifted her voice again so everyone could hear. “In that case, we can’t stay here. Dawn will come soon, and the terrorists will certainly reach us before too long. There is a village six miles east. That will put us twelve miles from the border of Kenya. We can find vehicles there. Eat some of the food, all of you. You’ll need your strength for the march.”
The team did as instructed, but the food wasn’t what brought hope to their eyes. For the first time since the convoy was ambushed, the end was in sight. Soon, they would be in allied territory. Then they could go home.
And then they could take vengeance on Okafor and Kamani, in whatever form that vengeance turned out to be.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
The vehicles pulled to a stop, and Kamani’s men dismounted and headed for the jugs of fuel lashed to the racks on top of their roofs.
“Why are we stopping?” Okafor demanded.
Kamani resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “To refuel.”
“How long will that take?”
“Perhaps five minutes.”
Okafor glowered. “Why did you not put enough fuel in the trucks to avoid this?”
Kamani once more resisted the urge to roll his eyes. How was it that this man had no concept of how utterly foolish he was? “They had full fuel when we brought them to you. They have used all of that fuel.”
“Why didn’t you refuel before we left for the mountains?”
Kamani took a breath and unscrewed the fuel cap. “Because I didn’t think we would need to.”
“So you were a fool?”
Kamani’s lips thinned. Okafor was nothing more than a bully. Kamani had known his type. He had dealt with such men all throughout his life. They believed that because they were bigger and stronger than everybody that they were also smarter and wiser and that all should listen to them.
“Does your Holiness forget that we only barely reached the Americans before they escaped into the mountains?” Kamani asked drily. “Five more minutes, and they would have been across the bridge already.”
“But they would not have destroyed it,” Okafor countered.
Kamani lifted the can of fuel and carefully tilted it over the funnel. The movement gave him a moment to stifle another sarcastic retort. “I am sure that the Americans understand enough of combat to think to destroy the bridge whether they could see the whites of our eyes or not.”
The vehicle lurched as Okafor jumped down from the truck. Other militiamen in other vehicles took a cue from their leader to menace Kamani’s hunters. Okafor strode toward Kamani, drawing himself to full height and puffing out his chest in the manner of all bullies. He looked down at Kamani. Kamani continued to fuel the truck.
“Look at me.”
Kamani kept his eyes on the fuel. “I will look at your Holiness when I am finished fueling the vehicle. Unless you’d like to run out of fuel again.”
A murmur swept through the men, and Kamani feared he may have gone too far. Okafor’s eyes narrowed, and his massive hands curled into fists. Kamani had seen what those hands could do. He took a breath and set the empty fuel can down, then looked at Okafor, keeping his eyes averted. “I mean no offense, your Holiness. I only seek to assure you that I and my men have done everything in our power to accomplish this mission.”
“And yet, the mission remains unaccomplished. Perhaps it was a mistake to invite you to join us. Perhaps we would be better off taking our vehicles and leaving you and your hunters to find your own way home.”
Anger flared in Kamani’s heart. He fought to keep his body still. He was a trained fighter and Okafor only a bully, but Okafor was a foot taller than he was and sixty pounds heavier at least. And anyway, even if he killed the Mtawala, there was no way he and his fellows wouldn’t be slaughtered by Okafor’s militia.
Still, he couldn’t show weakness right now. “These are our vehicles, your Holiness.”
He saw the blow coming. He turned with the slap, but it still rocked him to his toes. He staggered and fought to keep himself upright.
Okafor grabbed Kamani’s collar and yanked him off the ground so his toes dangled. What a fool Kamani had been to think he had any chance against this giant. A few of his hunters started, but militiamen drew guns and held them in place.
“Everything you own is mine!” Okafor thundered. “Everything in Tanzania is mine! I am the Mtawala! I am the divine ruler of Africa!”
Okafor has gone insane, their benefactor had said. Kamani had chuckled at that before. He didn’t chuckle now. Okafor had started insane, but he had grown far more insane. Their lives were in grave danger.
“Of course, your Holiness,” Kamani said. He cast for something to say. In desperation, he asked, “Can your Holiness drive?”
Okafor blinked. He looked away from Kamani, staring in shock at the trucks as though seeing them for the first time.
Thank Heaven, Kamani thought. “Perhaps someone in your militia can drive?”
“I can drive,” the sergeant-at-arms, a thickly muscled man nearly as powerful as Okafor himself, called.
No one else answered.
“Perhaps your Holiness will permit us to drive your vehicles,” Kamani suggested, “and after we capture the American President, we will teach you to drive them.”
Okafor frowned. “Teach us now!” he demanded.
“It is more complicated than what I can teach you in a few minutes,” Kamani said.
Okafor scoffed. He planted his hands on his hips, releasing Kamani in the process, and lifted his chin. “I am the Mtawala of Tanganyika and Zanzibar. I can learn anything you have to teach me.”
Kamani kept his eyes averted. “Very well. When you start the engine, you must depress the clutch and shift into first gear.”
Okafor blinked. God, you utter child, Kamani thought. “Following that, depress the brake and disengage the parking brake. Then release the brake and depress the accelerator to proceed. When your engine RPMs reach three thousand, release the accelerator, depress the clutch and shift to second gear, then immediately release the clutch and depress the accelerator. Repeat that process until you have reached the desired speed. When you slow down, you will need to press the brake. When your RPMs reach one thousand, release the brake, depress the clutch and shift to the next lowest gear. For example, if you are in fourth—”
“All right,” Okafor replied. His voice no longer thundered, but it was just as deadly. “You’ve made your point. Congratulations. You have enough worth that I will leave you alive. You and your men may drive my vehicles until we find the President. Once I kill him—”
“Kill him?” Kamani blinked. “We were told to capture him and deliver him to our client.”
Okafor laughed. He grinned at Kamani. Oddly, there was no anger in his grin. Kamani wondered at that. Okafor’s emotions were volatile but at times he seemed almost jovial. It concerned Kamani that he could change how he behaved at the drop of a hat. “Akida, my friend,” he said, laying a hand on Kamani’s shoulder. “The client works for me. He provided me with tools I can use to fulfill my destiny.”
Kamani stared incredulously at the big man. “He provided you with tools to use to capture his prey.”
Okafor laughed again, a deep belly laugh that his men echoed. He grinned again at Kamani. “He thinks that's what he did. But he has only helped me fulfill my divine purpose. God sent him to me to give me the tools I needed to succeed. He does not realize it, but he is nothing more than a tool to be used for the glory of God."
Kamani wondered idly when Okafor had decided to believe in God. He couldn’t imagine the warlord was truly Christian. He doubted Okafor even knew what the Bible was. Or maybe he didn’t believe in God and simply invoked His name because it added legitimacy of some sort to his claim to be the Mtawala of Tanganyika and Zanzibar.
Of all Africa now, he thought drily. Don’t forget that.
There was no point in arguing with Okafor. Kamani had no choice now but to do what the insane warlord said. He would play along now, and when he had the opportunity, he would make his escape. Perhaps he would kill Okafor first. Heaven knew he would enjoy the sight of Okafor’s lifeblood spilling into the dirt.
Perhaps I shouldn’t invoke Heaven, he thought wryly, since Okafor holds its mandate.
Just another fool using religion to justify murder. Not that Kamani could pretend to some sort of moral superiority. He preferred hunting animals to people, but he hadn’t hesitated to kill people when they’d gotten in the way of his hunt.
His men quietly finished refueling. They replaced the empty fuel cans, stepped into the driver’s seat and continued on their journey. They remained silent while Okafor and his men laughed and joked and shared stories. Incredible that after having been defeated twice, they could remain so confident of success. Incredible that after leaving dozens of their fellows behind, they could act as though victory was assured.
Kamani couldn’t work with them anymore. He’d been thinking of this for a while, but now he was sure. Okafor was too volatile. He could simply choose to kill them on a whim, and his men would support that choice. If they failed again—and considering the resourcefulness of the American President’s bodyguards, that wasn’t out of the question—then the ability to drive a stick-shift wouldn’t save Kamani.
Maybe he should just leave. Maybe when they reached their destination and Okafor and his men left their vehicles, Kamani and his hunters would remain and just drive off. The Serengeti and Ngorongoro would be closed to them, but there were places all over Africa rich with game. He could survive. He could make a living.
But he would be walking away from so much money. Seven figures. In Africa, seven figures would go very far. He could pay off the no-doubt irate families of the hunters who had died, pay the remaining hunters a sizable sum and still be left with a nearly uncountable fortune. He could buy an estate in South Africa and live like a prince for the next fifteen years. He could pay someone to change his name and give him clean papers, then get a job as a legitimate safari guide and operate within the law. He could grow out his hair and beard to change his appearance and learn to speak Afrikaans. Within a year, he could be a completely different person and leave this life entirely behind.
He told himself that was why he decided to stay. He told himself that this was his chance to leave behind a life of crime and danger and desperation, to spend the second half of his life in comfort.
When he didn’t think too hard on it, he could even believe himself.



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
 
They abandoned the path on Dr. Kante’s recommendation. Past their camp, the path widened and smoothed enough that four-wheel-drive vehicles could navigate it. Their pursuers had four-wheel-drive vehicles. In fact, Jake hadn’t seen a single vehicle in Africa that wasn’t at least all-wheel-drive, even in highly developed South Africa.
The point being that it wasn’t safe on the path. Mbewe was confident that Okafor and his men wouldn’t reach the other side of the mountains until daylight, but Kante refused to risk hers and her colleague’s lives. They would travel south for two miles, then turn east. If they traveled fast enough, they would reach the settlement of which Kante spoke by dawn. There, they could eat a proper meal, obtain vehicles and drive the final twelve miles to the border, a half-hour’s journey in a well-equipped vehicle. By lunchtime, they could be on a flight to Johannesburg and from there back home.
Kante led them on a strenuous pace through the mountains. The game trails she took were steep and uneven, and she pushed them hard. The President gasped and shook with the effort, and Jake kept a close eye on him in case he needed to slow down.
But he hung on grimly. Rescue and safety were on the horizon, and with it, an end to the risk of war.
The other Secret Service agents were equally grim. Maybe it was superstition, but with the end in sight, they worried that their enemy would appear out of nowhere and stop them at the last moment. Well, Jake worried that, at least. He’d been in too many close calls to think any part of their escape would be easy.
Kante’s sure-footed leadership eased some of his fear, though. She issued instructions with calm authority and after her initial resistance, she didn’t seem at all bothered by the fact that she was escorting the President of the United States and a contingent of heavily armed men on the run from the most powerful warlord in the region. She had her eyes set on her goal of international cooperation to put an end to poaching.
So Jake would keep his eyes on his goal—getting the President to safety and getting home to his family. He wondered what Beau and Sheila were doing right now. Tanzania was eight hours ahead of Washington. They would probably have just finished dinner. Sheila would be giving Beau a bath and getting him ready for bed.
A smile crossed his face as he imagined his son laughing and giggling and playing with Sheila. He loved bathtime. He would splash around and toss his toys over the side, and in general make a huge mess that his exasperated parents would have to clean up. Jake missed that.
He wished he could understand what kept him coming back to this job. Sure, it could be fulfilling, but the risks were enormous. Simons had paid the ultimate price, and now his family would spend the rest of his life without him. One day, Jake might have to pay the same price, and was it really a price he was willing to pay?
If you asked him now, he’d say no. the problem was that if you asked him after the fact, when he was home, the President was safe and the terrorists were defeated, he would say yes. Someone had to do this job, and Jake wasn’t being arrogant when he said that had anyone besides him been in charge of the President’s protection, the President would have likely been killed or captured. The fact of the matter was that Jake was more capable than anyone else at handling these situations. That’s why he stayed.
Maybe he should look for a successor. If he could find someone to take his place, then maybe he’d have an easier time walking away and becoming a family man. Cyrus hadn’t worked out, but Cyrus had been planted by Bard, not hand-picked by Jake.
That was a job for another time, though. Jake’s closest friends in the Service had either been killed or turned traitor. If Jake wanted to train a successor, then he had to develop a relationship with someone he could trust implicitly, someone he knew would sacrifice everything to keep the President safe.
Someone like him.
A cry split the night, tearing Jake from his thoughts. He drew his weapon in a blur and aimed the gun and his flashlight toward the noise. His stomach turned when he saw the President shaking his arm. Fastened tightly to his arm was a long, thin snake.
One of the President's security detail grabbed the snake and tore it from the President's arm. The President fell back, clasping the bite with his opposite hand while the other three members of the detail leaped in front of him.
The agent who had grabbed the snake narrowly avoided a bite himself before tossing the animal into the darkness.
“No!” Kante cried. “Catch it! We need to identify it!”
The agent spun toward her. “Seriously? I don’t give a damn about your wildlife project right now.”
Kante brushed past the agent, ignoring him. She swept her flashlight on the ground and caught sight of a snake’s tail vanishing in some brush. With a cry, she jumped onto the animal and grabbed the tail. The head quickly spun around and struck. With a speed that Jake wouldn’t have guessed the scientist possessed, she caught the head in mid-air and held it still. One of her colleagues shone a flashlight on the animal’s head, revealing a black mouth with small, needle-like fangs near the front. 
“Scheisse,” Kante swore. “Mamba. Carlos, grab the antivenom.”
One of the other conservationists opened the pack and dug through it. Kante walked away from the group and released the snake into brush.
“You’re letting it go?” The confrontational agent called.
Once more, Kante ignored him. “Have you found it?” she asked Carlos.
Carlos withdrew a plastic bag with a syringe and a vial. “Here.”
“Administer it,” Kante ordered. “Full dose.”
“Hey!” the agent said, stepping in front of her, angry at being ignored. “I’m talking to you!”
“No you aren’t, Pratt,” Jake snapped. “Back off.”
Pratt blinked and stared at Jake in amazement. “Are you serious? The President just got bit, and she let the snake go?”
“It was another agent who threw the snake into the grass,” Jake reminded him. “And Kante’s giving him antivenom.”
“Will that work if he’s bit again by the snake that she released into the wilderness?”
Carlos pulled back the President’s sleeve and lifted his arm. With the precision and care of a nurse, he applied a rubber tourniquet and injected Bryan with a dose of the antivenom before loosening the tourniquet. Bryan grimaced, and Jake noted with concern that a cold sweat had already broken out on the President’s forearm.
“Is anyone going to answer me?” Pratt demanded. “I get that I’m a grunt, but it’s my job to ensure the President’s safety, and I would like to—”
“I had to identify the snake to ensure I gave him the correct antivenom,” Kante said curtly. “Could be Black Mamba, could be Green Mamba, could be cobra, could be adder. Each snake needs a different antivenom. As for letting it go, this is his home, and we are the invaders.”
“I don’t give a rat’s ass whose home it is,” Pratt snapped. “That thing attacked the President. It could have been killed.”
“Perhaps if you Americans cared more about whose homes you invade, there would be fewer attacks on your President.”
Pratt’s eyes narrowed. He took a step toward Kante, but Jake put a hand on his shoulder. “Relax. Both of you. Kante, will the antivenom work?”
“It is effective in six of seven cases,” she replied, “but we need to get him medical attention quickly.” She sighed and looked east. “We will cut east now. I wanted to travel another mile to avoid the more treacherous terrain, but we will reach the village faster if we just head directly toward it.” She ran her hands through her hair. “Scheisse.
Verdammte Amerikaner, die immer wie Idioten herumstolpern.”
Jake didn’t understand most of that, but he picked up on Amerikaner, and he couldn’t imagine the rest of it was complimentary. “Lead the way, doctor.”
“Tell your men to be careful.”
Her tone was as snappish as Pratt’s, but she started moving, heading east through the brush toward the plain beyond.
“You want us walking through the brush right after the President got bit?” Pratt challenged.
“If you prefer to remain behind, feel free,” she called back.”
Pratt’s hands curled into fists, but he kept his anger to himself as the group followed. Kante took the lead, her flashlight sweeping left to right. Behind her, the conservationists swung machetes, clearing the thicker brush. Munoz and the CAT team followed. One agent held a flashlight while the other aimed their rifle at the ground. Kante gave them a dark look but didn’t say anything. She might want to save the animals, but the Secret Service wasn’t going to tiptoe around any more venomous snakes.
Jake and the President followed the CAT agents, with the three surviving plainclothes agents in the rear. Pratt kept a sour expression, but he did his job without any more fussing.
Bryan panted as they maintained their strenuous pace. His face was pale, and his hands trembled. He swallowed and grimaced. “I taste metal.”
Kante turned around, and the expression on her face did little to ease Jake’s fears. “Do you feel shortness of breath?”
Bryan chuckled. “I’ve felt short of breath since our convoy was attacked. I can’t tell if it’s worse because of the snake bite or because of the jog.”
“Keep talking,” she said. “If you can’t talk, then you can’t breathe, and if you can’t breathe…” She left the sentence unfinished, but it didn’t take a surgeon to figure out what she meant.
“All right,” Bryan said. “Well, I guess I’ll talk about the goal of this trip. The idea is to allow Africa to stand on its feet. For most… most of its existence… it’s… it’s relied on…”
Jake glanced sharply at him. His eyelids drooped, and his jaw was slack. Sweat poured from his face, and he swallowed and grimaced again. He looked at Jake, and his mouth moved as though asking a question, but all that came out was a breathless, “…taste that?”
Then his eyes rolled back in his head. Jake’s blood chilled. He reached out and caught Bryan just before he fell to the ground.
He swore and called a halt. Pratt released a loud curse and followed it up with another. “God damned snakes.”
Bryan was still breathing, but only with difficulty. Jake checked his pulse. His heartbeat was erratic and very rapid. “We need more antivenom, Kante,” he said.
“We can’t give him more,” she said. “It’ll overload his heart. Besides, at this point, the venom has spread too far. The antivenom will either work or it won’t.”
“That’s not acceptable,” Pratt said.
“It’s unavoidable,” Kante replied.
Pratt bared his teeth, but before he could snap at the scientist, Jake called, “Pratt! We need to carry him. You, me, and two of the other agents. Munoz, Kante, do you have anything we can use as a stretcher?”
“We do,” Kante replied. “We have a collapsible gurney for emergencies like this.”
“Set it up,” Jake said. “Hurry.”
Kante and her team quickly set up the gurney. It was a foldable plastic structure with a cot made of the same type of cloth as seatbelts. It would be far from comfortable, but comfort was the least of their concerns right now. The doctors quickly strapped Bryan into the gurney, and the Secret Service agents just as quickly lifted him and followed Kante once more.
They had reached the plains and increased their speed to a jog. Even at their increased pace, it would still take over an hour to reach the village. Jake glanced at the President's pale, listless face and prayed that he would have that long.



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
Kamani watched as Okafor strode toward the remains of the campsite. The camp appeared small—smaller than the one Kamani and his hunters had found before. It had been hastily cleared, and bits of charcoal were clearly visible underneath the dirt scattered over the firepit. Boot prints showed everywhere, too close together to identify how many, but enough that Kamani guessed at least a dozen people. They were definitely on the right track.
But they weren’t there yet. Once more, their quarry had escaped them.
Okafor turned toward Kamani, his eyes aflame. “Where are they?” he demanded. “Where are they?”
He seized Kamani’s shirt and lifted Kamani off of the ground as easily as Kamani would shoulder a backpack. Kamani was cautious but rarely truly frightened. As his feet dangled in the air and his eyes stared into the enraged bloodshot orbs of the Mtawala, he felt true fright for the first time since he was a child hiding from his drunk father.
“If it pleases your Holiness…” he began.
“Nothing about this pleases me!” Okafor thundered. “He is not here! You said he would be here!”
“I said he was going here,” Kamani said, “but it appears he left before we reached him.”
“Yes! Because you had to stop to refuel our vehicles!”
Kamani thought of reminding Okafor that they would have had to stop no matter what. Vehicles didn't magically grow fuel, and they were already at a disadvantage, having to travel around the range rather than through it. Contradicting Okafor right now seemed a poor idea, so Kamani instead said, "I am sure we will catch them quickly. They have continued on foot through the mountains, but they cannot scale anywhere but the path, so they must either remain in the foothills or escape into the plain. We have vehicles. We can move faster than they can."
“Oh yes?” Okafor threw Kamani to the ground. The hunter tucked his limbs and head, but the force of his landing was still enough to knock the wind out of him. “Then where are they? Why haven’t we caught them?”
Kamani got to his feet, ignoring the panic that hovered over his head. “We haven’t caught them… because we had farther to travel…” he wheezed. “Now we don’t. We can move in a straight line. They must weave. We… will catch them.”
Okafor strode to him and stared down at him, fists clenched and trembling. Kamani kept his eyes lowered, which allowed him an excellent view of hands the size of a leg of lamb and knuckles as hard as stones. He recalled the broken body of Colonel Issa and wondered if he would be the latest victim of those hands.
“You’ve made me this promise before,” Okafor said softly. “And broken it. Were it not for the fact that I needed you to drive the vehicles, I would crush your throat and leave you to gasp to death in the dirt.”
“I believe you,” Kamani said, meaning that with all his heart.
“Then believe this,” Okafor said. “You will run out of fuel eventually, yes?”
Kamani blinked, unsure where the Mtawala was going with this. “Yes,” he replied.
“When you do, either the President of the United States will be dead, or you will be. Do you understand?”
“Yes, your Holiness.”
“Good. Lead the way, oh great hunter.”
He spun Kamani around and shoved him toward the vehicles. Kamani got slowly to his feet, squinting against the dirt in his eye and the light from the newly risen sun. He limped toward the lead vehicle, face burning under the stares of the jeering militiamen and the hunters who had once worshipped him but now saw only a dead man walking.
He climbed into the vehicle and reached to the ignition but stopped when he saw Okafor talking with his sergeant-at-arms. Instead, he pulled out the tracking device that their benefactor had given them and did a quick scan.
The device showed no indication of a group traveling nearby, but it did indicate a small village about six miles east and two miles south of their position. If the President had gone anywhere, they had surely gone there.
He glanced at Okafor. He was still talking to his sergeant-at-arms. A plan began to form in Kamani’s mind. He quickly closed the tracker and pulled out his satellite phone. He composed a brief message to his benefactor.
Okafor is unreliable. I am not. I will deliver the President of the United States to you. In return, I want protection from Okafor, and I want his share of the profits.
He sent the message and sent another message, this one to his second-in-command over the border in Kenya. When that message was sent, he closed his cell phone and put it in his pocket. A moment later, he felt the vehicle shift as the massive Okafor stepped inside.
He started the engine and turned the vehicles away from the mountain. Okafor frowned. “What are you doing?”
“I’m taking us to where the President is,” he said. “There is a village about seven miles from here. The tracker our bene—your… tool has given us does not indicate the team is here, but they must have gone to the village.”
“And what, pray tell,” Okafor sneered, “gives you this wisdom?”
“It is the only place where they could find supplies and vehicles. It is only twelve miles from the border with Kenya as well.”
Okafor frowned. “Why would they head to Kenya?”
Kamani took a moment to control his amazement at being asked such a foolish question. He remembered those massive, stony fists and kept his tone neutral as he explained. "Kenya is outside of your realm, your Holiness."
“My realm is all of Africa,” Okafor insisted.
“Yes,” Kamani conceded patiently, “but not all of Africa realizes this yet. The government of Kenya is allied with the United States. They will try to return the President home to America. They will resist your forces with violence.”
Okafor frowned petulantly. “I see. So the cowardly Americans are fleeing rather than facing me in glorious battle?”
Sure, Kamani thought drily. Whatever you say, Mtawala. “Yes, your Holiness.”
Okafor glared and slammed his fist down on the dashboard. The plastic cracked in the middle, and Kamani stifled a shiver. “The cowards. We will catch them, and I will beat the President to death with my bare hands!”
“Yes, your Holiness.”
Okafor clapped his hand on Kamani’s shoulder and said, “Don’t worry, my friend. They will not escape us. We will receive the glory that is our due.”
Kamani felt the warlord’s massive hand on his shoulder and stifled another shiver. He pushed the accelerator down, and the vehicle leaped forward. The sooner this was over, the better.
 
***
 
Sheila lit another cigarette and took a drag. The smoke filled her sinuses and lifted her body up with the brief and cruelly fleeting high that nicotine brought.
She hadn’t smoked in eight years. Not since her mother had caught a pack in her suitcase when she came home for winter break and screamed at her with tears rolling down her eyes. She wondered what her mom would say if she saw her now. She wondered what Jake would say.
She took another drag, but this helped even less than the first one. Beau was in bed, dreaming whatever dreams toddlers dreamed. Probably they included Sheila and Jake, both of his parents playing with him, loving him, holding him, caring for him. Probably, he looked forward to seeing his Daddy again. Probably he wondered where Daddy was, and why Daddy hadn't come home yet.
Maybe he didn’t. He was so young. Time wasn’t real for him yet. There was now, and there was not now. He was easily distracted from the fact that Jake wasn’t here, and he had no concept of danger, so he would never conceive of the fact that Daddy and Grandpa might be dead.
The thought caused her to shiver. She took another drag, and that stopped the shivering but didn’t quell the emotion behind it.
It was her fault, really. She’d fallen for one of the classic mistakes. She’d fallen in love with a man who was like her father. Not entirely like him, of course, but in the ways that mattered most, the two of them were almost precisely the same. Both of them were passionate about serving something bigger than themselves. Both of them insisted that it fell to them to ensure their goals were reached. In her father’s case, it was establishing a peaceful future that led toward prosperity throughout the world. In Jake’s case, it was ensuring that those who wished to stop this future were prevented. Both had put these goals ahead of everything else, including their families.
She remembered how much she hated her father for that. She remembered how much her mother hated him. They had begged over and over for him to stop putting himself in danger and stop risking their future to achieve his political ends. Each time, her father would insist that he had to do this, that if he didn’t, no one would and things would never get better.
Jake was much the same. She’d pleaded for him to leave his dangerous job behind and find joy in a simple life focused on spending time together as a family. To Jake’s credit, he’d tried much harder than her father ever had.
But he always went back. That drive for duty wouldn’t let him go.
She’d forgiven her father for his obsession with duty. She’d forgiven Jake too. He couldn’t help who he was. She’d learned over the past two years that separating Jake from his duty was as impossible as separating the Earth’s crust from its mantle. She could choose either to love him or to leave him. She’d chosen to love him.
But it was so hard. It was so, so, so hard. She loved Jake, but she loved Beau even more. That was her son, borne in her body, and she would gladly watch the rest of the world burn to death if that was what was needed to ensure he lived the best life possible.
So she loved Jake, but she hated him a little too. Because as important as Beau was to him, his job would always be more important. And Sheila, like her mother, would be forced to accept that reality and hope, as she did now, that it didn’t end with a folded flag.
She dropped her cigarette to the deck and stamped it out. As an afterthought, she emptied the pack and stamped the cigarettes there too, crushing them under the heel of her slippers.
They didn’t help, anyway.



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
 
Jake and his companions reached the village just as the sun crested the horizon. They were met by a worried-looking man in a white t-shirt and khaki shorts. Kante began speaking to him in broken Swahili. Mbewe jogged toward her and took over in far more fluent Swahili. The man’s frown deepened as he listened to what they had to say. At one point, his glance flicked sharply to the President, and he shook his head.
Bryan was barely hanging on. His chest still rose and fell, but his breathing was irregular, and when Jake checked his pulse, he found it thready and barely detectable. He wasn’t a doctor, so he didn’t know how long a person could be in this condition before suffering brain damage. He wasn’t even entirely sure what Bryan’s condition was. All he knew was that the President was on death’s door, and every passing second was decreasing his chances of survival.
Pratt shifted anxiously from foot to foot, flexing his fists. “Quit that,” Jake said softly. “Looking aggressive is a very bad idea right now.”
Indeed, a few other locals had gathered around them, and all wore distrustful looks as they watched Jake. Many glared when they saw the armed CAT agents.
Munoz looked at Jake. He didn’t say anything, but it was clear in his expression that he didn’t much care what the locals thought. Jake could understand their desperation. The President was near death, and their job was to ensure that he didn’t die. The means to accomplish that was in front of them, and they didn’t like any idea that ended without them using those means, even if it meant using them by force.
But none of them were doctors. Jake had trained as a Corpsman, but the President was beyond the capability of a lapsed Corpsman right now. They could take equipment by force, but the only way they could shanghai expertise by force was at gunpoint, which Jake wouldn’t do. He needed the locals to feel safe enough to help the President, and glaring at them while lovingly fingering the trigger of an automatic rifle wasn’t the way to do it.
Finally, the man talking to Kante and Mbewe lowered his head. He sighed and shook his head irritably, then nodded and gestured with his hand for the group to enter the town. Mbewe bowed and repeated words that Jake guessed was a thank-you before rushing back to Jake.
“Chiwete is the village headman,” he explained. “It’s like a mayor.”
“Got that part,” Jake said. “Are we in?”
Mbewe nodded. “He says he will look at the President. He is also a doctor. He says that as soon as the President is well, we must leave. He will give us vehicles.”
Jake sighed with relief. This was everything they wanted. He didn’t allow his relief to translate into hope just yet for fear it might be dashed, but this was a very big and very important step in the right direction.
Assuming the President survived.
Chiwete shouted instructions, and Mbewe said, “He says to follow him.”
Jake and the other plainclothes agents picked the President up and followed Chiwete. The locals continued to gawk, though Jake noted with gratitude that they kept a respectful distance from the agents and their precious cargo.
Kante and her team walked with the group, remaining at the front and talking to Chiwete. Jake thought about sending Mbewe over there to see what they were saying but decided that would be in bad taste after all the help Kante had provided them.
They followed Chiwete to a prefab bungalow near the center of the small village. Most of the buildings were of similar prefab huts, probably donated through NGOs or a UN charity. Some were mud huts with thatched roofs. Jake didn’t know enough about East African culture to know if such dwellings were traditional or a modern adaptation.
The locals remained outside, forming a solemn semicircle around the building. Chiwete stopped in the doorway and issued more instructions.
“You may allow two men in with the President,” Mbewe translated. “The rest must wait outside.”
Jake nodded and gestured to Pratt. Munoz lifted an eyebrow but didn’t protest. It was understandable that he would expect to be the second man, but Jake trusted Munoz to remain in control of his emotions. Pratt was struggling. He didn’t doubt Pratt’s loyalty, but he couldn’t risk a slipup right now. He could have taken Mbewe, but Kante spoke the language well enough to translate.
Pratt seemed relieved to join Jake. He and Jake passed the front of the gurney to Kante and Chiwete and took the rear, following the two of them into the bungalow.
They lowered the President to the gurney, and Chiwete got to work. He quickly cut the President’s left sleeve off and examined the bite. He unleased a stream of questions which Kante answered one by one. When he was satisfied, he gestured for them to leave.
Pratt frowned. Jake asked, “I thought we could remain inside.”
“We can stay in the building, but not in the room,” Kante explained. “There’s a small waiting area over here.”
“I’m not leaving the President’s side,” Pratt insisted.
Jake wanted to give the locals as much leeway as he could, but he was on Pratt’s side in this case. “We can’t leave him, doctor. It’s our job to remain at his side. We’ll stay over here out of the way, but we can’t leave the room.”
Kante sighed and translated. Without looking up from the President, whose arm he was now cleaning with a cotton pad soaked in alcohol, he replied.
“Pratt can stay,” Kante explained. “Or you. But not both. One person can stay and must stand in that corner.” She gestured to the corner farthest from the President.
“Works for me,” Pratt said before Jake could respond. He walked to the corner and stood straight. “I’ll stay out of the way, Jake. I promise.” Seeing Jake’s hesitation, he added, “Please. I was the one closest to the President when he was bit. I should have been looking for snakes. This is my fault.”
Jake hesitated a moment longer. Pratt said, “I’ll behave. I promise I won’t let my emotions get in the way of my duty. No matter what happens, I’ll stay right here. Even if…” he pressed his lips together, then took a deep breath and forced himself to finish. “Even if the President doesn’t survive.”
Jake sighed. “All right. We’ll see you soon.”
Chiwete barked something, and Kante didn’t bother to translate. She grabbed Jake’s arm and led him to the small waiting room, which consisted of a half-dozen folding chairs set up in front of an ancient tube TV that was currently turned off.
Kante sat. Jake remained standing. He was weary to his bones, and his shoulders burned from carrying the President’s gurney for the six-mile journey into town, but that was why he chose to forgo rest. He needed to remain alert. Once they were on a U.S. flight home, he would relax.
“Chiwete and I have been working together for years,” Kante said.
That explained the ease with which they worked together. “Thank you for helping us. Tell him I said thank you too, when we see him next.”
Kante gave him a bitter smile. “This is Africa, Special Agent. Words mean nothing. And make no mistake. We are only helping you because the President promised to address the poaching problem in the region.”
“He’ll keep his promise,” Jake assured her.
“I hope so. We will have no way to make him keep it if he goes home and decides to forget about us.”
“He won’t forget.”
They fell silent for a while longer. Then Kante said. "We don't realize how privileged we have it in the Western world."
Jake wasn’t really interested in discussing philosophy right now, but he didn’t want to be impolite. “That’s true,” he agreed.
“We know it’s true,” she insisted. “But we don’t realize it. I lived in Germany until I was twenty-seven years old. I have been here for fourteen years now. The difference in the quality of life is striking. I understand now why some countries are referred to as second or third world. It really is an entirely different way of living.”
She turned to Jake. “You and your men have suffered greatly. But what you have suffered—attacks from warlords, attacks from dangerous animals, hunger, thirst, exhaustion—these are things that Tanzanians live with every day. This is what life is to them.”
Jake didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure Kante was looking for one. When she didn’t speak for over a minute, he finally asked, “Why did you stay?”
“Same reason you stay. I wanted to help.”
Jake smiled briefly. “And have you helped?”
“Have you?”
He chuckled. “I think so. But there’s always more work to be done.”
“And that is my answer as well.”
They heard a commotion outside. Both of them frowned and fell silent. Jake strode to the window and looked through it. His eyes widened. The Secret Service agents were rushing in all directions, some alone and some led by natives. He watched as Forrest ducked behind a building and stood motionless in the shadows.
The reason for their concern became clear a moment later when Kante gasped and seized Jake’s arm. He turned to her, and she pointed down the dirt road in front of the bungalow.
Jake followed her gesture to find a procession of vehicles driving into the village. Sitting in the passenger seat of the lead vehicle, head and shoulders above everyone else, was the giant man in the red beret.



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
Art sighed and put the phone down. He put his head in his hands and pressed hard. Jess sipped her… Hell, she didn’t know how many coffees she’d had. She’d been up for close to forty-eight hours straight, she was pretty sure. How long could a human being stay up before going insane?
“No luck?” Jess guessed.
They had tried again to convince the local governments in the Serengeti to help them, figuring that daylight might embolden them, but once more, everyone shut them down. They were just too afraid of Okafor. The number Art had just hung up on was to the Ngorongoro Wildlife Conservation Area Authority, the last governmental organization they hadn’t tried a second time.
Art shook his head and pulled his hand from his eyes. His eyes were puffy and bloodshot, and his cheeks were wan and drooping. Jess really hoped she didn’t look that bad right now, but she probably did.
“No luck,” he confirmed. “No one wants to risk tangling with Okafor.”
Jess sighed. “So what do we do?”
He lifted his hands and let them drop. “What can we do? We’ve tried everything.”
Jess looked pensively at her monitors. The dots of the American aircraft now flying over Tanzania moved slowly over the map. Soon, many of those dots would drop weapons on a foreign nation, and once more, the United States would be at war.
As if reading her mind, her office phone buzzed. The number was listed as private. Let’s hope it’s someone calling about my auto insurance, she thought drily.
She answered, and Brougham replied. He was not interested in discussing coverage for Jess’s BMW.
“Davis, are you there?” He sounded just as weary as Jess felt.
“I’m here, sir,” Art replied.
“Have you heard anything else from the President or his bodyguards?”
Art sighed. “No, sir.”
“Then we’re moving ahead with the strike on Okafor’s camp. We’ve waited too long. We’re closing on two full days that the President’s been missing. I’m not sure if you’ve paid much attention to anything going on outside of your building, but it’s not pretty. People are demanding answers. Some of them are saying the reason we don’t have an answer yet is because the President’s dead, and we’re trying to hide that fact. Long story short, we need to move forward with military action.”
Art didn’t reply. He had a strange expression on his face. His eyes had narrowed, and his head was cocked to the side. Jess frowned at him, but he didn’t say anything.
"I'm sorry, Davis," Brougham continued. "I really am. I didn't want things to go this far, but we're backed into a corner. I'm sending the CAP back to Johannesburg and calling a strike team. We're estimating the first missile launch in five hours. If you hear from the President before then, let me know, but at the moment, we're back to Plan A. We'll have boots on the ground within twenty-four hours, and we're the rulers of the Serengeti until we get the President home safe. Or otherwise."
“Sir, please,” Jess began. “We have—”
Art tapped her shoulder and said, “Understood, sir. Thank you for keeping us in the loop.”
"It's the least I can do," Brougham said. "Sorry, things ended up this way. Fingers crossed this will be a quick intervention and we can get back to not throwing our weight around soon."
“Your mouth to God’s ears, sir,” Art said.
Brougham clicked off the line, and Jess turned to Art with a frown. “I hope you interrupted me because you have another brilliant idea.”
“I have an idea,” he said, “or rather the courage to act on a previous idea. Whether it’s brilliant remains to be seen.”
“What’s the idea?”
“We get Kenya involved.”
“Didn’t Brougham shoot down that idea?”
“He did. We do it anyway.”
Jess’s eyes widened. “But that’s war either way, isn’t it? That’s what the Secretary of Defense said.”
“He might be right. But it’s much better than us dropping our bombs. Kenya won’t want to go scorched Earth. We won’t care if we have to go scorched Earth. And if Kenya sends a regiment a few miles into Tanzania, grabs the President and heads straight across the border, we might be able to manage the fallout. We probably have to maintain a military presence in the region for a little while, but we don’t have to fire any guns. Kenya won’t want us there anyway. It sets a bad precedent that Africa can’t handle its own problems.”
“That’s assuming a lot of things go perfectly.”
He sighed. “At this point, it’s the lesser of two evils, Jess.”
She nodded. “All right. Do you have contacts in Kenya?”
“I do not. But I have the best damned software guru on the planet sitting in front of me.”
Jess blinked. “So now I’m cracking into the Kenyan government?”
“Just long enough to get me the phone number for the head of the Kenyan military. A private number would be best.”
“Oh, is that all,” Jess grumbled.
Still, she turned to her computer and even felt a touch of hope. Well, more like desperation than hope. If this didn’t work…
Well, she’d worry about that later. She set up her firewall, using a different randomized code this time, just in case. She hadn’t been caught so far, but if the same jumble of random code showed up on some watchdog’s computer screen three times in twelve hours, that watchdog might start asking questions.
“Got it yet?” Art asked.
“Oh yes,” she quipped. “Sorry it took so long. Normally I have answers in ten seconds, but I had to stretch this one to fifteen.”
“No need for sarcasm,” Art said irritably.
“Then no,” she said. God, she was just as irritable as Art. As soon as this was over, she was going to go home, turn off every piece of electronics she owned and sleep for as long as she wanted. If she woke up to the world in flames around her, so be it.
Cracking into the Kenyan intranet proved easier than cracking into the Tanzanian intranet. As a U.S. ally, Kenya had U.S. made firewalls which were far more robust than the ancient software Dodoma used. Despite being tougher, they were systems with which Jess was familiar, and she easily circumvented them and found the information Art needed.
So it wasn’t ten seconds before she found an answer, but it was less than ten minutes before she said, “Got it. Type this number in,” and fed him the private cell phone of General Charles Mutahi Cherop, the Chief of the Kenyan Defense Forces.
The general answered, and Art replied before the translator spit the word “Yes” out in English. “General Cherop, this is Arthur Davis. I’m the Deputy Director of the American Secret Service.”
There was a pause as Jess’s translation software relayed the information back in Swahili. Then Cherop’s laughter came over the phone. “Sure,” he replied. “I am Scarlett Johansson. It’s nice to meet you. Where are you calling from?”
Jess heard a chirp on her computer. Cherop was trying to trace the call. He probably thought that they were prank callers from inside Kenya. Jess disabled the firewall that would hide her computer’s location and Art replied, “I’m calling from Washington, D.C. I’m in an office in Secret Service Headquarters.”
“I see,” Cherop said sarcastically. “And what are…” His voice trailed off. His trace now told him that the call was indeed coming from Washington, D.C. When he spoke again, he dropped the sarcasm for a more wary tone. “Who is this?”
“This is Arthur Davis,” Art replied. “I’m telling you the truth. I know you know that the President is in Tanzania near your southwestern border. I know that you also know that American warplanes are flying over the Serengeti. In less than five hours, those warships will attack military emplacements hidden in the Serengeti.”
“What military emplacements? How are you speaking Swahili?”
Jess answered first. “I have translation software on my laptop that can interpret languages.”
“You can do that?”
“I can do that,” Jess said. “So can the CIA.” Art frowned, and she quickly said, “But we’re not CIA. We’re Secret Service. Just like Art said.”
“I speak English,” Cherop said. The change from the robotic AI translator to the basso of Cherop’s real voice was somewhat jarring, and Jess flinched a little. “What military emplacements? We’re not aware of any military emplacements.”
"Neither are we," Art said. "We know they're out there because one of them shot down our drones, and another one sent at least two different groups of armed men to attack our President. But we don't know how many or where they are. And we're sending planes to bomb them. I'm sure you can put two and two together, sir."
Cherop fell silent. The implication was clear. The American strike aircraft would prioritize coverage for precision. They would look for emplacements, but even if they found a few locations, they would probably bomb far more of the Serengeti than they needed just to be safe.
“Okay,” Cherop said. “I’ll say I believe you. I do believe the part about American aircraft because some of them are now in Kenya with soldiers ready to deploy to the Serengeti. As for you being who you say you are… Why are you calling me? What do you want for me to do?”
“We need to find the President before bombs get dropped,” Art replied. “If war comes to the region, Kenya will suffer.”
“So call the bombers away,” Cherop said irritably. “Unless you think there’s something I can do to stop them.”
“I think there is. I think if you send soldiers into Tanzania to oppose Victor Okafor and bring the President safely to Kenya, the U.S. military will cancel the airstrike and agree to a joint operation to bring the President home without bombing the Serengeti.”
“So we stop the war by invading a foreign nation? Come on, Mr. Davis. This is not Kenya’s problem to solve.”
“I know,” Art agreed, “but the fallout affects Kenya. And you can stop it. If you find the President, then there will be no invasion.”
“And if I don’t find this one needle in a very massive haystack, I have committed Kenya’s forces to a war we want no part of.”
“We want no part of it either,” Art said. “The President went to Africa specifically to outline a plan for the continent’s future that ends war. We’ve waited almost two full days to call for military action in Tanzania because we’re desperate not to start a firefight. But we can’t just let our President remain missing. You understand that. It shows our enemies that we’re weak and that they can attack us without fear of retribution. But we don’t want war. We don’t want that kind of retribution.”
There was a long pause, long enough that Art finally asked, “Are you there?”
“I am here,” Cherop replied. He sighed heavily. “We will need permission from the government at Dodoma. They are no friends of Okafor. If we paint this as though they allowed us permission to take care of this problem for them, then it will allow them and us to save face and you to save your bombs. Can you guarantee that your forces will not drop bombs while my soldiers are in the Serengeti?
“I can,” Art replied. “Absolutely.”
“Very well. I will contact Dodoma. God willing, they will see fit to expedite approval of our police action.”
He hung up, and Jess turned to Art. “Can you really make sure that the Air Force doesn’t launch their strike?”
Art gave her a tight smile. “For five more hours, at least.”
Jess turned back to the screen and shivered as she watched the combat air patrol return to South Africa. Art had just made a huge gamble. Either it would pay off, or they would risk war with two African nations.
And so many would die.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
“Hide,” Kante hissed.
“I’m staying with the President,” Jake replied.
Kante swore. “Well, stay with him somewhere hidden. Scheisse. Go to the storage closet in the back.”
“I don’t know where that is.”
She lifted her hands and clenched them into fists in frustration. “Warum zum Teufel bin ich in diesen Schlamassel geraten? Come with me.”
She dashed into the operating room. Chiwete gave her a sober look and began to spout off in Swahili. Kante lifted her hand to silence and quickly explained what she wanted. Chiwete replied, and Kante swore again. She turned to Jake.
“They know me, and they know I’m here. They caught my other scientists outside, and they’re demanding to speak to me. The storage closet is in the very back of the bungalow. The President will heal. He is asleep right now. Chiwete has given him a sedative so he can rest. You and your man will have to carry him.”
Pratt nodded and without waiting picked the President up from the table. Jake followed him to the back room and opened the door to a small, six-foot by six-foot closet. Pratt set the President on his feet and hooked his arms under the President's armpits. He pulled him into the closet, and Jake followed, shutting the door just before he heard the door to the front office burst open.
Jake drew his weapon and listened. He couldn’t hear what was said and wouldn’t have been able to understand it if he could, but he could identify Chiwete’s voice and a much softer female voice from Kante. The third voice was a thundering baritone that rattled the entire bungalow. Jake knew that voice must belong to the giant in the red beret, and that giant must be none other than Victor Okafor, the warlord of the Serengeti.
After a bit of back and forth, Jake heard the door to the waiting area burst open, followed by the door to the back room. Footsteps pounded on the floor, and Chiwete cried out something that Jake guessed was a protest. He gently pulled back the hammer of his gun and listened.
"Yuko wapi? Najua kuwa wewe ni hapa." That was the thundering voice.
Chiwete replied. "Hakuna mtu hapa, utakatifu wako. Niliwaambia, kuna timu ya uhifadhi tu, wanasayansi. Wako hapa kwa sababu walipoteza chakula chao kwa baboons na lazima wanunue zaidi."
Kante followed that with, “Sisi sio wajinga, utakatifu wako. Hatutaweza kuwa katika hatari—”
Whatever she was saying must have displeased Okafor, because he interrupted her. "Piga kijiji hiki kwa mbali. Angalia kila mahali. Tukipata ishara yoyote ya machimbo yetu, wafanye wanaume waangalie wakati tunawaua wanawake."
A fourth voice replied, a clipped and professional acknowledgment. Then the footsteps thundered from the room. Jake waited until he couldn’t hear them anymore, then said softly, “Stay here. I’m going outside to see what’s going on. Don’t answer for any voice but mine.”
Pratt nodded. “Be careful, sir.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Jake stepped out of the closet and softly closed the door. He could hear voices outside of the bungalow, some softer, some loud and threatening, a few laughing and jeering. He crept to the window and looked through the slats of the blinds.
The giant with the red beret was standing in the middle of the town's small courtyard, barking orders and looking around imperiously. Chiwete stood near him, his head bowed and his eyes averted. He looked tiny next to Okafor. Jake guessed he was around seven feet tall and close to three hundred pounds of solid muscle.
He’d have had a great football career, Jake thought absurdly.
Kante stood near the bungalow with the three male scientists. They were guarded by two men with assault rifles who leered at Kante and took turns insulting her.
Two dozen or so other armed men moved through the village, kicking down doors and dragging people into the streets while they ransacked their homes. Jake’s blood boiled, but there was nothing he could do. He was here to protect the President. That came above all else.
He wondered where his agents were. He expected at any moment for one of them to be discovered and fighting to break out in the plaza, but one after another the buildings were searched and none of them were found.
He looked for the vehicles and found them where they had parked along the road that led to the bungalow. More armed men sat in those vehicles, but they looked sullen and unhappy. It seemed all was not well in Okafor’s camp.
Not that Jake liked his chances of starting a mutiny. But maybe these men would lose their will to fight if their lives were jeopardized. Better yet, maybe Jake could get the vehicles without much resistance. If only his earpiece was working. He could call Munoz and tell him to get his team to the vehicles and steal them. If they had the vehicles, the numbers advantage wouldn’t matter as much. The mobility they offered would essentially turn Jake’s team into a squad of light armor. They could take out the attackers, then leave for the border.
He needed to find Munoz. He hated to leave the President alone, but he would have to trust Pratt to stay put until Jake came and got him. This really was their best chance.
Okafor grew increasingly frustrated as each building turned up empty. His eyes blazed, and his frown deepened into a scowl, then a snarl. Finally, he shouted and strode toward Kante. One of her scientists stepped bravely in front of her. Okafor backhanded him viciously. The blow knocked him to the ground, where he lay still.
He grabbed Kante’s hair and dragged her into the center of the village. Jake tensed as the mood instantly changed. The laughing, jeering men wore hard looks now and placed their fingers on the triggers of their rifles.
Jake watched in horror as Okafor grabbed Kante’s throat and lifted her into the air. The scientist’s eyes popped out of her head, and her legs kicked uselessly as she struggled against the powerful man’s grasp.
“Damn it,” Jake cursed.
He rushed to the front of the building and out the door. As soon as he was in the courtyard, he lifted his handgun and fired. Okafor saw him a split second before Jake fired and flinched. The bullet meant for his chest instead hit the arm holding Kante off the ground. The warlord cried out and dropped Kante, who fell to the ground, gasping.
The full idiocy of what Jake had just done came to him when more than twenty men turned his way and leveled their rifles. Kante lifted her eyes to his and stared at him with well-deserved loathing. He had saved her life for all of a few seconds and quite possibly doomed the President in the process.
Okafor stared at him, death radiating from those eyes. He bared his teeth and pointed at Jake, opening his mouth to pronounce his judgment.
Then the courtyard erupted in gunfire. Jake watched four men drop dead and another seven injured before the terrorists managed to find cover. Unfortunately, none of them were Okafor. With the speed and cunning of a snake, the big man slithered behind a building as soon as the attack commenced.
Jake snapped into action, firing a shot and sending another terrorist behind cover as he rushed toward the source of the friendly fire. He was somewhat discouraged to find only the two remaining plainclothes agents firing their handguns at the terrorists. “Where’s Munoz?”
“Getting the vehicles,” one of the men said.
Jake’s eyes widened. He turned around and nearly shouted with joy when he saw the drivers of the vehicles abandoning their charges under a hail of coordinated rifle fire from the CAT agents. A half dozen terrorists fell, and of the six remaining, five lifted their hands in surrender. One of them sprinted east down the road, not stopping despite the gunfire whipping the air around him.
Okafor shouted at the running man, then shouted again at the five surrendering terrorists. With a shout of rage, he lifted his rifle and shot one of the surrendering fighters in the back. His men followed suit, quickly murdering four of their own.
Munoz and his team—who were nearly in the drivers’ seats of the vehicles—dropped to the ground and instead used the vehicles as cover. “Cover me,” Jake said to the plainclothes agents.
He rushed from behind the building, firing at the lone terrorist who noticed his departure. The other agents fired at anyone who turned Jake’s way as he sprinted toward Munoz.
“Not the vehicles!” Jake shouted. “Don’t hide behind the vehicles!” The last thing Jake wanted was their means of escape destroyed.
Munoz caught Jake’s cries and nodded. He barked orders to his team. Two of them—Forrest and another female agent—rushed toward a building while the rest provided cover. Jake dove to the ground behind the same building just in time to avoid a bullet that whizzed over his head.
He got to his feet and turned in time to avoid two more CAT agents rushing his way. The terrorists caught one of the CAT agents in the leg. He fell to the ground with a cry, and his partner immediately picked him up and helped him to cover.
Munoz and the final agent came last. The terrorists sent a volley after them, but it was cut short by the crossfire from the two groups of agents.
Okafor shouted with rage and glared at Jake from across the courtyard.
Jake met the man's eyes and deliberately aimed his handgun. Okafor snarled and pulled himself out of harm's way as Jake fired. The bullet ricocheted harmlessly off of the wall behind Okafor, but the message was sent.
This time, the Americans weren’t backing down.



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
“How’s our ammo situation looking, Munoz?” Jake asked.
Munoz ducked, and a bullet ricocheted off of the wall where his head had been. He and three other CAT agents were maintaining fire along with Jake while Forrest tended to the wounded agent behind them. The two plainclothes agents continued to fire when opportunities presented themselves but allowed the more heavily armed CAT agents to dictate the pace of the firefight.
“We’re looking all right for the moment,” Munoz said, “but it would be in our best interests not to stay bogged down all day.”
“Give me numbers, Munoz.”
Munoz thought a moment. “I have two clips left after this one. The others have one or two each. Your agents, I’m assuming, will be near the end of their ammo.”
“I have a clip after this one,” Jake replied. “The other three are probably in the same boat.”
“I figure that gives us maybe a half hour at this rate, but it would be awesome to be in those vehicles and out of here in ten minutes so we can have ammo for the chase. We won’t be able to conserve as much on the move in an open field.”
“A better plan would be to make sure they can’t move after us,” Jake said.
“That means disabling a few of the vehicles,” Munoz replied. We need—”
He stopped speaking for a moment to fire at some brave but ultimately foolish men who decided to rush their position. Okafor shouted in frustration as four more of his men were shredded by rifle fire.
“We need a driver and a shooter in each vehicle. There’s three plainclothes agents and five CAT agents, plus you, me and the President. I figure you’ll drive the lead vehicle, I’ll drive the rear, and we’ll let Pratt drive the President. That leaves two more for the other plainclothes agents and one CAT agent as the shooter in each vehicle. Five vehicles total, and we’ll need to disable the other seven.”
“I agree with that plan,” Jake said, “but we’re taking Kante and the scientists with us. We can’t allow any more civilians to die on our behalf.”
Jake looked out over the courtyard, noticing for the first time, the ten or so bodies of civilians who hadn’t been able to run for cover in time as the fighting broke out. One of them was Chiwete, whose fears of allowing the Americans into his village had turned out to be well-founded.
Munoz turned to Jake grimly. “Well… then in that case, we’re going to have to clean house before we go.”
“Not necessarily,” Jake said. “I think we can lure Okafor out of town if we escape in the vehicles.” He thought a moment, then said, “So we have to leave the seven vehicles intact. We’ll get the President, load the vehicles, then ride out of here. I guarantee Okafor will follow.”
Munoz sighed. “So we’re going to try to kill them on an open field and hope they don’t get us first?”
“It’s the best chance we have,” Jake said.
Munoz didn’t look like he agreed with that completely, but he didn’t argue. He only sighed and said, “All right. So what do you want to do?”
Jake returned fire to a group of terrorists who had poked their head up to fire on their position. They ducked behind cover, and he said, "I'm going to get back to the bungalow and get Pratt and the President. I want you and one of your agents to take one of the vehicles and meet me at the entry. You'll both provide cover fire while I load Pratt and the President onto the truck. Pratt will take off and wait for us a mile east. Then, you and I will go get the other two plainclothes agents and get them back to the vehicles while your team provides cover. Then we grab the scientists."
“Where are the scientists?”
Jake frowned. “Damn it. I don’t know.”
Munoz sighed. “There are too many moving parts anyway. We need to get everyone here, then we get them on the trucks, and we leave. Simple, straightforward, effective.”
Jake sighed. “Okay. I’ll go get Pratt and the President. Send one of your agents to retrieve the plainclothes agents. You look for the scientists. Be careful, Munoz.”
Munoz grinned at him. “What do you always say when someone tells you to be careful.”
Jake returned his grin. “I’ll do my best.”
“Really? That’s a shitty wisecrack. I can do better than that. How about, ‘careful is for assholes?’”
“Needs work.”
“I’ll give it some attention stateside,” Munoz replied. He called Forrest over. She had finished binding the injured agent’s wound, and the man was now firing at the terrorists, teeth bared in a snarl.
Forrest nodded and sprinted toward the alley where the plainclothes agents hid. The team covered them, and when Jake saw the terrorists’ attention divided, he rushed toward the bungalow. Only one terrorist looked his way, and he got a bullet in the forehead for his trouble.
Unfortunately, just before he reached the bungalow, Okafor caught sight of him. He pointed at Jake and shouted.
Shit.
Jake sprinted through the building, shouting, “Pratt! It’s Jake! They’re on their way, we need to go!”
He threw open the door, and Pratt regarded him with wide eyes. He tossed the still-unconscious President over his shoulder and drew his weapon. “Lead the way, sir.”
Jake didn’t want to go through the front door. His certainty was enhanced when he heard it thrown open. He looked wildly around for another means of escape and found a side window facing away from the fighting. Without hesitating, he rushed to it, covered his face and smashed it open with the butt of his handgun. This window faced the side of a building and didn’t have any blinds.
Jake jumped through the window, and Pratt quickly passed Bryan to him. Pratt began to climb through, but massive hands grabbed him around his waist and pulled him back into the window. Pratt tried to steady himself to fight back, but those same hands wrapped around his head and twisted viciously. Jake heard the snap as Pratt's spine was severed. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped to the floor, revealing the snarling, manic face of Victor Okafor. Blood covered his injured right arm, but he didn't seem fazed at all by the bullet lodged in his bicep.
“No!” Jake shouted. Enraged, he aimed his handgun at Okafor. Before he could fire, though, two more terrorists appeared on either side of the big man. Jake killed both of them, and when he aimed the weapon at Okafor again, it clicked on an empty magazine.
Okafor laughed and rushed forward. Jake swore and ran to his right. Behind him, he heard a shearing sound as the force of Okafor’s charge tore the entire wall of the bungalow away from the rest of the structure. Jake veered behind the building, supporting the President with his left hand while trying to reload his pistol with his right.
He moved as fast as he could, but he was carrying his own bodyweight over his shoulder. He heard Okafor’s footsteps pounding behind them. The warlord shouted in Swahili. Jake couldn’t understand what he said, but he heard the laughter and knew without turning around that Okafor was gaining on him.
Damn it! Work, you piece of—
The magazine finally snapped into the gun. Jake spun around and fired the weapon. Once more, Okafor displayed snakelike reflexes. He dove out of the way an instant before Jake fired, taking cover behind a building. If Jake wasn’t carrying the President, he would have followed Okafor and gotten vengeance for Pratt’s murder, and Simons’s and everyone who had died as a result of Okafor’s actions.
But he had a job to do. Killing Okafor could be someone else’s job. He rushed back to where the CAT agents were entrenched and lowered the President to the ground, leaning him against the wall. Bryan still slept soundly. Thank God for small blessings.
He looked around for the others. The four agents here were fine. Their superior skill with their weapons easily kept the terrorists at bay. While he watched, Forrest and the two plainclothes agents made their way toward them. He looked around for any sign of Okafor, but the warlord didn’t show himself as the three of them reached their position.
Now, they were only waiting for Munoz. Jake caught a glimpse of him peering around a corner behind the battle. He met Jake's eyes and held up five fingers.
“Get ready to cover Munoz!” Jake shouted. “Eleven o’clock!”
Munoz lowered his fingers one at a time. When his final finger dropped, Jake shouted, “Now!”
The eight agents provided a column of fire behind which Munoz ran, leading Kante and her scientists along with Mbewe. They reached the group, and Jake said, "Go for the vehicles now! I don't know where Okafor is, but he knows I have the President."
“They all do,” Munoz pointed out, a little unhelpfully. “On three, boys and girls. Three, two, one, now!”
They ran for the vehicles. Jake’s chest swelled with pride as he watched his team work with seamless efficiency. Each CAT agent selected a vehicle. The two plainclothes agents, Mbewe, Kante and two other scientists jumped into the driver’s seat. Munoz and the other CAT agents stood in the rear of the vehicles with their rifles ready. The only exception was the third vehicle, driven by Mbewe. Jake and the President took the rear of the truck while Munoz stood in the passenger seat.
Jake was about to give the order to drive when Okafor came charging from behind the building they had just vacated. His teeth were bared, and his eyes were wild. In each hand, he held a rifle.
“Nine o’clock!” Jake screamed. “Nine o’clock! Okafor!”
It was too late. Okafor would fire first. Seeing this, the warlord laughed and lifted his rifle.
And a volley of rifle fire from the east crashed into the building in front of him. He slid onto his backside and scrambled backwards, staring ahead in amazement.
Jake looked ahead to see a group of a dozen vehicles—Land Cruisers similar to the ones they now sat in—approaching the town. The vehicles were spread out, and Jake could see that like their own, each held a driver and a shooter.
Those shooters were firing on the terrorists in front of them, cutting the surprised militiamen down like paper. Okafor’s men tried to get themselves together, but they were left no time. Before Jake knew it, they were all dead or dying in the courtyard.
The agents and scientists cheered. Mbewe whooped and stood, pumping his fist with joy. “Yes!” he cried out. “We are saved!”
Jake frowned and looked ahead at the vehicles. They were the exact same as the ones in which they now sat. He recalled the difference between the fighters in these vehicles—the ones Okafor eventually executed—and the men laughing and jeering in the courtyard. He remembered the man who had escaped execution and ran toward the east.
A chill crept up his spine. Those weren’t rescuers. Those were competitors.
“Drivers!” he shouted. “Get us out of here! Those aren’t friendlies! Repeat, those are not friendlies!”
The cheering died off. Everyone looked toward the shooters with mounting horror. When the gunmen turned their rifles toward the group, cries of fear and frustration echoed through the air.
The vehicles roared to life and spun around to evade these new attackers just as the first rifle rounds zipped through the air towards them.
 
***
 
Kamani chortled with glee as the Americans fled before them. Had he looked into the rearview mirror, he would have found a grin on his face as crazed as any Okafor had worn.
But he only had eyes for his quarry. The President of the United States was in one of those vehicles, and as capable as the Americans were, they weren’t capable enough to outfight dozens of hunters. This time, Kamani would catch them. This time, he would take what was his. And then he would receive his reward.
His only regret was that he wouldn’t get to see the look on Okafor’s face when he was beaten. He would have loved to see the impotent rage in the big buffalo’s eyes.
What a fool. He thought because he was bigger than everyone else, he could get whatever he wanted. That wasn’t how it worked. It was the smartest who prevailed, not the strongest.
That was all right. Let him pout in his tents. Kamani would live like a true king on his estate in Kenya and let others risk their lives. This job would pay him enough that he would never have to deal with Okafor or his ilk again.
“Faster!” he urged his driver. “I can taste the blood of the prey already!”
His driver gave him a fishy look. Kamani only laughed and continued to stare ahead at his fleeing quarry.
There’s nowhere to run, he thought. But please try. It’s so much more fun that way.



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
The six vehicles in Jake’s group left the village heading west.
“Turn south,” Jake told Mbewe.
“They will catch us if we turn south,” Mbewe protested.
Jake heard the fear in Mbewe’s voice and understood. Despite their victory over Okafor’s men, they were still outnumbered. And their new enemies had vehicles too, which negated the advantage Jake hoped to gain.
But they needed to make it East. They needed to cross the border. They would have help once they were there. If these new terrorists herded them back into the Serengeti, then they would be right back where they started.
“Turn south,” he repeated, “and gun the motors. Drive like your life depends on it.”
“Which it absolutely does,” Mbewe said.
“Trust me. You’ve seen us defeat enemies far more powerful than these. We can take them. But get us pointed south, and when they turn, we go east.”
“And head straight for them?”
Jake sighed. There was no point in lying. “Yes.”
Mbewe turned and met his eyes. His own were wide with terror.
A moment later, though, they hardened. Mbewe nodded once, then spun the wheel.
The vehicle lurched to the side, and the others followed suit. Jake turned toward their pursuers to see them change their angle to intercept them. They were about eight hundred yards away right now. They would be within firing range in about half that distance.
Jake cupped his hands and shouted, “CAT agents! Fire as soon as the enemy is within range!”
They were outnumbered, but if they could get the first successful volley in, then they could cut through the enemy. They could win this. They just…
“Jake!” Munoz shouted. “Rockets!”
Jake turned toward the enemy, and his heart sank. From each vehicle, a third man now stood, holding a rocket launcher on his shoulder. Just like that, Jake's plan evaporated.
“Shit! Everyone out!”
“Out?” Mbewe cried incredulously.
“Out!” Jake confirmed. “Stop the vehicles! Abandon them now!”
The vehicles screeched to a halt just as the new attackers fired their rockets.
 Jake grabbed the President and joined the others, sprinting away.  The blast knocked Jake to the ground, and he spun so that the President landed on top of him.
Rifle fire started soon after. The vehicles kept a distance of four hundred yards and circled the beleaguered agents, who returned fire. Their aim was still better than the terrorists, and Jake saw several fall from the vehicles, but they weren’t going to outlast them.
No sooner had Jake thought that than one of the CAT agents jerked backwards before falling, blood spurting from his throat. Munoz swore and said, “Jake, take the President and get out of here. We’ll hold them off as long as we can.”
“They’ll just send vehicles after me,” Jake said. “Damn it!”
Munoz pulled a grenade and called for the CAT agents to do the same. “Go,” he insisted. “Take one of the other vehicles from town. We’ll hold them off long enough to make your escape good.”
Jake still hesitated. His first duty was to the President, but he was abandoning his team to die, not to mention Mbewe and the scientists.
In the end, it was Mbewe who swayed him. “Go,” he said firmly. “Do not let my friend’s death be in vain.”
Jake thought of Simons’s upraised fist as he sacrificed himself to give the others a chance to escape.
No, not the others. The President. Mbewe was right. If Bryan died, then this was all for nothing.
He took a breath, nodded at Mbewe, and hoisted Bryan over his shoulder. Munoz and his agents threw their grenades. Their aim was perfect. The grenades landed underneath the vehicles. Two of them exploded outright while three of them rolled over. The others braked and swerved, forcing their shooters to focus on remaining upright rather than firing on Jake.
He was a mile and a half from town. Carrying the President that was at best a fifteen-minute journey. His thighs and shoulders cried out for relief, but he pushed the pain away and continued his jog through the tall grass. Behind him, he could hear gunfire and shouting as the terrorists regrouped and returned fire on his men. A lump formed in his throat. Almost certainly none of them would survive.
He quickened his pace, though it nearly killed him. He managed to reach the village in twelve minutes rather than fifteen. He didn’t stop until he reached the nearest vehicle and lifted the President into the cabin.
He groaned as the pressure was lifted from his body. With a grimace, he stretched briefly before heading around to enter the driver’s seat.
He stopped when he saw his way opposed. Victor Okafor stood in front of him, a crazed smile on his face. He no longer held the rifles. Jake glanced to the left to see the weapons twisted on the ground. He wondered if that had happened when Okafor fell or if in his rage the giant had bent the barrels himself.
"Sasa, Marekani! Wewe unakufa!"
So saying, Okafor rushed Jake.
Jake dove to the left, just underneath Okafor’s grasping hands. He realized with alarm that Okafor was now in between him and the President. Before Okafor could realize the same thing, Jake drove his shoulder into Okafor, pushing him backwards, away from the vehicle.
Okafor stumbled a few steps, but Jake’s strength was nothing compared to Okafor’s. The warlord regained his footing and grabbed Jake around his waist. Jake struggled, but it was like fighting a demigod. Okafor lifted him high and threw him. Jake sailed through the air and fell hard, bouncing off of the hard ground and rolling.
Pain shot through several different areas of his body, but he didn’t have time to figure out which injuries were worst. He got to his feet and nearly rushed Okafor again. He stopped when he saw the big man approaching him instead of the President. Instead of rushing Okafor, he backed away, leading the warlord away from Bryan who sat slumped in the back seat of the truck.
Remembering his gun, Jake drew the weapon and aimed it at Okafor. Okafor, once more demonstrating superhuman reflexes, snarled and rushed forward. He shoved Jake’s handgun into the air just before Jake fired. The shot sailed harmlessly into the sky.
Okafor twisted viciously, and Jake cried out as his shoulder popped out of joint. The weapon fell from his hands. He caught it with his left and fired, but Okafor ducked under this shot and grabbed Jake’s wrist again, tearing the gun from his hand and throwing it behind him.
He tugged on Jake’s dislocated arm, yanking Jake around and throwing him hard to the ground. The impact knocked Jake’s shoulder back into joint, but the pain was exquisite, and when Jake tried to move the arm, it shook badly. He had no strength in his right hand.
Okafor didn’t know how to fight, but he was massive. If Jake was fully rested and fully fed, his skill might have overcome Okafor’s size and strength, but he was just too drained. His only chance lay in finding his gun and using it on Okafor.
He turned to run in the direction Okafor had thrown the weapon, but Okafor lunged forward and seized him with one hand. He spun Jake around to face him. Jake caught a split-second glimpse of Okafor’s grinning face before his huge skull slammed into Jake’s.
Jake fell backwards, his ears buzzing, his vision swimming. Instinct alone caused him to roll over and avoid the boot heel that drove into the ground where his face was a moment ago. He got to his feet and threw a left hook at Okafor. The blow landed solidly, but Okafor only laughed.
"Mpumbavu mdogo."
Crying out with effort, Jake threw a roundhouse kick at Okafor’s liver. Okafor caught his leg and swung Jake around. Jake thought absurdly of swinging Beau around while they played in the yard. Then his other foot left the ground. Okafor spun him in a circle, then released him to fly into one of the buildings. This one was a mud hut, and Jake burst through the wall. He got to his feet shakily. His head felt furry.
Okafor rushed through the opening, picking Jake up and carrying him through the other wall. Jake watched in blurry amazement as the hut crumbled, two of its walls destroyed.
Okafor was too strong. It was like fighting a bull. There was no chance.
Okafor, still holding Jake, grinned at his prisoner. He squeezed hard. Jake felt his ribs straining under the pressure. Considering what he’d seen, he absolutely believed that Okafor could crush him if he wanted to. Even if he didn’t, Jake couldn’t breathe.
In desperation, he leaned forward and bit Okafor’s nose hard. Okafor shrieked, an incongruously high-pitched noise. He unwrapped his arms and pressed them to Jake’s chest, shoving back hard. For the third time, Jake went flying through the air. He landed hard, and this time no amount of effort allowed him to regain his feet.
Okafor approached, weeping with rage and pain. The front of his nose was a horror show. Jake had bitten the tip off, and the flesh underneath was mangled and bloody. He stepped over, Jake, and Jake tried to will his body to fight back, to get up, to shout for help, to do something.
But he couldn’t move. Everything was pain. Okafor stared down at him, then almost gently knelt over Jake’s neck. His massive shin bone pressed against Jake’s windpipe, cutting off his air.
Now Jake fought. He flailed and writhed and kicked, but Okafor remained as unmoving as a statue. He scratched at the warlord’s face, but Okafor ignored the grooves Jake cut in his skin.
Jake felt white creeping inward from the edges of his vision. The veins in his neck throbbed as the blood flow was cut off.
He thought of Sheila and Beau, waiting at home, terrified, not knowing if he was alive or dead. Now they would never know what happened to him.
His hand fell on a rock. With the last of his strength, he swung the rock at Okafor’s head. Okafor gasped and fell over. Jake tried weakly to stand, but once again, his body wouldn’t obey him.
Okafor got to his feet. Jake allowed himself the small satisfaction of noticing that Okafor was genuinely stunned by the blow. He stumbled for a second, breathing heavily.
Then he looked at Jake. With a snarl of rage, he strode toward the downed agent. He lifted his boot high, and Jake prepared for the end.
I love you, Sheila. I love you, Beau. I’m sorry.
A gunshot rang out, and Okafor stiffened. He fell forward, and his boot landed over Jake instead of on him. He turned around, and Jake saw the ragged hole in his chest where the bullet had exited. He looked toward the east, bewildered. Another gunshot rang out, then another, then another. New holes opened up on Okafor’s chest. His face twisted in a snarl of rage. He opened his mouth to shout, but then his eyes lost focus. He sank to his knees and fell over, dead.
Jake turned to the East. Through his blurry vision, he could see a squadron of armored vehicles approaching. He looked behind him and saw the terrorists falling back, cut down as they fled from the new arrivals. One of the vehicles pulled in front of Munoz and the others to shield them from fire.
Their rescue had finally arrived. Jake turned his head up to the sky and sighed with relief.
Then his sight faded.



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
 
Two Days Later
 
Jake watched on the screen in Jess’s office as Bryan addressed the nation. He looked strong and proud, none the worse for wear after his ordeal in Africa.
“I came to Africa with a vow that I wouldn’t leave this office before a path toward lasting peace and prosperity had been laid out. After the ordeal I and so many others suffered at the hands of a warlord who held power only as a result of disunity and strife among the nations of Africa, I remain just as firmly resolved to achieve that peace. Those governments and leaders who seek to oppress their people, to use leadership as an excuse to oppress the powerless amongst them, will fall. Those nations who hope, as I hope, for a better future for their people will achieve that. We lost good people to a madman the last two days. Their deaths will not be in vain. For that, you have my solemn vow.”
“Love how he neglected to mention that he was going to give Okafor the Serengeti,” Jess grumbled. “Sorry, Jake. I know he’s your father-in-law, but that was a bullshit move.”
“He didn’t know that Okafor was this bad. The Tanzanian government has a poor track record with human rights. He thought Okafor was fighting for the same things we were fighting for.”
“Do you really believe that, or are you just saying that because he’s the President?”
Jake sighed. “I believe that Bryan always does what he thinks is right. He made a mistake this time. Now he has a chance to correct it. I believe he will.”
“I hope you’re right,” Jess said. “I’m getting kind of sick of seeing you come home looking like you stole Mike Tyson’s dog.”
Jake laughed, grimacing at the pain the action caused. Aside from his injured shoulder, he had suffered two cracked ribs from his fight with Okafor, along with a concussion that would keep him out of the field for the next six weeks.
“I won’t lie, I’m getting kind of sick of looking like I stole Tyson’s dog too.”
Jess looked at him, biting her lip pensively. “What is it?” Jake asked. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
Jess held his gaze for a moment before saying, “Sheila called me. While you were gone.”
Jake's smile faded. He hadn't gone home yet. When he landed in Washington, he and the other Secret Service agents were taken immediately by a military vehicle to be debriefed by the Secretary of State and the Combatant commanders while the President was whisked off by other Secret Service agents. After hours of intense grilling, mostly involving the surprise incursion by Kenyan Armed Forces, apparently without the blessing of the U.S. military, he was released.
Art stole him next, taking him to Headquarters and bringing him up to speed. The short version was that Art and Jess were responsible not only for rescuing them but also for preventing all-out war in Africa. Jake told him about the seemingly advanced weapons systems and technology.
Art had frowned at that. “The CIA jumped in and pushed us out of the conversation. I reminded them of the cooperation we’ve enjoyed in the past, and they agreed to give us more information in the future, but all they would tell me now was that they were looking into ‘a new faction.’”
“Faction? What faction?”
Art smiled grimly. “They didn’t say. Looks like the fun isn’t over, though. Get some rest, Jake. We’ll need to be sharp to tackle this, and after the week we’ve had, I don’t think either of us are sharp right now.”
Jake didn’t want to let the conversation go so easily, but Art was right. He was exhausted and hurt and barely functional. He needed rest.
Art had gone home immediately after dropping Jake off. Jess, of course, refused to leave, staying with Jake and making him tell her everything. That had taken another two hours, and now they watched the President conclude his first address since arriving home.
Jake had been in the United States for seven hours and hadn’t gone home to see his family. He wanted to see them more than anything, but he was afraid. Sheila had given him her blessing, but he was coming home injured again, once more narrowly escaping death. How long would Sheila continue to approve of this life?
“Jake?”
He inhaled sharply. “Yes. Sorry, Jess. What did she say?”
Jess looked away and bit her lip again. “She’s… She was afraid. She didn’t like that you and her dad… Well… she wishes it didn’t have to be you. That you didn't think it had to be you." Jake sighed, and Jess quickly added, "I'm sorry, Jake. I didn't know what to say to her. I just—"
“It’s okay,” he said. “Thank you for being there for her when she needed you.”
Jess flushed a little. “Yeah. Always.” She fell silent for a moment, then asked, “Do you want me to drive you home?”
Jake looked at the screen. Bryan was gone, replaced by an image of a news anchor sharing how surprising heroics from a Serengeti National Park guide and a team of conservationists helped the President survive two days in the harsh wilderness while evading poachers and warlords.
“Yes,” he replied. “I think it’s time to go home.”
 
***
 
The lights were off when Jake arrived. He told Jess it was because Sheila and Beau were already in bed, but that wasn’t true. Sheila always left the porch light on.
He walked inside. The lights were off inside, too. The house was silent and cold. He switched on the living room light and saw the note on the coffee table. He waited until he saw Jess's headlights turn away from the house before he picked it up.
Sheila had beautiful handwriting. She wrote in a flowing script that wasn’t quite cursive. He always marveled at how she managed to form such delicate and symmetrical letters. She’d told him once that she’d never had to take a penmanship class. It just came naturally to her.
That was Sheila. Delicate and beautiful and perfect.
He gently caressed the paper, as though by doing so, he could somehow feel Sheila’s soft skin, hear her soothing voice, see her gentle blue eyes.
But she was gone. The note was brief. It told Jake that she had gone to a hotel in Arlington with Beau. She needed time to think. Jake was welcome to visit at any time, and he could take Beau home when he wasn't working. She still loved him, but she needed to really think about whether she could be with someone, knowing that every time he left home, he might not return.
He set the note carefully back on the coffee table and sat back on the couch, staring at the black screen of the TV. He thought he would cry when he read that note, but he didn’t feel like weeping. He didn’t feel much of anything at the moment. Just a hollow in the center of his chest that ached worse than anything he’d suffered at the hands of Okafor or Cyrus or Bard.



EPILOGUE
 
 
Carefully manicured fingers drummed against an oiled walnut desk in a spacious office forty-nine floors above the ground. Crystal blue eyes gazed out of a spotless window at a clear sky overlooking a glass-smooth ocean.
Smooth from here, at least. The owner of everything behind that spotless window knew that closer to the surface, the ocean was turbulent, chaotic, covered in waves that promised peril to mariners at the slightest provocation. Under its surface lurked threats that wouldn’t hesitate to devour those hapless souls who fell to its mercy.
Yet humans had conquered that ocean as they had conquered the sky above it and the land atop which this tower sat. The Earth shook, but the tower only swayed in time with the quakes and remained firm. The ocean raged, but not flood would cover even the bottom tenth of its floors. The sky would streak lightning and rain and hail and wind toward it, yet it stood strong.
“I have built my house on a rock,” a cultured voice said.
The owner of the voice stood and walked toward the window to stare down at a perfectly ordered street where drivers expertly maneuvered exquisitely engineered vehicles around planned traffic signs and signals. Millions of people navigating millions of roles, some large, some small, some great, some insignificant.
Everyone had a role to play. Even those who failed at their roles still contributed to the overall design.
This endeavor had been a failure. The owner of the carefully manicured hands now clasped behind a straight back admitted that. He had intended for the President to be captured and shown as a captive to the world. Of course, he wouldn't have actually taken the President from Okafor or Kamani. He would never have been within six thousand miles of Tanzania with a captive President Jackson there. The U.S. military would have immediately rained fire and brimstone down on the upstarts and not stopped until the Serengeti was turned to glass as polished as the glass that formed his window.
But he would have been shown to be captive. He would have been shown to be vulnerable. Instead, he was heralded as a brave man who had survived in the wilderness while evading multiple attacks from overwhelming force and coming out with his convictions intact.
Yes, this was a failure.
The owner of the immaculate Italian suit that conformed flawlessly to his toned, athletic figure turned and headed back to the desk. It was his fault, really. He had trusted the completion of this mission to a madman. Perhaps had he called only Kamani, he might have gained the result he needed. But alas, he had involved Okafor, a man whose ego was as large as his body and whose brain was as small as his territory.
Oh well. It couldn’t be helped. The owner of the bespoke cell phone hardened against all forms of interference or eavesdropping dialed a number and proceeded with the second phase of his plan regardless.
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