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PROLOGUE
 
 
Yang Chiao waited patiently for the people across the table to begin speaking. These were delicate negotiations, and it was critical that he maintain control of the conversation. In order to do that, he needed his counterparts to initiate. This would establish them as the supplicants and he as the grantor.
They realized that too. Their faces remained impassive, but slight movements of the eye and the fingers told Chiao that they were growing impatient.
They were afraid. Understandably so. Were their Supreme Leader to learn of this meeting, they and their families would all be brutally and publicly executed.
Chiao understood their fear. He also understood that their fear gave him an advantage, provided he remained calm and shrewd.
Finally, the least senior of the officials spoke. “Do we have your guarantee that you can accomplish this?”
Chiao suppressed a smile. The least senior official spoke so the more senior members could save face and convince themselves that it was only their junior member’s inexperience that caused him to step out of line. It was obvious to Yang that they had intended for the junior to speak first. Still, it made no difference. He remained in control.
He replied in Korean so flawless it sounded native. “Of course. I wouldn’t make the offer if I weren’t confident in my chances of success.”
“And your government has given you their blessing?”
Chiao chuckled. “Has yours?”
Their faces reddened. Of course, the Supreme Leader hadn't blessed this operation. He was a hedonistic child but not a fool. As for Chiao’s own government, they would react with even more fury were they to learn of Chiao’s involvement in this. He would be undoing decades of effort by the People’s Government to establish China as the world’s premier superpower.
The second most senior official spoke now. “If you are discovered, we will deny all involvement,” he warned Chiao.
“Naturally. And should you be discovered, I will deny all involvement.”
Their faces reddened another shade. These men were not used to being spoken to this way. Chiao kept his placid smile and held their gazes.
After a long pause, the second most senior official reluctantly said. “Very well. We will be expecting you at the border in nine days’ time.”
“I will not be there,” Chiao replied, “but your prisoner will be.” He stood and bowed to the most senior official, the one who hadn’t spoken. “Thank you for your patronage and support, Park-hashinaida.”
The senior official flamed brightly. The other two paled. Chiao had insulted their leader in two serious ways. First, he had ostentatiously pointed out that the other two acted on Park’s behalf, thus preventing him from having plausible deniability in case they were discovered. Second, the honorific hashinaida, while technically correct when addressing a senior public official, was archaic and used now only in historical dramas. Used in this context, Chiao had essentially mocked Mr. Park for his cowardice in refusing to acknowledge his leadership role.
It was an attack Chiao would never have considered speaking to a Chinese person, but these were Koreans, and they needed him. They would endure whatever insult he felt like giving them
The three officials stood, and after delivering stiff farewells, they stormed from the room. Chiao chuckled to himself, then returned to his waiting vehicle. As the armored truck moved steadily back toward the Chinese border, Chiao made one final phone call.
The individual on the other end answered with a simple question. “It’s done?”
Chiao returned an equally simple reply. “It’s done.”
The other party hung up, and Chiao breathed deeply and smiled. The wheel was in motion now. All that remained was to guide it toward the future to which Chiao was entitled.



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer of the United States Secret Service Presidential Security Division pulled to a stop in front of a modest townhome in Arlington, Virginia and took a deep breath. He loved and hated these visits in almost equal measure, but he needed them more than he hated them and even more than he loved them.
The door opened almost immediately when he knocked on it. A chubby bundle of limitless energy rushed outside and ran to him.
“Daddy!”
Jake grinned at his son and lifted him high into the air. Beau squealed, and when Jake brought him to his chest, he wrapped his arms around Jake and squeezed tightly.
Jake closed his eyes and held his son close, struggling to keep tears from his eyes. He saw Beau every day for dinner, but it was so damned hard to go home without him.
“Hi, Jake.”
He opened his eyes and met the bright blue orbs of his wife, Sheila. Her smile was tight, and her shoulders tense as always. When he hugged her, her body was stiff as a board. Jake hated that. He hated even more that they both had to put on that show for Beau’s sake.
The two of them had fallen in love through Jake’s work protecting Sheila’s father, President Bryan Jackson. After a whirlwind romance, the two of them married and now shared a two-year-old son, Beau.
Their marriage was a fairy tale for a while. But that fairy tale had shattered recently. Sheila had begged Jake to leave his job with Presidential Security and take an office job that wouldn't require putting himself in danger and putting his family at risk of losing their husband and father. Jake had tried several times to do just that, but each time, he'd been unable to stay away. He couldn't handle the thought that others would put their lives in danger to protect the President from the historic levels of terrorism and assassination attempts when he was just as capable of doing so himself, even more capable.
So he’d returned to the field. Sheila had given her blessing at first but made it clear she was unhappy. Then Eli Bard, a former Secret Service agent who had kickstarted the slew of assassination attempts and terrorist attacks that plagued Bryan’s administration, had nearly killed her in their own home. Jake had showed up just in time to rescue her, but that had driven a wedge between the two of them that grew wider with each passing day. Three months ago, when Jake had once more narrowly escaped a terrorist threat with his life, he’d returned home to find a letter from Sheila saying that she needed time to think about their relationship.
So far, those thoughts hadn’t been encouraging. She hadn’t mentioned the word divorce yet, but each time he tried to talk about reconciling, she shut him down. He didn’t have high hopes that they could repair things between them.
“Daddy, come see!” Beau called.
He wriggled out of Jake’s arms, and when Jake set him down, he grabbed Jake’s hand and pulled him into the house. “What is it, buddy?” he asked in wide-eyed excitement.
“I have blocks!”
In his toddler voice, the word came out “bwoks.” Jake’s heart ached to hear that. He was missing so much. He hated feeling like he had to visit his own son.
“You have blocks?” Jake said, “That’s awesome!”
"Yeah. See? This one's blue, and this is red."
He stacked the blocks, naming the different colors as he did. Jake watched him and prayed that his innocence would be maintained for just a little while longer. He was too young to understand that he and Mommy weren’t on vacation, and Daddy wasn’t just going back to work every night and coming home for dinner and occasional trips to the park or the movies. Jake wasn’t looking forward to the first time he asked why Mommy and Daddy didn’t live together anymore.
“Mom bought those for him,” Sheila told him. “We went to the Westpost mall and got him some new clothes, and he saw those on the shelf at Target. I hope you don’t mind.”
A flash of irritation crossed Jake's mind. He turned to her with a smile as forced as hers. "Of course, I don't mind. Why would I have a problem with blocks?"
She looked away and said, “I don’t know. I was just saying.”
“Daddy, look!”
Jake turned back to Beau and watched as he continued to explain the colors. After a moment, Sheila asked, “Do you just want to order pizza for dinner, or I could make some pasta? We have chicken, or…”
“Whatever you want to do.”
“Well, what do you want?”
Jake bit back an angry chuckle. I want to not stress over what’s for fucking dinner when there’s more important stuff to talk about. “Whatever you want.”
“Well… I could make him chicken nuggets, and we could—”
He lifted his hands and this time, he did chuckle. “Sheila, whatever you want. I don’t care. Whatever makes your life easier.”
“Okay, I just…” she ended with a sigh and headed to the kitchen. “I’m going to make nuggets, Beau.”
Beau clapped his hands. “Yay!”
He looked at Jake, and his eyes got big. “Daddy? Can you stay with me tonight?”
Jake had once been stabbed in the side while dying from an infection caused by a genetically engineered supervirus. The look on his son’s face hurt a thousand times more than that wound. “I’m sorry, buddy. I can’t. I have a lot of work to do.”
Beau lowered his eyes. His lip stuck out in a pout. “Okay.”
A lump formed in Jake’s throat, and he turned away so Beau wouldn’t see his tears. Sheila stepped out of the kitchen and said, “Daddy can’t stay tonight, but tomorrow, he’s going to pick you up, and you’ll get to stay with him for a whole week!”
Beau’s head snapped up. He looked at Jake with unbridled excitement, then leaped to his feet, jumping up and down for joy. “Yay!”
Relief, excitement, gratitude and confusion all warred for supremacy in Jake’s mind. He chose to focus on the excitement for now and picked Beau up. “I know!” Except I don’t. “Isn’t that exciting?”
Beau pumped his fists in the air. “Woohoo!”
“Woohoo! We’re going to have so much fun!”
Sheila smiled, and for a brief, beautiful moment, Jake thought she was smiling at him. He turned to see that she was smiling at Beau, and the moment shattered and left him feeling desolate. God, this sucked.
“Beau, I need you to pick up your toys and wash your hands. Then you and Daddy can watch TV while I finish dinner."
“Okay!”
Jake set Beau down, and the chubby little dude eagerly went about cleaning up his mess. Jake watched him for a moment, then followed Sheila into the kitchen.
“So you’re giving him to me for a week?”
“Yes. I already talked to Dad. He’s going to make Art give you the week off.”
Jake wanted to focus on his excitement at spending an entire week with his son, but his frustration with the whole situation overcame that. “Got it. So I’m the last to know once more.”
Sheila sighed. “Jake, don’t start this right now, okay?”
“I didn’t. You did. Remember?”
She slapped her hands on the counter and shook her head. “I really don’t have the energy to fight right now.”
“You never do. You have the energy to make decisions without talking to me, to leave and take my son when I can’t be there to have any say in the matter. You have the energy to tell me how I’m horrible for wanting to make sure your dad isn’t assassinated, and America isn’t terrorized by madmen, but you don’t have the energy to talk about how we might fix our marriage.”
She looked up at the ceiling as though praying to Heaven for strength. “I’ve already told you I’m sorry. All right? I thought I was okay with you going back, but I wasn’t.”
“Oh, yeah, well, sorry fixes everything.”
She turned around, face flaming, and shoved her left hand in front of his face. He realized for the first time that she wasn't wearing her prosthetic ring finger. The real one had been cut off by a crazed former KGB agent when Sheila traveled with her father on a state visit to Russia. "See that?" she said. "Remember that? A terrorist cut that off because Dad insisted on bringing me to a nation that was ready to go to war with us. I was almost shot by Eli Bard because you had to be the one to stop him at every turn. No one else. Not Jess, who doesn't have a family. Not Art, whose kids are grown. Not the rest of the fucking Secret Service. You. Had to be you."
“Was I supposed to let him win? Just let him kill your father? And I saved you. Both times.”
She sighed. “Yes, you did, Jake, but you saved me from danger that you put me in.”
“That’s not fair! I am not the terrorist fucks who attacked you. I’m the man who made sure those terrorist fucks didn’t kill you.”
She rolled her eyes. “Well, thank you, Jake. Thank you very much. I’m so sorry that I’m not drowning in gratitude.”
“I don’t…” he pressed his lips together and lowered his voice. “I just don’t understand why you would tell me you’re okay with me doing this job, then leave me and take my son from me.”
“I didn’t take Beau from you, Jake. You see him every day. You’re about to watch him for a week. You’re a good father, and I won’t ever take him away from you.”
“No. He’ll just live somewhere else is all.”
“Because…” She stopped herself and looked away. Tears formed in her eyes, but she took a breath and pushed them back. “You told me you’d leave, Jake. Before I said you didn’t have to, you told me you would. And you didn’t. You went back. Three times. After Bard was beaten, I thought… I don’t know, I thought that you’d be satisfied. You beat your enemy, and now you could come home and just be a father and a husband. I thought we’d get that quiet life I wanted and keep Beau safe from all of this.”
“You told me to go back in the field the literal night after I killed Bard.”
“I know,” she said. “I know. Damn it, I know. I thought…” she sighed. “Look, let’s forget about it, okay? We’re both still angry. We can’t talk about moving forward until we’re not angry.”
“Moving forward like how? Getting back together and fixing things? Moving forward with divorce? You two moving across the country, and I become the dad who visits Beau on Christmas and his birthday?”
“I don’t know, Jake!” she shouted. “I don’t know. You know what I know? I know that when I was tied to our landing listening to that asshole tell me that he was going to make you watch him kill me before he killed you too, all I could think about was what if he found Beau? What if when he was finished with us, he found our son and killed him too for no other reason than that he was related to you.”
Tears streamed down her face now. Jake met her eyes, but he couldn’t muster his previous defiance. Instead, guilt softened his shoulders and pulled his eyes to the floor.
The oven timer went off, and Sheila took a deep breath, then turned away. “Go check on Beau. I’m going to let these cool, and you guys can eat in front of the TV if you want."
Jake nodded and left the kitchen. His wife took the chicken nuggets out of the oven and set them on top of the stove.
His wife. He wondered how much longer he could call her that. Maybe it was already time to stop.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Jake carefully lowered Beau onto the bed and drew the covers up to his shoulders. He stared at the soft, cherubic face and wished desperately that he could always remain this way: small and safe and happy.
He reached down and brushed a lock of fine blonde hair out of Beau’s face. The color was Sheila’s, the texture Jake’s. Sheila’s hair was wavy.
He watched Beau until watching him became too painful, then headed downstairs. Sheila sat on the couch, her feet tucked up on the cushion, a cup of coffee in her hand as she stared at the blank tv. She wore flannel pajama bottoms and a t-shirt. Jake recognized the pajamas. He’d bought them for her for Christmas last year.
Without looking at him, she said, “There’s coffee if you want some.”
“I’m all right,” he said. He nearly added that he hadn’t slept most nights since the separation, but he didn’t want to start another fight.
He sat on the easy chair and looked at Sheila. “So what’s happening next week? You and your mom going on that vacation you were planning?”
Sheila sighed and tensed up. How the hell could she be getting tense now? For Christ’s sake, he was just asking a question. Anyway, he had a right to know why he was only getting twenty-four hours’ notice about her plans. Even if their marriage was on its way out, she was the mother of his child, and he was taking a week off with one day to get everything figured out at work. So what was her problem? She couldn’t stand to even talk to him anymore?
When she finally replied, Jake understood the reason for her tension. “No. I’m, uh… I’m going to China.”
He blinked. “China? Why?”
“A state visit.”
He stared at her for a moment. “A state visit? And Bryan wants me home?”
“Dad’s not coming. It’s just me.”
He stared at her again, and she sighed. “It’s just an appearance. It’s not a diplomatic mission or a political negotiation. I’m just showing up to show the public that ties between Beijing and Washington are still close. Dad’s not going because he’s finally listening to everyone and not traveling to foreign countries where he could be in danger.”
“But you are?”
“I won’t be in danger. I don’t have an official U.S. government role. I’m a pretty face Beijing can trot in front of the cameras. Behind the cameras will be an entire platoon of Chinese Special Forces protecting me, not to mention that I’m sure you’ll send Munoz and his Combat Action Team along with a contingent of bodyguards.”
“Damned straight I will,” Jake said. “But seriously, how does this make sense? You give me shit about putting myself in danger, and now you’re flying to fucking China? Without me?”
She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “Jake, I’m not looking to start that fight again. I’m just telling you my plans.”
“Well, thank you so much for including me, but I’m bringing it up. That’s bullshit.”
She looked up at the ceiling again and shook her head. God, he hated that.
“I’m not the one being unreasonable here, Sheila. You might not have an official government role, but you’re still the President’s daughter. You were kidnapped in Russia because you’re the President’s daughter.”
“The Russian government is at odds with us. Thanks to my father, China has become a staunch ally.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Jake replied. “They like Bryan, and relations with Beijing are good, but they’re competitors, not allies.”
“Well, they’re competitors who have repeatedly condemned the attacks on my dad and insisted that stronger ties between Washington and Beijing are critical for the future of both nations.”
“And Nikolai was a rogue KGB agent who wasn’t a member of the Russian government. What happens when some Chinese superspy decides they want to kidnap you too?”
“They don’t have the tacit approval of their government because their government isn’t hoping to coerce Dad into backing off of sanctions because of their government’s actions in Eastern Europe and the Arabian Peninsula.”
Jake chuckled and looked up at the ceiling. When he caught himself doing that, he frowned and looked back at her. “Sheila, you can talk all you want, but you’re putting yourself in danger.”
She met his eyes. “I can say the same thing to you.”
He pressed his lips together and looked away. It was different when he put himself in danger. He was trained to handle danger. He was good at handling danger. Sheila was… well, she wasn’t. And he loved her. He didn’t mind risking his own life, but he wouldn’t stand for Sheila risking her life.
I can say the same thing to you.
Understanding Sheila’s feelings about his job placing him in danger did nothing to help him feel better now. If anything, it only made him angrier because he knew he had no leg to stand on.
But neither did she. Maybe it was petty for him to dwell on that, but it was true. She couldn’t get pissed at him for putting himself in danger when she was going to do the exact same thing despite having been kidnapped the last time she was in a foreign nation.
“So why this change of heart? Why are you suddenly getting involved in politics when you’ve been saying for years that you want nothing to do with it?”
“This isn’t a diplomatic mission, it’s a state visit.”
“That’s still politics. Don’t quibble with me on the semantics. You know what question I’m asking.”
She sighed and sipped more of her coffee. “I want to do something other than sit at home all the time. I want to do something meaningful.”
Her expression told Jake that she knew what his response was going to be. "So I want to do something meaningful that puts me in danger, and I'm an asshole who's a shit father and husband, but you want to… to what? Turn the tables so I know what it's like to be you?"
“No!” she snapped. “It’s not the same thing! I’m basically going on vacation. I’m going to have a few dinners and a few conversations. I’m going to tour a few landmarks and a few museums, then I’m going to go home.”
“And if anything happens, you will be utterly unprepared to handle it.”
“I’ll have the Secret Service and the Chinese version of that. I’ll be fine. I’ll be every bit as good as Dad is when he’s with you.”
“And in every bit as much danger.”
She laughed and rubbed her forehead. “Look, you don’t have to like this, but I’m doing it.”
“I could say the same thing to you.”
“Yes, you could,” she admitted. “Yes, you absolutely could. That’s the lovely thing about being separated is we don’t have to consider each other’s feelings when we make decisions anymore.”
He looked away and said nothing. After a moment, she sighed and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Yes, you did.”
This time, they both fell silent. The minutes ticked slowly by as each of them struggled to find some sort of equilibrium on the sinking ship of their marriage. Sheila broke the silence. “I’m flying out in the morning two days from now. I figured you could come over after work. We’ll have dinner again, and then you can spend the night here and take him to your place in the morning. Or you can stay here if you want.”
The momentary hope he felt when she suggested he spend the night tomorrow evaporated instantly when she referred to the home they had bought together as his place. “This is really over, isn’t it?” he said quietly.
She sighed again. “No. It’s not. Not yet.”
“But it will be.”
“I don’t know, Jake!” she said.
She glanced at Beau to make sure that he didn’t hear her. Thankfully, Beau remained focused on his TV program. She turned back to Jake and continued in a quieter tone. "God, I just… I just need space. I need to breathe. I need some time where I'm not constantly worried about you, about Beau, about us, about the future… I need a fucking break! That's why I'm going, if you really want to know. I'm going to China because I need a break so I can figure out what I really want to do. I thought I would get that by moving to Arlington for a year, but—"
“A year?”
She rubbed her eyes and said, “Yes, Jake. A year. That’s how long leases are.”
“When were you going to tell me?”
She pulled her hands from her face. “I don’t know. When I felt… I don’t know. I’m sorry. My bad. I should have communicated every single thought in my head the moment it popped up.”
“You should have communicated the decision that affect what my relationship is with my son.”
“It doesn’t affect—”
“Yes, it does,” he interrupted. “Look me in the eye and tell me you really believe that this doesn’t change things with him.”
She lowered her eyes. “I’m trying, Jake.”
“It doesn’t seem like it.”
“Well, it never seemed like you tried either.”
“I did try. I left the field for months on end. After I killed Bard, I told you I was leaving the field for good. I only went back when you said it was okay. Now you’re punishing me because you didn’t want what you told me you want.”
“I’m not punishing you. I’m trying to figure out if what I want is the same as what you want.”
“I want you,” he insisted. “I want Beau. I want us. Despite your insistence that it isn’t true, our family is the most important thing on Earth to me. Would I be happy doing desk work? No. I wouldn’t. I would dislike my job. Absolutely. But I’m willing to do that to have my family back.”
“Well, I don’t want to do that to you.”
“Stop acting like you’re doing this for me. You didn’t take my son out of our home because you wanted to do something for me.”
“No, but…”
She pressed her hands to her eyes again. Her lips trembled. Jake hated seeing her cry. He hated that he wanted to comfort her. He hated that he couldn’t comfort her. He hated that he was just sitting there with his shoulders bunched and his hands clasped together, and he couldn’t think of anything to do but wait for her to say something else.
Once more, the minutes ticked slowly by. Once more, Sheila broke the silence. “I just need a break,” she said softly. “I need a break, and when I get back, we’ll talk about everything else, okay? Can I just have a break, please? Can I have this week and not have you yell at me for a little while?”
Oh, you’re so put upon. Poor you. It must be so hard to have your husband mad at you because you abandoned him and took his son away from him without even having the decency to talk to him about why you changed your mind about giving him your blessing to do his job. Poor Sheila.
He didn’t say any of that out loud. It wouldn’t change anything. All he said was, “Okay.”
“Thank you.”
They fell into silence again. This time, it remained unbroken until Jake got to his feet and left the townhome.



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Sheila headed to her state room as soon as Air Force One reached cruising altitude. She mixed herself a margarita—her first alcoholic drink in months—and sat on the state room’s recliner. She glanced at the pack on the small table next to the recliner but didn’t take one of the cigarettes. It probably wasn’t better to drink than it was to smoke, but Air Force One was technically no-smoking.
This wasn’t actually Air Force One since Dad wasn’t on board. Now it was just a VC-25B, the Presidential transport version of the Boeing 747-8 Intercontinental airliner. She only knew that because Jake had told her that at least a dozen times.
Whatever. It was a big plane, and for the moment, it was hers. She could chain smoke in the cockpit if she wanted to. But she didn’t. She had come dangerously close to reforming that habit when she was deciding whether or not to separate from Jake, and she didn’t want to risk that again. Instead, she drank her party drink and laughed bitterly at the realization that she was drinking the same cocktail that she and her friends from college would drink while laughing and giggling about boys.
God, her mind was all over the place. She took another drink and tried to push the thoughts from her head and just relax, but all that happened was that her mind returned to Jake and the argument they’d had.
She hated this. She hated all of it. She hated that she wasn’t with the man she loved and hated even more that there was a good chance she would never be with him again. She hated that Beau was in the middle of this, hated that if they did divorce, he would be even more in the middle of it. Jake would fight for custody. She knew he would. If Sheila went forward with divorce, he would demand fifty-fifty custody, and if she didn’t give it to him, he would fight tooth and nail.
She sipped again and remembered how terrified she was that Jake would call the police on her for taking Beau. She didn’t sleep for the first week after leaving, afraid that any moment, she’d get a knock on her door saying she was being arrested for kidnapping and Beau was going back to live with Jake.
It sucked. She loved Jake. He was a great father, and in almost every aspect, he was a great husband. It was just his job. Just his fucking god damned job. If he could just not need to be someone who gets shot at all the time, everything would be wonderful. But she couldn’t spend the rest of her life wondering if her husband wasn’t going to come home. She couldn’t leave Beau with someone who might not come home.
But she couldn’t take him away. Even at her angriest, she would never consider pushing Jake out of Beau’s life. She meant what she told him. She would never do that to him. To either of them.
But she needed to be in control of that. If she and Jake couldn’t reconcile, she needed to be the one who made decisions for Beau. Jake would never endanger Beau on purpose, but he would endanger himself, and if another Bard showed up, than the closer Beau was to Jake, the more danger he would be in.
She sighed and pressed her palms to her temples. Damn it, she just wanted him to be safe! That’s all. She just wanted them all to be safe.
So you’re flying to a foreign nation where you might get kidnapped again?
She downed the rest of her drink and went to pour another. The flight to Beijing was thirteen hours, so she’d have enough time to sober up if she got drunk now. That’s exactly what she intended to do.
She poured the drink and took as large of a sip as she dared without risking nausea. Jake had made her nervous. She was sure that a trip to China would be nothing like the trip to Russia, where she had lost her ring finger. China might not officially be an ally, but they supported her father, and they had loudly condemned the Russian government for not doing more to ensure her and her father's safety when they visited. They had assured the U.S. government that Sheila would be treated like a member of their own President's family. And Jake had assigned sixteen Secret Service agents to protect her.
They’d be fine.
And she needed a break. She needed time to breathe, time to think without all of her decisions clouded by emotion. Just enough time to think of a solution that would work best for the three of them. It was there, she knew it was. She just needed to think.
And deep down, behind the part of her mind that she was willing to acknowledge, she did want him to know how she felt every time he ran out and put his job ahead of their family.
At this very instant, though, she needed to be unable to think for a few hours so she could go into this state visit without dwelling on the latest argument with the man she once believed to be a dream come true.
She finished her drink and poured another.
 
***
 
“Greetings, Miss First Daughter. On behalf of the President and the National People’s Congress, I would like to officially welcome you to the People’s Republic of China.”
Sheila smiled and took the proffered hand of the smiling, middle-aged dignitary. Mr. Qiang was the Premier of the Chinese Communist Party and the second highest ranking member of the government. Considering that Sheila wasn’t an official member of the U.S. government and so had no real authority, this was a great honor. “It’s wonderful to be here, Mr. Qiang.”
The premier bowed low and offered his arm in the Western custom. Sheila took it and allowed him to lead her through the two rows of ramrod straight ceremonial guards that lined the velvet carpet they had unrolled to welcome her. Through the fog that remained from her emotional exhaustion—and a touch of lingering effect from the alcohol—Sheila was impressed. The Chinese certainly knew how to stand on ceremony.
Mr. Qiang led her to a waiting car, a luxury Chinese make that looked to Sheila like a rebadged Rolls Royce Phantom limousine. Rebadged or not, it was incredibly comfortable.
Two men in black suits opened the door and helped Sheila and Mr. Qiang into the car. Sheila’s four Secret Service bodyguards were allowed inside with her while Munoz and his CAT were provided transport in two identical limousines.
The two Chinese agents stepped into the vehicle and sat on either side of Mr. Qiang. Like their American counterparts, they sat straight and kept their eyes stoically ahead while Sheila and Mr. Qiang talked.
“How was your flight?”
“Wonderful, thank you,” Sheila replied. Since I slept through most of it.
“I’m pleased to hear that. We are truly honored to have you visit our nation. It is our President’s fervent hope that we can create lasting ties between our two nations before the end of your father’s Presidency.”
“Of course. It’s my father’s wish as well. If you’ll permit me to be bold, there is less opposition from our government than the media might have you believe. The majority of our legislators understand the need for stronger ties between the superpowers. I am confident that when our Secretary of State visits next month, she will arrive with offers of trade and military cooperation that will prove advantageous to both of us.”
Qiang lifted an eyebrow. “Military cooperation? That is unexpected.”
Sheila nodded. “Again, I am being bold, but it’s clear to anyone rational that a military conflict between us—even one in which no shots are fired and no lives are lost—benefits no one. However, cooperation will help both of our nations address the increasing threats of terrorism and global instability. To use my father’s turn of phrase, ‘Eventually, people are going to stop beating their chests and start figuring out how to work together.’”
Qiang laughed politely. “Well, I certainly hope so. It would be nice to retire knowing that I’ve left our nation with a hopeful future.”
The conversation turned to small talk after that. Sheila had said just about everything important that she needed to say. All the rest would be handled by the actual diplomats. Now that she’d reassured Qiang of her father’s intentions and of the support of Congress for those intentions, she could relax and focus on enjoying the tour.
And it was an incredible tour. The modern elegance of Beijing wasn’t surprising. China had spent the majority of their domestic efforts over the past thirty years elevating Chinese infrastructure and manufacturing to match or even exceed the West.
It was the ancient architecture that most fascinated Sheila, however. The beautiful, carefully planned architecture, the powerful agelessness of the statuary and the meticulously cultivated landscapes spoke to a culture that had emphasized beauty and harmony for many generations. It was easy to forget sometimes that the United States was a relatively young nation, but as Sheila gazed upon buildings and statues and artworks dating back two thousand years and sometimes more, she was keenly aware of how old Chinese culture was. They were a proud people, and they had earned the right to their pride. Through millennia of warfare—both internal and external— and foreign pressure, fear, and hostility, they had maintained an unshakable identity. Sheila admired them.
The Forbidden City made the biggest impression on Sheila, the scope of the nearly two-hundred-acre complex awed her, and the beauty and symmetry of the wood and brick structures further increased her awe at the timelessness of Chinese culture.
Qiang chuckled when he saw the amazement on her face. “Wait until you see the Great Wall. Not so pretty, but in my humble opinion, an even more impressive testament to the greatness of Chinese architecture.”
Sheila turned to her bodyguards to ask what they thought of the city, but the question died on her lips when she saw their stony faces. She had known enough Secret Service agents to know that they took their jobs very seriously, but for goodness’ sake, it wouldn’t kill them to smile every now and then.
The tour concluded at the Hall of Supreme Harmony, a massive wooden building near the center of the Forbidden City. Qiang announced that they would take their dinner here. “A great honor,” he informed her. “This is the seat of the emperor.”
Sheila bowed low. “I am humbled by your courtesy, Mr. Qiang.”
He returned the bow. “Today heralds a new era between our nations, Miss First Daughter. I accord this event the honor it deserves.”
The table was set in front of the throne. Sheila noted that there were enough places for the Secret Service agents and Qiang’s Chinese guards. The soldiers surrounding the table had left room for Munoz’s CAT on either side of Sheila.
“We would offer them a place at the table,” Qiang explained, “but I know from past visits they would not accept.”
She smiled. “Probably not.”
“We’ll make sure to send them to your lodgings with some food. They really do have to try the dim sum. The chef here is—”
His words were cut off by a shout from one of the Chinese soldiers. Instantly, Munoz’s team drew their weapons, as did the soldiers. The plainclothes agents for both nations followed suit, looking around wildly for the source of the threat.
A chill ran through Sheila, but when no threat revealed itself after a moment, she relaxed. It was probably a false alarm. Nothing to be worried about. This was the Forbidden City, after all. Probably some drunk person had broken in on a dare and would soon learn a hard lesson from the guards outside.
Then she heard clinking, followed by more shouting. Qiang paled and began to shout back in Chinese, even as his bodyguards dragged him to the ground.
Sheila’s bodyguards did the same, pulling her to the floor while Munoz called orders to his team.
Then she saw the smoke. Thick, yellow and noxious, it rose from dozens of canisters scattered among the group. That was what had made the clinking noise.
Her last thought before she passed out was, Oh God. Jake was right.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Jake leaped out from behind the couch and called, “Boo!”
Beau squealed and sprinted away, giggling as Jake chased him around the living room of his house in D.C. He’d chosen to take Beau home rather than stay at the townhouse in Arlington. He was sick of feeling like he had to visit his own son.
He caught Beau just before the toddler ran into the kitchen. “Got you!”
Beau squealed and writhed as Jake tickled him, laughing and tossing his son in the air in a manner that would no doubt have earned a reproof from Sheila if she were here to see it.
But she wasn’t here to see it. She was seven thousand miles away, and when she came home, she still wouldn’t be here. Beau wouldn’t be either.
He felt his spirits flagging and pushed his thoughts away. “Hey, Beau. Do you want pizza or burgers for dinner?”
“Boogers!” Beau said enthusiastically.
Jake made a face. “Boogers? Like from your nose? Eww!”
“No!” Beau laughed. “Boogers.”
“I’m not eating boogers! That’s gross!”
“No, no!” Beau screwed up his face in concentration and carefully said, “Boorgers.”
“Oh, burgers. Got it. Burgers it is. Go get your shoes, buddy. Let’s go get some food.”
Beau rushed eagerly to the stairs. Jake watched him to make sure he navigated the stairs without falling, but Beau had no trouble clambering up the steps.
Well, why would he? He lives here, after all.
Once more, anger, fear and frustration poisoned his mood. His smile faded. What was he going to do when Sheila got back? She wasn’t going to let Beau return here. Whatever she said, she didn’t want Beau living with Jake as long as Jake had his Secret Service job.
Damn it, why did she say she could go back if she didn’t mean it? Why would she lie and then blame him for not knowing that she was lying?
Except you did know, his conscience reminded him. You knew before you married her that she wanted you to retire. That’s why you retired before you married her.
His spirits sank further as guilt joined the other emotions swirling inside of him.
It was true. He had retired after the assignment in Russia, where Sheila had been kidnapped and tortured. At the time, he thought he was ready. He couldn't handle seeing Sheila in danger anymore, and he thought if he retired and moved them away, he wouldn't have to.
But Bryan had offered him a desk job, and he’d taken it. He thought he could be around the Service without feeling tempted to return, but that was a lie he’d told himself. By the time Beau was born, the President wanted him back, and he’d jumped at the chance. He couldn’t even blame Bryan. He wasn’t happy behind a desk. He would have wanted back whether the President asked for him or not.
Twice more, he’d left the field and twice more he’d returned. He had fought with Sheila several times over returning, but each time he’d agreed to stay away, he’d found a reason to come back.
Why? Was this really worth losing his marriage? His family?
“Daddy!” Beau shouted.
He blinked and looked down at his impatient son. Beau pointed at his shoes. They were on the wrong feet. Jake smiled and helped fix them, then picked Beau up and headed for the car. Beau bounced and grinned, excited for the meal to come.
“We’ll get some ice cream on the way home too,” he told Beau. “We can eat ice cream and watch movies together. How does that sound?”
It sounded just fine to Beau. Some of Jake’s good mood returned as he strapped Beau into his car seat, but by the time he was driving to the burger place, the anxiety was back in full force.
Did he really value his job more than his family? He couldn’t believe that was the case, but he’d been given the choice, and he still hadn’t left the Service behind. Even now, with Beau and Sheila living in a different house, separated from him for at least a year and almost certainly longer, he still handled Presidential Security. He would still jump into the field and put his life in danger. He could argue with Sheila all he wanted, but he was arguing over a technicality. She was arguing over values.
If he valued his family, he had to leave the Service behind. For good. Not just the field either. No desk job, no consulting job at the White House, nothing. He would need to retire from the Secret Service and take a mundane civilian job, like his friend and mentor Max Harrison had when he opened his bar after leaving the Marine Corps. If he wanted his family to remain together, then he needed to show Sheila that he was serious about putting them first. He would probably even need to move away from D.C. and find that cabin in the rural Midwest they’d always talked about.
So why couldn’t he? Why when he thought about leaving the Service was he almost afraid of the thought of working an ordinary job?
“What can we get for you, sir?”
He blinked and realized that he was in the drive-through of the burger place. He had no memory of driving at all. He looked behind at Beau. His son was engrossed in a little plastic key ring with different shapes. At the moment, he was especially fascinated with the star. There were so many different angles and points on that one!
God, I miss when life was this easy.
He placed his order, and five minutes later, a very happy two-year-old was enjoying his French fries in the back seat of Jake’s SUV. Jake glanced back at him as he drove to the convenience store to get their ice cream. He was so beautiful. He had Sheila’s eyes and hair color, Jake’s ears and nose, and adorable chubby cheeks that were all his own. Jake loved him so much.
And this was fun. In spite of his marriage being on the rocks and the guilt he felt over his career, taking his son out for burgers and ice cream was fun. Would it really be so bad to just leave the Service behind and enjoy his son’s childhood? His pension along with the veteran benefits he earned from his time as a Marine Combat Sniper would allow him to pay the bills with nothing more than a part-time job. He could work as a mechanic or a warehouse worker or even some no-effort job like customer service for a few hours a week and spend the rest of his time with his wife and child.
Maybe he should do that. He never had this argument with himself and concluded that he’d be happy estranged from them. And he was thirty-nine years old. As his partner, Special Agent Jess Foster, was fond of reminding him, he wasn’t getting any younger. He wasn’t going to be able to keep up with the physical demands of this job forever. It would be cruel punishment indeed if he retired two years from now due to age and lost his family because he had to squeeze those extra couple of years.
His phone rang just as they reached the convenience store. Beau crawled out of his car seat and fixed huge beseeching eyes on Jake. “Can we get chocolate?”
“Sure.” He answered the phone. “Mercer.”
“Hi, Jake.”
It was Jess. And she sounded upset. Jake frowned. “What is it?”
“Daddy, can we get chocolate?”
“Yes, hold on.”
“It’s important, Jake.”
"No, not you. Hold on," he said. "Beau, one second, Daddy's on the phone. Go ahead, Jess."
Jake expected to hear that something had happened to Bryan. During the past four years of his Presidency, Jake had lost count of the number of times someone had tried to assassinate or kidnap him. He didn’t even think of the one thing Jess could have said that would be worse than that.
“Jake, it’s Jess. She’s been kidnapped.”
Jake stopped dead in his tracks. The world spun around him. He stared ahead numbly and let Jess’s words repeat in his mind.
“Daddy! Can we get chocolate?”
“Okay,” Jake said to Jess. “Okay, um… shit… when, uh…” He shook his head and took a deep breath. “How did you hear about this? How do you know?”
“The Chinese government called us an hour ago. There was an attack on the Hall of Supreme Harmony in the Forbidden City in Beijing this morning. Well, at night their time. The whole building was hit with sleeping gas. When the Chinese military broke through, Sheila was missing.”
Jake blinked and once more tried to process everything he was hearing. He felt a tug on his arm, and once more, Beau’s plaintive voice asked for chocolate ice cream.
"Not now, buddy. Jess, what… Why am I just hearing this now?" Now, anger crept through the shock. "This happened this morning, and I’m just hearing about it now?”
"The Chinese government didn't call our government until an hour ago. I guess they were searching everywhere, hoping to find her before they called us."
“So why didn’t you call me an hour ago? Why am I just hearing this now?”
“I just heard it five minutes ago. The government called Art, and Art contacted Munoz and Thomas, and—”
“And Art just told you now? Why didn’t we know this right away?”
 
“Daddy!”
He spun on Beau. “Yes, God damn it, Beau! Yes! We can have chocolate! Yes!”
Beau flinched. His lower lip began to tremble, and he buried his face in his hands and started to cry.
Jake sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry, Beau. Daddy’s sorry, he just… Shit. Jess, I need to call you back.”
He hung up and picked Beau up. He was keenly aware of the stares he was getting from the other customers and the cashier behind the counter. “I’m sorry, Beau. We can have chocolate ice cream. Do you want to pick which one?”
Beau pushed himself off of Jake’s shoulder and nodded. Jake kissed his cheek and said, “Okay. I’m sorry, buddy. Let’s go get some ice cream.”
Beau stopped crying by the time they were back in the car on their way home, but he wasn’t bouncy or excited anymore. It crushed Jake to know that he had squelched his son’s happiness.
That, at least, could be handled easily. Once the food and ice cream were in his belly and he was in front of the TV watching cartoons, he would forget all about this little event.
But Sheila… damn it. He told her not to go. He told her that she was in danger. Why the hell didn’t she listen?
Why didn’t you?
He frowned. This wasn’t the time for self-recrimination. He needed to go get Sheila. She had been taken from right under the noses of nearly two-dozen Secret Service agents, and he didn’t believe for one second that the Chinese government didn’t know what happened. If they were truly surprised, they would have called the U.S. the moment Sheila was discovered missing.
He reached the house and quickly got Beau set up in front of the TV. As he predicted, Beau was already cheerful.
When Beau was occupied, Jake called Max. The former Marine sniper instructor answered breezily. “Hey there, kiddo. Haven’t heard from you in a while. How’s it going?”
“Not good,” Jake said. “I need a favor.”
The cheer was gone from Max’s voice when he replied. “Done. What do you need?”
Jake took a deep breath. “I need you to watch Beau for me for a while. Sheila was kidnapped on a state visit to Beijing. I need to go get her.”
There was a long pause before Max replied. “Oh, shit.”
“Yes, I know. Can you stay at my place for a few days?” Or maybe longer?
“I’m on my way. Don’t worry too much, Jake. If they kidnapped her, that means they want to return her. Worst case, we just get a ransom demand.”
“Daddy!” Beau called from the living room. “Come see!”
“On my way, buddy!” he called. “I’ll see you soon, Max. Thank you.”
“Don’t mention it. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
He went to the living room and waited for Max.
The United States didn’t negotiate with terrorists, so it didn’t matter if they got a ransom demand. The government wouldn’t pay it. He needed to find Sheila and fast.
Or he would end up finding her dead body.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Bryan Jackson had not enjoyed a peaceful Presidency. If asked, he would reply that he’d enjoyed a fulfilling Presidency, but that wasn’t really true. He’d accomplished some good, that was true. Ties between the U.S. and key allies were strengthened. Despite the challenges he’d faced, he’d managed to jumpstart a plan that would bring peace and prosperity to sub-Saharan Africa. Due to his negotiations with Russia, conflicts in Eastern Europe and the Middle East had stopped, or at least become nonviolent. On the domestic front, education and healthcare had improved among the lower-income demographic. He’d done well.
But he was looking forward to the end. He had twenty-three months left to be President, and as soon as those months were finished, he would retire to his family’s farm in Arkansas and spend the rest of his life reading the news as little as possible and blithely ignoring every attempt to pull him back into the political fray.
This had cost him so much. He and his family had been placed in danger numerous times. He’d been attacked and injured many times over the past few years. He’d seen good people killed protecting him. He’d seen civilians killed in some crazed madman or another’s attempt to kill or capture him.
He’d almost certainly lost his marriage. He and Carrie put on a good face for the media, but she hadn’t spoken a loving word to him in years that wasn’t in front of a camera. When they were alone, she was coldly civil. She would tolerate his kisses and his embrace, but they hadn’t been intimate since Sheila was injured in Russia over two and a half years ago. He was pretty sure that Carrie would file for divorce the moment his successor took office.
And he would give it to her. As much as he loved her, he couldn’t look at her anymore without feeling a poisonous mixture of guilt and frustration. It killed him to say it, but he was as ready for his marriage to end as he was for his Presidency to end.
Even now when the two of them once more faced the greatest personal crisis of their lives, Carrie didn’t share her fear with him. She didn’t cry with him or scream with him. She didn’t even fight him or yell at him. She just didn’t think about him at all. Their daughter was missing, probably in the clutches of another terrorist or hidden somewhere by the Chinese government as some kind of bullshit political maneuver, and she hadn’t said a word to him.
Right now, she was at her sister’s place in Capitol Heights. She had gone straight there once she received the news. Bryan was alone in his office, handling things alone while she cried on her sister’s shoulder.
“Sir?”
That was Candace Owens, the Secretary of State. “Go ahead, Madam Secretary.”
“The Chinese government has issued an official statement condemning the terrorists who did this. They denounced the act as criminal and promised us their full cooperation in finding the First Daughter and bringing her home.”
The First Daughter. Like she was a damned toy and not a person.
“All right.”
Owens blinked. “Sir… should we issue a statement in return?”
“Sure. We’ll thank them for their cooperation and assure the American public that no effort or expense will be spared to bring Sheila home. Let’s also put in some rhetoric about how we won’t tolerate terrorists, we’ll make sure they suffer the full wrath of American justice, so forth and so on. I’ll leave it up to you. Actually, no. I’ll leave it up to Jean.”
Jean Rafferty was the White House Chief of Staff. She nodded from her place at the corner of his desk. Then she and Owens shared a hesitant look. “Sir? The press will want a verbal statement.”
The press can go fuck themselves. Aloud, he said, “Tell them they’ll get one in short order, but I’m working full-time addressing the situation.”
Jean nodded. She knew better than to argue with him right now. “I’ll get it done, sir.”
When she left the room, Bryan said. “Get me the National Security Council and get me to Camp David now. Then get someone from China on the phone with me. Someone who can and will stay on the phone until I see proof that Sheila is on a plane home.”
Owens hesitated. “Sir… do you want them to see us preparing for war?”
Finally, Bryan lost his cool. “Yes, Candace, I want them to see us preparing for war. I want them to see us ready to wipe them off the face of the map.”
“Sir, we can’t—”
He met her eyes, and she clammed up. “Do I look like I’m in the mood right now? Do what I just fucking told you to do.”
“Yes, sir.”
She rushed from the room, but when she opened the door, she cried out.
“Sorry,” a familiar voice said as he brushed past the stunned secretary. Bryan looked at the terrified face of Jake Mercer and saw his own fears mirrored in his son-in-law’s expression.
“Bryan, we need to talk.”



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Bryan looked up at Jake. There weren't many things on Earth that truly terrified Jake. One of those things had happened about twelve hours ago, although it had, for some reason, taken ten hours to get back to Jake.
Another thing was the hollow look in Bryan’s eyes. He had overheard enough of Bryan’s conversation with the Secretary of State to know that Bryan hadn’t given up on Sheila yet, but the expression on the President’s face told Jake that he didn’t expect to get Sheila back alive. He would fight, but he was convinced that he would lose.
“Go on, Candace,” Bryan said. “Get that set up for me.”
“Of course, Mr. President.”
The door closed, leaving Jake alone in the office with Bryan.
Not quite alone.
“Renault, Fujita, can we have the room please?” Jake asked.
The two Secret Service agents assigned to shadow the President at all times glanced at each other but offered no protest before leaving the Oval Office.
Once they were truly alone, Jake said, “Bryan, I’m going after her.”
Bryan nodded. “Yeah, I figured you would.”
“I need you to put me on the fastest plane you can. I don’t care if that means a stealth fighter or a bomber or something from Area 51. Put me on it and get me to Beijing. You do that, and I promise you, I’ll bring her home.”
Bryan chuckled mirthlessly. “I can’t put you on anything you just named. All of our bombers are subsonic except the B-1, and that would have to fly subsonic to get to China. Ditto the fighters, except they’d have to refill several times to the B-1s once. This is all ignoring the fact that we can’t send a military response to China.”
“The hell we can’t!” Jake shouted. “They kidnapped Sheila!”
“They didn’t. Someone there did, but it’s not the Chinese government.”
“You believe them?”
“I do. They’re not stupid. Things between us are good right now. Very good. We’re on the cusp of turning them into honest-to-God allies. That means we stop harassing them in the South China Sea, we stop foiling them at every turn on the world stage, we stop competing ruthlessly with them for trade advantages, and instead we both cooperate on all the above. We’re the two most powerful nations on Earth, and we’re about to shake hands. This is going to launch us into a literal golden age.”
“Well, congratu-fucking-lations,” Jake snapped. “Too bad I don’t give a shit.”
“To be honest, Jake, neither do I. I’d glass the entire planet to bring Sheila home safe if I had to. Unfortunately, being President means I can’t condemn millions of other people’s kids to death over mine. And you can’t condemn millions of other wives to death over yours.”
“Don’t give me that moralistic crap. We’re not going to create an apocalypse because I’m rescuing the kidnapped first daughter.”
Bryan folded his hands on the desk. “China didn’t do this anymore than we attacked our own White House. This was a terrorist action just like Trident’s attacks on us were.”
Jake pressed his lips together. “Okay, great. Wonderful. So we just what, wait for China to find her and sit back on our asses in the meantime?”
“Oh no. You’ll go after her. But it’ll have to be a commercial flight, and you can’t be a sanctioned actor.” Jake nearly shouted at him, but Bryan lifted his hand. “Before you go apeshit on me, the benefit of not being official is that you get to do whatever you want and go wherever you want without babysitters and without being forced to work with the Chinese. You can move faster that way, and you can operate without someone making sure you don’t embarrass Beijing.”
Jake pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. Could it be that Bryan was that out of touch?
Well, no one told you, so why not keep Sheila’s father out of the loop too?
He sighed. “They’ve grounded all flights into and out of China. I think you’re right. I think this was a terrorist action, and the Chinese government is panicking. But if they could gas the Premier and take Sheila from our best guys and their best guys, then their best guys aren’t finding her.” He thought of something and asked, “Speaking of that, have you been in contact with the Secret Service?”
"Art has. They're working with the Chinese Ministry of State Security to locate Sheila. You can work with them if you want, but that means working with the Ministry of State Security as well. I think that you're better off being incognito. That way, we have eyes on the official apparatus and someone acting without constraint."
Jake’s eyes widened. He was impressed. Maybe Bryan hadn’t given up after all. “All right. But that still doesn’t address the issue that they’ve closed Chinese airspace. So how do I get in?”
Bryan tapped his desk, then sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Crap. Well… There might be a way. But it’s damned risky. It could upend our entire relationship with China. And yes, I know you don’t care, but that also means they become a lot less willing to help us find Sheila. That’s why I was counting on a commercial flight.”
“We can’t waste time mourning an option that isn’t there anymore,” Jake said. “Tell me what the other option is.”
Bryan rubbed his eyes. “A bad one. Shit.”
“Bryan, snap out of it. Your daughter’s missing. The world is watching. Once more, they’re waiting to see how you handle it. So you need to handle it.”
Bryan looked up at Jake and said quietly, “Jake, you don’t have the faintest clue what it’s like to be President. You don’t have the slightest idea how much rides on every single decision I make.”
“I get that, but—”
"No, you don't. You don't know what it's like to listen to a man die because the other option is sanctioning an act that will lead to war. You don't know what it's like to sit in a hotel in a hostile foreign nation while your daughter is being tortured by a maniac and your wife is calling you every name in the book and a few she came up with all on her own, but you have to push all that away and put every ounce of your strength into a negotiation because if you don't get your way, World War Three will literally happen. It's easy to sit on the outside and call me foolish for insisting on showing my face and traveling personally to meet with foreign leaders in spite of all of the threats to my life, but you don't have to worry about whether or not the global economy will collapse, or whether Russia will finally get stupid enough to press the big red nuclear button or whether your allies will desert you for not taking enough action or for taking too much action or for not taking the right actions.
“You have the luxury of deciding to go to China and find your wife. You have the luxury of not giving a shit what the global consequences of your actions are. You can stick your middle finger at China and say, ‘Too bad. My wife’s more important.’ I don’t. If I insult the Chinese government, it will drastically affect the future of the planet. Can you honestly look me in the eye and tell me that I should forget about all of that and just worry about Sheila.”
Jake’s jaw clenched. “Yes. Yes, I can.”
“Then you don’t have a goddamned clue how hard my job is.”
 
Jake looked away. For several seconds, the silence in the office was thick enough that it hung over Jake’s shoulders like a cloak. Finally, he nodded slowly. “You’re right. I’m sorry. And for what it’s worth, I can understand the choice you’re faced with. The scope of your choice is greater, but I make the same choice every day. That’s why I’m still with the Secret Service.”
He met Bryan’s eyes again, “But I don’t care right now. Maybe I should. Maybe it’s just my poor character that makes me give not the slightest fuck about anyone but Sheila right now, but it’s the way I feel. I’m going to get to Beijing, Bryan. I’m asking for your help, but if I don’t get it, I’m going to find another way in, and the way I find might mean I come home to an arrest and a lifelong stay in a CIA black site for treason. Do you get what I’m saying?”
“I do. And I’ll help you. But you need to think about what your choices will mean for Shiela and Beau.”
“I know. I should have thought about that years ago. But I can’t right now. My wife is in danger, and it doesn’t matter what I think or how I feel. I will get her back home. That’s the only thing in my mind that I have the capacity to act on at the moment.”
Bryan took a deep breath and tapped his desk again. “Okay. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to take me to Camp David with the two bodyguards outside. You’ll do it in one of the new SUVs with partitions between each row. They’ll sit behind us, and we’ll talk privately. What I’m going to tell you is so classified that I only know about it by accident. You’re going to forget everything you hear from me the moment you’re in Beijing, and you’ll never remember it again. And if you get caught, Jake, I’ll have no choice. I’ll denounce all knowledge of your mission and brand you traitor. I’ll burn you. I’ll have to. Do you understand?”
Jake breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, sir. Absolutely.”
“Good. Make it happen.”
 
***
 
Ten minutes later, the two of them were in one of the newest armored SUVs in the Secret Service. The poor Secretary of State was very flustered when Bryan told her he wouldn’t need the transportation she’d arranged after all. To her credit, she knew better than to complain.
Bryan stayed silent until they were on the highway which would lead them to Camp David. He ignored all attempts by Jake to talk to him. After a few attempts, Jake gave up rather than work himself up into further frustration against his Commander-in-Chief.
Finally, Bryan spoke. “We’re going to put you on the X-87.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s a prototype hypersonic transport.”
“You mean supersonic transport.”
“No.”
Jake blinked. “We have a hypersonic transport?”
Bryan met his eyes. “No. We don’t.”
Jake got the message. “Okay. How fast are we talking about?”
“Mach 6. Thirty-five hundred knots.”
“Holy crap.”
“Yes. To be specific, we’re putting you on the X-87B. It’s a stealth variant developed for the military. These are proof of concept vehicles. We’re not fielding any of them on active duty—not even black ops active duty—for at least fifteen years. They’ve flown extensively, though, so we know they work.”
“And no one’s picked them up?”
“No.”
“How?”
“I’ve already told you more than you need to know.”
“Fair enough. How long have we had them?”
“We don’t have them.”
“Right. So besides us, who knows about them?”
Bryan sighed. “Jake, I’m not going to satisfy your curiosity in any way. When we get to Camp David, the CIA is going to take you. As far as you know, you teleported from D.C. to Beijing. As far as anyone else will know, you took a commercial flight nine hours ago.
“Fair enough, but just for planning purposes, how fast will I teleport?”
"Two hours from takeoff to touchdown. And you'd better pray to God they land in China and take off again without being seen, or all of the bad things I talked about globally will happen."
“I understand.”
“No, you don’t. You don’t even come close to understanding. But I’m not going to have that argument again. Bring Sheila home. Do you understand?”
“I will. Thank you, sir.”
“I don’t want your thanks. I want your success.”
Bryan fell silent again and stayed that way. Jake looked through the passenger window at the landscape rushing past them. Hold on, Sheila. I’m coming.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
The X-87 was something straight out of a science fiction novel. It looked only vaguely like an aircraft. It was painted in some sort of ultra-black that hurt Jake’s eyes to look at. Even parked, it was stealthy.
The CIA agents led him onto the aircraft and ensured he was strapped into his seat. They hadn’t spoken a word to him since taking him here from Camp David, and they still didn’t speak a word.
“Here” was an underground airfield that also looked like something out of science fiction. The agents had placed a hood over his head the minute he stepped outside of Bryan’s SUV, so he wasn’t sure where they were, but the journey had only taken an hour and a half, so it had to be within a hundred miles of Camp David, which meant it had to be within a hundred fifty miles of D.C.
He hadn’t seen much of the base, but what he’d seen was enough to convince him that the United States wasn’t in danger of losing its place as the world’s most powerful nation anytime soon. The brief glimpses he’d seen behind doors ranging from small hatches to massive hangar walls assured him that in the event of a large-scale war, they would have no problem defending themselves.
Of course, the objective was to avoid those kinds of wars. Still, Jake could admit that it was nice to have the confidence that they would win any kind of conflict like that.
He wasn’t aware of the plane moving at first. The cabin was insulated superbly, and Jake couldn’t distinguish when the low hum present since he boarded transitioned into the louder roar of the engines. Hell, for all he knew, the engines were as quiet as the plane was stealthy. For all he knew, the thing had a warp engine that could take him to Betelgeuse if he needed to go there.
He was aware of the acceleration when they took off, though. Jake was in phenomenal shape, but there was no way to prepare the human body for the kind of pressure this sort of acceleration put on him. Jake was pressed back into his seat, unable to move, barely able to even breathe. Straps around his legs constricted tightly to help prevent him from passing out.
This is what astronauts feel, he thought. I’m a damned astronaut now.
His chair tilted back until the airplane was pointed straight up. The acceleration remained crushing, and Jake heard a muted thump as they reached Mach 1.
And they kept accelerating. Jake wasn’t sure how long they remained pointed at the sky, but by the time the plane leveled off and the pressure on his chest eased, he guessed they were over a hundred thousand feet in the air.
He looked at the cabin windows, but they were shut, and he couldn’t reach them strapped into the seat like this. Well, that was fine. As the President said, he wasn’t here to satisfy his curiosity.
Still, when the straps that forced him to the chair released, he couldn’t resist the urge to go to the window and look outside.
The view was… hell, there were no words to describe it. He sat on the edge of space. Below him was the Earth, its curvature clearly visible from this altitude. The blue of the Atlantic was visible behind him, and ahead, another blue sliver indicated the Pacific. The entirety of the lower forty-eight was visible below him, green and brown interrupted by ribbons of white. At the horizon, seemingly at the same altitude as his aircraft, the bright blue of the atmosphere faded into the vast black expanse of space.
It made Jake feel small. Here he was, an ant in a tin can twenty miles above the ground, streaking along like a meteor unseen by the countless millions of other ants below. No one would even notice if he disappeared, and due to the secrecy surrounding this project, no one would ever know what had happened to him.
Beau would notice. So would Sheila.
Jake thought of Beau, playing with Max, by now comfortable enough with the grandfatherly ex-Marine to be able to interact with him. No doubt wondering when Mommy and Daddy would be home.
He could have asked Carrie to babysit Beau, but he imagined Carrie was just as distraught as he and Bryan were. No offense to the First Lady, but she was ill-equipped to handle this kind of stress. Max could put on a brave face and answer any questions Beau might have in an encouraging way. Carrie couldn’t.
That might cause more problems with Carrie and therefore Sheila later. Carrie had never liked Jake. At the best of times, she had tolerated him, but the best of times were hard to come by. Mostly, she just resigned herself to the fact that her daughter had married someone she considered beneath her. She had promised Jake to stay out of the separation with Sheila and not try to influence Sheila or Beau, and so far, she had kept that promise, but she was clearly happy to see Sheila moving away from him.
He felt his fingers curl into fists and pushed the thought aside, then closed the window and returned to his seat. He had work to do. He could worry about his marriage later. It was time to bring Sheila home.
He couldn’t quite shake the fear and guilt from his head, though. Nor could he soften his anger.
Sheila could die. Even admitting it to himself was alarming enough that he had to focus on his breathing for a moment to stifle a panic attack. It was true, though. She could die, and her last thoughts before she died would be fear that her husband might not be equipped to take care of their son, fear that Beau would lose his father the way he lost his mother, fear that he would grow up never knowing her or how hard she had tried to protect him from the violence that had claimed her, the violence she was convinced would one day claim Jake.
He couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t let her last thoughts be ones of despair. They might be going through a rough patch, but she was still his wife. He still loved her. He still wanted nothing but happiness for her.
Damn it, why did she go to China? He would never in a million years have dreamed something like this would happen. Bryan visit China? He and Jake getting kidnapped and caught up in some terrorist bullshit yet again? Oh yeah, that would happen. Hell, he’d be surprised if it didn’t.
But Sheila?
Why did she even go? Jake couldn’t understand that. Why would Bryan send Sheila to China? Had they requested her? Was it some ceremonial tradition he couldn’t understand? Some sort of political overture that would help Bryan achieve his goal of ending the rivalry between the superpowers and pushing them forward into a new era of cooperation?
He sighed and rubbed his temples. Bryan was right about one thing: Jake absolutely couldn’t understand the decisions Bryan had made as President.
His phone rang, jarring him back to the present. Jess. “Hey, Jess. What’s up?”
“Hey. How’s the flight?”
“Surreal,” Jake replied. “Also unimportant. Also, we probably shouldn’t be talking about it even over one of your channels.” He frowned. “Also, how did you even know I was here?”
“It’s cute that you think you can hide things from me.”
That was probably the closest thing to an answer he was going to get. Jess was a tech wizard, but her lesser-known talent was building connections with people from other government agencies, including the CIA, the NSA, and a few acronyms the general public didn’t know about. Apparently, those connections were enough for her to figure out that Jake was on a classified aircraft heading to China to rescue Sheila.
“Look, you can’t tell anyone—”
 
“No, really? Don’t be stupid, Jake. Just listen. I have information for you.”
“Yeah? Good news or bad?” She hesitated. Which was all the answer he needed. “Just tell me, Jess.”
She sighed. “Well, it looks like the Chinese government wasn’t lying. They’re not involved.”
“I’ll reserve judgment on that, but tell me what you learned.”
“The group that kidnapped Sheila claims to be a North Korean freedom fighter group.”
Jake blinked. “North Korean?”
“Yes. They have Sheila, and they’re demanding that the President authorize a strike on South Korea, or they’ll kill her.”
Jake’s stomach turned. “That’s a joke, right?”
“I really wish it was.”
“How… Are they insane?”
“I mean, they pretty clearly are.”
“Fair enough, but… Really? They have to know that the President isn’t going to launch an attack on one of our closest allies in the region. They can’t honestly expect him to agree to that.”
“We’re pretty sure they don’t,” she said. “Which means…”
After a moment, Jake said, “You’re not sparing my feelings by hesitating or using euphemisms right now. Just tell me.”
“Well, it means that either they want to kill her, and they’re just trying to pump up public notice of the incident or they’re lying and they don’t have her at all.”
“Wait, they haven’t given proof of life?”
“Not as of the last I’ve heard. I know the President is demanding it, but I don’t think they’ve shown anything yet.”
Jake thought a minute. Damn it, he wished he could talk to Bryan. He would have to rely on Bryan’s shrewdness when talking to the group. More importantly, he’d have to rely on Bryan’s willpower.
“All right. Well, until we know for sure that Sheila’s with them, we need to cast a wide net. Listen, I can’t talk to Munoz right now, so you need to be in charge of coordinating them.
“Understood. I’ll take the reins.”
“See if you can learn anything about this terrorist group. Anything at all, particularly about their activities and connections in China. China and North Korea have been on the outs for a while now. I can’t imagine they would have been allowed over the border.”
“I’ll look into it. You don’t think this could maybe be some sort of retaliation against Beijing? Like getting back at them by pushing them to war with us?”
“It’s possible,” Jake said. “See what you can find out. While you’re at it, give me Sheila’s entire itinerary: everywhere she went, everywhere she was supposed to go, everyone she talked to, everyone she was supposed to talk to. I’ll be flying blind there, and I need as much information as I can get.”
“You won’t be flying blind there. I beefed the hell out of the security on this channel. I’ll be in contact with you, and I have ways of getting information out of China that even the NSA doesn’t have.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Seriously? You have contacts in China?”
“You’ve got some capable friends, buddy,” Jess said. “We’ve got your back.”
Jake felt a rush of gratitude for Jess. “Thank you, Jess. What would I do without you?”
“You’re going through enough right now. Let’s not give you nightmares on top of that.”
He laughed, a brief moment of levity in the middle of the darkest moment of his life. “Fair enough. I’ll talk to you as soon as I’m on the ground.”
“I’ve got a coffeemaker, a dozen donuts, and enough TV dinners to last the entire nuclear winter in my office," Jess replied. "I'll be here."
She disconnected the call, and Jake took a deep breath and considered the information she’d just given him.
It made sense that North Korea would try to kidnap her. They were on the short-list of most dangerous adversaries of the United States. True, they didn’t possess nearly the same military might as China or even Russia, but they also lacked the intelligence and discipline of America’s more capable rivals. Their leader was a spoiled child at best and clinically insane at worst.
But how did they get into China? They had no military or intelligence unit capable of doing that. The only way they could get into China was if someone opened the door for them.
That meant someone in China was working with the people who kidnapped Sheila. Maybe not the absolute leaders of Beijing’s government, but someone placed highly in their government, their military or their industry.
Whoever they were, Jake would take Sheila back from them. Then he would make them pay.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Bryan sat in his chair in the war room at Camp David, the picture of poise and strength. He felt none of the strength, and any poise he felt was brought about by numbness rather than true courage.
Around him, generals, cabinet members, advisors and directors milled about, muttering to each other and occasionally shouting commands to the dozens of aides who flitted around, faces white, bodies trembling.
On the screens in front of him lay an image of East Asia with China and North Korea highlighted in green and Beijing circled in red. Data scrolled on numerous other screens surrounding the main image. He understood some of the data, but most were for the eyes of the people around him.
“The group’s named itself as the True Army of the People’s Republic of Korea,” James Wyatt, the National Security Advisor, informed him. Pyongyang has assured us that they had nothing to do with us and promised to publicly execute the traitors once they find them. They’ve also assured us that if they find Sheila, she’ll be returned safe and sound.”
“Do we believe them?” Bryan asked.
James sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know. This whole thing’s a shitshow of the highest degree. Again.”
Bryan nodded. “I agree with you there. But let’s say Pyongyang is involved. How does this benefit them?”
"It doesn't. It absolutely doesn't. Clearly, we're not going to bomb South Korea. If anything, the threat harms them. Seoul's chomping at the bit for permission to invade North Korea and find Sheila themselves."
“We won’t give them that permission.”
"Obviously not, sir. But that's why Pyongyang's freaking out. They can spout rhetoric all they want, knowing that we'll never actually call them into account for it, but this is a line someone claiming to be affiliated with them crossed."
“Are they claiming to be affiliated with the government?”
“Well, no, but the point still stands. This is bad news for Beijing, but it’s catastrophic news for Pyongyang.”
Bryan cocked his head. “Could it be that an anti-Pyongyang extremist group engineered us to try to coax us into overthrowing the ruling family in North Korea?”
“It could be, but… well, hell, every possibility is absurd.”
“Have we gotten proof that she’s even with them?” Bryan asked. “I don’t want to waste time addressing a false claim.”
James hesitated and looked at Jean. Bryan frowned. “Did we get proof of life?”
Jean took a deep breath and nodded. “This was sent to your official email ten minutes ago.”
She showed Bryan an image. It appeared to have been taken in the back of a vehicle. The lighting was poor, and the image was grainy, but the photograph was clear enough that there was no doubt who Bryan was looking at.
Sheila was conscious, but she didn’t seem alert. Her eyes were open and aware of her surroundings, but her face appeared slack, and she slumped forward against the cuffs that held her to the bench. She didn’t appear injured, but it was hard to tell what bruises might exist underneath her clothing.
The caption underneath read, Now you see the bitch is alive. If you’d like her to remain that way, fulfill our demands. She will be released when we hear news that Seoul is on fire.
Bryan had spent most of the past four hours going through the motions. From time to time, a bout of fear would take him, or, if he was forced to deal with a particularly annoying person, irritation would overcome him. Mostly, though, he was only putting on the show that all leaders had to when duty called upon them. His heart was numb.
It wasn’t numb anymore. Seeing his daughter in danger made Bryan forget about being President. It made him forget about the responsibility he had to the nation and to the world. It made him forget about the care he had to take with each decision he made.
He saw her there, hurt and in trouble again, and cold rage filled him. He pushed the image calmly away and looked at James. “When you find these people,” he said, “I want all but one of them killed. I want the one who’s saved interrogated until he delivers every single piece of information he has on everyone involved in this. Then I want that individual and everyone else involved in this killed.”
James blanched. Hearing the President talk like this was unheard of, even in an extreme situation like this. He swallowed. “Um… that’s not really my—”
“Then find the person who can accomplish this and tell them to accomplish it. Or would you like me to do it myself?”
“No, that’s all right,” James said quickly. “I’ll pass your orders to the combatant commanders.”
He rushed off, and Bryan looked stoically back at the screen. Jean stared at him for a while longer, but if she were hoping to see a hint of remorse or a change in the President’s mind, she was disappointed. Eventually, she looked away and said softly, “I’ll keep you updated, sir.”
Bryan didn’t reply. Anger seethed in him until every fiber of his being was consumed with a desire to see these people suffer. He’d turned the cheek for too long. He’d let the evil and petty fools of the world push him around for fear of how much damage he could do if he pushed back.
Well, now they had pushed too far. Now he would push back. He would remind the world why no one threatened the United States and got away with it.
Whoever you are, he thought. You’d better hope Jake finds you before I do. Because as much as he’ll make you suffer, I will make you suffer a thousand times worse.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
The aircraft door opened. Jake waited for someone to enter and escort him off of the plane, but no one did. After a moment, he stepped off and found himself on a long, flat plain atop a ridge overlooking Beijing. The city surrounded the ridge on all sides. Jake wasn't sure if this was some sort of nature preserve or if the Chinese government had just decided the land wasn't worth developing.
He started toward the city. Behind him, the engines spooled up. They weren’t silent by any means, but they were far quieter than they should have been. The plane was about as loud as a heavy-duty trailer truck. Jake wondered once again what kind of technology the U.S. had that it could build such an aircraft.
The engine noise rose, and a moment later, Jake felt a blast of heat as the plane accelerated. He looked to his left just in time to see a black needle pointing straight up at the sky. It disappeared a moment later, and Jake wondered how they managed to silence the sonic boom.
The Air Force was scary. Really scary.
He did a quick check of his gear. Aside from his handgun, he’d brought a scanning tool of Jess’s design that could download, encrypt and deliver information from any computer system Jake had ever encountered. He could use that to send information to Jess if the situation called for it.
There were the usual trappings too. Smart glasses with night vision, an earpiece that could transmit encrypted radio signals from and to anywhere on Earth—another Jess design—and passports and currency from several different foreign nations.
It was all here. It wasn’t nearly enough. It would have to do anyway.
He took a deep breath and started once more toward the city. He figured he was three miles from civilization. He could cover that distance in an hour, but where to go from there was a question he hadn’t answered yet. The Forbidden City was an obvious choice, but it would be under heavy guard, and he doubted he would learn much he didn’t already know even if he was able to get inside.
His phone buzzed. Jess. Maybe she’d have some information for him. “Hey, Jess. I’m on the ground. By the way, the Air Force has seriously scary technology.”
"I don't know what you're talking about, and neither do you. What I do know is that there's a North Korean sleeper cell in Beijing attached to the True Army."
His eyes widened. “So they’ve been active here?”
“Well, no. The point of a sleeper cell is to be inactive until they’re called upon.”
“I’m really not in the mood for semantics right now, Jess.”
“It’s not semantics. It could be useful information. If they’re a sleeper cell, then they’ve been here a while. And if they’ve been here a while, it means this operation was planned in advance.”
He carefully navigated through a stand of thick brush and tried not to think about what he felt crawling over his hand and shoulders as he did so. “How can it be planned in advance? How long has Sheila been planning this trip?”
“I don’t know, but probably not years.”
“The North Koreans have been here for years?”
“I don’t know that for sure, but I suspect it. I wasn’t able to get all of China’s information on them, but—”
“China knows about them?”
Jess took a deep breath. “Jake, I will answer all of the questions I’m able to answer, but you have to stop interrupting me.”
“Right. Sorry.”
Something buzzed by his ear, and he resisted the urge to slap it away. The last thing he needed right now was a swarm of angry hornets attacking him.
“Okay. Yes, the Chinese know about the True Army. They’re the most… shall we say scary of the various anti=Pyongyang Korean terrorist groups. Most of the anti-Pyongyang groups favor democracy, at least nominally. The True Army thinks that the ruling family isn’t doing enough to conquer the South, or ‘unify Korea’ as they put it. They advocate for decisive military action against the South.”
“The only decisive thing that would occur if North Korea attacked the South is that South Korea would unify the peninsula.”
“China knows that. That’s why they want very much to keep this group curtailed. It works in their favor to have a buffer to South Korea and Japan while being able to remain ostensibly neutral.”
“Yeah, well, that might be changing. From what Sheila was saying, we’re pretty close to being in bed with China.”
“That’s why I think the group acted now,” Jess said. “They know they’re on borrowed time. As soon as it becomes more profitable to China to act as an ally than as a rival, North Korea is going to cease to exist as a nation. They won’t even have to go to war. They’ll just cut off the lifeline that’s keeping North Korea afloat and let them collapse.”
“So the True Army captured Sheila because they’re desperate.”
“That’s my hypothesis. Desperate and opportunistic. They probably had a different plan in mind when they established a sleeper cell here, but geopolitical pressures are forcing them to reevaluate that.”
“Lovely. Okay, so where might I find this sleeper cell?”
“I’ll send some coordinates to your phone. From where you are… you’re looking at about four miles. The sleeper cell is in a residential building nearby.”
“So it’s on the edge of the city.”
“And conveniently on your edge of the city. Sometimes miracles do happen.”
“I’ll take it,” he replied. “Any information on the members?”
“Not that I was able to get I’m afraid. They’re Korean, obviously. Other than that, I don’t know. I didn’t get names or pictures.”
“How did you find this information?”
“I had to hack into the Chinese Ministry of State Security’s database.”
His eyes widened. “Seriously? You can do that?”
“Yes, but only for a little while, and only if I’m okay with never using an IP address again. I am, but it’s a near thing. They’re not as hard to get into as the NSA or the CIA, but they’re not slouches. I would much rather not have to try to dig into their government networks, so we’re going to hope very much that you find something useful at the coordinates I send you.”
“Fingers crossed.”
“Then crossed again. Be safe, Jake.”
She cut the connection, and a moment later, Jake’s phone buzzed. He punched the coordinates into his navigation app and found a route that would keep him concealed for as long as possible.
He was still terrified for Sheila, but he felt far more in control of the situation now, and that relieved much of the panic. He could do this. As long as he kept his head, he could find Sheila and bring her home.
At least, he hoped so. He was in a strange country alone with a loadout that wouldn't be enough to face a security guard, let alone an entire terrorist organization. He had no friends—none he could talk to, anyway, other than Jess, and she was thousands of miles away. He didn't speak the language, he didn't have a car, he had only the slimmest idea where to start… This was looking like a bad idea with every passing second.
But he would make it work. One way or another, he would bring Sheila home.
Even if it killed him.
 
***
 
The building Jess led him to was modest by Chinese standards: eighteen stories, of traditional steel construction with normal-sized windows rather than full glass panels, and serviced by a single bus stop.
Jake wasn’t sure how to get into the building or where to go from there. Now that he was in Beijing, he realized just how much he stood out. Everyone stared at him, and few of the stares were friendly. The government of China might be eager for closer ties with the U.S., but the citizens of China weren’t nearly so excited.
And Jake didn’t speak a word of Chinese. It hit him again how woefully unprepared he was for this job. He had come here borne on the wings of his love and fear for Sheila, but now that he was here, he had no idea if he could do anything productive.
“Walk with me, or you’ll risk everything.”
The voice shocked Jake. He spun around, and an athletic Chinese woman a few years younger than him grabbed his arm and pulled him along with surprising strength. She smiled at him and spoke in Chinese.
Jake pulled his arm away, and she fell against him, putting her arm around him and laughing. "Oh, that's funny. Hey, seriously, keep walking, or you'll ruin everything!"
She switched back to Chinese and kept talking and laughing. Jake managed a smile and said, “Hey, who the hell are you, anyway?”
“Don’t talk.”
Jake’s smile turned brittle, but he didn’t say anything as the woman led him around a corner and out of sight of the building. His instinct was to fight this woman off rather than to trust her, but an even deeper instinct told him to wait and see what she had to say.
When they were out of view, the woman’s cheery demeanor vanished. She pulled away from him, whirled around and said in English. “What the hell is your problem? Are you the best the United States can send?”
Jake frowned. “I’m not here in an official capacity. And who are you? I shouldn’t be talking to you.”
“Be very grateful that you’re talking to me,” she replied. “Be grateful too that no one else found out that your partner hacked into our servers.”
“Hacked into… You’re Ministry of State Security?”
“Yes. Agent Li Wei. I was on my way to follow up on that sleeper cell of the True Army. Instead, I find your clumsy American ass stumbling around like a damned street sign screaming, ‘Here I am! Here’s the U.S. spy!’”
Jake’s eyes narrowed. He stepped in front of her and said, “How do I know you are who you say you are?”
She pulled an ID from the pocket of her pantsuit. “That can be faked,” Jake pointed out.
Li Wei rolled her eyes. Moving faster than Jake could track, she snatched his earpiece.
“Hey!”
Jake reached for the earpiece, but she stiff armed him and tripped him, letting his momentum carry him past her. He managed to avoid falling and turned around to return a strike of his own, but he stopped when he heard Li Wei say, “Hey there, Special Agent Foster. I’m Agent Li Wei with the Chinese Ministry of State Security. Are you capable of verifying that I am who I say I am? Maybe you can send your buddy Jake a picture of me. No need to be shy, I already know who you are. Do it quickly because he’s getting really mad, and I don’t want him to hurt me.”
Jake snatched the earpiece away, and Li Wei lifted her hands and looked at him with a sarcastic smile.
Jake frowned at her and replaced the earpiece. “Jess, are you there?”
A very flustered Jess replied, “Yes. I… I’m here. Um… So she just showed up out of nowhere?”
“Yep. Caught me outside of the building, pulled me away and said she caught you hacking into their files. I guess she’s the person assigned to following up on this cell, and…” he stopped himself. He didn’t actually know if she was in charge of looking for Sheila.
“And finding your President’s daughter,” Li Wei added. “Tell her.”
Jake’s eyes narrowed. “Can you verify that she’s who she says she is?”
“Um… I don’t know. Here… let me check something.”
The connection severed, and Li Wei asked, “Well?”
“She’s checking something.”
Li Wei sighed. “All right.”
“You have to understand why I can’t just trust you,” Jake replied.
“Says the foreign invader.”
“That’s…” he didn’t finish. He didn’t actually have a good response.
“Look, if these assholes hurt your First Daughter, that’s going to be a very, very bad thing for China. We’re on the cusp of making an ally out of our greatest enemy, and in the process securing our nation’s future. Not to mention yours and pretty much the rest of the entire world. So either we’re exceptionally stupid, or we’re smart enough to know that we need to recover Miss Jackson ASAP and return her unharmed to her country.”
“I get that,” Jake said, “and I agree. But I don’t know that you have China’s best interests in mind.”
His earpiece chirped. “Okay, Jake,” Jess said. “I sent you a picture.”
He opened his phone. The image was a dead ringer for Li Wei. “Looks like her,” he said.
“Got it. I’ll run some deeper background on her, but it looks like she is who she says she is. So… what do you want to do?”
Jake frowned at the Chinese agent. She held his gaze and waited for him to make a decision. "I don't think we have a choice," he said after a moment. "Either my cover's blown to the terrorists, or it's blown to the government. I say we trust her and hope it works out. Otherwise, I'm compromised, and I'll need to return home."
“Okay,” Jess replied. She didn’t sound very confident. “Shit.”
“Yeah. Shit is right.”
He tapped his earpiece, then sighed. “Okay, Agent Li. What’s your plan?”



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Li pulled the car to a stop and said, “Okay. This is where we start looking. Follow me and do and say nothing to anyone unless I specifically tell you to.”
Jake hated this situation with every fiber of his being. He had been in Beijing for all of ten minutes before he utterly lost control of the circumstances. Now, he was teamed up with a Chinese agent whose intentions he didn't know.
And that was his best option. He didn’t speak Chinese, and he had no idea how to go about finding information on Sheila’s whereabouts. Either Li was using him or helping him. Probably both. But she represented his best chance at finding Sheila.
So, he reluctantly nodded and followed her out of the car.
“The building you were at was abandoned by the True Army two weeks before the First Daughter’s arrival,” Li explained. “Their operatives were seen in this neighborhood shortly after.”
“Doing what?”
“Walking.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Okay, wonderful. Walking where? Talking with whom? Did they have guns?”
“I realize this is hard to believe, but I will tell you what I know as soon as I know it. If I don’t tell you something, it’s because I don’t know.”
Jake pressed his lips together. Li sounded like Jess just then, and that didn’t encourage him. “You can’t expect me to just trust you implicitly.”
She sighed. “I don’t really give a shit if you trust me. I had a very good plan worked out, and the next thing I know, some UFO drops off an American agent to run around like—excuse the pun—a bull in a China shop and ruin everything. And yes, I know about the spaceplane. You guys are good at keeping secrets, but we’re good at finding them out. Don’t worry, we’re not going to shoot it down. We’re pretty committed to the idea of free and open exchange.”
Jake didn’t say anything. Inwardly, he wondered how much trouble he would be in when it got back to the U.S. that China knew about their top-secret hypersonic aircraft. Was it even his fault?
He decided it didn’t matter right now. He just needed to find Sheila. He could deal with everything else later.
“So what are we doing here?” he asked.
“You are standing still and silent next to me. Or walking silently. I am going to talk to someone who might have seen the Koreans.”
“I thought you said you didn’t know if they’d talked with anyone.”
"I don't. I'm going to find out." She turned to him and said in a softer voice. "I understand that this is difficult for you. I'm sorry for that. The best I can do is assure you that it is very much in our and our governments' best interests to rescue Miss Jackson. Every decision I make, and every instruction I give you is to help ensure we can do that. That means I have to be in charge, at least for now. You're in my country, and you don't know how things work here. I do, and I don't have time to explain right now. So you have to trust me. Give me a chance to earn that trust. I promise you, it'll work out better in the end."
Jake was far from convinced, but he’d already decided that he didn’t have a better choice. “All right.”
“Okay.”
They walked deeper into the slum. The buildings here were roughly the same size as the one where Jake had met Li, but they were in much poorer condition. The walls were chipped and scored with marks that could have been made by bullets or could simply be the result of age and a lack of upkeep. The ground was covered in garbage and piles of what Jake desperately hoped wasn't human waste. Flies buzzed everywhere, and rats scurried across the street without any concern for their presence.
The people were a little more concerned. They eyed the two strangers warily and muttered amongst themselves. They were just as scarred and dirty as their neighborhood, and they held no love or respect for Li and Jake in their sour gazes.
“They recognize me as a government agent,” she said. “That’s why they’re not trying to rob us.”
“Lovely. Is it your bossy attitude or the sarcasm on your face?”
She chuckled, a reaction that surprised Jake. "Actually, yes. Sort of like how a resident in the Projects in New York would recognize a police officer due to his bossiness and arrogance."
Jake shrugged. “Fair enough.”
Li walked until she reached a building eleven blocks into the slum. The crowd of people was a lot thinner here, but the trash and graffiti was just as thick. She walked to the door of an eleven-story brick apartment building and pressed a button. A moment later, a tinny voice spoke in Chinese. Li replied, and a moment after that, the gate opened.
They walked inside to find the interior of the building just as dingy but somewhat cleaner than the outside. Every third light or so on the ceiling worked, but they took the stairs rather than chance the ancient elevator.
“Do I need to remind you again to keep your mouth shut?” Li asked him as she checked the load on her weapon.
“Unless your boy speaks English, it won’t matter if I talk or not,” Jake replied, checking his own gun.
“Keep that in your hand,” she said. “But aim it at the floor. It won’t hurt for Bao to see you carrying it.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow, but before he could ask who this Bao was and why he needed to see Jake carrying a gun, Li kicked open the door of the fourth floor and raised her weapon. She began to shout in Chinese, and a chorus of voices responded as about a dozen people clustered in the hallway jumped to their feet.
Jake swore inwardly and kept his weapon pointed at the floor. The people cowering away from Li were scrawny and covered in sores. Several of them had fresh needle marks on their arms. A few remained where they were on the floor, too stupefied by whatever they were taking to care that two people with guns had entered the floor.
Li zeroed in on one man in particular. She strode up to him, and he cringed, squatting down and raising his hands in front of his face. She kicked him, and Jake flinched. He wasn’t sure why the brutality bothered him so much. He’d done much worse after all.
Finally, the man shouted in Chinese. Li stopped kicking him but kept her gun aimed at his head. She barked a command, and the man began to talk.
Jake looked around, his hand still on his weapon. Now that they knew they weren’t going to be summarily executed, the others on the floor gathered around them, looking at Jake with vacant stares. Their stillness disturbed him, and he had to take a deep breath to keep calm.
The man continued to talk, interrupted every now and then by a brief query from Li. The Chinese agent seemed utterly unconcerned with the dozen people observing them. Jake looked around for any sign of a weapon. Most of them had knives, but none of them had guns.
He heard a cry and turned to see Li slapping the man she was questioning. He looked back at the others, but if they were bothered by their companion’s misfortune, they didn’t show it in their faces.
Li shouted at the man, and he replied insistently. She shouted again, then slapped him hard enough to drop him to the ground. She pointed a gun at his head, and Jake said, "Li. Calm down. There are a lot of people here."
Li ignored him and shouted at the man on the ground. He repeated what he’d said earlier. Li looked at him for a moment longer, then kicked him in the ribs. She spat on the floor, then spun on her heel. “Come on, Jake.”
Jake followed her out of the building. As soon as they were outside, he asked. “What was that? Did you learn anything?”
“Shut up.”
 Jake’s face flamed. “Fuck you. Tell me what—”
“Shut up, Jake. Now.”
Jake had had enough. He reached for Li, but the moment his fingers touched her shoulder, she spun around and pressed the barrel of her gun to his jaw. “You said you’d trust me and keep your mouth shut. You’ve now broken your promise three times. Shut the fuck up, or you’re going to force me to leave you behind. Please don’t make me do that.”
A thousand different ways to disarm Li and shove her gun down her throat came to Jake’s mind. He didn’t try any of them, though. He didn’t have to like her, but for the moment, he still needed her.
She didn’t wait for a reply before turning away, unafraid of showing him her back. After a moment, he followed. “Can I put my gun back in its holster?”
She threw her hands in the air. “Oh my—You can stick it up your ass if you want, just stop talking.”
“I’ll stick it up your ass,” he muttered, holstering the weapon.
Once they were back in the car, Li said, “Seriously? I asked you to do one thing. I said don’t talk to anyone unless I tell you too.”
“I didn’t. I was talking to you.”
“I count as anyone, asshole. For the second time, you don’t know how things work here. I do. I’m sorry if I offended you by being violent with that addict, but I figured it would be better for him to tell us the truth than rely on the typical Chinese answer of ‘I don’t know.’ The way to do that is to convince him that I’ll kill him if he doesn’t answer.”
"There were a lot of other people there, though. And they were giving us odd looks. They all had knives, too."
“And if I had acknowledged your display of fear, they would have known that we were afraid, and then we would have had to kill them when they tried to kill us for our money.”
“Our money?”
“Yes! For…” She sighed heavily. “Just do what I tell you to do. I don’t have time to teach you about Chinese culture while we look for the President’s daughter.”
Jake took a breath of his own to moderate his frustration. Right or wrong, he really didn’t like being treated like he was stupid. “Did you learn anything from him?”
“Yes.”
After a moment, he said, “Would you care to share with me what you learned?
“No, I wouldn’t. But I will because fate has seen fit to throw you into my life.” She gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white, then sighed. “The addict saw the Koreans here a few minutes after the kidnapping.”
Jake snapped his head to her. “They did?”
“They did. He told me they were in that building with an American woman who looked very heavily drugged. His words. They were also accompanied by a Chinese man.”
Now Jake understood why Li was reluctant to tell him what she had learned. If they were accompanied by a Chinese man, that meant that China was involved in Sheila’s kidnapping. Still, the source of information didn’t seem reliable to Jake.
“You’re sure he was telling you the truth?”
“I’m sure. I make sure he has steady access to his ‘medicine.’ If he lies to me, I cut off access and lock him in a cell until the withdrawal symptoms put him into a coma.” Seeing Jake’s shocked expression, she said, “Feel free to judge me as much as you want. This isn’t the United States.”
Jake took a moment to process what she’d said. It was easier than it might have been in other circumstances, but with Sheila missing, it didn’t take much effort to look the other way. “So this Chinese man. Is he a government official?”
“No. To be clear for the thousandth time, the Chinese government is not interested in screwing ourselves over with America.”
“So he knows who the man was who was with the Koreans?”
“Yes. He told me it was the owner of their building.”
“A slumlord?”
She scoffed. “Among other things.”
“What other things?”
“Well, he’s also the Chairman of the most powerful tech company in China.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Why would the Chairman of a tech company want Sheila?”
“That’s an excellent question,” Li replied. “And we’re going to learn the answer.”
She said something in Chinese after that. Jake didn’t understand the word, but he knew from her tone that it was a curse word.
He looked out the window and saw that she was driving them out of the slums toward downtown. The towering skyscrapers loomed over him like the spines of a massive reptile.
And somewhere among those spines, a true reptile was holding his wife.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Sheila adjusted her position on the bench in the back of the van to ease some of the pressure her cuffs put on her wrists. They weren’t terribly uncomfortable, but they weren’t comfortable either.
The guard sitting in the van snapped at her. She didn’t understand the words, but the meaning was clear enough. Stay still!
She stilled, and the guard scoffed and curled his lip in disgust. No doubt her decision to acquiesce to his demands rather than push him until he beat her was something he perceived as weakness.
The van wasn't moving right now. It was parked and had been for over an hour, by her estimate. This was the sixth time they had parked for an extended period of time since leaving Beijing.
They were heading east. She knew that because the sun had risen in front of the van while they were still moving and enough light shone through the perforated steel barricade that separated her from the driver and front passenger that she could tell.
What was east of Beijing? She knew very little about China’s geography. She knew Beijing was the capital, Hong Kong was an island and Shanghai was in the southeast. Or she thought the southeast.
It didn’t matter. She wasn’t in Beijing anymore. They had driven long enough that she knew that much.
Where were they taking her? And why were they moving so slowly? She would have thought they would be in a hurry to get her wherever they were going, but if that was the case, then they wouldn’t stop so much. And why were they stopping?
She sighed. This didn’t make any sense. Kidnapping her made some sense, she supposed, if you didn’t understand how governments worked. Maybe the terrorists thought they could coerce her dad into doing something for them, or maybe they just thought he would pay a hefty ransom to get her back.
Would he pay a ransom? He wouldn’t be coerced into taking any kind of action, but if they just wanted money, he might find a way to pay them quietly.
If not?
Tears formed in her eyes. She squeezed her eyes shut to try to stop them, but she couldn’t.
She was so stupid. She should never have come here. Jake was right. The world wasn’t what it used to be. She couldn’t just travel places and expect that she would be okay.
This wasn’t even the first time this had happened to her. In France, she’d been held at gunpoint by a mad scientist, and in Russia she’d been tortured by a rogue spy and his lackeys.
So why did she think this would be different? Because Bard was dead?
As soon as she thought it, she realized that was it. She thought that because Eli Bard was dead, things would go back to normal. But they hadn't. Jake was still out, risking his life at every turn, and people were still trying to kill her father. Her marriage was on the verge of collapse, and the life she’d wanted ever since she was a girl was moving further and further out of reach.
She’d told Jake that she accepted this trip to China because she needed space to breathe. That was true, but it wasn’t the only reason. She’d come here because she wanted to go on a normal trip and come home. She wanted to show up, smile for the cameras, say nice things to politicians and have them say nice things to her, then fly home. She wanted to do all of that without anyone putting a gun to her head and telling her that he was going to make her husband watch her die. She wanted to do all of that without hearing from Jess or Art Davis that once more her father and husband were being chased by terrorists and at risk of death.
She just wanted a normal life. God, she wanted a normal life so badly. Why couldn’t she have that?
Because your father’s the President, and the father of your child is his chief of security.
She wanted to be angry at Jake, but she couldn't be angry at him right now. She could act like it was his fault all she wanted, but she knew who he was when she married him. She carried his child, knowing full well that he could never stop fighting. She bought a house with him, knowing that he wouldn't retire until he was injured or killed or too old to fight anymore. She asked him to leave, but it was the same as asking a lion to turn into a seagull and write showtunes for Broadway for a living.
And she loved him. Damn it, but she loved him so much. Most of her anger at him was a reaction to her fear that one day he wouldn’t come home. She loved him, and she didn’t care if the rest of the world melted around them. As long as she had Jake and Beau, she would be happy.
And because she couldn’t accept that there were forces at work trying to take them from her, she had run into the wide-open arms of those forces and now she might never see her husband or her son again.
“I’m sorry, Jake,” she whispered through her tears. “I’m so sorry.”
The back of the van opened, and she flinched. A hard-faced man who she recognized as the driver of the van, stepped inside and tossed a sack near her. "Eat," he commanded.
He slammed the door closed and a moment later, the van started forward. Sheila didn’t want to eat, but the moment she smelled whatever was in the sack, her stomach rumbled.
It took her a moment to grab the sack with her hands cuffed, but she was eventually able to get it up to her lap and eat the dumplings inside. They were rich and meaty and delicious. At least they weren’t feeding her crusts of bread.
She chuckled softly at that, but her laughter devolved into tears once more. Somewhere out there, her family waited for news of her. Jake was no doubt pulling his hair out, wishing he could come for her, but he couldn't. Not with their son at home.
And Beau. He would have no idea what was going on. All he would know was that Mommy was gone, and Daddy was upset.
“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
She repeated those words over and over, but as she had told Jake many times, sorry wasn’t enough.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
The two of them parked in the garage of an upscale high-rise. Once more, Jake was keenly aware of the stares directed his way, although this time the stares were accompanied by grins and muffled laughter. They took the elevator to the thirty-eighth floor, and when they stepped out, they ran into a group of young women. Li greeted them politely, and they returned her greeting, then stared at Jake and giggled. As they passed, Jake could hear them whispering to each other.
Li led him to the fourth apartment on the right. When the door closed, Jake asked, “Do they just not see a lot of Americans here?”
“Not many,” Li replied, “But that’s not why they laughed. They think we came here to have sex.”
Jake frowned. “Wonderful.”
“Aww, poor baby,” Li said drily. “How horrible that three people you’ll never see again think you’re here to cheat on the wife they don’t know you have.”
It occurred to Jake that this was the first time Li had mentioned his wife. “Do you… you know…”
“Yes, I know that Sheila is your wife,” Li said. She was setting up a camera next to the living room window.
“How do you know so much about me?”
“Because we have robots shaped like birds that spy on every member of the American First Family.”
His eyes widened. “Seriously?” She stared at him for a moment, and he reddened. “Okay, so how do you know?”
“You married the First Daughter of the most famous American President in fifty years. Your name was in the news. We get news here.”
His flush deepened. “Oh. Right.”
She turned back to her camera. Jake noticed she opened the shutters only slightly to let the camera see outside. “We might be here a while. There’s food in the refrigerator and drinks in the smaller fridge in the living room. If you’re going to drink alcohol, don’t drink too much.”
He frowned. “We’re just going to sit here? We need to go look for her!”
“China is very big, Jake. North Korea’s small, but it’s very hard to get into, even for us. What we need to do is find out where Sheila is. The best way to do that is to get information, not run around like chickens with our heads cut off. The best way to do that is to talk to Yang Chiao.”
“Who’s Yang Chiao?”
“He’s the Chairman of Hebei Technological Industries.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that,” Jake said. “I thought all Chinese industries were state-owned.”
“They are, but in practice, the central government is fairly hands off. As long as each industry is meeting its production quota and money isn’t disappearing in noticeable quantities, there’s little oversight. Strictly speaking, the chairmen and women are the oversight.”
“So Chiao could theoretically be working with the True Army and no one in authority would know.”
“Theoretically, yes. Much like the leaders of your corporations could steal billions of dollars from unqualified lessees and cause a housing market collapse that enriched them and drove millions to bankruptcy without anyone knowing.”
“I’m not trying to bad-mouth China,” Jake protested. “I’m just trying to find my wife. Stop making this a competition.”
“I’m not making it a competition,” she insisted. “I’m just pissed off that I have to deal with you being here.”
Satisfied with the camera, she headed to the kitchen. “Are you hungry?”
“I can make myself something.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’ll make some rice and dumplings. Don’t eat too heavily.”
“It’s fine. I can make my own food.”
“I’m not trying to take care of you, idiot. I’m making sure you’re not a liability due to hunger. Also, I’m hungry, and I don’t want to wait and watch you screw up a meal when I can just make enough for both of us myself.”
“What’s your problem with me?” Jake demanded. “Seriously, you’ve been pissy with me since we met.”
“Have I not been clear about that? You’re a foreigner who’s acting like a spy even though he has no training as a spy. You walked right into the middle of my investigation and had I not intervened when I did, you would likely have compromised it. You don’t know how to talk to people here, but you feel free to intervene when you don’t like the way I talk to people. You’re not going to leave and let more qualified people handle this problem because she’s your wife, and you can’t handle not doing something even when staying out of it is the best thing for you to do. In short, you’re a liability, but I have to drag you around with me because killing you will cause trouble for China and letting you go will allow you to cause trouble for China. Do I need to repeat any of that?”
Jake pushed his answer through clenched teeth. “No.”
“Outstanding. Now, for the love of God, can you please be quiet? At least long enough for me to eat something.”
“I will after one more question.”
She groaned. “What is it?”
“What’s the camera in the window for?”
“To spy on Yang Chiao’s office. I’ve aimed it at the headquarters of Hebei Technological Industries. If he goes inside, we’ll see him.”
“So we’re just sitting around and waiting to see him?”
“Annual reports come due in nine days. He’ll be in his office. Not overseeing the preparation of annual reports would be one of those alarming things that would let people in the central government know that something is amiss.”
“And if you’re wrong?”
“Then I will personally hand you my weapon and let you shoot me.”
“Okay, cut it with the sarcasm, all right? I’m not any happier than you are right now. And you know what? Fine. You’re right. I hate sitting still. I hate twiddling my thumbs when I could be out there doing something. I hate sitting behind a desk and filing paperwork when other people are out there risking their lives. I hate sitting in a hotel room with my impromptu Chinese babysitter waiting for someone to waltz into our arms instead of being out there looking for my wife.”
“Even when it means you’re more likely to find your wife faster?”
“So you say. But you’re working in China’s best interests. You’ll act to protect those interests before you’ll act to rescue my wife. You say that finding her is in China’s best interests, but what if it isn’t? What choice will you make? I know what choice I’ll make, and I’m not going to trust you implicitly because I know you won’t make the same choice.”
Li listened patiently while Jake ranted. When he finished, she held his gaze and calmly said, “At some point, you’re going to have to live in the real world, not the hypothetical one. I’m not going to repeat myself anymore. You can choose to trust me, or you can choose to act in a way that will result in making you a target of the Ministry of State Security and a political prisoner. I leave it up to you.”
Jake had to walk away to control his anger. He sat on the couch and stared through the gaps in the curtains at the lights of Beijing beyond.
The worst part was that he knew Li was right. He was completely out of his depth right now. He was in a foreign country acting alone. He had limited help from Jess, but he didn’t have contacts here. He didn’t have CIA help. He didn’t have a team of other agents to work with him.
He just hated sitting still. God damn it, he hated sitting still. It felt like giving up. It felt like being lazy. It felt like… like…
“Being useless.”
He heard footsteps and turned to see Li approaching with a bowl of rice and dumplings. “You made these that fast?”
She handed him the bowl. “They microwave in two minutes.”
He stared at her. “You thought I was going to screw up a microwave meal?”
“Considering what I’ve seen from you so far, I wouldn’t have been surprised. Eat. You’ll need your strength.”
He started on the dumplings. They were rich and meaty and far more filling than he expected them to be. Li ate on the opposite side of the couch, efficiently consuming her own meal. She finished before him and grabbed two water bottles from the refrigerator.
She tossed him one and said, “Drink. Normally we’d take tea or at least hot water with our meals, but we need to be able to move at any moment.”
He sipped the water and asked, “So what made you decide to be a spy?”
She scoffed. “So what, we’re friends now?”
“No, but as long as we’re working together, I’d like to know at least a little about you. It’ll help me trust you.”
“I could so easily lie to you.”
“You could. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t, though.”
She looked back at him with an expression he couldn’t read. After a moment, she said, “It’s very difficult to be poor. You have to be hard to survive. My father was hard. He survived. My mother was soft. She died of an opium overdose when I was thirteen.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It was the most merciful thing that could happen to her.” She took a deep breath and continued. “Dad was a loader in a warehouse. It’s not a very high-paying job. He had just enough to keep a roof over my head and food on the table, but it was a leaky roof in a bad neighborhood and just barely enough food to keep us from starving. He told me for as long as I could remember that if I wanted a better life, I had to make it for myself, and I had to work very hard to do it.
“So, I applied myself to my studies. I didn’t have friends. I didn’t have lovers. I didn’t have hobbies. I learned. I studied martial arts, English and civics. I figured if I could get a government job, my needs would be met. The martial arts was just…” she shrugged. “Well, I’m a girl.”
“It’s a good thing to know.”
“It is. Anyway, another advantage of growing up poor is you learn to be very aware of your surroundings and a very good judge of human nature. You’re constantly looking for danger, and you’re constantly looking to see if something feels off or wrong. Those skills work well as a spy. I got my government job, and the Ministry of State Security approached me after a year. I guess they had been watching me for a while. That was eight years ago.”
“Your father must be very proud.”
“He would be,” she agreed. “If he hadn’t been shot when I was eighteen.”
“Damn. That’s really rough.”
She shrugged. “It was the most merciful thing that could happen to him. It’s very hard to be poor.”
Her phone buzzed. “That’s an alert from the camera. Get ready to leave, Jake. We might have…”
Her voice trailed off. She fell still, staring at her screen.
“What is it?” Jake asked. “What do you see?”
She didn’t reply for a moment. When she did, she folded her phone and put it in her pocket first. “Stay here. I’ll be back soon.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“No, you won’t.” She met his eyes. “Jake please. I know how difficult this is, but you must trust me. Stay here. I’ll be back soon. Don’t open the door for anyone but me.”
Before he could reply, she brushed past him. She grabbed her coat on her way out, and let the door close behind her, leaving Jake to wonder what the hell had just happened.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
“Do you think we’ll ever get that cabin in the woods that we talked about?”
Jake turned to Sheila with a smile, but his smile faded when he saw the pensive look on her face. “Sure we will,” he said. “Someday.”
She looked down and bit her lip softly. It made her look irresistible, but it also made her look depressed. He rolled onto his side and propped himself up on his elbow. “We will,” he promised her. “When I retire, we’ll move away from D.C. and find a pretty little log cabin somewhere in the forest near a stream. I’ll sell my motorcycle and buy a big truck, and you can sell your minivan and get a new SUV. We’ll hunt and fish and sit on the porch and watch the stars. Just like we talked about.”
“Someday.”
He felt a touch of irritation and tried to push it away with a light chuckle. “Well, I’m not retired yet.” She looked away from him, and he added, “Soon, though. I just need to find Bard and bring him to justice. Once Trident isn’t an issue anymore, we can forget all about that danger and just go enjoy ourselves.”
“And if Dad’s still in office?”
“Then he’s still in office. We have plenty of people who can do my job. Dawson’s my first choice, but there’s Patel and Mullens too. Once Bard’s out of the picture, we won’t have to deal with the threat of the century every few months.”
“What if we do?”
Jake was growing more uncomfortable with this conversation by the second. “Well… we’ll stop that threat too.”
“And the next one. And the next one.”
“Sheila…”
“And the next one. Jake, there will always be a threat.”
Jake sighed and rolled onto his back. He stared up at the ceiling and felt the silence grow more uncomfortable.
Sheila broke the silence a minute later. “I’m sorry. I know we talked about this. I trust you, I just…”
“Just what?”
“I don’t know. I guess I worry that you’ll always have to be the guy. It will always have to be you who stops the attack, catches the bad guy, protects the President, deals with the threat. You’re a driven and hardworking person, and you’re willing to sacrifice yourself to save others. I love that about you, but… well, where do we fit in? Me and Beau.”
He turned to her. “You two are the most important people in the world to me. I promise you, nothing will ever come ahead of you two.”
She met his eyes and tried to smile, but there was no strength to it. “So you’ll leave once Bard’s caught? Even if someone just as dangerous takes his place?”
Jake shifted uncomfortably. “I mean…”
Sheila’s smile vanished. She looked away from him again, and Jake felt a rush of guilt that expressed itself as irritation. “What do you want me to say, Sheila? Someone has to deal with people like Bard. Someone has to stop them so that everyone else can live safely and happily.”
“Everyone else. But not us.”
“That’s not fair! What do you expect me to do? Just make it someone else’s problem?”
“Do you expect me to be okay with the fact that it will always be our problem? I get that someone has to do the job, but you have already. A lot of times. You have a family now. I just… I want some of you too. I don’t just want the pieces that are left when this job finally breaks you to the point that you can’t fight anymore.”
Her words cut Jake to the bone. He wanted to reassure her that she didn’t need to worry about that, that he’d leave long before it got to that point.
But deep down, he wasn’t sure that was true.
 
***
 
Jake sat on the couch with his arms resting on his thighs and stared out of the window. Li had been gone for about a half hour. He still didn’t know why. He still didn’t know what she saw. He still didn’t know if he should be worried or how long he should wait before deciding to ignore her instructions and go after her.
While he waited, he had nothing to do but think about Sheila. It used to be that thinking about her meant good memories. Now, all of those memories were poisoned.
The argument he played over in his mind took place shortly after Jake returned to active duty to help the President with a domestic tour due to fears spurred by a terrorist capture of top-secret drones. Shortly after the start of that tour, those drones had separated the President from his motorcade and forced him and Jake to travel on foot through the forests of Virginia while squadrons of drones attacked them on U.S. soil.
Jake had left the field for the second time after that event, but he’d come back again when another near-miss on the President prompted him to resume his position as head of Presidential Security.
Except that wasn’t why you came back. You came back because you couldn’t handle that Cyrus was better than you.
Cyrus Kane was his replacement as head of Presidential Security. He was also a plant by Bard to infiltrate the Secret Service and orchestrate the President’s death and Jake’s humiliation.
And Jake had fallen for it. His insecurity pushed him back into active duty and nearly gotten him and his wife killed. He had emerged victorious, but Bard had won in the long run. Sheila had given him permission to remain in the field, but Jake recognized now that what she’d really done was give up. She knew she couldn’t change him, so she stopped trying.
Then came Africa. Bryan thought for some reason that it would be a good idea to travel through the Serengeti over land to demonstrate the U.S. commitment to preserving Africa’s ecological resources. A warlord had betrayed his promise of safe passage and nearly killed both Jake and the President. Jake had once more emerged victorious, but once more, it was a Pyrrhic victory. He’d come home to find that Sheila had left him.
He missed her so much. He missed Beau so much. He wanted so badly to give her what she wanted. He wanted so much to just leave it all behind, go find that cabin in the woods, and let this be someone else's responsibility.
But he couldn't. For better or for worse—lately, for much worse—he couldn't walk away. As long as he had strength to fight, he would fight. He thought leaving the Marine Corps would kill that urge, but it hadn't. He needed to protect people, even if it meant losing everything.
But what if that meant losing his family?
He sighed and buried his face in his hands.
The door opened, and he snapped back to attention. Li entered, looking shellshocked.
“What happened? Are you all right?”
She didn’t answer right away. She went to the window and took her camera away, then shut it off.
“What’s going on, Li? Do we need to move? Are we in danger?”
Still no answer. She put the camera away in the case, then took her jacket off and tossed it on the couch. Okay, so they weren’t leaving yet.
“Li. Li!” He strode in front of her and grabbed her shoulders. “Talk to me. What happened?”
She brushed his hands off of her and went to the mini-fridge. She pulled out a small bottle of sake, unscrewed the cap and drank.
“Li, you need to tell me what’s—”
“There are government officials involved in Sheila’s capture,” she interrupted.
Jake blinked. “What?”
“You heard me,” she replied glumly.
“That’s what you saw from your camera?”
“Yep.” She drank more of the sake, then screwed the cap back on and replaced it. “I saw my Chief Inspector and a Senior Inspector I recognize enter Yang Chiao’s office and talk to him. I had you stay here for reasons I hope are obvious while I went to talk to them.”
“And what did they say?”
“They said that they had thoroughly investigated Chiao and Hebei Industries and found them unconnected to Sheila’s abduction. They told me that my sources must be mistaken and suggested I look elsewhere for evidence.”
“And you don’t think they’re telling the truth?”
“I know they’re not telling the truth. They assigned me to this investigation, but as soon as I find evidence of Chiao’s involvement, they warn me off almost immediately and refuse to tell me what they learned.”
“They didn’t give any explanation for Chiao’s innocence?”
“No. Just that they’d thoroughly investigated and that Yang Chiao and Hebei Technological Industries are not in any way involved with the disappearance of the American First Daughter.”
Jake frowned. “So what now?”
“Now?” She sighed. “Now we’re on our own.”
“You don’t have anyone at the Ministry of State Security you can trust?”
She scoffed. “It’s hard enough even being in the same room with a bunch of male agents. None of them trust me, and none of them want to work with me. Not on something as delicate as this. Things are better in China than they were fifty years ago, but it still offends a lot of people that some women can have positions of authority, even such limited authority as mine.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“We are going to find your wife.”
 “You’re still going to work with me?”
She sighed. “I would really love if you just went back home and let me handle this myself, but I don’t think I can convince you to do that.”
“No, you can’t. But if you really can’t work with me, I’ll leave. Just please call me if you find any information on Sheila.”
She laughed bitterly. “Jake, the only thing worse than babysitting you is leaving you unsupervised. We’ll still work together.”
“Why, though? Won’t you get in trouble?”
“Oh yes. If I can prove that these officials were involved, I’ll be reassigned to a desk in some province’s records office. If I can’t, I’ll be executed.”
“So why do this? Why keep looking for Sheila?”
“Because, as you said, I am working for China’s best interests. And as I said, it is in China’s best interests for the First Daughter to be returned safe and sound.”
“Even if your superiors don’t think so?”
“Especially because they don’t. Whatever game they’re playing is extraordinarily dangerous. They are too powerful to understand that even they have limits. If the game reaches its conclusion, it will hamper China’s future for the next fifty years. I won’t allow that to happen.”
Jake felt a newfound respect for the gritty Chinese agent. “Neither will I.” He grinned. “Partner.”
She rolled her eyes. “Is this the part where we shake hands and become the best of friends?”
“This is the part where we discuss how we’re going to get into that building.”
She looked at him. “Into Hebei Tech’s headquarters? You’re joking.”
“I’m not. There are answers in there, and we’re going to find them.”
“Once more, Jake, you don’t know how things work here.”
“Not to be an asshole, Li, but it doesn’t look like you know how things work as well as you thought you did.”
Li took a deep breath and released it in a heavy sigh. She glared at Jake, but after a moment, she said, “All right. Fair enough. So how are we going to get into one of the most heavily guarded and technologically advanced buildings in China, and what do we hope to find when we get inside?”
“The answer to your second question is we hope to find out where Sheila is. The answer to your first question is on the other end of this phone call.”
He pulled his satellite phone out and dialed Jess's number. A moment later, she said. "Hey, Jake. Everything going all right with the spy?"
He glanced up at Li. “Better by the minute. Actually, that’s why I’m calling. We found a lead, but we need your help.”
“Help is my middle name. What can I do for you?”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Jake and Li waited in the shadows of the alleyway that separated Hebei Tech from another skyscraper office building. An ocean and a continent away, Jess was trying to mask the electromatic signatures of their satellite phones with a target signal of white noise that wouldn’t alert the security systems of the building to their presence. As for the more mundane detection systems: infrared, television cameras, and good old-fashioned Mark One eyeballs, that was up to the two of them.
Jake’s earpiece chirped. “Okay. Your EM signatures are masked. God, I hope this works.”
“I love your confidence,” Jake said. 
“I am so far from confident you could even say I’m not at all confident. But we don’t have a choice right now.”
“Not a good one. Okay, we’re going in.”
He tapped Li on her shoulder, and the two of them moved to the building. Like most skyscrapers, the walls were a steel frame with reinforced glass panels for walls, so there was no way to climb up the building from the outside unseen. They had to enter through the front door.
That proved to be much easier than Jake expected. A side effect of China’s growing friendship with the United States was an increased presence of American tourists. It wasn’t especially common for tourists to visit the headquarters of a tech company, but Li managed to get the two of them past security with a minimum of fuss.
When they were inside, Jake leaned to Li and asked, “What did you tell them?”
“I told them that you and I represent a capital investment firm seeking a partnership with a Chinese company to bring their services to the U.S. market. We’re here on an initial sightseeing visit to learn what Hebei might have to offer.”
“And they bought that?”
She sighed. “God, I hope so. Otherwise, we’re screwed.”
He shook his head. “Okay. Well, we’re inside, so we might as well look around. We need to find a server room.”
“A server room? Why a server room?”
“Because that’s where they’re going to have their records,” Jake said.
“And how will those records help us? There’s no way Chiao stored information on Sheila’s whereabouts on his work computers.”
“No, but I had Jess look up Yang Chiao while we headed over here. Most of his wealth is tied up in the company. If he financed the True Army’s mission here, he most likely used company money. The records might show the discrepancy and give us our next lead.”
“I think we should try to get to Chiao’s office,” Li countered. “We’re more likely to find something on his personal computer.”
“I doubt like hell he keeps his personal computer in his office,” Jake replied. “I also doubt like hell we’ll be able to get into his office. A server room might be easier. They’re typically located in the basement, and your average cybercrook isn’t going to have the equipment to handle cracking into a server bank.”
“But you do?”
“Yes. My partner, Jess, gave me a tool that can hack into bleeding-edge computers past bleeding-edge security. We’re going to hook up to one of Hebei’s servers and get Jess into their system. She’ll look for anything that might have to do with the True Army, the Ministry of State Security or Sheila’s trip here.”
“And how long will that take?”
“Anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours.”
Li sighed again, then muttered something under her breath in Chinese. “The staircase is here. It’ll lead to the basement.”
They took the stairs down, checking to make sure they weren’t followed. They didn’t see any cameras in the stairwell, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Just to be sure, Jake tapped his earpiece and asked, “Are you noticing anything that would suggest we’ve been seen?”
“Nothing so far. Have you found the servers yet?”
“Not yet. We just got to the basement.”
“All right,” Jess said. “One sec… Okay, you’re going to want to go about thirty yards east, then turn left. That’s going to take you to a little alcove in the wall where the guards posted at the doors can’t see you.”
“How many guards?”
“Five. Two at the front entrance, two at the rear and one roaming inside. You’ll have to take out the guards at the rear entrance. That’s where you’re headed. Then you’ll need to find a nice dark place to hide and plug in the little doohickey.”
“Is that what we’re calling it? The doohickey?”
“Sure. Why not? It doesn’t matter where you plug it in. It’ll do its magic and open a doorway for me. After that, I start hunting. I can’t really give you a timeline, though, so we’re kind of just hoping that this works before you guys are found out.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“Sounds like something,” Jess replied.
Li grabbed Jake and pulled him into a shallow depression in one of the massive beams that supported the skyscraper. She pointed ahead, and he looked to see a windowless room about the size of a small grocery store. In front of a set of double doors stood two bored-looking guards with handguns.
Armed guards weren't an ordinary thing to find in front of a corporation's security room. It was possible that since this company was technically state-owned this, was considered a national security issue, but Jake highly doubted it.
They were hiding something.
Jake tapped his earpiece again. “Two guards. They look like security guards, not military. We’re going to try a non-lethal takedown.”
Li frowned at him. “Non-lethal?”
“I’m not going to kill two innocent people just doing their job. Unless we think they might know about their boss’s actions, there’s no need to kill them.”
Li’s frown deepened, but she didn’t protest.
“Okay,” Jess said. “I’m going to scramble the cameras in front of the door. As you might imagine, that’s something that can raise some questions, so it would be really nice if you two got inside very quickly.”
“Understood. On your mark.”
A few seconds passed. Jake watched the guards, his body coiled like a spring. “You take the left, I’ll take the right,” he told Li.
Li nodded once. A few more seconds passed. Then Jess said, “Go!”
The two of them sprinted for the guards. For a second, the guards didn’t notice them. When Li and Jake were about ten yards away, their eyes widened. They reached for their handguns and started to call for help.
Jake grabbed his guard and clamped a hand over his mouth. In a single movement, he spun the man around and wrapped him in a chokehold. The guard managed to draw his handgun, but he was out before he could pull the trigger. His arm went limp, and the gun slipped from his grasp. Jake caught it before it hit the floor and gently lowered the man to the ground.
He looked at Li to find her removing her own guard’s weapon. The man lay on the ground with blood dripping from a cut above his eye. “He’s not dead,” she assured Jake.
Jake nodded, and the two of them entered the room.
The room consisted of rows of servers lined up in two banks with a central aisle in the middle. Wires stretched between the servers and collected in pipelines in the ceiling to be distributed throughout the building. The room hummed with energy, and lights blinked on the various processors. Overall, it was actually a little underwhelming. After riding a space plane a bunch of computers just weren’t that impressive anymore.
“Move,” Li said. “I hear the other guard.”
They moved in between one of the rows and disappeared into the shadows at the end of the row. An equally bored-looking guard shuffled past them, headphones in his ears and some sort of pastry in his hand. Apparently, no one considered the possibility of an actual security threat to Hebei.
When the guard was out of sight, Jake retrieved the small foldable transmitter from a pouch in his belt and quickly opened it. He plugged it into a USB port and tapped his earpiece. “Okay, Jess,” he whispered. “It’s in.”
“That’s what she said.”
He rolled his eyes. “Ha ha. Are you in?”
“Give me one… now I’m in. Okay, try not to attract attention. If the guard in the room finds you, try to take him out quietly. I’ll let you know if I find anything we can use.”
“Understood.”
The two of them waited in silence while Jess looked through Hebei’s records. It felt a little bit like casting a net into a school of herring looking for a few stray angelfish. The records of a company of this size would be impossible to dig through bit by bit. So Jess would program her search engine to look for key words and key records within a narrow date range. Then, she would look at whatever the computer flagged and determine if any of them were important.
Even then, there was just so much. Jake and Li saw the guard pass them twice while they waited. Jake was keenly aware of how close the two of them were. He could almost feel Li’s breath on his shoulder. He wasn’t attracted to her, and he doubted like hell she felt anything other than reluctant tolerance of him, but it still felt odd to be in such close quarters with a woman who wasn’t Sheila. He would sit near Jess sometimes when they were looking at the same computer screen, but that was different and never for more than a few seconds.
He sighed. He missed Sheila so much. He missed having her there. He missed coming home after work and sitting on the couch with her. He missed talking to her about her day, telling her about his. He missed being married, damn it. It was so hard to be alone when he was used to having her there.
When we get home, I’m fixing this, he promised himself. I don’t care what I have to do. I’ll figure it out. I’m fixing things with Sheila.
Almost immediately, the accusatory voice in his head asked, Even if it means leaving the Service?
He hated that he still couldn’t answer that question.
His earpiece chirped. “Okay. I have something for you two. Tell Li to accept the call I just made to her satellite phone. She’ll want to hear this too.”
Li jumped an instant later as her phone buzzed. “It’s Jess,” Jake whispered. “She says to answer.”
Li stared at him in shock. “She has my number?”
“She does now.”
She stared at him a moment longer. After hearing that Li knew almost everything about him, his mission in China and even the method of transport he’d used to get here, it felt good to see Li shocked by what they could do for a change.
She answered, and Jess said. “Okay, I have bad news and worse news.”
“Wonderful,” Jake said. “What’s the bad news?”
“The bad news is that I didn’t find anything that tells me where Sheila might be.”
"That's the bad news? What's the worst news?"
“The worse news is that I’m looking at a lot of communications between Chiao and several other email addresses that suggest that Chiao and his companions plan to orchestrate several waves of large-scale cyberattacks on both U.S. and Chinese infrastructure.”
Li stiffened. Jake tried to process this information, but it was so far out of left field that it took him a moment. “What? The U.S. and China?”
“Yes. It looks like—this is just my opinion—but it looks like they’re trying to break down U.S.-China relations. I thought it was relevant because Sheila’s kidnapping is already risking our relationship. And the first attack will be on the Chinese Ministry of State Security. Chiao and his companions will suggest that the U.S. did this in retaliation for Sheila’s capture. The official story will be that we just hacked into their systems because we don’t trust them, and we think they’re lying about what happened to her.”
“But we’ll deny that,” Jake said.
“We’ll deny the attack, but will we deny that we think they’re lying? I don’t know, Jake. What really makes this the worse news is that I’m starting to see a way this might work.”
Jake looked at Li. The Chinese agent was ashen. "All right. Keep looking, Jess. Let me know if—"
“Hey! Nĭshìshéi? Nĭbùnéngzàizhèlĭ”
Jake spun around to see the guard looking at them. He pulled a radio from his pocket and spoke into it as he fumbled for his gun. Jake rushed him, knocking him out with a single blow to his temple.
It was too late. Sirens began to sound, and red lights started flashing in the server room. Their cover was blown.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Jake swore and ran back to grab the transmitter. “Jess, did you get the data?”
“I have the data, but I’ve been cut out of the system,” she said. “I was trying to identify the names on the emails, but… can’t… losing signal.”
“Jess? Jess, we’re losing you.”
There was a burst of static, followed by. “Shit!... shut down… Jake!”
“Jess! Jess!”
There was no answer. Jake swore. “Damn it! Come on, Li. We need to go.”
To emphasize that point, the door opened, and the two security guards from the other entrance rushed in, firing at them. Jake returned fire, aiming at their shoulders. He still didn’t want to kill innocent people if it could be avoided.
The guards went down, and Li quickly reached them and took their weapons. One of the guards grabbed her ankle, but she kicked his head with her free leg, and he went limp. She tossed one of the guns to Jake, and the two of them left the server room.
Jake tossed the third gun away as he ran. He had the first guard’s weapon in his hand and his own service weapon in the holster. He didn’t need the third gun, and he didn’t want to just stuff it in his pants. At least this way, the guard it belonged to wouldn’t be able to find it for a while.
“We need to get out of the building,” Jake told Li.
“Oh really? You don’t say.”
“Sarcasm isn’t helpful right now. They jammed Jess’s signal, so she can’t look at those emails and try to identify the senders, but the transmitter stores a limited amount of the data it sends, so if we’re lucky, we can look into the names ourselves.”
“And if we’re not lucky?”
Shouting erupted behind them, followed by a burst of gunfire. Jake pulled Li behind a pillar and replied, “Then we’ll die here.”
She chuckled. “Sounds like fun.”
He couldn’t quite stifle a smile. Li was infuriating, but she was proving to be brave as hell and committed to finding Shiela even at risk of her own life. Maybe when this was all over, the two of them could stay in contact as friends.
More gunfire pulled his head back to the present. Can’t have friends if you’re dead.
He returned fire and saw several other guards wearing bulletproof vests dive for cover. He aimed carefully and put a bullet into the vest of the slowest guard. The guard cried out and fell, and as Jake predicted, his companions focused on him and called what Jake assumed was his name.
“Come on,” he said, grabbing Li and rushing for the stairwell.
As they ascended the staircase, Li asked, “Where did you learn to fight like that?”
“Marine Corps,” he replied. “And being the head of Presidential Security to the President everyone wants to kill has kept my skills sharp.”
“Well, it’s appreciated. I thought I’d have to drag you around like dead weight.”
“I’m overjoyed to prove you wrong.”
She chuckled, and Jake realized he was joking. He smiled slightly and realized he was starting to respect the acerbic Chinese agent.
They reached the first floor, and Li reached for the door handle, but he grabbed his wrist and shook his head. “Second floor. We’re going out through a back window. They’ll be looking for us on the first floor.”
“Right.”
He led her to the second floor and stopped in front of the door. When he peered through the window onto the floor, he saw no guards.
The door to the basement below burst open, and Jake heard shouting as their pursuers chased them. “Shit. Go now!”
They ran onto the second floor, sacrificing stealth for speed. Jake ran down a corridor until he reached another that ran parallel to the glass panes of the wall. He looked outside and found police vehicles gathering in front of the building.
“Yeah, we definitely need to go out the back. Come on.”
He turned down another corridor that led the opposite way. At the end of the long hallway was the glass pane of the opposite wall of the building. He had a glass cutter, but he had no idea if it would work on this glass. The building was one of the largest skyscrapers Jake had ever seen, well over a thousand feet tall. The glass was no doubt far sturdier than the typical office building glass in America.
Shouting from the hallway they had entered told Jake it didn't matter anymore. They would need to get through quickly. Once more, stealth would have to be sacrificed.
“I’m going to shoot the glass out,” he told Li. “We’re going to have to jump. Can you do that?”
“It sounds like I don’t have a choice.”
“Tuck your head and roll. Try to land on—”
“Yes, I can jump. I was just being sarcastic.”
He glared at her. “I told you. Not helpful.”
He drew his service weapon and leveled both pistols at the glass. He fired eight rounds before the glass finally shattered. A bullet whizzed past his head from behind, but he didn’t stop to look. He just ran through the window and jumped.
When he looked down, he saw the concrete and asphalt of a loading dock. Lovely. He landed on his feet, tucking and rolling. That kept him from breaking anything, but the fall was still jarring.
Gonna feel that in the morning.
He got to his feet to see Li picking herself up. She looked dazed, but there was no time to wait. Bullets sprayed around them, and as they sprinted to the gate on the other end of the loading dock, Li cried out and stumbled.
“Are you hit?” Jake called.
“I’m all right! It grazed my calf. I’m fine.”
They reached the fence. Li climbed first while Jake covered her. One of the guards had tried to jump after Jake and Li, but he had landed badly and broken something. He lay on the ground, crying out in pain. His companions fired at the two of them from the open window, but they ducked for cover when Jake returned fire.
He heard sirens and scrambled up the fence. It was topped with razor wire, and he had to vault over to avoid getting sliced up. That meant landing hard on the concrete again, although he was able to mitigate that somewhat by falling back onto the fence and letting that absorb some of the impact.
It still hurt like hell.
The sirens grew louder. Li grabbed his wrist and pulled him down the street toward a block of high rises. Jake ran toward an alley, but she pulled him to a stop in the middle of a crowd of people and worked them deeper.
“Show surprise at the sirens,” she whispered to him.
He looked toward the police cars, which were now skidding to a halt at the gate they had just vaulted. “We look like shit,” he whispered.
“Yes we do,” she replied, “but this is a big city, and no one will notice unless we act like we notice. Follow me. We need to get back to my apartment. We can use my laptop to look for the men Yang Chiao was talking with.”
She led them two blocks ahead, then back in a large circle to approach her apartment building from behind. As they drew closer, she said, “We won’t be in a crowd anymore, and everyone can hear the sirens, so it matters now that we look terrible. You need to put your arm around me and laugh like we just got finished screwing each other.”
He stared at her incredulously. “Are you serious? I’m not going to do that!”
“You don’t need to kiss me, moron!” she snapped. “But when people see us with crazy hair, scuffs all over our clothes and dirt on our faces, they need to think we had a quickie behind the restaurant, not that we just escaped the Hebei building.”
Jake frowned, but when they walked into the building, he pulled her close and laughed. “Do other people here speak English?”
“Probably not,” she replied with a giggle.
“Good, because it’s important to me that you know this is really uncomfortable.”
She giggled again and pressed her hand to his chest. “I’m not having any more fun than you are.”
They got in the elevator. Jake tried to pull away, but she grabbed his collar and leaned into him. Her body melted against his, and it reminded him so much of Sheila that he nearly bent down and kissed Li. Damn it, he hated this so much.
“Wait until we get to the room,” she said. “They might have cameras in the elevator. Just hold on a few more seconds.”
The elevator door opened, and she grabbed his hand and pulled him quickly to the room, laughing and grinning like they were about to continue their liaison. Jake followed suit, but Sheila’s image flickered across his mind. Every smile, every laugh, every soft shake of Li’s hips turned to his wife in front of his eyes.
He needed her back. He needed her in love with him again.
They entered the room, and Li immediately dropped the act. “See?” she said with a touch of offense. “Not really trying to jump your bones.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “So sorry I wasn’t having tons of fun.”
“It’s not about having fun,” she said. “You need to be able to lie if you’re going to be a spy.”
“I’m not a spy.”
“Clearly. Give me the transmitter and turn the TV on."
Jake handed Li the transmitter, and she plugged it into her laptop. “The tv,” she said. “So we can talk without being overheard. It’s not likely that anyone speaks English here, but I’d rather not take chances.”
Jake found the remote and turned the TV on. It opened to some game show where contestants had to list what they preferred in a dating partner and then choose a random person who was sitting behind a curtain. There was an American version of this show too, but Jake couldn't remember the name of it.
“It’s going to take a while to decode this,” Li said. “Especially since I’m only using a laptop. Go shower. When we leave, we can’t look like we just went three rounds with Namsaknoi.”
“Who?”
“He’s a Muay Thai champion. Forget about it. Just go clean yourself, please. I promise I won’t shower with you.”
“Li?”
She looked up at the ceiling, then at him. “Okay, if you don’t go shower now and quickly, I’ll have to shower with you. Please, for Heaven's sake, just listen to me for once."
In reply, Jake pointed at the tv. The game show was cut off by a breaking news story. Jake couldn’t understand the Chinese being spoken, but he recognized the image of the two of them breaking into Hebei’s server room.
Li swore in Chinese. “They know our faces now.”
“Not yours,” Jake said. “They only got the top of your head. But they have a pretty good image of me.”
And as soon as that got back to the U.S., the world would know that the President had sent his Secret Service agent son-in-law to rescue Sheila. His cover would be blown, and trust between the two nations would be jeopardized.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
“Forget the shower,” Li said, closing her laptop and tossing the transmitter back to Jake. “Can you fold that up again?”
“Sure.” He folded it and placed it back in its pouch. “Will they know I’m here?”
“I’m sure they will. This is my actual apartment, not a safe house. I’m not best friends with anyone here, but they know me, and twice now, they saw me bring you here. Someone will call the police and tell them that their poor friend is unknowingly dating a criminal.”
She shoved her laptop and a few other tools into a backpack as she talked. When she finished, she looked at Jake. "I don't suppose you brought a change of clothes with you?"
Jake blinked. He hadn’t actually brought anything with him. He’d gone straight to Bryan the moment Max arrived to watch Beau, and he’d gone straight to his flight from there.
“Yeah, I didn’t think so. Crap. We’ll need to get you more clothes, but that won’t help us right now. I’m going to change, at least. As soon as I’m dressed, we’re leaving.”
She disappeared into the bedroom. While she was gone, Jake tapped his earpiece. “Jess? Jess, are you there?”
Static. Jess was still jammed. Jake feared that he might be cut off from her for good now. He was grateful for Li's help. Without her, he'd be alone. Or he'd still be working with Jess, but neither of them would have any idea what to do.
Li emerged a moment later in a pair of baggy pants and a pullover sweater. Or was it called a cardigan if it didn’t have a hood? Sheila used to tease him for not knowing the difference.
“When you’re finished staring at me, do you want to get out of here before the police show up?”
He felt heat climb his cheeks. “Sorry. I was just… never mind.”
She gave him a fishy look as she grabbed her bag. “Please try very hard to act like a normal person and not a fish so far out of water he’s forgotten how to breathe.”
They left the apartment and moved casually toward the elevator. Li sighed and shook her head.
“What is it?” Jake asked.
“I feel like an idiot dressed nicely next to a guy who looks like he begs for his meals.”
“Well, a few moments ago, you looked like that homeless guy just banged you against the side of a building, so from where I’m standing, this is an improvement.”
“Fair enough.”
They took Li’s car. They weren’t going to be coming back here any time soon. Jake would probably never be back.
“I’m taking you to a clothing store,” she said. “By which I mean I’m parking the car near a clothing store. You’re staying inside while I get you some clothes. After that, we’re going to Sizzle’s place.”
“Who’s Sizzle?”
“A friend of mine. A tech wizard. Like Jess. The nickname’s stupid—something he saw in an American Youtube video, I guess–and the man who owns it is even worse, but he knows technology. He’s probably the best hacker in Beijing.”
“You want him to look at these emails,” Jake guessed.
“Yes. With your face in the news, it won’t be long before people realize who you are and why you’re here. That will make things very complicated for us. So we need to move more quickly.”
“Can you trust Sizzle?”
She sighed. “I can trust him as long as he’s not tortured. I don’t see him betraying us, but he won’t handle pain very well.”
The casual way Li brought that up chilled Jake. “All right.”
“Relax. Lesson two about being a spy: freaking out fixes nothing.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Lesson three is that your best doesn’t mean jack shit. You’ll do it or you’ll fail.”
“Got it.”
Traffic in Washington, D.C. was notorious. Jake often joked semi-seriously that the Beltway was a better parking lot than a highway. It could sometimes take over a half hour to get the five miles from Sheila’s place in Arlington to their house in D.C.
But compared to Beijing, the Beltway was an open road. It wasn’t even dawn yet, and the road was packed with cars. Even the sidewalks were filled with people milling and jostling about without showing any reaction to the fact that they were rubbing shoulders with thousands of strangers.
Even more incredibly, not one person looked their way. They were covered in blood and dirt, and Jake was a tall foreigner, and not one person cared. It was unreal to Jake how anonymous people were here. 
In a stroke of luck, Li managed to pull into a parking spot in a garage behind an outdoor mall just as someone else was pulling out. She shut the engine off and reminded him, “Stay here.”
“Do you need to know my size?” he asked when they parked.
“No.”
She slammed the door and walked into the building. “All right,” Jake said drily.
He looked through the window at the people walking by. No one spared a second glance for him. In that way, Beijing reminded Jake a little of New York. He had only visited New York a few times, but each time he got the impression that everyone was in too much of a rush to care what anyone else was doing. This was a sharp contrast to D.C., where it seemed like a local pastime to notice everything everyone did and loudly proclaim one's opinion of it.
His phone buzzed. He jumped and sighed irritably. Probably Li asking him about his size. He pulled it from his pocket, and his eyes widened when he recognized Jess’s number.
“Jess?”
“Oh, thank God,” she said. “You’re alive.”
“We’re alive. We made it out of the building. It was damned close, though.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet. They jammed my signal, so I had to create a new one. That’s why I’m not calling you on the earpiece right now. I’ll need to reprogram it to accept this new frequency. Where are you now?”
“I’m waiting for Li to buy me some clothes.”
“To buy you clothes?”
“It’s a long story. The short version is I look dirty and grimy, and I need to look not like that soon.”
“Got it.”
“We have a bigger problem,” Jake said. “They saw me.”
“Who saw you?”
“Everyone. Everyone in Beijing whose televisions are turned on has probably seen an image of my face by now.”
Jess was silent for a moment. “Please tell me you’re joking.”
“I wish I was. Security cameras caught us breaking into the server room. They only got the top of Li’s head, but they got my full face.”
“Shit! This is bad, Jake.”
“Yeah, I know. Has news reached the United States yet?”
“Not yet, but it will. Damn it. They don’t know it’s you, do they? I mean, they don’t know who you are, right?”
“I’m sure the right people would recognize me if they saw me, but as far as I know, Li is the only person in China who knows I’m here.”
“Well, it needs to stay that way. Shit. How clear is the image?”
“Not very, thankfully.”
“Wonderful. Some good news” She sighed. “Seriously, though, Jake, how do you miss a security camera?”
“What was I supposed to do? We’re kind of on a deadline here, Jess. I didn’t have time to do a thorough sweep of the building.”
“I know, I know.” She sighed again. “Look, I’ll call the President so he can get ahead of this at the White House. Hopefully, he can come up with some kind of statement for the media before the whole world knows you’re there.”
“Thank you.”
“It probably won’t make a difference,” she groused, “but maybe it’ll slow things down. Where are you guys going next?”
“We’re going to one of Li’s contacts to see if he can figure out who Yang Chiao’s been emailing about starting a war between the U.S. and China. Now that you’re back, though, do you think you can look?”
“Actually, no. When they jammed my signal, they sent a virus that piggybacked on my code and corrupted all of the data you sent me. I had to shut the system down and reboot it to keep from losing everything. Do you have the transmitter?”
“Yes. That’s what her guy’s going to look at.”
“Good. That should have the emails still. Keep me posted and stay safe. Is she there, by the way?”
Jake looked out the window to see Li walking back with a shopping bag in her hand. “She’s on her way back now.”
“Then I’ll make it brief. Be careful with her. So far she seems to be on her side, but remember, she works for China first.”
Jake nodded. “I know. I’ll keep an eye on her.”
“Have an exit plan too.”
“I will.”
She hung up, and Jake put the phone in her pocket just before Li entered the car. She didn’t say anything to him before pulling onto the road.
Jake reached for the bag, and she said, “You can look at it when we get to the safehouse. Don’t change in the car.”
“I’m not going to change in the car,” he scoffed. “Wait. Safehouse?”
“Yes. You need to change, and we both need to shower.”
“You had a safehouse here this whole time? Why were we at your apartment?”
“Because you are very much not cleared to know about Ministry of State Security safehouses. However, since neither of us are cleared to do a damned thing we’re doing right now, it doesn’t really matter. We’re going to stop there, shower and change, then go to Sizzle’s.”
“Any chance we could just shower at Sizzle’s place? We need to hurry.”
“I need to drop my stuff off at the safehouse,” she explained. “And we’re meeting Sizzle at his shop, not his apartment.” She looked at Jake. “Was that Jess you were talking to before?”
“Yes.”
“Can she look at the data for us?”
His lips thinned. “No, her data was corrupted.”
“Well then we’re stuck with Sizzle.” She glanced at him. “That’s good that you got a hold of Jess, though. We might be able to use her if she can get her stuff working again.”
His phone buzzed again. “Here she is once more.” He answered. “Hey, Jess. I have Li sitting next to me.”
“That’s fine. Put her on speaker actually. I have some big news that she needs to hear.”
He felt a chill run through him at the anxiety in Jess’s voice. “What is it?”
“The True Army just sent the President another proof of life video. This one is Sheila answering questions to prove she’s alive. She looks unhurt. Scared, but unhurt.”
Relief flooded him. She was still alive. They still had a chance to rescue her. “Any idea where she is?”
“No. It looked like she was still in the same van as the first image. That’s not the real news, though.”
Jake frowned. “What’s the real news?”
“They changed their demands. They said they realize that the President can’t order military action against South Korea. Instead, they want Bryan to publicly accuse China of orchestrating the kidnapping.”
Li swore softly. Jake’s frown deepened. That all but confirmed the relationship between Yang Chiao and Sheila’s kidnappers. They were trying to create conflict between the United States and China. Jake guessed that they wanted the U.S. to accuse China of the kidnapping shortly before the cyberattack.
“What did Bryan say?”
“He hasn’t replied to them yet.”
A voice spoke from Jess’s end. “Hold on, Jake.”
The sound muted for a long time. Jake resisted the urge to interrupt, but the anxiety in his chest deepened the longer he waited for an answer.
When Jess finally returned, she did nothing to alleviate his anxiety. “Shit. I was too late, Jake.”
“Too late for what? What’s happening, Jess?”
“They know about you. China does. They don’t know it’s you yet, but they know you're not a common criminal."
“What happened?” Jake repeated.
“The Chinese government just reprimanded the United States for not maintaining an open dialogue surrounding Sheila’s recovery. They’re demanding that Bryan reveal the name of the American spy who was seen breaking into Hebei Industries headquarters.”
Li swore again, not so softly. Jake’s heart dropped to the floor.
His cover had been blown. Wherever Sheila was now, she would almost certainly be hidden somewhere much harder to find. Everything was falling apart around him, and somewhere out there was the love of his life, scared and alone.
And on top of all of that, Jake was now on the run from Chinese police.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
Li frowned at Jake when he stepped into the living room. “I should have bought hair dye.”
“No amount of hair dye in the world is going to change the fact that I’m a six-foot-two American.”
Her frown deepened. “Right. Good point.”
Li’s safehouse was essentially just another apartment, although in a much less upscale building in a much less affluent neighborhood. It wasn’t as dirty or dangerous as the slum where Li had interrogated the tenant of one of Yang Chiao’s buildings, but it was worn and old. In twenty years, it would either be demolished to make way for another skyscraper, or it would be another slum. For the moment, it was anonymous, and that was good enough for them.
Li crossed her arms. She had showered before Jake and now wore a different outfit: dark pants with a cream-colored shirt and a tan suede jacket. If not for the hardness in her eyes, she would look like any other civilian.
Jake, unfortunately, was blessed with what Sheila called a “cop face.” People could always guess that he was in some sort of law enforcement.
That mattered a lot less than the fact that Jake was an American who looked suspiciously like the same man who had committed an act of terrorism in a skyscraper that served as the head of China’s largest technology firm. “Is there a chance you can bring Sizzle here?” he asked Li.
“I’m committing treason bringing you here,” she replied. “I sure as hell can’t bring a hacker here.” She looked him over and said, “You’re just going to have to walk with your head down. I don’t suppose you’d know what I meant if I told you to walk smaller.”
He shook his head. “Afraid not.”
She sighed. “Damn it, why couldn’t you be a spy? Okay. Well, keep your head down. We’ll drive so we can minimize the amount of time you spend outside. Please try very hard not to be noticeable.”
They left the safehouse. Jake kept his eyes on the ground, and the collar of his coat turned up. He bunched his shoulders and tucked his chin. Doing all of this probably made him look bigger rather than smaller, but it hid his face a little. If someone looked closely, they could tell, but a casual glance might be fooled.
Once in the car, Jake risked sitting up a little straighter. The windows were tinted, and the streets were surprisingly not especially crowded. The reason for that became clear a moment later when Li said, “We’re taking the long way to avoid traffic, so if I seem like I’m driving in a circle, that’s why.”
“Got it.”
The area of the city they were in was like the safehouse: old, worn and in the process of being forgotten. The people here reflected that. Their faces were tired and blank, and any emotion that leaked through was a sort of soft resignation that Jake had seen before on the faces of people who had tried hard their entire lives and were just beginning to realize that they were going to fail anyway. It was a bleak look, and it perfectly matched the emotion in his own heart.
He hadn’t given up on finding Sheila yet, but the walls were closing in, and he wasn’t sure how much more time he had before they fell on top of him.
This is nothing you haven’t dealt with before, he reminded himself. It’s just another rescue mission.
Except it was different. Because this time it was Sheila he was rescuing, not Bryan. He cared for Bryan as a friend, and he was committed to keeping him safe as the President, but he loved Sheila. He needed her. If he lost her, he would lose himself.
And Beau. He hadn’t let himself think much about Beau since arriving here. It was too painful to think about how he would tell their son that his mommy wasn’t coming home. How would he raise him without Sheila’s kindness and support to balance his strength and discipline?
How would he raise him? He couldn’t work and raise Beau. Not until he was in school, and then his work would be based around Beau’s schedule. There would be no more Secret Service career for him. He could have Carrie and Max watch him, but he had no idea what his relationship with Carrie would look like without Sheila, and Max was older and not as energetic as he used to be.
He sighed and ran his hands through his hair. He didn’t know. He just didn’t know.
“Hey.”
He looked up at Li to see her regarding him with compassion.
“We’ll find her,” she said. “Don’t lose hope.”
Her encouragement was like a ray of sunshine breaking through the clouds. He smiled softly. “Thank you.”
She returned a brief smile of her own. “Also, we’re here.”
“Here” was a strip mall of single- and two-story shops with backlit plastic signs and storefronts protected by sliding steel barricades like the type Jake had seen at check cashing places and jewelry stores back home.
Most of the shops were closed. It was about three in the morning, and this area wasn’t as lively as the more modern part of the city. A few homeless people muttered to themselves on the sidewalk, but if they even noticed Jake and Li, they didn’t acknowledge the two of them.
Sizzle’s shop was listed as closed, but a light was on inside. A grungy-looking man in his mid-thirties sat behind a computer screen with massive headphones on. He bobbed and swayed to whatever music was playing inside of them and lifted a thermos that Jake was filled with some combination of energy drink and alcohol.
Li knocked on the door. The man jumped, spilling his concoction, and stared at the door in surprise. When he saw Li, his eyes lit up. He rushed toward them, forgetting about his headphones, which tore off of his head and slammed onto the ground. With a cry of fear, he dropped to his knees and cradled the instrument in his hand, inspecting it carefully.
Jake lifted an eyebrow at Li.
“He’s good,” she promised.
She didn’t look very confident.
The door opened, and Sizzle greeted Li in exuberant Mandarin. Li said something and looked at Jake. Sizzle looked him up and down and paled. He asked Li a question, and when she nodded in the affirmative, he shivered and stepped back, lifting his hands. He unleashed a stream of speech, but when Li stepped forward and laid a hand on his shoulder, he melted instantly.
Poor kid, Jake thought. Or maybe not poor kid. Maybe he was Li’s type. Who was Jake to judge?
Finally, Sizzle sighed and said in accented but understandable English. “Okay. Fine.” He turned to Jake. “Hi. I’m Sizzle.”
“Jake.”
Sizzle nodded and stuck his hand out. When Jake didn’t do anything, he waggled his fingers expectantly.
“He wants you to give him the transmitter,” Li said. “He’s going to look at the data for us.”
“Right.”
Jake didn’t feel great about giving Sizzle a piece of top-secret technology, and he felt even less great when Sizzle’s eyes opened as big as dinner plates, and he began jabbering excitedly to Li.
“Can he work with it or not?” he asked Li.
“Patience, Jake,” Li said tiredly. “This is part of his process.”
“Will his process involve looking at the data anytime soon?”
Li didn’t have to answer that, because Sizzle apparently satisfied his curiosity. He plugged the transmitter into the computer, took a deep breath and cracked his knuckles. Then he began to type. Jake watched with morbid fascination as his jaw went slack and his eyes lost expression. If not for his fingers moving like blurs over his keyboard, he would have looked dead.
Jake turned to Li. “Now what?”
“Now we wait.”
 
***
 
At some point while they waited, Li disappeared and returned from somewhere with a box of cakes and two cups of tea. The two of them ate while Sizzle continued to work. The sky had lightened to the gray of pre-dawn. Jake guessed maybe an hour before sunrise.
He broke the long silence by asking, “So is he your boyfriend or something?”
Li seemed to find that hilarious. She pressed her hand to her face and turned away, shoulders shaking with laughter. Jake chuckled. “Just wondering.”
“Why?” she asked, still laughing. “Are you jealous?”
“Just trying to make conversation.”
“God. You are such a terrible spy. Seriously, don’t try to switch careers.”
He rolled his eyes. “Forget it.”
“No, it’s okay. I’m not offended. I just think it’s funny that you can’t go a few hours without talking to someone. God, your poor wife.”
He stiffened slightly and looked away. Li’s laughter faded. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
“It’s all right. Don’t worry about it.”
“No. He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my friend. We worked together at the Beijing traffic administration department before the Ministry of State picked me up. We still hang out from time to time. I know he’s the polar opposite of me, but he’s funny and he’s nice, and he doesn’t try to sleep with me, which is rare with men.”
Jake thought back to the look on Sizzle’s face when Li touched his arm. He had a feeling Sizzle’s feelings for Li were a lot less platonic than Li wanted to believe. “So does he help you a lot with your work?”
“Yeah, he does. This shop is sort of a Ministry front.” Seeing the alarm on Jake’s face, she said, “Don’t worry, it’s not official. High-ranking agents like me have a lot of leeway. I authorized a monthly income that will make up for what his actual business can’t cover. He gets his own business, and I have a tech guy I can use whenever I want. It’s kind of like the mafia where you come from. The government here controls everything in name, but in practice, the middle managers can do whatever they want as long as they make sure the big guy gets paid. The street crews can do whatever they want as long as the middle managers get paid. So on and so forth.”
“You know a lot about American culture for someone who’s lived here her whole life.”
She shrugged. “You’re the biggest rival we have as a nation. It’s a good idea to know your enemy at least as well as you know yourself.”
Jake felt uneasy at that admission, but he couldn’t say he was surprised. The U.S. and China were the two most powerful nations on Earth, and they had very different ideals when it came to government and global politics. They might be able to work together a little better, but they would probably never be true friends.
Sizzle shouted something in Mandarin. He called them over urgently. The two of them stood and crossed to him. Jake cursed softly when he saw the screen. Li had translated everything into Chinese characters, and Jake couldn’t read it.
Li could. She blanched when she read the screen. Sizzle said something, and she issued terse commands in Mandarin. Sizzle quickly turned back to his computer. He pulled the transmitter off and handed it to Jake. Jake took it, and Sizzle’s hands resumed flying over the keyboard.
“What’s going on?” Jake asked. “What’s he doing?”
“He’s scrubbing every piece of evidence that this data was ever on his computer,” Li explained. “He never saw us tonight, and he never even heard of you. He was too busy playing video games to watch the news.”
“That’s a good idea,” Jake said. “It’ll keep him off of their radar. But what did he see? What did you see?”
She took a deep breath that shook a little when she released it. “Names. A lot of names. Very high-ranking people in both the Chinese and North Korean governments. Yang Chiao’s conspiracy is more involved than I thought.”
“What are the names doing?”
“Talking. But hoo boy, what conversations they’re having. It looks like he’s at the head of a concerted effort to destabilize both superpowers. There’s not much detail in these messages, but it looks like they believe that they all stand to profit greatly from conflict between our nations.”
“They can’t possibly believe that they can start a war between the U.S. and China.”
“They do.”
“There’s no way,” Jake said firmly. “That’s a doomsday scenario. No one on either side is stupid enough to get pulled into that.”
Li turned back to the screen as though she could see the messages there still. “I hope you’re right.”
Her fear gutted Jake’s confidence. It seemed ludicrous to think that the United States would go to war with China. Bryan would certainly never go that far.
But Bryan was one person, and if there was anything Jake had learned about people, it was to never underestimate how far they would go to get what they wanted.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Bryan sighed and rubbed his forehead. He should have known better. Hell, he did know better. Of course, Jake was going to get caught. He wasn't a spy. He was a Secret Service agent. Protection was his wheelhouse, not extraction. Definitely not insertion and definitely not remaining incognito in a nation full of people who looked very different from him.
And now Bryan had to deal with some very angry Chinese leaders who wanted to know why the U.S. had decided to take over their rescue operation without consulting them first.
That was the big thing. Not talking to them first. So far, Bryan had spoken to the President, the Premier, the Foreign Minister and the Minister of State. All of them relayed essentially the same message. We get it, she’s your daughter, but you could have at least talked to us before you sent someone in to start attacking our businesses.
Actually, that was the big thing. Not that Jake was in China, but that he was in China getting into gunfights with security guards at skyscrapers.
Bryan didn’t believe the rhetoric for one second. If Jake was in that building, it was because he found a lead. As for his partner, Jake’s partner Jess had debunked their hasty claim that the woman in question was someone named Yuan Chi and was a vagabond bank robber. Jess had declined to say who exactly the woman was so that President could maintain plausible deniability, but she assured Bryan the stranger was a friend.
All of that meant that Jake was on track to find Sheila. Unfortunately, it meant he had less time. The Chinese government was in an uproar, the North Korean government was panicking, and the attackers had changed their demands. They’d thought better of asking the President to attack an ally and now just wanted him to accuse a rival.
It was a much better plan than their first one, and it could result in the same thing. China was largely responsible for keeping North Korea in check. If they decided not to, then the North could invade the South. They’d get smacked down, but then China would have an excuse to invade, and the U.S. would have to step up. It would be the Korean war all over again, except that half the planet was itching to get into a fight now. Russia was just waiting for China and the U.S. to go at it, so they could go after Europe without the U.S. there to intervene. Europe wanted to get the jump on Russia and needed a reason. The Middle East was a powder keg again, and God only knew how many different terrorist groups domestic and foreign were going to jump on the bandwagon.
In a blast of bitter irony, it occurred to him that Jake was now the biggest threat to peace in Asia. If Jake wasn’t in the picture, then China and the U.S. could work together to root out the terrorists and punish them. They could work together to locate Sheila, and if they succeeded, it would strengthen the bonds between the two countries rather than weakening them.
Instead, a rogue U.S. agent who wasn’t really a rogue U.S. agent either succeeded, or Bryan would lose his daughter and quite possibly world peace. He had never hated being President more than he did in that moment.
“Sir?”
He sighed and sat up straight. “Yes, Jean?”
“We’re ready.”
He nodded. “Right. Go ahead.”
He was about to release a statement, his initial response to the cluster bomb that had just gone off. This would hopefully appease China and give Jake a little more room to work.
It would also tell his daughter’s captors that he had no intention of giving into their demands. He had no idea how they would react. Would they try again? Would they send him another video, this time of Sheila being tortured? Would they give up and just kill her out of spite?
Dozens of possibilities swam through his head. All of them were terrible. The only one that offered a sliver of hope was Jake somehow finding and rescuing Sheila.
God, what a tiny sliver of hope that was.
“And three… two… one…”
The red light blinked on, and Bryan began.
"Citizens of the United States of America. Friends around the world. Once more, we find ourselves embroiled in a circumstance that none of us could have foreseen and none of us wished for. My daughter has been kidnapped by terrorists. To say this is a father's worst nightmare is an understatement of titanic proportions. The bright future that the Chinese President and I have envisioned for our nations is in jeopardy. To say that is a leader's worst nightmare would also be an understatement. It is the world's worst nightmare.
“For this reason, I will first address the disturbing reports that the Chinese government is in some way connected to the heinous abduction of my daughter from the Hall of Supreme Harmony in the Forbidden City. This could not be further from the truth. The Premier of the People’s Republic of China has given me his assurance—and I believe him—that the Chinese government is in no way responsible for Sheila’s abduction and is in fact doing all they can to assist in her rescue. The leader of my daughter’s security team has confirmed to me that the Chinese Ministry of State has gone above and beyond in their efforts to recover Sheila, and they continue to do so. Our nations are on the cusp of an unforeseen level of cooperation, and I will not allow these vicious rumors to jeopardize that.
“Second, I will address reports of unauthorized American vigilantes attempting to circumvent the processes by which I am confident we will recover my daughter alive and well. To you, whoever you are and wherever you are, I say please stop. I appreciate your desire to save Sheila, but your actions are not only jeopardizing her safety, they are jeopardizing the stability and safety of billions across the world. Two nations are sparing no expense to retrieve Sheila using resources that you cannot fathom nor hope to match. Quite bluntly, please let them do their jobs. This is the only warning you’ll receive. Further unauthorized action within the border of a sovereign nation will be handled according to the laws of that sovereign nation.
“Finally, let me address the terrorists who have taken my daughter from me. You will fail. We will find you. We will find my daughter. If harm comes to her, the price will be taken from your blood. If harm comes to the world, the price will be taken from your flesh. I speak harshly because our retaliation will be harsh. The best course of action for you is to return Sheila to us unharmed. Otherwise, we will deal with you as we have dealt with all terrorists before you.”
He paused a moment. What he was about to say wasn’t on the official transcript. Part of him was unsure if he should say it.
Then he thought of Sheila’s face, the way her voice shook when she spoke on the video those animals had sent him. His eyes hardened, and he looked directly forward.
“I encourage you to remember the fate of Eli Bard, the traitor who attempted several times to assassinate me and murdered many American civilians in the process. I encourage you to remember Vincent St. Clair, who unleashed a virus on the French capital. Remember Petrov and Hadad, the arms dealers who thought they could steal American technology and use it to cause destruction in the Middle East and on American soil. Remember Victor Okafor, whose life was lost with that of his entire army when he chose to break his oath of peace and threaten global security.
“And remember Nikolai, the Russian terrorist who kidnapped Sheila before you. Remember what happened to him. To all of them. You have made a grave, fatal mistake. We are coming for you. Pray that you come to your senses and return my daughter to me safe and sound before we find you.”
He nodded at Jean, and the camera cut off. She smiled at him. “Well said, sir.”
“Thank you.” Now, let's hope I didn't just get Sheila killed.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
Sizzle released a cry that was halfway between a squeak and a shout. He showed his phone to Li and unleashed a stream of anxious speech.
Li took the phone and frowned. “Shit.”
“What is it?” Jake asked. “What’s going on?”
“China’s demanded that the U.S. identify the spy they sent to attack their infrastructure.”
Jake got to his feet and put his hands behind his head. “Well, shit.”
“Shit is right. Now your nation knows your cover is blown.”
“Did they mention my name? Do people know it’s me specifically?”
“Not yet. Your President referred to you as an unauthorized and unsanctioned vigilante.”
“Well, that’s some good news.”
“Yes, but how long will it last? I knew who you were because I remembered the news article about your wedding to Sheila. I can guarantee you that by sunrise, people will know exactly who the vigilante is.”
Jake looked out the window of the shop. The gray outside had brightened considerably. “Speaking of sunrise.”
Li looked outside and swore. “We need to get out of here.”
She said something to Sizzle in Mandarin. He nodded, then stood and pulled her into a fierce embrace. Jake looked away, not wanting to intrude. After several seconds, she gently pulled away and said something else. Sizzle replied briefly, then Li said, “Okay, come on. Sizzle will keep his phone on in case I need more help. We need to leave Beijing as quickly as possible.”
“How bad is traffic this time of morning?”
“On the highways? It’s always bad. We’ll take the car on side streets as long as we can, but we’ll need to leave the city on foot and get to a rural area to take another car.”
“And go where?”
“I don’t know. Not here.”
“Shouldn’t we investigate those people Sizzle discovered?”
Li barked a short laugh. “Some of those people are two steps removed from the Premier. They’re the definition of untouchable.” Jake started to protest, and she lifted her hand. “We’ll investigate them,” she assured him. “But we can’t go after them directly the way we went after Chiao. Not with everyone looking for you.”
The gray lightened to yellow on the eastern end of the street. The sun had risen.
“Come on,” Li said.
She grabbed his hand and pulled him from the shop. Jake took a last look back at Sizzle as they left. He watched them go with a pained expression. Jake hoped Sizzle would be okay. He didn’t know the man well, but he had risked his neck to help them find Sheila. Jake would hate to learn that he had been imprisoned or worse for his trouble.
Traffic was already considerably thicker, even on the minor streets. The minutes ticked by as they slowly crawled through the deadlock. Li’s knuckles were white on the wheel, and Jake didn’t feel any more relaxed than she did.
His phone buzzed. Jess. “Hey, Jess. What’s up?”
“Well, your cover is all but blown here. So there’s that.”
“Yeah, we knew that already.”
“You knew that China was looking for an American who matched your description. It’s worse now. The President just issued a statement condemning the unsanctioned and unauthorized vigilante in China. He warned that if you get caught, China can do whatever they want with you. I’m paraphrasing, but that was definitely the thrust of it.”
“He has to say that,” Jake replied.
“And now he has to do it,” Jess insisted. “So you’d better not get caught, because there might not be anything I can do to get you uncaught.”
“I understand. We’re on our way out of Beijing right now. We’re going to head somewhere rural and figure out our next step from there.” A thought occurred to him. “That video the terrorists sent. Can you confirm where it was sent from? That’ll tell us where Sheila is. Or at least where she was. We might be able to find out where they were heading.”
“I can tell you it came from China,” Jess said. “But that’s as much as I can narrow it down right now. That virus really did a number on my programs. I have to rewrite a bunch of stuff, rebuild some hardware and… well, it’s a lot of work.”
“I’ll leave you to it,” Jake said. “Any idea where in China?”
“No, not really. I’m guessing east since the op is being run by Koreans.”
“Right. Keep me posted if you learn more.”
“I will. Please be careful, Jake.”
He hung up, and Li asked, “What news?”
“The kidnappers sent the President another proof of life video. Jess can’t tell exactly where it came from, but it came from China.”
“That’s good,” Li replied. “If she remains in China, we can still find her. If she crosses into North Korea, she’s out of reach.”
“I’ll find her,” Jake said. “No matter where she is, I’ll find her.”
“Well, I appreciate your bravery, but bravery won’t stop an artillery shell. In any case, this is good news. Does she know where in China?”
Jake shook his head. “She’s still trying to repair her systems after the virus attack from Hebei.”
Li nodded. “Well, I’m going to assume east.”
She pulled to a stop. “We’re getting out here. Follow me. I’m going to lead you into the forest. I have a vehicle there that we can take out of the Beijing area.”
Jake stepped out to see that he was facing the same plateau on which his hypersonic transport had landed… Was it only yesterday? God, it felt so much longer.
“Come on.” Li said. “Follow me.”
He followed her onto the path that led to the top of the plateau. It had taken Jake about an hour to descend the mountain. He figured twice that to get to the top. Then from there... he still didn’t know.
Where could they look next? Beijing was off limits to them. That meant that it was the best place for the terrorists to keep Sheila, but on the other hand, they would be more easily seen in Beijing. No, they weren’t near Beijing.
But where?
He thought of what they had learned so far and tried to think of where the terrorists might have taken Shiela. It would have to be a property they owned but not their primary source of income, a place they could control but that wouldn’t be attached to their name.
“Li? Call Sizzler back. Tell him to look for any properties owned by the people who talked to Yang Chiao. We know the terrorists were at one slum. Let’s see if they visited any others.”
Li didn’t seem too enthusiastic about this lead. “I guess it’s better than nothing.” She pulled her phone out and dialed.
Jake looked back at the city behind them. From here, it looked like almost any other city. A little bit bigger and a little more spread out, but just a city. He wondered what Sheila thought when she arrived. She wasn’t one to be impressed by towering skyscrapers and crowds of people.
Maybe she was daunted by the sheer mass of the place. Twenty-two million people in one city, crammed to the gills, living their entire lives churning away as cogs in a machine too vast to care about the little pieces it chewed up and spit out every day. Times like these, Jake could understand why Sheila's dream life was a cabin in the woods far away from the crush of people.
“All right,” Li said. “We found some.”
“Some properties?”
“Yes. These men are wealthy beyond belief. They own properties all over China.”
Jake’s heart sank. “Wonderful. And there’s no way to know which one they might have taken her to?”
“Well, only one of them is connected to the two people who’s communicated with everyone on the list we stole from Hebei. It’s in Shenyang, and it’s co-owned by Chen Wei and the Minister of State Security.”
“Your boss?”
“More like my boss’s boss’s boss’s boss’s boss’s boss,” she replied. “But yes. Knowing what I know of him, he’ll want to have control over Sheila’s movements and whereabouts as long as she’s in China. It’s a guess, but like I said, it’s an educated one. This property in Shenyang is an old factory that builds parts for heavy machinery. It’s inactive, but it’s still registered. Not with the Ministry, though. It’s owned privately by the Minister himself.”
“Sounds promising.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, “but it’s the best chance we have.”
“Story of my life. So how far is Shenyang?”
“Far. It’s a nine-hour drive the route we’re taking.”
“Nine hours?”
“Yep. Fortunately for both of us, Sizzle packed snacks in my bag before we left.”
Jake wasn’t concerned about food at the moment. “What’s the likelihood that Sheila will still be in China by the time we get to that building?”
Li sighed. “All we can do right now is hope for the best. We’re two people versus the world. There’s only so much we can do.”
Jake didn't reply. He knew she was right, but he hated it. What if it wasn't enough? What if he was too late? What if he went through all of this, and Sheila still died?
For the first time, he wished he had done what Sheila wanted. He wished they had moved away from D.C. and found a home in the wilderness, far away from the rest of the world and the responsibilities of its leaders and those sworn to protect them.
For the first time, he wished the person taking on the world wasn’t him.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
The vehicle Li had stashed on the mountain was a rugged SUV that reminded Jake vaguely of a Jeep Grand Cherokee crossed with a Hummer H2. It was surprisingly spacious inside, a good thing since they would have to spend nine hours in it.
It also looked very much like an off-road vehicle. That concerned Jake, because it meant moving slowly over rough terrain instead of quickly on pavement. “We don’t have a car we can take on the road?” he asked.
“This is a road-worthy truck,” she assured him. “But a car wouldn’t have made it up here.”
She started the engine, and Jake heard the low rumble of a diesel. “How fast is it?”
"Fast enough. We're not going to be breaking any speed limits no matter what we're driving. This vehicle works in our favor because it'll get us down the mountain, and it looks just military enough that a police officer will probably avoid inspecting it, but a military caravan probably won't feel a need to ask who we are and what we're doing with it."
“I really don’t like all of the probablys in there.”
“I don’t know what to tell you.”
She put the truck in gear, and they navigated slowly down the rough road. “No one’s going to wonder why this truck appeared out of nowhere?”
“It didn’t appear out of nowhere. This is a little used trail, but it’s a perfectly valid off-road trail, and this is a registered off-road vehicle.” She turned to him. “Will you relax? I know you’re nervous about your wife, but freaking out over every little thing isn’t going to help her.”
“Yeah, I know,” he grumbled. “I guess I just hate waiting.”
“I think what you really hate is not being in control.”
He frowned. “Yeah. That too.”
“Where does that come from, you think?”
“Wanting to be in control?”
“Yes. You really can’t handle it when you’re not the one solving every problem. It bothers you a lot to rely on other people. Why is that?”
“It doesn’t bother me to rely on other people.”
“Yes, it does. You get anxious anytime you’re not in charge. When we were in the slum interrogating that tenant, you were as jumpy as a hamster surrounded by hawks. When we were in the Hebei building, you led the infiltration, and you were cool as ice. Now I’m taking the lead again, and you’re grouchy and jumpy once more.”
“I’m in a foreign nation with no allies but my partner who is thousands of miles away and a Chinese spy who, no offense, cares more about China than she does about my wife.”
“Why would I be offended by that?”
Jake rolled his eyes. “My point is that my anxiety isn’t because I’m a control freak. It’s because my wife is missing, and our two-year-old son is waiting for us both to come home. That matters more to me than anything else. It’s the most important thing in the world to me. It’s not the most important thing to anyone else. My father-in-law might want Sheila safe more than he wants anything else, but he has to put the United States first. You believe it’s in China’s best interests to find Sheila, but the moment that changes, you’ll do what you think is best for China, even if it means letting her die.
“I get it. She’s one woman. I’m one man. Our child is one boy. All of that compared to billions of people is nothing. But it’s not nothing to me. It’s everything to me, and I’m on borrowed time. Eventually, everyone else will give up on her because preventing a cold war between the U.S. and China will take precedence.
"But not to me. She matters more than everything to me. More than China. More than the world. More than the U.S., I'm the only one that feels that way, and on top of that, I know that it's right for everyone else to put global security ahead of her. But it sucks. So that's why I'm anxious."
She didn’t reply for a while. When she did, it was only to say, “If you say so.”
Jake looked away from her and stared out of the passenger window. They were in the middle of a forest now. The highway was reduced to a single lane, and aside from the occasional semi or box truck, they were the only vehicle on the road. Jake could almost have convinced himself they were on a farm-to-market road in Virginia, and Sheila was the woman sitting to his left and not Li.
Her words stung. He didn't agree that he was a control freak, but Li's observation was similar to Sheila's. He needed to do something. He wasn't good at being passive. Li interpreted it as a desire to be in charge all the time, while Sheila thought it was some sort of martyr complex.
Jake had always thought of it as duty before now. Why would he sit still and let others do the job when he was capable of fighting? It was a value instilled in him from his first day of Basic. Marines never sat back and watched other people fight. They all fought as a unit, and everyone fought until no one fought.
But people left that behind. Max had left it behind, and he wasn't much older than Jake was now when he retired. He was a Master Gunnery Sergeant, the royal E-9 grade that was surpassed in reverence perhaps only by the mythical Chief Warrant Officer. Max had served thirty years in the Marine Corps. The age-old adage that you could take the Marine out of the Corps, but you couldn't take the Corps out of the Marine should have applied to him more than anyone.
But it didn’t. Max was still strong and disciplined, and Jake had no doubt that even pushing sixty he could handle himself in a fight, but he wasn’t in any kind of service role anymore. As soon as he left, he bought his bar and proceeded to spend the past ten years happily serving drinks and shooting the breeze with old-timers. When Eli Bard was terrorizing the nation, Max helped Jake from time to time at Jake’s personal request, but that’s all he did. He sat at home when Bard assaulted the White House. He sheltered Jake at his cabin in Virginia when Jake looked for Petrov’s hidden airfield, but he didn’t join Jake in the assault.
He was retired, and he was perfectly fine letting other people do the job of protecting the nation. So why couldn’t Jake do the same?
Jake sighed and leaned back in his chair. He’d lost count of how many times he’d asked this question. There was no point to it anymore. He couldn’t. That was all there is to it. Max could walk away, but Jake couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Who knew?
And maybe his inability to let go meant he would lose his family. He wished to hell that was enough to inspire him to leave, but it wasn't. And there was no point in arguing that point anymore, either. He loved his family, but his love for them only increased his drive to protect. Even if he lost everything.
 
***
 
The next thing he was aware of was Li shaking him awake. “Jake!” she hissed. “Jake, wake up!”
He sat up slowly and rubbed his eyes. “How long was I asleep?”
“About eight hours. You need to be awake now, though. There’s a problem.”
Jake came instantly to alertness. “What is it?”
“Be calm. There’s a roadblock ahead. I don’t think I can get us through.”
He frowned. “A roadblock? Why?”
“I don’t know, but they’re stopping and searching every vehicle.”
Jake looked through the windshield and found that it was true. Armed men shone flashlights into vehicles and opened doors and trunks. As he watched, the driver of a panel truck was pulled from his vehicle and forced to his knees while the soldiers opened the back and searched the cargo box.
Jake feared he knew what they were searching for. “Are they looking for us?”
Li’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “Yes, I think so.”
Jake took stock of the situation. The roadblock was formed with two armored military vehicles roughly equivalent to U.S. Humvees. Gunners stood in nests atop the vehicles behind heavy machine guns. Four soldiers searched each vehicle while another four stood at attention in front of the vehicles. Their faces wore the stony expressions of combat veterans.
One of the searchers hauled the driver of the panel truck to his feet and shoved him to his vehicle. The man stumbled to his knees, then quickly got to his feet and clambered into the driver’s seat. The panel truck moved slowly in between the military trucks and the searchers moved on to the next vehicle.
There were two more vehicles between that car and Jake and Li’s truck. Jake thought quickly. “Can this truck outrun those military trucks?”
She shook her head. “I doubt it.”
“Okay. Then we need to get the jump on them. When they come to us, you gun the motor, and we put as much distance as we can between us before they can turn around and start pursuit.”
“This is a long, straight highway, and those assault rifles are good to five hundred meters. They’ll chew us up.”
“This truck’s armored, isn’t it?”
“Nominally, but it’s not going to handle a concentrated volley of automatic rifle fire.”
Jake looked to either side of the road. To their left was a steep wall. To their right lay an equally steep drop that descended five hundred feet to the forest below.
The soldiers moved to the next vehicle. One of them glanced toward their truck, and Jake quickly ducked.
He looked up at Li. Her face was white as a sheet. “Shenyang is three miles east. The factory is the Liaoning Manufacturing Production Facility-Shenyang. It’s in the Hunnan District to the southeast. Talk to as few people as possible. Be seen by as few people as possible. There’s no doubt a reward for your capture.”
“Let’s focus on getting through this roadblock,” Jake replied. “Then we can worry about how to get there.”
“Stay outside of the city limits until you get to the east side of the city. Then cut north. The factory’s name will be printed in Mandarin, but you’ll recognize it by the green microchip logo next to the name.”
Jake’s brow furrowed. “Li, I know what you’re about to do. Don’t do it. We can get through this.”
“We can’t. You can’t evade capture if they see you, and I can’t get us through this blockade because the orders for your capture come from over my head.”
“Li—”
“Go.”
She reached over him, and Jake heard a shout as the soldiers rushed to see what was going on. Jake reached for his weapon. He wasn’t going to abandon her. Another thing the Marines taught him was never to leave anyone behind. He would be damned if he started that now.
Li didn’t leave him a choice. “Go!”
She reached over him and opened the door. Then she unbuckled his seatbelt.
“Li, don’t—”
“Cover your head.”
She planted her foot on his chest and kicked hard. He fell out of the vehicle and had just enough time to see the shocked face of a soldier before he tumbled over the edge.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
 
Jake curled into a ball and covered his head. The drop was too steep for him to stop his fall. He just had to hope he didn’t hit anything hard enough to break his neck or his back.
The ground was soft, thankfully. The trees he bounced off of on his way down were not. Several times, he slammed his shoulder or legs into a trunk, and once, he jammed his ankle hard enough that he feared he broke it.
Above him, he heard the staccato crack of rifle fire, the screeching of tires and the roar of diesel engines as Li led the soldiers away. After a few seconds, the sound of branches snapping and his body thumping against the ground and trees overcame the firefight. Or maybe Li and her pursuers had just put enough distance between them that the sound didn’t carry anymore.
The ground leveled out sharply, and Jake came to rest a moment later. He uncurled his body and lay flat, grimacing and gasping as pain rippled through him. He had no idea if anything was broken, but he was badly bruised, at least.
He lay still, waiting for his heart rate to calm before he assessed his injuries. The noise from the road above was a whisper now. Li and the soldiers were long gone. Once more, Jake was alone.
He hoped Li would survive. She could concoct a story about Jake kidnapping her and forcing her to transport him, but it would be very hard to defend her decision to flee the soldiers. Unless they fired first and she was afraid for her life.
Then again, this was China. As Li was fond of pointing out, Jake didn’t know how things worked here. For all he knew, death before dishonor was the rule here. She might be court-martialed or killed for not sitting still and letting the soldiers shoot her.
Or she could have escaped. She’d proven to be extremely capable, even more capable than Jake in a lot of ways. She might have been able to avoid capture or death.
Either way, there was nothing Jake could do about it now. It galled him to leave someone behind, but he had to find his wife. Sheila was more important than anything. And Li clearly did believe that it was best for China that Sheila be rescued, even if it meant sacrificing her own life.
Jake tested his wrenched ankle first. It was badly bruised and quickly swelling, but it moved without any spikes of pain or weakness that would indicate a sprain. He moved each limb in turn, finding similar injuries. The worst damage appeared to be to his left hip. It spasmed whenever he lifted his left knee more than a few inches. A deep ache in his right side suggested a rib that was at least badly bruised if not cracked.
He turned his head. His neck felt stiff, but otherwise, his spine seemed fine.
Now he had to get to his feet. He rolled over, and a wave of dizziness came over him. His head began to pound, and he had to lower it between his knees for several minutes to avoid passing out.
That meant a concussion, probably a fairly severe one. He didn’t remember going unconscious, but the rolling and thumping certainly hadn’t done his head any favors.
The dizziness meant he was slow in getting up. He had to pause again on his hands and knees, then sitting up, then on one knee before finally lifting himself up.
The dizziness that overtook him upon standing was less severe than before. Maybe not so severe a concussion after all. The pain and disorientation was receding to a more manageable level as the minutes passed.
He took several deep breaths, and when he felt comfortable enough to ignore the remaining pain, he considered his next move. Li had said to go east, then cut north toward the city once he was on the eastern edge. The problem was that he didn’t know where the eastern edge was. She’d said the city was three miles east, but was that the western edge, the eastern edge or the factory?
There was another problem to consider. He’d lost the handgun he’d stolen from the Hebei Industries security guard and now had only his service weapon and two clips of ammunition. That would be enough for an infiltration if he needed it, but not enough for combat.
He regretted his earlier dislike of her. She might not be right about him being a control freak, but it was true that he'd chafed under her leadership, even when he acknowledged it was necessary to turn the reins over to her. Now, he wished she was still here. She would know exactly where to go.
His cell phone buzzed. At first, he thought it was an insect of some sort, and he slapped at his pocket. When his hand fell on something hard instead of something soft, he realized what the buzzing was and frowned. The concussion had affected his cognition. That wasn’t good.
He pulled the phone out, and when he saw Jess’s number, his heart leaped. He had forgotten about her, probably another effect of hitting his head so many times.
He wasn’t alone. He still had his partner.
He answered, and Jess said, “Jake! Thank God. I’ve been trying to call you for ten minutes.”
Jake blinked and looked at his phone screen. He saw no fewer than six missed calls from Jess. “Sorry. I hit my head a bit.”
Jess’s voice showed concern when she replied. “You hit your head? Are you all right?”
“I’m good enough,” he answered. “Do you have a read on my position?”
“No, not anymore. That’s why I’m calling you.”
He frowned. Either the fall had damaged the GPS on his phone, or the trees were blocking the signal. “I need to get to the… the…” damn it, what had Li called the building? “The Liaoning something or other. It’s a factory in Shenyang that Li thinks Sheila might be held at.”
“A factory?”
“Yeah. It’s got a… a green logo. Something about chips.”
“Chips?”
“Yeah. No, wait. A green microchip logo. It’s in the Hunnan District.”
“Hold on a sec.”
Jake closed his eyes and took several deep breaths while he waited for Jess. The confusion he was experiencing could be a real problem if it was extensive enough. It wasn’t good that he couldn’t remember a conversation he’d had less than a half hour ago. If he forgot something serious, like how to load his pistol, then his life—and by extension Sheila’s—could be in jeopardy.
“Jake? Are you there?”
He opened his eyes. “Yeah. I’m here.”
“Is it the LiaoningManufacturing Production Facility-Shenyang?”
The conversation with Li snapped back into his memory. “Yes! That’s it. It’s in Hunnan District. Li said I should go east and then cut north when I’m on the eastern edge of the city.”
“Is she not with you anymore?”
He sighed. “No. We ran into a roadblock. The Chinese Ministry of State Security is looking for me. She kicked me out of the vehicle and led them away.”
“Like, literally kicked you?”
“Yes. I rolled about five hundred feet down a mountain. That’s how I hit my head.”
“Jesus.” There was a long pause. Then Jess said, “Could I convince you to wait for extraction and let a CIA SOG team raid the facility?”
“No. That’ll take days to set up. Li saw the hypersonic transport that brought me here. That’s already going to be a big problem for us. They won’t use it again. That means standard infiltration, and by the time they’re here, Sheila will either be gone or dead.”
“Yeah,” Jess admitted reluctantly. “Crap. Okay. I can’t see you, but if you tell me where you are, I can guide you to the factory. I know it’s a waste of time to say this, but please be careful.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Do you still have your compass?”
He fished for the instrument and pulled it out. The glass was scuffed but unbroken, and the needle still pointed north. “Yeah, I have it.”
“Good. Head east. When you see buildings, let me know.”
“Will do.” He hung up, took a final deep breath, then started toward Shenyang.
 
***
 
Night had fallen when he found himself outside of the Liaoning Manufacturing Production Facility-Shenyang. It had taken Jake another several hours to get through the city. Police patrolled the street, stopping people and holding pictures of Jake up. Once, an officer had stood in front of an alley where Jake was hiding, and Jake had to wait for nearly an hour for him to move before he could resume his journey. But finally, he was here, and he could begin his search for Sheila in earnest.
The factory was dark, but Jake could hear the hum of machinery within. It might officially be closed, but there was no doubt that something was taking place within its white concrete walls.
The fence was a simple chain link with barbed wire at the top. He had to move slowly due to his injuries, but he was able to scale it and approach a small back door.
“Okay, Jess. I’m in position.”
“Good. Do you see anyone?”
“No. Just me.”
“Any cameras?”
“None I can see, but I didn’t see any at the Hebei facility either.”
“This is an older factory. It looks like it was shut down thirteen years ago. It’s also not the headquarters of a massive tech company. We’ll hope that means it doesn’t have some sort of recessed camera hidden inside.”
“Hope springs eternal.”
“Screw you. Right now, hope is all I have.”
 “I know. I’m not making fun of you.”
She sighed. “I can’t see inside the factory. It’s shielded with some sort of nonconductive heavy metal. I’m going to guess some sort of tungsten alloy. Either way, it’s scrambling my signal. I can’t tell you what you’ll be looking at when you get inside, and I can’t talk to you while you’re in there.”
“Sounds like fun,” Jake quipped.
“Go to hell. I hate when you say stuff like that.”
“I’ll be okay,” Jake tried instead.
“Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel better. Look, can I at least convince you to go in quiet instead of trying to shoot the place up.”
“Well, I have one pistol and two clips, so yeah, going in quiet won’t be a problem.”
“That doesn’t make me feel better.”
“Me either,” Jake said. “I’ll call you when I’m out. Hopefully with Sheila.”
“All right.”
“Have you heard from Max at all?” Jake asked.
A brief pause. “Yes, I called him before I called you earlier. Beau’s doing all right. He misses you and Sheila.”
A lump formed in Jake’s throat. He sniffed and wiped a tear from his eye. “Yeah, I’ll bet. I miss him too.”
A longer pause this time. “You have to come home, Jake. Even if… Listen, Beau can’t lose both of you. Do you understand?”
The lump constricted. Jake swallowed and nodded, but of course, Jess wasn’t there to see him nod. “Yes, I understand.”
“Okay. Do your best to find Sheila, but remember you have a kid waiting for you who won’t understand where both of his parents went.”
“I get it,” he said roughly. Then, more softly. “I have to try, Jess.”
“You always do.”
Her tone was neutral, and Jake couldn’t tell if she was praising him or accusing him. He swallowed again, then said, “I’ll call you later.”
He hung up just in time to see the back door open. He didn't hesitate. The man who stepped outside had enough time to stare in alarm before Jake grabbed him and put him in a headlock. He put his foot in the door to hold it open and squeezed until he felt his captive go limp. Then, he gently lowered the man to the ground and slipped into the factory.



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
A blanket of silence fell over Jake. Whatever they used to insulate the factory not only scrambled Jess’s signals but blocked all outside sound from reaching them. The hum he’d heard earlier must have come from some sort of external generator.
He was standing in a hallway that ran parallel to the building’s wall. It was lit by bright fluorescents spaced every seven feet or so on the ceiling. He couldn’t see any doors on the inner side of the hallway between where he stood and where the corridor turned at the far corner of the building.
He really wished he could talk to Jess right now. This building was at least thirty thousand square feet. He could wander for hours and never find Sheila. Having someone who could look inside would have helped a lot.
Well, Jess couldn’t do that either. He’d have to do the best he could on his own.
He drew his handgun and started moving.
When he reached the far corner, he found himself looking at another hallway running parallel to the wall. This one also revealed no doors between where he stood and the opposite corner.
He took a deep breath and reminded himself to be patient, then crossed this corridor. When he turned the opposite corner, he found a row of doors stretching the entire length of the hallway. Evidently, they only had entrances on the front of the factory.
Jake wondered about that. Why have a long corridor around the facility with doors only on one side?
The answer to that became clear when a door some yards away opened. A loud whine echoed through the corridor when it opened and stopped immediately when it closed. Evidently, the inner side of the hallway was insulated as well.
The more pressing matter was the two terrorists who stared at Jake in shock. Jake drew his weapon and called, “Don’t move! Tell me where I can find the First Daughter!”
The terrorists unleashed a stream of Korean and drew their weapons. Jake shot both of them before they could fire. He wasn’t worried about being heard with the soundproofing, but the moment anyone else stepped out of one of these doors, they would know they had been infiltrated.
Not that it mattered. He had to enter the facility anyway.
He passed the door the two terrorists had exited through and tried another door fifty feet down. It opened into a large storage closet. The closet was empty of people, so Jake stepped inside. Shelves lined two of the walls, filled with boxes of cables, hard drives, motherboards and other computer equipment Jake didn’t recognize.
The whine was audible in this room, though not so powerful as it was coming from the room the two terrorists had exited. Whatever was happening in this building, it was happening there.
He recalled the plans for cyber attacks on China and the U.S. This facility probably housed the servers Yang Chiao planned to use to orchestrate the attacks.
He stood in the room for a moment, trying to think of what to do. The heart of this factory was those servers—if that's what they were—but that didn't mean Sheila would be held there. In fact, she was more likely to be somewhere on the periphery of the facility in one of these out-of-the-way rooms. She may or may not be under guard, but Jake guessed she probably was, considering how important she was especially considering that they knew a lot of people were looking for her.
The question was, did he search for her room by room, or did he make his way to the center of the facility and try to interrogate the terrorists holding her? On one hand, it could take hours to search this entire factory. On the other hand, it wasn’t likely that any of the terrorists spoke English, and he didn’t speak Mandarin or Korean.
He swore softly. The one thing he hated more than doing nothing was not knowing what to do.
Well, sitting around in a damned closet won’t accomplish anything.
He left the room and entered a hallway. The lights were off here, and the gray shadow that filtered in from the lights of the perimeter hallway outside wasn’t enough to tell Jake where he was. He fished his penlight out of his pocket and switched it on to reveal a collection of offices. Maybe it was the administrative center of the factory. Or maybe there was no factory, and the name was always a front.
Either way, there was no one here. He quickly checked the offices for Sheila while he worked out what he wanted to do. There were ten offices arranged in a rectangle with four offices on the long sides and two on one of the short sides. The other short side opened into another hallway that led toward the middle of the factory.
With no other way out other than returning to the perimeter hallway, Jake pressed forward. It looked like he was going to be forced toward the central part of the facility no matter what. He’d just have to hope he could overcome the language barrier when he interrogated the terrorists.
Assuming he found them. He’d expected the factory to be full of terrorists, but so far, he’d only encountered two. Where was everyone else? And if they weren’t here, then was Sheila here, or had they already taken her to North Korea?
A chill ran through him. He prayed that he wasn’t already too late.
He reached the end of the hallway, but when he opened the only remaining door, he found himself in another corridor with no doors on either side. The sound was muted here as it was in the perimeter hallway.
What the hell was this place? It seemed to be laid out like a maze. Was that intentional? Some sort of trick to ensure that outsiders couldn’t successfully navigate the building?
That actually made a lot of sense. If nefarious things were taking place here, then Chiao would want to be able to confuse invaders long enough to give himself a chance to escape.
A chill ran down his spine. He’d never considered the possibility that the terrorists might simply run. He thought that this place might hold the servers Chiao would use to launch a cyberattack, but he could be completely wrong. The whine he heard before could have been an industrial fan or an A/C motor. The terrorists might have discovered that he had killed three of their number, and even now, they and Sheila might be in a van heading for the North Korean border.
Damn, he wished he had someone else with him. Even if he didn’t have Jess’s eye in the sky, Li could have improved their chances of success by penetrating toward the middle and interrogating the terrorists in their own language, or Chiao in his while Jake could search the perimeter.
Or they'd both just get lost in the maze. The building was warm and even a little muggy due to the lack of air circulation, at least in this section. He shivered anyway.
The corridor ended at a T-intersection with another soundproofed hallway. Jake turned inward. Now that he knew they might flee, he was committed to finding the terrorists, or at least learning as soon as possible if they had left the building.
This hallway extended for thirty yards. That would put him past the door through which the terrorists had exited. If he did his math right, it would put him one wall removed from the perimeter hallway.
Panic and anger rose in equal measure in his mind, feeding off of each other until his knuckles went white around his gun and his light. He focused on his breathing to relax his body, but it did nothing to help his mind. Images of Sheila fading into the distance in the back of a van while he explored this termite mound of a factory assailed him.
Jake rarely felt small. Even when he faced enormous odds and the consequences of failure were catastrophic, he never felt unequal to the challenge. This was the first time he’d encountered a situation that made him feel inadequate.
Because this was Sheila. This wasn’t the nation or the President. This wasn’t “democracy” or “freedom” or the “Western World.” This wasn’t his life or the lives of his fellow Marines or Secret Service agents. This was his wife. This was the mother of his child. This was the woman Beau was missing while Max did his best to distract the toddler from the inconceivable possibility that he might never see Mommy and Daddy again.
If Jake ever needed convincing proof that he valued Sheila more than he valued his country, this was it. Jake didn’t believe in God, but he prayed fervently for her return, promising that if He just gave her back to him, he would leave the Secret Service, leave Washington, hell, leave the country. Anything to have his wife home safe.
This hallway ended at another door. This door was a typical office door like the others, but the little glass window of this one was covered in black tape. Jake pressed his ear to the gap in between the door and the hallway.
The slight gap allowed a bit of sound to escape through the insulation. He recognized the high-pitched industrial whine he’d heard before. A sliver of light came through the gap as well.
Jake turned off his penlight and placed it in his pocket. He put his hand on the door and braced himself, holding his weapon at the ready. After a deep breath, he opened the door and stepped through.
The door opened into a cavernous room. Jake stood on a rectangular mezzanine about twelve feet wide with a fence on the inner end. There were three other doors, one on each side of the mezzanine. Past the fence, the floor dropped thirty feet. Jake looked around and saw no terrorists on the mezzanine, but voices echoed up from the lower floor in the middle.
He dropped to his elbows and army-crawled toward the fence. When he peered over the edge, he saw that his initial suspicion was correct. This was the control center for the planned cyberattack. The whine he heard came from a massive radio dish that dominated the center of the room and rose to the roof. The roof here was separated into two panels that Jake guessed would open to allow the antenna to transmit whatever signal would carry the attack.
At the bottom of the room, Jake counted nine figures in white lab coats. They moved between the antenna and three consoles, one at the base of the instrument and two on the near wall directly below Jake. He guessed he would find a similar scene on the other side. There was no sign of the terrorists or Sheila. He crawled back from the edge and moved around the mezzanine to check the other side.
The whine was oppressively loud, but Jake could still hear voices. One voice, actually. It came over a PA system every thirty seconds or so. It belonged to a middle-aged man, as nearly as Jake could tell. It was a rich and resonant baritone, although Jake supposed that could be an effect of the PA system.
Jake couldn’t understand what was being said, so he didn’t know what exactly was taking place below. They could either be staging the first cyberattack or they could just be testing equipment. Either way, that wasn’t his top priority. He needed to find Sheila.
He reached the other side and crawled to the edge again. As he suspected, he found almost precisely the same scene here as before, with two exceptions. First, in addition to the people in white lab coats, there were a half dozen rough-looking men in casual clothes. Two of them carried rifles slung casually over their shoulders. These must be the terrorists.
The other difference was a man standing on a raised platform in between the two wall consoles. He wore an immaculately tailored business suit and looked at a console of his own. Jake had never seen the man before, but he knew he was looking at Yang Chiao.
Chiao leaned over to a microphone to his right, but before he could speak, a shout sounded behind Jake. He spun around and saw two terrorists entering the mezzanine. They lifted their rifles toward him with murder in their eyes.
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Jake rolled to his right just before a bullet ricocheted off of the floor where he lay a moment ago. He continued rolling and got to his knees, firing at the man who had shot at him. The man dove away from the bullet, and his companion fired another shot at Jake.
Jake tried to twist away from this one, but he didn’t quite move quickly enough. The bullet grazed his shoulder, and he cried out with pain. He got to his feet and fired rapidly at the gunman. The rifleman tried to evade the shots, but there was no cover on the mezzanine. Three of Jake’s bullets found their mark, and the terrorist dropped dead.
Unfortunately for Jake, his companion had time to recover. He shouted a battle cry and fired at Jake.
Jake had no choice. He didn’t have any cover, and he didn’t have time to get to the door. His pistol wouldn’t compete with an automatic rifle.
He ran to the edge of the fence and vaulted over the edge. Bullets whizzed past him as the terrorists on the ground shot at him.
He twisted mid air and rapidly planned his next move. When he hit the ground, he rolled forward and kept rolling, keeping the movement going by kicking out with his legs. A spray of bullets hit the ground where he would have stopped if he’d let momentum dictate things.
He came up to his knees and fired at the terrorists in front of him. He caught one of the riflemen in the throat. The man fell back against the platform, and Chiao flinched backwards, wide-eyed with shock.
Jake ran to the right, narrowly avoiding a burst from the other rifleman on the ground. The bullets slammed into the antenna instead.
“Hēi!”Chiao shouted.“Xiǎoxīndiǎn, nǐzhègebáichī!”
Distracted by his boss, the rifleman took his eyes off of Jake. Jake made him pay for his mistake, putting a bullet through his head before diving around the corner and taking cover on the other side of the antenna.
The lab coats were running aimlessly, shouting in panic, although Jake could barely hear them over the jet-engine screech of the antenna. He pressed his body against the antenna and checked his shoulder.
The bullet had cut a deep groove in his shoulder. It hadn’t lodged in his arm, but the cut was bleeding profusely. When he had time, he would have to bind it tightly to staunch the blood.
“Hei!”
Jake followed the shout to see the rifleman on the mezzanine aiming at him. He swore and dove forward, narrowly avoiding another burst of gunfire. More bullets whipped past him from the four remaining terrorists on the floor. One of them hit a lab coat who was fleeing toward an elevator car. The lab coat stiffened, then fell face forward hard.
Jake returned fire, but the terrorists fanned out and zigzagged. Jake kept firing to keep them from taking good aim, but that meant not firing at the rifleman.
He ran backwards as fast as he could but tripped just before reaching cover underneath the mezzanine. He landed on his back and stared upward at the rifleman aiming down at him.
“Shit!” he cried, aiming upwards and firing. His bullet found his mark, and the terrorist fell over the railing and landed directly on top of him.
Ironically, that ended up saving his life. Three handgun bullets meant for Jake’s chest slammed into the dead rifleman’s body instead.
Jake used his left arm to pull the terrorist completely over him and fired at his attackers from behind the body while he kicked himself backwards toward the wall. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Chiao watching the fight, lips pulled back in a snarl.
Jake aimed carefully and fired. He was forty yards away from Chiao, and the wound in his shoulder left him weak. The shot went wide, shattering the microphone next to Chiao.
Feedback wailed over the PA, easily overwhelming the gunfire and the whine of the antenna. The sound was so intense that Jake felt as though his head were being squeezed in a vise.
The terrorists were similarly affected. Chiao dropped to his knees and clapped his hands over his ears, shouting in pain. The Koreans grimaced and lost their aim.
Jake powered through the pain and fired at the terrorists. He shot one of the gunmen, but for some reason he kept missing the others. He shouted in frustration, but it wasn’t until the feedback from the PA died down that he realized his clip was empty.
He swore and threw the dead terrorist off of him, jumping to his feet and running toward the other side of the antenna as he reloaded. This was his final clip. Twenty-four rounds of nine-millimeter ammunition in the single double-stacked magazine of his service Glock.
That should be enough for the remaining three terrorists. He would kill the Koreans, then make Chiao tell him where—
Chiao! The traitorous businessman was rushing toward an elevator.
“Hey!” Jake called. “Stop!”
He lifted his handgun, but he had to dive for cover again when the terrorists fired a volley. He watched helplessly as the elevator door closed in front of Chiao.
He shouted in frustration, then turned the corner and fired at the terrorists. The shot sailed through the air and smacked harmlessly into the far wall.
Conserve your ammunition, he told himself. The terrorists are under cover.
He could conserve his ammunition, but he couldn’t conserve time. He would have to take a risk here.
He had promised Beau he would stay alive, promised himself that if it came to it, he would have to leave Sheila behind.
But he couldn’t. He couldn’t let his wife die. He wasn’t strong enough.
With a shout, he left cover and sprinted for the elevator Chiao had entered. When he reached the other side, he skidded to a halt. Bullets flew past him. One smacked into his calf. He cried out and fell to his knees, twisting around and firing back.
He caught a terrorist in the chest. The man dropped his handgun and clutched his heart before falling dead. That left two. They scrambled for cover around the corner of the antenna’s base. Jake caught one of them, but the other man reached cover.
Jake groaned and tried to get back to his feet. His injured calf gave out, and he fell to his knees again. He dragged himself to the elevator and smacked the button. The mechanism whirred as the elevator descended.
The terrorist shouted something. No one responded. The lab coats had all escaped, and the other terrorists were dead. Chiao had also escaped. Jake and the surviving terrorist were the only ones left in the room.
The elevator door opened. Jake dragged himself inside. Just as the doors started to close, the last terrorist spun around and fired. The bullet went over Jake’s head. Jake’s bullet went directly into the terrorist’s head. Jake saw the man drop just as the doors shut.
He pressed the button for the upper floor, then collapsed to the ground, breathing heavily. His calf felt cold. That was a bad sign. This wound was serious. On top of that, his shoulder was still bleeding, and his body was beginning to feel the effects of blood loss.
He didn’t have time to address his injuries yet, though. He needed to push through it. He grabbed the handrail of the elevator, and with a cry of pain and determination, he pulled himself to his feet. He steadied himself just as the doors opened, then stumbled through.
He headed through the nearest door and found the hallway beyond lit. He was in another bank of offices similar to the one he had found just outside of the storage room near the perimeter hallway. The door at the far end of the hallway was ajar. He moved toward it, gritting his teeth through the pain.
He was limping badly on his left calf. Each step was a lightning bolt of pain. Worse, each step sapped a little more of his strength. He was on borrowed time.
And he was slow. Chiao was no doubt moving more quickly than he was. If he didn’t get lucky and find the man before he escaped, then Sheila would be lost to him.
He needed a new plan. He couldn’t follow Chiao’s footsteps and hope to catch him. Jake needed to anticipate his movements and cut him off.
The problem was that he couldn’t figure out how to get out of the factory. The open door led him into another long hallway, but this one led toward the middle of the factory, not the outer perimeter. He didn’t want to backtrack the way he came because he hadn’t noticed vehicles on the other side, so he didn’t think Chiao would go that way.
Cursing, he followed the hallway, listening closely for voices or sounds of movement. The whine of the antenna faded as he moved deeper into the facility, and when he moved through another open door into a hallway that ran perpendicular to this one, it cut off completely.
One day, he would have to talk to Li about this factory. It was laid out asymmetrically and seemingly at odds with any logical purpose. It clearly had never been used to manufacture anything. Whether it had ever had a productive function or had always been the plaything of a billionaire, Jake didn’t know.
Come to think of it, this wasn’t Chiao’s facility. It belonged to the Minister of State. That made sense, actually. The CIA had plenty of facilities that made no logical sense and were likely designed that way for the reason Jake speculated before: to ensure that no outsider could figure out where they were.
His mind was wandering. He was losing too much blood. That and the concussion were making it difficult to focus.
Sheila. Think of Sheila. And Beau. They need you right now.
He gritted his teeth and picked up the pace. This hallway ended at a T-intersection. Turning left would take Jake back to the side from which he had entered.
He turned right and headed toward the other side. He heard a soft hum when he got closer to the edge, but he wasn’t sure if that was the antenna noise making its way through some foible of the insulation or hallway patterns of the building or if there was some external source.
This hallway opened onto the perimeter hallway. Jake found himself once more on the side with the doors. The two terrorists he had shot remained where he had left them sprawled on the ground.
Panic seized him. He’d gotten turned around somehow and gone back the way he came, exactly where he didn’t want to go.
He nearly turned and ran back the other way, but he stopped himself. No, this was right. He had entered through the opposite side. That was the side with no vehicles. He needed to exit through this side.
How had he gotten here? He’d entered the hallways through the opposite door from the one he had walked through to enter the antenna room.
Damn it, focus! It doesn’t matter. Go find Sheila!
He shook his head and turned around. He took one step forward, and his leg collapsed. The world spun around him, and for a brief, beautiful second, he gave into his exhaustion. He would just rest. Just for a while until he regained his strength.
“No!”
His eyes snapped open. That was Sheila’s voice.
“Let me go!”
That was followed by a cry, then a shout from Chiao. Jake struggled to his feet and forced himself toward the single door that led to the outside of the facility.
He opened the door and stepped outside onto a parking lot. A helicopter waited on a pad on the other side of the lot. The whine of the rotors drowned out the hum of the radio dish in the building behind him. Ahead of him, Chiao dragged a figure toward the waiting helicopter.
It was Sheila!
The fog in Jake’s mind vanished, along with the pain in his shoulder and his calf. He raised his handgun and shouted, “Hey! Stop!”
Chiao turned to him and stared in shock. Jake held his gun on the man’s head and called. “Let her go now!”
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The two of them stared at each other for a long moment. Jake moved slowly closer to the CEO, angling to his right to find a better shot where he wouldn’t risk shooting his wife.
Sheila was slumped in Chiao’s arms. Her hands and feet were bound, and one of her eyes was swollen where Chiao had hit her to knock her out. Jake’s blood boiled. Chiao would pay for putting his hands on Jake’s wife.
Chiao noticed Jake’s intent and lifted Sheila up to shield himself. He resumed his journey for the helicopter, holding Sheila in between himself and Jake.
Jake fired at the cockpit instead. With the clarity that seeing Sheila afforded him, his aim was steady. The pilot and copilot jerked, then fell forward over the controls.
Jake realized his mistake when the helicopter lurched forward. His eyes widened as the saw blade of the rotors tilted toward Chiao and Sheila. “Watch out! Sheila!”
Chiao heard him and looked up. He cried out and pulled Sheila backwards. The rotors chopped into the ground, shattering and sending shrapnel flying. Jake saw a ten-foot chunk of fiberglass spinning towards him and dove to the ground. The rotor section whirred through the air before embedding itself into the factory wall behind him.
Jake got to his feet and aimed at Chiao, but Chiao had already gotten to his feet and was once more using Sheila as a human shield. The helicopter engine cut out with a puff, and the twisted remnants of the rotor slowed.
Jake moved closer to Chiao. The pain still hadn’t returned, but Jake’s entire body was trembling now. Blood loss, and the damage he’d taken from his fall and the gunshots he’d suffered was taking its toll. His legs felt weak, and his shoulders burned. He wouldn’t get another long-range shot like the ones he’d used to take out the helicopter pilots.
Chiao’s arm snaked behind Sheila, then returned a moment later with a gun. He pressed it to Sheila’s temple and called to Jake. “Stop where you are, American! I mean it! I’ll kill her right now!”
Jake’s blood chilled, but he forced himself to remain calm. He stopped. He was about thirty yards from them, still too far to risk a shot in his condition even if one presented itself.
“Drop your weapon!” Chiao called.
Jake pressed his lips together. “No. I’m not going to do that.”
“Do it or I kill her!”
“Kill her, and you won’t have any leverage. You won’t be able to pressure the United States into conflict with China.”
Chiao laughed shrilly. “She’s not leverage, asshole! She’s a diversion! The antenna in there is how we’ll start this conflict.”
Jake frowned. A diversion? That made no sense. He’d gone to extraordinary effort for a diversion.
The more practical side of his brain wondered if he could keep Chiao talking and maybe use that as a chance to approach more closely. “I don’t believe you.”
“I don’t give a shit!” Chiao called back. “I don’t even know who you are. Who are you?”
“No one,” Jake replied. “But she’s someone. And you went to a lot of trouble to capture her. So I don’t buy that she’s just a distraction.”
Chiao chuckled again. “In a way, she is. She’s the flag I waved to get everyone to look. China and the U.S. are at odds with each other now. Both nations are at odds with North Korea. North Korea is panicked and trading words with South Korea. South Korea’s preparing for war. When she dies, that war will occur. The U.S. will use that as an excuse to project overwhelming force to East Asia, which China can’t tolerate for any reason. They’ll protest that force, the U.S. will ignore them, and a new proxy war will drive the world into another cold war. Do you know what happens during a cold war? Money happens. Defense companies become the wealthiest and most important companies in the world.
“Only this war won’t be a nuclear arms race or a contest to see who can build the best fighter jets or aircraft carriers. This war will be fought with technology! And I will sell to both sides!”
Jake started to move closer to Chiao. Chiao kept Sheila in between them and backpedaled to maintain the distance, but he wasn’t threatening to shoot Sheila anymore, at least. “You’re insane.”
“So many geniuses throughout history have been insane,” Chiao retorted. “What is sanity compared to wealth? This is what I’ve learned after fifty-three years of watching the world: if you control the economy, you control the government. I will control the economy, and I will control the government.”
“This won’t help China,” Jake retorted. “China has economic might, but their military can’t compete with the United States yet. You’ll be driving your own nation into poverty.”
“When some grow poor, others become wealthy. I intend to be one of those who grow wealthy. Stop!”
Jake froze. Chiao glared at him over Sheila’s shoulders. “Throw your weapon down! I don’t need the First Daughter anymore. Drop it, or I kill her!”
“If you don’t need her anymore, then why is she still alive?” Jake challenged.
“Because you want her alive, and I don’t want you to shoot me. But if you make it clear that’s what you intend, I’ll take her with me out of spite!”
Jake hesitated a moment, but he couldn’t think of another way out of this. He lowered his weapon to the ground and lifted his hands. “All right. I’m unarmed.”
“Kick the weapon away.”
Jake obliged. He seethed inwardly, but he was shaking too badly to risk the precise shot he would need to kill Chiao without hurting Sheila. He had lost this encounter, but Chiao didn’t have a way out of here. If Jake could survive long enough, he could call Jess and tell her exactly where Sheila was. Jess could get this information to the right people, and they could stop Chiao. The Korean border was still some hours away. Jake just needed to survive long enough to get the news out.
Chiao cackled madly. “Oh my God! Did you really believe me? Oh shit!” He laughed. “I can’t believe that worked! Of course I still need her, dipshit. She needs to die publicly, you fool! I need the world to see North Korea kill her to spark the coming conflict! I can’t believe you fell for it!”
Beau’s face flashed across Jake’s mind. He was giggling and grinning at Sheila as she chased him through their house. Jake remembered that day. It was a week after Beau started walking. Jake was working his office job at the Secret Service. He had convinced himself he was content.
No, he was content. He had his family. Other people were addressing the threats that surrounded the President. He’d done his job, and he was enjoying the chance to be a family man. How foolish he had been to let that opportunity slip away. How foolish he had been to believe that anything mattered more than that.
A rush of weakness coursed through him. He nearly fell, but he steadied himself and faced Chiao’s laughter.
Jake’s eyes narrowed. He flicked them toward his handgun. Chiao had exposed himself more now that Jake was unarmed, just enough that if Jake reached his handgun fast enough, he would have a split second to fire on Chiao before the Chinese terrorist could use Sheila as a human shield again. He needed one last bit of strength, one last moment of steadiness. If he was going to die after that, so be it.
“Time for you to die, American!” Chiao called.
For Sheila. For Beau.
He waited for Chiao to pull his gun off of Sheila and aim it at him. Then he threw himself toward his gun.
Chiao fired. Jake didn’t bother to track the gunshot. His fingers closed around his weapon. He grasped it and rolled to his feet. Chiao’s eyes widened. He tried to pull Sheila in front of him to block the shot, but he wouldn’t have time.
Jake pulled the trigger.
And the gun clicked. Empty. He had exhausted all of his ammunition. His gun was now a very pretty, well-oiled, mechanically precise toy.
Chiao flinched. He stared in shock for a moment, and when he realized that Jake was out of ammunition, he cackled again. “You idiot! Ha!”
He lifted his handgun. Jake dropped his. Sheila and Beau flashed across his face one final time. Sheila was holding Beau, and Jake was by her side, staring down at the beautiful little boy they had made together. Beau watched them with his wide, solemn infant’s eyes, and Jake knew he had found his forever.
And now he would lose it. A tear welled in his eye as Chiao aimed in between his eyes.
I’m sorry, Sheila. I tried. I’m sorry, Beau. Daddy loves you.
A gunshot rang out. Chiao jerked sideways, a spray of blood flying from the side of his head. His gun fell from his hand and clattered on the tarmac. He released Sheila and fell backwards. Sheila fell on top of him, her fall broken by the body of the dead billionaire.
Jake stared in disbelief. Someone had shot him. He had been rescued. They both had been rescued.
Lights flashed across the parking lot: red and blue and white. He heard tires screech, and a moment later, shouting as police offices poured out of a cluster of vehicles that skidded to a halt on the other side of the downed helicopter.
The officers sprinted toward Sheila’s prone figure. Several of them aimed rifles at Chiao and shouted commands, unaware that he was already dead, or maybe just being cautious. Behind the officers, four EMTs carried a stretcher.
“Jake!”
Jake turned toward the voice. He saw Li rushing toward him. He lifted a hand toward the agent, and she dropped to her knees next to him, her eyes wide with concern. “Jake? What happened? Are you hit?”
“You saved us,” he croaked. “You killed him.”
“Hold on, Jake.”
She shouted something in Mandarin, and two of the police officers broke off from the others and rushed toward him. Jake turned back toward Sheila to see four others lift her off of the ground and lower her to a stretcher. They strapped her in, then lifted the stretcher and started toward one of three waiting ambulances.
His phone buzzed. Probably Jess. He reached for it, but his hands were weak, and he couldn’t get them through his pocket. Li reached inside and pulled out the phone. “Jess? This is Li. I have Jake and Sheila, but they’re injured. I need to coordinate their extraction. I’ll have to call you back.”
She hung up and pushed the phone into Jake’s pocket. Jake’s vision dimmed. He wasn’t sure if that was because the ambulance transporting Sheila had already left or because he was losing consciousness.
He felt himself lift off of the ground and realized he was on a stretcher too. Li walked next to him, keeping one hand on the stretcher. She issued instructions to the men carrying the stretcher, then turned to Jake. “It’ll be okay. They said Sheila’s alive. She only has minor injuries. She’ll be fine.”
“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for saving us.”
Li smiled slightly. “I saved China. You just happened to be in the way.”
Jake chuckled. He laid his hand over Li’s and squeezed softly. Then his vision faded, and he fell asleep.
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Bryan rubbed his temples and reminded himself that he wouldn’t get anywhere shouting at people.
The problem was that he wasn't getting anywhere, not shouting at people. The Secretary of State was alternating between doing some shouting of her own over the phone with the Embassy in Beijing and staring moodily at the screens in the command room of Camp David. The combatant commanders were chomping at the bit, waiting for permission to send a carrier strike group to the South China Sea, or better yet, use Sheila's capture as an excuse for a preemptive strike on North Korea. The press was practically besieging the camp, desperate for some sort of comment from anyone that they could spin to convince the public that doomsday was finally at their doorstep, and his Chief of Staff appeared to be dissociating. She stood in a corner of the room and stared blankly ahead with absolutely no color in her cheeks.
As for Bryan? Well, he was failing. That was the simple truth. He should be the one stepping in and taking charge of this mess, but instead, he was slumped over his desk rubbing his eyes and wishing he could wake up eight years ago and laugh Mason Holbrook out of the room when he suggested Bryan run for President.
He should say something, anything. It didn’t matter what. Just something to get people to stop spinning in circles.
He couldn’t. He just wanted this to be over. He wanted Sheila home, and he wanted to begin the process of smoothing things over with China. He could do that part well. Once Sheila was home, he would have no trouble addressing the myriad issues that this whole snafu had caused. But he just couldn’t think right now. Not with Sheila gone and Carrie still refusing to speak to him.
He didn't even know where his wife was now. He'd called her sister asking to talk to her, only to learn that Carrie had left the morning after she arrived. She claimed not to know where Carrie went. Bryan wasn't sure he believed her, but it didn't matter. He wasn't going to hunt her down.
God, he just wanted this to be over.
“Sir!”
“Jesus Christ, what now?” he snapped.
“They got her!”
He blinked. “What?”
The speaker was a young man he recognized as an aide to the Secretary of State. He grinned broadly at the President. “They got her! They found Sheila?”
Bryan got to his feet. “Alive?”
“Yes, sir. She was taken to a hospital in Shenyang for treatment of minor injuries, but she’s alive.”
The cloud over Bryan’s mind instantly vanished. He sighed and dropped back into his chair. “Thank God! Is she awake? Can I talk to her?”
“She’s resting now, but the person I spoke to said they’d call once she woke up. They sent a picture to prove it’s her, along with some copies of her credentials. I passed that along to some other people with more authority than I have to verify the information, but I saved a copy of the photo here.”
He handed a cell phone to the President. “She looks bad with all the monitors and bandages and stuff, but they assured me the injuries are all minor. She’s going to be perfectly okay, sir.”
Bryan looked at the image and fought back tears. Sheila indeed looked bad with a bandage around her head, an IV drip in her left arm and an EKG reader clipped to her thumb, but she was alive, and Bryan had been to enough hospitals to know that IVs and EKGs were standard practice and nothing to be alarmed by.
She was safe.
“Should I ask them to wake her up, sir?”
He shook his head. “No. Let her sleep.”
He handed the phone back. With that taken care of, it was time to address the near-collapse happening in front of him. “Everyone! Your attention, please!”
The room instantly fell quiet and still.
“My daughter has been found alive.”
At that announcement, a cheer went up from the group. Bryan grinned and allowed the cheer to continue for a moment, then lifted his hand. "Okay. The catalyst for this mess has been addressed. Now we contain the fire. Combatant commanders, I want combat air patrols out of Japan to monitor North Korea for any sign of military activity. Stay out of Russian and Chinese airspace, and do not send ships to the South China Sea. Give China and Russia the flight plans before the jets take off.”
The generals didn’t seem particularly pleased at the care they were taking to avoid offending the regional powers, but they didn’t argue.
“Candace?”
The Secretary of State stepped forward, grinning broadly. “Yes, sir?”
"Contact the Chinese Ministry of State. Assure them that we will cooperate fully with their legal process when it comes to pursuing a resolution for the parties involved, but make it clear that we expect that legal process to end with the maximum possible penalty for each party. There won't be any exceptions made for any reason."
“Will do, sir.”
“Jean.”
The Chief of Staff—no longer a deaf-mute—stepped out of her corner.
"Release a statement announcing my daughter's safe recovery. No need to mention the minor injuries. Just say she's being evaluated. Tell them we're working with China to ensure the situation is resolved quickly and peacefully, and tell them we'll have a full statement for them by this evening. Then start working on some talking points for that statement."
“Yes, sir!”
Everyone got to work. Bryan took his seat again and breathed deeply. Not everything was right under the sun. His marriage with Carrie was still on the rocks, and he had no idea what Sheila’s state of mind would be when she returned home.
But his daughter was safe. She would come home, alive, and Jake…
His smile vanished. He jumped to his feet and flagged down the young man who had told him of Sheila’s recovery. The aide saw the President’s concern and paled slightly. “Yes, sir?”
“Did they mention anything about another American with Sheila?”
“Another American, sir?”
“Yes. This one would be a male.”
The aide blinked. “Um… I’m not sure. I’ll follow up for you if you’d like.”
“Please do. And deliver whatever news you learn to me personally. No need to send it through Candace.”
The aide paled a shade further. He wasn’t sure what the President was talking about, but it sounded secret, and he wanted no part of secrets.
That wasn’t something you told the Commander-in-chief, though. The only answer you gave him was, “Yes, sir.”
“Thank you,” Bryan replied.
He returned to his seat and waited. Sheila’s safe rescue was still the most important piece of news, but a part of him still worried for Jake. If Sheila came home without her husband, then she would carry the scars with her for the rest of her life.
And Bryan would have yet another death to haunt him.
 
***
 
Sheila opened her eyes. She expected her head to throb from the blow she’d received from Chiao. The businessman was old, but he’d struck her with the butt of his handgun hard enough to knock her out. She should be concussed, at least.
Her head felt fine, though. A little groggy, but the kind of groggy she got when she had a root canal and the dentist gave her a little too much Novocaine, not the kind of groggy that came from being hit over the head.
She looked around and realized she wasn’t in the helicopter. She was in a hospital bed. Her head was bandaged, and there was an IV in her arm.
What had happened? Had Chiao put her in a coma? Had they kept her sedated to avoid any more attempts at escape?
Where was Chiao, anyway? Where was everyone? Was she… had she been rescued?
The door to her room opened, and an athletic Chinese woman in her early thirties walked in. She smiled at Sheila and said in flawless English, “Good morning, Miss First Daughter. How are you feeling?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Sheila replied warily. “Where am I?”
“You’re in Sheng Jing Hospital,” the woman replied. “Your captors are all dead. You’re safe.”
Sheila’s heart leaped, but she didn’t quite believe it yet. “Who are you?”
“I’m Agent Li Wei of the Chinese Ministry of State Security. I am the lead investigator into your kidnapping. I’ve been working very closely with your husband, Jake Mercer, to find you.”
Sheila’s eyes widened. “Jake’s here?”
A look crossed Li’s face. It passed quickly, and her smile returned. “Yes. He’s here. He’s in another room.”
“He’s hurt? Is he okay?” Alarm crossed her mind. “What about Beau?”
"Beau, is your son?"
“Yes, he’s…” Sheila took a breath and tried to steady herself. “Is Jake all right?”
Another look flashed across Li’s face. “From what I understand, Beau is in the care of a close friend of Jake’s, a man named Max Harrison.”
Sheila nodded. “Yes, I know Max.” Figures Jake would ask Max to watch Beau while he came after me himself. He would know better than to ask Mom. Mom would refuse to let him go.
She couldn’t be angry at Jake, though. Her captivity had given her time to think about her life, and she realized how little so much of what she held onto truly mattered compared to the gift her family was to her.
Then she remembered that Jake was in another room at this hospital. And Li had so far refused to tell her if he was all right. A chill ran through her, but she quelled her panic and fixed Li with the most commanding look she could muster.
“Agent Li. Is my husband all right?”
Li lowered her eyes and sighed. “Jake suffered some…” She looked away and hesitated.
The chill in Sheila’s spine hardened to a block of ice in her stomach. But she had to know the truth. “Tell me, Li. Please.”
Li swallowed, and Sheila was surprised to see her eyes were moist. “Jake suffered severe injuries when he rescued you. He’s lost a significant amount of blood, and there’s extensive cerebral trauma stemming from a… a fall he took. He’s stable right now, but… they aren’t sure that he’ll wake up.”
Sheila’s lower lip trembled. Panic bubbled up inside of her, but she forced it away and embraced numbness instead. She would deal with the panic when there was no hope left. Until then, she would remain in control. “Can I see him?”
Li sighed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She smiled slightly. “But if you’re anything like him, you won’t care much what I think. I’ll see what I can do.”
She left the room, and Sheila stared at the ceiling and tried to process the feelings that roiled inside of her.
This was what she'd always feared: that Jake would run out of luck one day and end up on the wrong end of a fight. She'd lost sleep many nights, wondering how she would tell Beau that his daddy wasn't coming home and how she'd move on knowing that the best part of her life had disappeared forever.
That was why she’d left. She realized that now. It wasn’t because she wanted to keep Beau safe. He was a member of the First Family, and no one in their family would be safe until her father’s term ended. It wasn’t because she was angry at the lies. She was, but not nearly angry enough to leave him over it.
She'd left because she wanted to protect herself from the inevitable day when, instead of Jake coming home, it would be Art arriving with a folded flag in his hand.
Now here she was, waiting to see her husband for possibly the last time alive, and it wasn’t because he was protecting her father or some other president from terrorists. It was because he came to rescue her. She didn’t need to ask to know that the moment he was aware of her capture, he was on the first flight to Beijing to look for her. That was just who he was. He wouldn’t even think about staying home and letting others look for his wife. Not when he had two arms and two legs.
She closed her eyes and squeezed tears through the corners. “I’m sorry, Jake,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. I love you so much.”
The door opened, and Li walked in with a kindly older man in the scrubs of a surgeon. Li smiled softly at Sheila, and Sheila saw that the agent’s eyes were still moist. “We’ll take you to him now.”



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
The walk to Jake's hospital room was the longest of Sheila's life. Her heart thumped in her chest. Her tongue felt thick, and her palms sweaty. She felt as though she was walking to her own execution. In a way, she was.
The doctor opened the door, and Li said, “We’ll allow you two some privacy.”
Sheila managed a numb, “Thank you,” then walked into the room.
Jake lay on the hospital bed, covered in bandages. Wires stuck out of him everywhere, it seemed. A breathing tube gave him oxygen, and the IV stand held a bag of painkillers, a bag of antibiotics and a bag of blood serum.
He looked so old. His face was pallid and wrinkled and somehow soft, like the strength had been leeched out of it and all that was left was a husk. His chest rose and fell, but she wasn’t sure if it was Jake breathing or a machine breathing for him.
And it was because of her. He was like this because of her. It wasn’t her fault, but she was still the reason for this. He had come here to rescue her, and once again, his life meant nothing to him compared to the life he had taken upon himself to protect.
She tried a smile, but her lips shook too much to hold it. “Hi, Jake.”
She sat next to him and took her hand in his. It was still warm, but it was limp. Like a corpse’s. She lifted her other hand to brush his hair from his forehead. Images flooded her mind of the hundreds of times she’d done that before. The first time they kissed. The day they were married. Listening to him vent after a tough day of work. Lying underneath him in bed. Watching him hold their son. Sitting on the porch with him and dreaming of a future neither of them were sure they’d ever have.
She couldn’t hold back anymore. Her shoulders began to shake, and tears flooded her eyes. She wrapped her arms around him and wept, holding the love of her life close and begging him to come back.
If he woke up, she would never leave him again. She would never blame him for being who he was. She would love him with all of her heart for every second they had together. She would never again risk leaving him with the memory of her spite and her cruelty.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please, Jake. Please don’t go.”
A hand caressed her cheek. “Go? But you just got here.”
She sat up and gasped. Jake smiled up at her. His smile was tired, but his eyes were clear and filled with love.
She cried out and wrapped him in another hug. Fresh sobs shook her, but these were sobs of relief and joy, and she welcomed every one of them.
 
***
 
Jake noted with approval that Munoz and his team formed a solid wall around him and Sheila as they headed outside. The Chinese officers weren’t comfortable with the deadly stares the CAT agents gave them, but they bore up well enough, all things considered. After all, Munoz wouldn’t even let the plainclothes American agents inside the perimeter. They stood just outside, wearing the closest thing to bemused smiles that their training would allow.
Armored transports waited outside to conduct the group to Shenyang Taoxian International Airport, where Air Force One would fly them home.
Not Air Force One. Just a VC-25B. The President wasn’t aboard, so technically, it wasn’t Air Force One.
Jake chuckled at himself. That was such a military distinction to make. No civilian on Earth would call the plane a VC-25B.
“What’s so funny?” Sheila asked.
He smiled at his wife and kissed the tip of her nose. “Nothing. Just laughing at myself.”
“Well, you are pretty funny,” she said.
“Thank you.”
She laughed and kissed his cheek. The two of them had been inseparable for the past two weeks. Sheila had only left his hospital room twice, once for her final examination and discharge and once again to make the obligatory media appearance.
Things had gone mostly back to normal. China was handling the internal scandal of learning that some fifteen different government officials had conspired to embroil the nation in international conflict with its usual brutal efficiency. All fifteen of those officials had promptly resigned. The world would never know how many of them had actually resigned and how many had been “retired” at gunpoint. They would never know that all of them would end up suffering deadly “accidents” within the coming weeks. Maybe that was for the best.
The relationship between China and the United States was slightly strained, but no one was holding any grudges. China was still unhappy about Jake being dropped in here out of nowhere, but Li’s interception of him allowed them to officially paint it as a joint clandestine operation. The U.S., of course, wasn’t happy that China had allowed their First Daughter to be kidnapped within hours of landing in Beijing, but Sheila and Bryan were both determined not to let what had happened deter either nation from proceeding with the economic and military cooperation Bryan had proposed.
North Korea had always been considered volatile, and though China and the U.S. were inclined to believe that Pyongyang was telling the truth about the terrorists being led by traitors—all of whom had elected to “retire” as well—nothing really changed on that front either.
It might be a stretch to say that all was well that ended well, but all wasn’t much worse for wear either.
One particular thing was better, and Jake wasn’t ashamed to admit that he was happier about that particular thing than anything else that had happened.
Sheila was moving back. Too many people had been in and out of their room for them to have a full conversation, but they’d had enough privacy for Sheila to apologize for leaving and tell him that she and Beau were moving back to their house in D.C. They would pay the early-exit penalty for the lease in Arlington and live together as a family again.
Jake had a lot to say to her, but like her, he didn’t have much time to say it. So he prioritized what was most important and apologized for being dishonest to Sheila and to himself about being ready to leave the service. “But I will be someday,” he said. “Being without you for the past three months was enough to show me that you and Beau really are the most important part of my life. I think I’ll stick to the commitment I made the first time you asked me.”
Sheila bit her lip and looked down for a moment. Then she met his eyes. “I can’t pretend I’m happy to know that you’re going to keep putting yourself in danger. I can’t promise that I’ll always be perfectly supportive of your career. But I think you should keep the commitment you made when you joined the Secret Service. Keep your job until my father’s term ends. Then we’ll go cabin-shopping together.” She kissed his cheek and added. “And I’m also happy to know that if Beau and I are ever in danger, I can count on you to protect us. And I can promise that I’ll always be there when you come home.”
She’d made that promise before and broken it. Jake had made his own promises and broken them. He was sure that this time, they’d both be able to keep their promises.
“Jake!”
Jake turned to see Agent Li waving at him over the heads of Munoz and another CAT agent. He looked at Sheila and said, “Mind if I have a moment to say goodbye?”
“Go ahead.”
She kissed his cheek and released him. He tapped Munoz’s shoulder and said, “I’ll be right back, Munoz. Don’t worry. She’s a good guy.”
Munoz glared at Jake, but he nodded and allowed Jake through. The CAT leader would probably need some time to process his guilt over letting Sheila get taken. Jake didn’t blame him. They would all need time to heal after this.
Li wore a perfectly fitted black pantsuit. Her hair was held up in a bun, and Jake caught the telltale bulge of a service weapon in her jacket.
“I think this is the first time I’ve seen you in uniform,” he told her. “You look good.”
She gave him a wry smile. “Thank you. But I didn’t pull you aside so you could compliment my uniform in front of your wife.”
He rolled his eyes. “Did you pull me aside to make me feel uncomfortable in front of my wife?”
“No, but it’s a nice bonus.”
The two of them walked a few yards away from the group. When they were out of earshot, Li said, “Thank you.”
Jake’s brow furrowed. “For what? I should be thanking you.”
“You’re welcome. But also, thank you. You reminded me what it meant to put others ahead of myself. I was so closed off from everyone emotionally that I forgot how to think of people as anything other than assets. After seeing how much you were willing to sacrifice to save the woman you loved, I… well, I guess  I remembered that not everything I do has to be cold and calculating.”
Jake grinned. “Does this mean you’ll finally give Sizzle a chance.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God. Does the concept of ‘friend’ not mean anything to you?”
He laughed. “Hey, just helping a brother out.”
“Well, you can stop,” she said wryly. “Although I do owe him one.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. He completely ignored my instructions to tell no one we were here. He called my supervisor and told him exactly where I was, who I was with and what I was doing. So when I kicked you out of the vehicle and broke through the blockade, he called the soldiers and told them to lay off of me. Speaking of which, I’m sorry about that. If I had waited five minutes longer, we would have been free to just drive to the factory.”
“You mean I could have avoided the concussion?”
Li turned pleading eyes to him. “Please don’t tell Sheila. I really was doing my best.”
He grinned. “I won’t tell her. I have to say, though, it’s damned nice to know that you’re not all-knowing.”
She stared at him for a moment. “Seriously? That’s your takeaway from this?”
“Yep.”
She sighed in exasperation. “I should have kicked you harder.”
He laughed. “Hey, I call it as I see it. Just so we don’t part on a negative note, though, I would like to point out that you are a damned good shot.”
Her brow furrowed. “A good shot? What do you mean?”
“The shot that killed Chiao. Sniping him like that from a moving vehicle without hurting Sheila. That was damned impressive.”
“But I didn’t shoot Chiao.”
He blinked. “You didn’t? One of your men, maybe?”
She shook her head. “We thought you shot him.”
He blinked again. “Huh. That’s… odd.”
“Was there another clandestine operator here?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Hmm. Well, I guess I know what I’ll be investigating for the next several weeks.” She looked over his shoulder. “Anyway, I should let you go. Your CAT agent is staring missiles at me.”
“Daggers.”
“I know the phrase. Missiles are cooler.” She pulled Jake into an embrace. “Take care, Jake. I’ll keep in touch. You do the same.”
“I will,” he promised.
He rejoined Sheila, and a relieved Munoz loaded them onto the transports and drove them to the airport. Jake wondered at the mystery sniper who had rescued Sheila from Chiao, but for once, he didn’t want to focus on work. He wanted to go home with his wife and see his son. In fact, he wanted to spend a good long while seeing the two of them and nothing else.
He texted Art to let him know he was taking the rest of the month off. Sheila saw him and asked, “Who are you texting?”
“Art. Just work stuff. Hey, have you ever been to Disneyworld?”
She blinked. “Um… when I was a kid. Why?”
“You want to go?”
She laughed and kissed his nose. Then she leaned closer and whispered in his ear. “Ask me later. In bed.”
His eyes popped open. “Your wish is my command, Miss First Daughter.”
She giggled and kissed him again, then stared forward, a mischievous smile on her face. Jake looked at her for a moment and thought about how lucky he was to have her.
Life was good.



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
“You know what I don’t understand,” Max said. “What was with the whole strike on South Korea? They had to have known that was a non-starter from the beginning.”
Jake finished his beer and shrugged. “I mean, it’s North Korea. Even if this was really a terrorist act and not some botched Pyongyang op, those kind of ludicrous threats are par for the course.”
Jake sat at the bar of the Sniper’s Den, Max’s bar-restaurant in Falls Church, Virginia. Max leaned over the counter and handed Jake another beer. “You’re not wrong about that. But Yang Chiao was Chinese, and all signs point to him being in charge of this operation.”
“Well, I can tell you from personal experience that Yang Chiao was absolutely insane. Anyway, the entire thing was a media stunt. Bryan wasn’t going to condemn China anymore than he was going to bomb Seoul. Chiao just dangled a carrot for the alarmists on both sides of the Pacific and let things go to hell from there. If he had succeeded in executing Sheila publicly the way he wanted, things would have gone all the way to hell. I don’t know if he would have managed to start another Korean War, but he would have effectively ended any chance of China-U.S. cooperation on the global stage for the rest of our lives.” He sipped some of his beer. “Anyway, I’m just glad it’s over.”
“I’ll drink to that,” Max said, lifting his own glass.
Jake took another sip and broached the subject he’d avoided since arriving here three hours ago. “So we need to talk, Max.”
“Are we not talking?” Max asked innocently.
“You know what I mean.”
“Do I?”
Jake sighed. “You’re gonna make me say it?”
“Say what?”
Jake sighed again. He met Max’s eyes. The old Master Gunny was far too much an E-9 to be phased by the stare of a lowly Staff Sergeant like Jake and returned a mild and opaque stare of his own.
"We got home to find Carrie babysitting Max. What's more, we learned that she had been watching her for over two weeks. In fact, we heard from her that you had called her the morning after I left Beau with you and asked her to take over. Apparently, you had something pressing to take care of."
“Yes. I’m sorry about that. Something important came up that I couldn’t avoid. I would have called you, but…” he shrugged. “Anyway, Beau really likes his grandma. He was good with me, but I could tell he was happier with family.”
Jake nodded. He sipped more of his beer, then said. “You know they still don’t know what happened to Chiao.”
“What do you mean? He was shot, wasn’t he?”
“He was. By a high-caliber rifle bullet. Fired from an estimated seven hundred fifty meters away.”
“Damn,” Max said, still wearing his mild stare. “That’s a long shot.”
“That’s an incredibly long shot. Especially at night. Especially while he’s crouched behind the First Daughter.”
“Sounds like someone very skilled handled that shot,” Max said.
“Someone like the former Chief Instructor at the Marine Corps Sniper School.”
Max sighed heavily. He took his glasses off and wiped them clean with one of the bar rags. He replaced them and stared over Jake’s shoulder. Jake waited patiently while his friend weighed his response.
“When I left the Corps,” Max began, “I was done. I didn’t go reluctantly. I was ready. I had put in thirty years of service, good service. I’d seen combat and done well. I’d trained others to do well. It’s not arrogant of me to say that my students and I contributed significantly to the success of most of the major military operations that took place during my service. I was tired, I was old, and I was perfectly happy for it to be someone else’s job to protect the nation.”
He paused a moment and cocked his head. “I think a big reason you have so much trouble walking away is that you left before you got tired. I know you were discouraged about the whole deal with Andrew.”
“I was,” Jake admitted.
Jake’s friend Andrew McNeill had been made a scapegoat for a botched military operation that had resulted in the death of a team of Navy SEALs the two of them were working with. He had carried that bitterness with him and eventually become Eli Bard’s right-hand man in the domestic terrorist organization Trident.
“I don’t blame you,” Max continued. “But you didn’t leave because you were ready to leave. You left because you didn’t think you had a choice. You’ve still got the itch. I don’t.”
He sighed. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but when you asked me to help you investigate the possibility of a mole in the Secret Service, I resented you for it.” Jake lifted an eyebrow, and Max shrugged. “I hid it well, but I did. I resented you. I’d done my job. I was out. I didn’t want to deal with all the shit in the world anymore.”
He met Jake’s eyes. “Here’s the thing. When you’re the only thing that stands in between victory and defeat, you don’t get to stay out. It doesn’t matter if you’ve ‘done your job’ or not. You understand that. If I may be so bold, I think Sheila understands that now too. I didn’t understand that. Not until I showed up at your house and saw you with Beau. I don’t mean to be an asshole, Jake, but you were in no shape to go after Sheila. If I thought you would listen to me, I’d have told you to stay home and let other people take care of finding her.”
“So you came to rescue me.”
“I came to rescue Sheila.” He cracked a smile. “You did better than I thought you would. I didn’t think you’d even find her. I guess I underestimated you.” His smile faded, and he grew serious again. “The point is, I was sure that I was the only thing that stood in between victory and defeat. I guess that wasn’t entirely true. You helped a lot, and so did that Chinese agent. What was her name?”
“Li. Li Wei.”
Max nodded. “You guys performed damned well. But…” he sighed again. “Yeah, when it came right to it, I was the one who had to take the shot. I don’t resent you for that anymore. No more than you resent Jess because you’re the guy who has to risk your bacon all the time while she eats donuts and sub sandwiches in an air-conditioned office.”
Jake chuckled at that. “No, but I’ll sure as hell tell her that you said that.”
Max laughed. “Yeah, do that. Then tell me how she reacts.”
“I’ll record the entire thing.”
Max chuckled again, then said. “Anyway, you get the point. It just had to be me this time. It probably won’t have to be me very often. Maybe even not ever again. But this time, it had to be me.”
Jake smiled at him. “Well, thank you. You saved my life. Mine and Sheila’s.”
“Don’t mention it. Just another day in the life.”
He sipped his beer, then looked over Jake’s shoulder again. His shoulders tensed, and his lips pressed together. Jake’s smile faded. “Is everything okay?”
Max shook his head softly. He downed the rest of his beer, then said. “When I was in China, I learned something about Chiao. I don’t think anyone else knows. Not even the Chinese.”
Jake frowned. “What is it? What did you learn?”
Max lifted his eyes to Jake. “Chiao wasn’t in charge. He was working for someone else.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Who?”
“I don’t know. But… some of the emails I intercepted reminded me a lot of Eli Bard.”
“Bard? But Bard’s dead.”
“Bard is dead,” Max agreed. “But he wasn’t the only one.”
A chill ran down Jake’s spine. He stared over Max’s shoulder at the wall behind the bar. A framed plaque displayed Max’s USMC Rifle Expert Qualification Badge above a caption that read I Peter 5:8.
Jake was familiar with the verse. Max wasn’t religious, but he liked to quote this verse to his trainees to teach them the proper mindset of an effective sniper.
Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour.
Somewhere out there, another lion prowled. Once more, Jake would have to be vigilant lest that lion devour his family and his nation.
He sipped more of his beer. “Just like you said, Max. Another day in the life.”





  
 
 
NOW AVAILABLE!
 

 
ABSOLUTE SHOCK
(A Jake Mercer Political Thriller—Book #10)
 
“Thriller writing at its best.” 
--Midwest Book Review (Any Means Necessary)
 
From the #1 bestselling and USA Today bestselling author Jack Mars (with over 10,000 five-star reviews) comes a groundbreaking new political thriller series: when the President of the United States or his family are threatened, it is up to Jake Mercer, former Marine sniper turned Secret Service agent, to protect them from dangers—both foreign and domestic.
 
The ancient city of Istanbul becomes a deadly chessboard when the President is abducted during a diplomatic mission. Secret Service Agent Jake Mercer must outwit a rogue military faction in a pulse-pounding pursuit through bazaars and back alleys. Can he rescue the President before a forced statement ignites an international crisis?
 
“Thriller enthusiasts who relish the precise execution of an international thriller, but who seek the psychological depth and believability of a protagonist who simultaneously fields professional and personal life challenges, will find this a gripping story that's hard to put down.”
--Midwest Book Review, Diane Donovan (regarding Any Means Necessary)
 
“One of the best thrillers I have read this year. The plot is intelligent and will keep you hooked from the beginning. The author did a superb job creating a set of characters who are fully developed and very much enjoyable. I can hardly wait for the sequel.”
--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Any Means Necessary)
 
ABSOLUTE SHOCK is the tenth book in a new series by #1 bestselling and critically acclaimed author Jack Mars, whose books have received over 10,000 five-star reviews and ratings. The series begins with ABSOLUTE THREAT (book #1).
 
A gripping and unpredictable political thriller, the Jake Mercer series is a page-turning action series that will leave you unable to put it down. This fresh and exciting action hero will have you turning pages late into the night, and fans of Brad Taylor, Vince Flynn, and Tom Clancy are sure to fall in love.




Future books in the series are also available!
 

 
ABSOLUTE SHOCK
(A Jake Mercer Political Thriller—Book #10)
 





  
 
 
 
Jack Mars
 
Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; of the TROY STARK thriller series, comprising eight books; of the SPY GAME thriller series, comprising ten books; of the JAKE MERCER thriller series, comprising twenty books (and counting); of the TYLER WOLF thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting); and of the new LARA KING thriller series, comprising ten books (and counting). 
ANY MEANS NECESSARY (a Luke Stone Thriller—Book #1), AGENT ZERO (An Agent Zero Spy Thriller—Book #1), and PRIMARY TARGET (The Forging of Luke Stone—Book #1) are each available as free downloads on Amazon!
Jack loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!





  
 
 
BOOKS BY JACK MARS
 
LARA KING THRILLER SERIES
ASSET ONE (Book #1)
ASSET TWO (Book #2)
ASSET THREE (Book #3)
ASSET FOUR (Book #4)
ASSET FIVE (Book #5)
ASSET SIX (Book #6)
ASSET SEVEN (Book #7)
ASSET EIGHT (Book #8)
ASSET NINE (Book #9)
ASSET TEN (Book #10)
 
TYLER WOLF THRILLER SERIES
DOUBLE AGENT (Book #1)
DOUBLE CROSS (Book #2)
DOUBLE ASSET (Book #3)
DOUBLE DOCTRINE (Book #4)
DOUBLE JEOPARDY (Book #5)
DOUBLE THREAT (Book #6)
DOUBLE TARGET (Book #7)
 
JAKE MERCER THRILLER SERIES
ABSOLUTE THREAT (Book #1)
ABSOLUTE DAMAGE (Book #2)
ABSOLUTE FORCE (Book #3)
ABSOLUTE PERIL (Book #4)
ABSOLUTE TREASON (Book #5)
ABSOLUTE VENGEANCE (Book #6)
ABSOLUTE TARGET (Book #7)
ABSOLUTE FURY (Book #8)
ABSOLUTE POWER (Book #9)
ABSOLUTE SHOCK (Book #10)
ABSOLUTE SIEGE (Book #11)
ABSOLUTE WAR (Book #12)
ABSOLUTE PREJUDICE (Book #13)
ABSOLUTE COMMAND (Book #14)
ABSOLUTE DECEPTION (Book #15)
ABSOLUTE TERROR (Book #16)
ABSOLUTE HAVOC (Book #17)
ABSOLUTE DANGER (Book #18)
ABSOLUTE GAMBIT (Book #19)
ABSOLUTE CARNAGE (Book #20)
 
THE SPY GAME
TARGET ONE (Book #1)
TARGET TWO (Book #2)
TARGET THREE (Book #3)
TARGET FOUR (Book #4)
TARGET FIVE (Book #5)
TARGET SIX (Book #6)
TARGET SEVEN (Book #7)
TARGET EIGHT (Book #8)
TARGET NINE (Book #9)
TARGET TEN (Book #10)
 
TROY STARK THRILLER SERIES
ROGUE FORCE (Book #1)
ROGUE COMMAND (Book #2)
ROGUE TARGET (Book #3)
ROGUE MISSION (Book #4)
ROGUE SHOT (Book #5)
ROGUE STRIKE (Book #6)
ROGUE ORDER (Book #7)
ROGUE ATTACK (Book #8)
 
LUKE STONE THRILLER SERIES
ANY MEANS NECESSARY (Book #1)
OATH OF OFFICE (Book #2)
SITUATION ROOM (Book #3)
OPPOSE ANY FOE (Book #4)
PRESIDENT ELECT (Book #5)
OUR SACRED HONOR (Book #6)
HOUSE DIVIDED (Book #7)
 
FORGING OF LUKE STONE PREQUEL SERIES
PRIMARY TARGET (Book #1)
PRIMARY COMMAND (Book #2)
PRIMARY THREAT (Book #3)
PRIMARY GLORY (Book #4)
PRIMARY VALOR (Book #5)
PRIMARY DUTY (Book #6)
 
AN AGENT ZERO SPY THRILLER SERIES
AGENT ZERO (Book #1)
TARGET ZERO (Book #2)
HUNTING ZERO (Book #3)
TRAPPING ZERO (Book #4)
FILE ZERO (Book #5)
RECALL ZERO (Book #6)
ASSASSIN ZERO (Book #7)
DECOY ZERO (Book #8)
CHASING ZERO (Book #9)
VENGEANCE ZERO (Book #10)
ZERO ZERO (Book #11)
ABSOLUTE ZERO (Book #12)
 



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



cover1.jpeg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





