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PROLOGUE

“Surely you understand our skepticism, Mr. Avander. The actions you’re asking us to take are nothing short of suicidal. I am not averse to risk, but there is a difference between risk-taking and foolishness. You promise us great returns if this endeavor succeeds. I can’t help but wonder if those returns are worth the risk of annihilation should we not succeed.”

Mr. O—known to the twelve men and women sitting in front of him as Mr. Avander—smiled. “The beauty of this plan, Mr. Yoon, is that it doesn’t require war. It only requires that the attention of the nations in question be focused on preventing a war. That’s much easier to accomplish.”

Mr. Qin—the Chinese representative of the informal and not widely known Southeast Asian Natural Resource Alliance—spoke in his usual soft but commanding bass. “I agree with Mr. Avander. China's attitude toward the United States has cooled in recent months. The U.S. President has pushed for greater conciliation by my government to international trade but has yet to demonstrate appropriate effort to keep its own promises. Already, the rhetoric grows harsher on both sides. We don't even need to precipitate this conflict. We only need to capitalize on a rift that's already there."

Mr. O smiled. “Precisely. There is no better time to act than now. To use a crude but accurate example: Mom and Dad are fighting. Even if they catch us with the cookies they said to save until dinner, will they really drop their argument to discipline us?”

“They will if they realize that the ‘cookies’ we’re taking are the greatest untapped natural resources on the planet,” Mr. Numberi—the Indonesian member of the delegation—replied. “This isn’t some coalition of tribal confederacies, Mr. Avander. We are actively opposing the two most powerful nations on Earth.”

"Yes," Mr. O agreed. "And as long as they think they're about to fight each other, they won't bother with the toddler stealing cookies, even if those cookies are trillions of dollars of oil, gas, and metals."

“There is a saying,” Miss Takanori—the Japanese representative—“that when the elephants fight, it’s the grass that gets trampled.”

“A counterpoint, Miss Takanori,” Mr. O replied. “When lions battle, the vultures receive the spoils. Perhaps some of you are too proud to be vultures. I, for one, don’t care how I fill my belly. And none of you can deny that the spoils we stand to gain with this endeavor will fill all of our bellies a thousandfold.”

The others looked at each other. Some faces wore impatience and eagerness. Some wore anxiety and fear. Others simply listened and waited, reserving judgment until they understood what position the others in the room would take.

Mr. O waited. He knew they would agree. He was offering them wealth, yes, but the real promise was something far more valuable than wealth.

He was offering them power.

Mr. Yoon was the first to withdraw his objection. “Very well. Busan Heavy Industries will back this operation.”

“As will the Takanori Group,” Miss Takanori added.

One by one, the reluctant attendees announced their approval of the operation. Mr. O's smile widened. He had baited his hook. Now, it was time to go fishing.


CHAPTER ONE

“Daddy, can I have the boo cereal for breakfast?” Beau asked.

Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer, head of the Secret Service’s Presidential Security Division, frowned and turned to his wife, Sheila. “Boo cereal?”

“It’s that Halloween special cereal. The one with the ghosts on it.”

“And the marshmallows!” Beau announced exuberantly. The three-year-old pumped both arms in the air, grinning with excitement at the prospect of eating those delicious squares of sugar that cereal companies called marshmallows, even though they barely resembled the fluffy, roastable treats that Jake considered marshmallows.

“Those are still good?” Jake asked.

Sheila checked the box. “Yep. For two more months.”

“Two months? But Halloween was four months ago.”

“Three, dear,” Sheila corrected. “And that’s what the date on the box says.”

“Jesus. What do they put in those cereals?”

“Sugar.”

Jake hesitated a moment, then decided it was all right. He’d eaten breakfast cereal growing up, and he had turned out just fine. “All right. You can have the boo cereal.”

Beau squealed with excitement and bounced up and down while he waited for Sheila to pour the cereal. When she set the bowl in front of him, he rubbed his hands and giggled like a mad scientist watching some insane chemical reaction, then enthusiastically shoveled a spoonful into his mouth.

Jake took a bite of his omelette, smiling at his son. “Is that good?”

Beau’s chubby little cheeks bobbed up and down, and Jake chuckled and ruffled his hair—strawberry blonde, just like his mother. “Good.”

Sheila sat next to him with her own breakfast—cottage cheese with blueberries and chopped pecans drizzled with agave syrup. He grimaced as she ladled a healthy bite into her mouth. “How can you eat that stuff?”

Without looking, she replied, “Your breakfast came out of a chicken’s butt.”

Beau giggled. “Daddy’s eating chicken butt!”

“My breakfast tastes good,” Jake countered. “Yours tastes like salty snot.”

Beau found this even more hilarious. He tried to take another bite of boo cereal but missed his mouth, dribbling cereal and milk down his face and onto the table. Sheila sighed in exasperation and cleaned face and table with a napkin. “How exactly would you know what salty snot tastes like?” she asked Jake.

“I don’t, but I imagine it tastes something like cottage cheese.”

“Well, I won’t make it for you, then. Besides, with the agave syrup, it’s not that bad.”

“Remind me again why sugar from a cactus is better for you than sugar from sugarcane?”

“Drink your coffee,” she scolded. “You’re cranky when you’re uncaffeinated.”

“I’m just asking,” he protested innocently.

He did need the coffee, though. At forty-one years of age, he didn’t consider himself old, but he definitely wasn’t young. Coffee was quickly becoming less of an indulgence and more of a necessity.

That thought sent a brief spark of worry through his mind. As head of Presidential Security during Sheila’s father’s administration, Jake had endured an almost constant series of violent terrorist actions against the President. Bryan Jackson had been a polarizing president during his seven years in office, but there was one thing everyone could agree on. He had suffered more adversity than any President in history. If a president survived one assassination attempt, that was considered notable. Jake had stopped counting the attacks on Bryan’s life somewhere around fifteen, and that was years ago.

While there had been a number of high-profile attacks on his administration here at home—including the first attempt at a violent coup in American history since Shays’ Rebellion two hundred forty years ago—most of those attacks occurred during the President’s numerous foreign tours.

That was what worried Jake now. Tomorrow, the President would be embarking on yet another tour, this one through East and Southeast Asia. To make matters worse, the message of this tour was different from the President’s usual message of unity and diplomacy. This tour was going to be a show of force.

About a year ago, the President had brokered an international trade deal with China that would allow unprecedented access to the South China Sea in exchange for American support of China’s economic interests in the region. It had been hailed as the greatest foreign policy victory of Bryan’s presidency and had things gone as intended, might have converted China from America’s greatest economic opponent to America’s greatest economic ally.

Of course, things didn’t go as intended. During a state visit to Beijing, Sheila was kidnapped by North Korean terrorists backed by members of China’s government and state-owned businesses. Jake had partnered with a Chinese Ministry of State Security agent to rescue her, and the conspirators were caught and killed, but the event drove a wedge between the two nations. China had reneged on its promises to allow greater access for the United States and its allies and leveled increasingly unreasonable demands for concessions from the U.S.

It had all come to a head three weeks ago when a Chinese destroyer had intercepted an American container ship and ordered it to turn around, a reversal of China’s heretofore lenient policy on American shipping in the region. No shots were fired, but the message was clear. China was willing to do whatever it took to get what they wanted in the region.

In typical American fashion, the United States responded by sending their newest aircraft carrier—the Gerald R. Ford-class John F. Kennedy—and her carrier group to the South China Sea. Bryan would be visiting the aircraft carrier before flying to Beijing to tell President Huang in person that he wasn’t going to be moving the carrier group until China could guarantee that no further threats to American shipping would occur.

Ten years ago, this would be treated by political commentators as nothing more than the typical chest-beating the superpowers had engaged in for the past thirty years. Eyes would roll, snide remarks would be made, and more inflammatory statements from mouthpieces on both sides of the aisle would be tolerated in brief snippets on “neutral” channels and allowed to go wild on their own platforms.

Now, after everything Jake had witnessed since Secret Service traitor Eli Bard first planted a bomb at the Lincoln Memorial five years ago, Jake worried that the situation would indeed escalate. If a war broke out between the U.S. and China, the terrorist attacks Bryan had endured so far would seem like sparks from a cigarette lighter next to a forest fire.

“Earth to Jake.”

“Daddy broke!”

Jake blinked and smiled back at his family. “Sorry guys. I was just distracted for a moment.”

“What does distracted mean?” Beau asked, enunciating the word carefully.

“It means he wasn’t paying attention,” Sheila scolded, “so he didn’t hear my brilliant joke.”

She smiled playfully at Jake, but he could see the worry in her eyes. “What was the joke?” he asked.

“I said that I’d rather eat cow snot than chicken poop.”

Beau stuck a tiny finger at Jake and gleefully informed him, “You’re eating chicken poop!”

Jake made an exaggerated grimace. “Eww! Mommy!”

Beau slumped back in his chair, releasing the silent laughter that indicated his funny bone had been tickled to its maximum capacity. The two parents enjoyed his revelry for a moment, smiling the special smile that only parents understood.

But the worry lurked behind both of their eyes now, and when breakfast was over and Beau was sequestered in his room playing with his favorite toys, Sheila joined Jake in the kitchen and asked, "How are you feeling?"

That wasn’t a question so much as a command to talk to her about his feelings. Earlier in the marriage, he would have lied and hidden behind false cheerfulness so as not to worry her, but he’d learned that Sheila was stronger than he knew. He’d also learned that she didn’t appreciate dishonesty, whether it was well-meaning or not.

“I’m worried,” he told her. “This is the sternest action Bryan’s taken since the sanctions he slapped on Turkey after he was kidnapped there.”

“You think it’s because of what happened after the coup?”

When the Secretary of Defense tried to depose Bryan, Jake and his team had evacuated the President to Checkpoint Delta, a secure underground facility in Washington, D.C. They had successfully kept Bryan safe, but the world had seen his absence as weakness.

“It could be,” Jake admitted. “He wants to show that he’s not the pushover people think he is. Aside from that, I’m just worried about the potential for escalation between the U.S. and China. We used to have allies on our side. Now, everyone’s waiting to see who wins. We’re on our own.”

"That's not true. We have Japan and Australia on our side. Also, South Korea and Taiwan."

Jake shook his head. “We don’t officially recognize Taiwan, and South Korea is dealing with domestic upheaval right now. They support us in name, but that will change in a heartbeat if we lose the advantage. Japan is pursuing a policy of neutrality between East and West. Australia will stand with us, but they also rely on us to protect their trade. They wouldn’t survive a war between the U.S. and China.”

“You don’t really think that would happen, do you?”

Jake’s lips thinned. “Under ‘normal’ circumstances, no. But this is going to be a prime opportunity for the Third Voice to spark one.”

Sheila crossed her arms and shivered. Jake didn’t blame her. The Third Voice was a multinational shadow organization that had sponsored multiple terrorist actions—including, Jake suspected, the American coup attempt—and had recently become an active terrorist organization themselves, stealing the nuclear football and turning an Air Force officer to their cause. Jake didn’t like to think about how close they had come to successfully detonating a nuclear weapon in Washington, D.C.

“Could they, though?” she asked. “I feel like it would be really hard for them to do that. If they tried to… if they tried anything, they’d have to make it look like China was responsible. Everyone knows that terrorists are actively trying to overthrow Dad, so they would know that it’s them and not China. I mean, unless they stole a Chinese warship, but they couldn’t do that, could they?”

“If they could steal an American nuclear launch officer, then they could steal the captain of a Chinese destroyer,” Jake replied, “but no, I don’t think that’s what they would do.”

“What do you think they’ll do?”

“I think they’ll go after him in China and try to make it look like the Chinese government was responsible. Elements of the Chinese government already were responsible for kidnapping you, and current elements of the Chinese government are advocating a harsh stance against the U.S. I think it’s possible, even likely, that elements of the Chinese government do want to assassinate Bryan.”

Shiela stiffened slightly, and Jake felt a touch of guilt. He wanted to be honest with Sheila, but that didn’t mean he needed to talk to her like she was one of his agents. He stepped forward and put his hands on her shoulders. “Hey. Nothing will happen to him. I promise.”

She met his eyes. "Or you. Promise me that, too."

He smiled. “Or me. We’re both coming home. No matter what.”

Sheila took a deep breath and managed a smile of her own. “Okay. I believe you.” She lifted herself onto her tiptoes and kissed him. “Good luck, baby.” She kissed him again, this time on his neck. “You leave tomorrow, right?”

“Yes.”

She kissed him again just behind his ear. “So we have tonight?”

His heartbeat quickened. “We do.”

She kissed him one last time, nibbling on his earlobe. “Good.”

He left for work, smiling in anticipation of the night Sheila had planned for him. Behind his smile, though, was the image of what lay behind her smile.

Jake had survived the past terrorist attacks due to his tenacity and his capability, and that of his team. But he had also survived because of an extraordinary amount of luck. Sooner or later, even his luck would run out. Sheila no longer encouraged Jake to leave the Service for a less dangerous career, but they both knew what the risks were. The longer Jake remained here, the greater the chances that he wouldn’t come home.

Jake wasn’t sure how much longer he could take that risk.


CHAPTER TWO

Jake looked through the window of Air Force One at the ocean below. The pilot had just announced that they would land on the John F. Kennedy at five-thirty, exactly one hour from now and exactly on schedule. The nearly twenty-two-hour trip from Washington, D.C., was finally drawing to a close. The President would spend the night on the carrier, then depart the next morning for Beijing.

Air Force One, in this case, was an MV-22B Osprey rather than the typical Boeing VC-25B. While America’s nuclear-powered supercarriers were impressive, a converted Boeing 747 jetliner couldn't land on one of them. So, they'd taken the Navy's newest Carrier Onboard Delivery platform from Honolulu three thousand miles east, refueling once. Since the President was on board, this aircraft automatically became Air Force One. Apparently, there had been a bit of an argument between the Air Force and the Marine Corps over whether or not to call it Marine One—the designation reserved for helicopters—since the Osprey was a tiltrotor that could fly as an airplane or as a helicopter. The compromise agreed to was that the Navy would staff the aircraft, and it would be called Air Force One on its trip from Honolulu to the Kennedy and Marine One on its flight to Beijing. Because, you know, that was really important.

“What’s up, grumpy Gus?” Jess said, shoving Jake lightly. “Why so upset?”

Jake smiled at his partner. “Oh, you know. Same old bullshit.”

Special Agent Jess Foster was Jake’s partner and the Service’s resident tech whiz. She served as mission control for the Presidential Security Division, coordinating intelligence and communication between Jake and his agents and between the team and any other agencies that were involved directly or indirectly with the President’s protection. Despite having witnessed and endured everything Jake had, she maintained a consistently cheerful disposition, much to Jake’s admiration and occasional annoyance.

She shrugged. “If it wasn’t dangerous, they wouldn’t send us, right?”

“Well, they would, but I get your point.”

“Besides, nothing’s going to happen today,” Sheila added. “We’re about to land on a fully armed aircraft carrier. I’ve dated sailors, and you used to be a Marine. You know just how much they would love to deal with anyone stupid enough to try to attack the President here.”

“Well, my days of riding rough and rowdy are over. I’d much rather this was a nice, quiet, mundane international trip.”

“And I’d rather Chris Hemsworth show up at my apartment and ask if he can sleep over, but we have to live in the real world. More than likely, someone's going to try something. If we get lucky, it'll be an idiot with a handgun or a badly constructed car bomb. If we're not lucky… well, like I said, that's why they send us."

He chuckled without humor. “Sucks that we would consider ourselves lucky if all we get is someone blowing up a car.”

“Like I said, we have to live in the real world. Munoz says hi, by the way.”

Hector Munoz was a close friend of Jess and Jake. A former Special Forces agent, he had served with distinction for years as the commander of the Secret Service’s Combat Action Team One—the Service’s paramilitary component assigned exclusively to the Presidential Security Division. His team was now competently led by Captain Shiao Ming-Zhu. The sixteen-member CAT had joined them on this flight, along with the four-man Presidential Security Detail led by Special Agent Presley and the President and his aide.

Munoz was now the head of the Secret Service’s nascent Counterterrorism Division. Jake and Munoz had conceptualized the Division after the theft of the nuclear football three months ago. They realized that passive reaction to the barrage of terror attacks plaguing the world would leave them constantly at a disadvantage. It was time for them to take the initiative.

He wouldn’t be ready to go until after this tour, though, a fact that frustrated Jacob to no end. If only he could have persuaded the President to wait a couple of weeks.

But that wouldn’t fly. China’s actions demanded an immediate response. While Jake would have loved to just sequester the President away from the world and have him run the county from an armored, heavily defended secret underground bunker, he grudgingly admitted that this time, the President couldn’t simply cower at home.

“Should I tell him that you say hi back,” Jess asked, “or do you want me to say you stared moodily off into space?”

Jake blinked. “Oh. Sorry. No, yeah, tell him I say hi back.”

"No, yeah. That makes perfect sense."

He sighed and rubbed his temples. “You were a younger sibling, weren’t you?”

“Nope. Only child. We’ve talked about this before. That’s why I have to tease you.” She squeezed his arm. “We’ll be okay. We always are.”

Jake nodded. “Sure.”

“Don’t look so upset, Jake,” Bryan called to him. “This is going to be good. We’re going to remind the world what we stand for.”

Jake met his father-in-law’s eyes and tried to sound enthusiastic. “Yes sir, we will.”

“Tonight, we inspire the troops, and tomorrow, we set things straight with China. And we will set things straight. We still have a lot of allies in the Chinese government, including the current Premier. Anyone with half a brain can see that this trade deal benefits China as well as the U.S. We just have to push past the bullshit.”

Jake noted that the President didn’t mention the implied message the carrier group sent. Play ball or else. Maybe he just didn’t want to admit that side of it to himself. Bryan had fought very hard to be a peaceful president, and he was no doubt very unhappy with the current situation forcing him to be otherwise.

“I hope you’re right, sir,” Jake replied.

“Come on, Jake. When have I ever been wrong? Don’t answer that.”

The other agents laughed politely at the joke, but the more experienced ones—those who had fought with Jake during previous terror attacks, shared grim looks. Jake hated the undertone in their expressions, but he understood it. Everyone here was loyal to the Presidency, but at the end of the day, their lives were at risk too. Their families—just like Jake's—waited at home, terrified of the call that many had already received. Jake had made most of those calls. It was cold comfort to a wife to hear that her husband had died in service to his country.

The pilot announced their descent to the Kennedy, and Jake pulled his attention away from his worries and looked out the window at the approaching carrier. Even from a distance, the ship looked massive. Supercarriers were often called floating cities, and the eleven-hundred-foot-long behemoth below certainly looked like one to Jake’s eyes.

The carrier was flanked by six Flight III Arleigh Burke-class destroyers—two on either side, one ahead and one behind. Those destroyers would spread out miles from the carrier during normal operations, but since the President was here, the Navy allowed a little ceremony and pulled all of the ships of the group together.

It was truly an impressive sight, especially with the parked aircraft on the carrier’s flight deck that reminded him that this was an active military task force ready for war. The military power below them was enough to defeat the entire militaries of more than half of the world’s nations, and there were ten more of those groups ready to sail at a moment’s notice.

That was the impression the U.S. hoped China would receive. China was far and away the world’s second most powerful military but the gap between the U.S. and China was greater than the gap between China and the rest of the world. It was one thing to drag their feet politically, but it was quite another to threaten a U.S. vessel, and Bryan wanted China to understand that.

That was all beyond Jake’s mission, though. His job was to keep the President safe. The politics were none of his concern.

Until they become my concern when some dipshit tries to kill Bryan over it.

The engine noise increased, and the aircraft vibrated as the wings moved from horizontal to vertical. The massive propellers sped up to support the weight of the huge transport as it prepared for a vertical landing on the Kennedy’s deck. The carrier grew larger and larger until the ocean was blotted out by four-and-a-half acres of concrete. Or maybe it wasn’t concrete anymore. Jake hadn’t kept up with the new technologies of the day. For all he knew, the flight deck was made out of some super-composite now.

The landing was soft compared to most helicopters Jake had flown in, but harsh compared to the butter-smooth touchdowns the normal Air Force One made. Jess cursed softly as she bounced into Jake’s shoulder, and Jake smiled. “First time?”

“Oh, go to hell,” Jess grumbled. “Why couldn’t we just fly straight to Beijing?”

“Bryan wants to greet the sailors,” Jake reminded her. “Relax. Go find a lonely sailor to keep you company.”

"And have half the ship fighting over me? No, thank you."

“Wow,” Jake quipped. “You’re so humble. How do you do it?”

“I just think of all of the people less fortunate than me,” Jess replied, “and thank God I’m not them.”

The door opened, and the two of them put their game faces on. Sailors stood in rows on the carrier’s deck, resplendent in their dress uniforms. A small delegation consisting of the Carrier Strike Group commander—a rear admiral—the Kennedy’s captain and executive officer, the Carrier Air Wing commander, the commander of the destroyer squadron and the command chief petty officers for all of those units greeted the President. Bryan returned the salute, then shook hands with the group. Jake and his team quietly filed out and took positions on either side of the President.

The deck pitched and rolled, and Jake found himself concentrating more on keeping his feet than on the brief speech the President gave to the sailors. He didn't think that a ship this size would move noticeably, but apparently, he was wrong. He noticed the other agents having similar trouble and caught the amused glances of the command chiefs as they watched the landlubbers struggle to find their sea legs.

Bryan, on the other hand, didn’t seem bothered at all by the shifting deck. Jake would have to ask him how he was able to keep his balance so well.

Finally, the President brought his speech to a close. The deck erupted into applause, and the rear admiral escorted the President to the elevator. In order to accommodate the group—thirty-six strong including the delegation, the President and his entourage, and the flight crew—they took one of the aircraft elevators.

“We can stop by the hold if you want, sir,” the rear admiral told Bryan. “The new Harpy drones just got here, and they’re impressive as hell.”

“I’d love to see them,” the President responded.

Jess leaned to Jake and said, “These are the ones that can’t be coopted by terrorists, right?”

The original iteration of the MQ-21 Harpy had been used by a Russian arms dealer to destroy U.S. military targets and threaten Washington, D.C. In the aftermath of that event, the DoD had partnered with the CIA to develop entirely new electronics for the production version of the drone. Jake didn’t appreciate Jess bringing that up right now.

“Maybe make those jokes when we’re not five feet from the President and that Strike Group commander,” Jake whispered back.

“Just asking,” Jess said. “It’s a valid question. I think I should tinker with them just to make sure I can take over in case of an emergency.”

Jake nearly scolded her again, but he had to admit that wasn’t a bad idea. “Fine. But later, and get permission from the air wing commander first.”

“Will do. Or at least I won’t get caught.”

Jake sighed and decided there were better battles to pick. Besides, if Jess got caught, it would be a good lesson for her.

Still, he was feeling better now that they were on the carrier. Tonight, at least, they would be safe. Tomorrow?

They’d deal with that tomorrow.


CHAPTER THREE

As a rule, Jake didn’t drink on the job, but at Jess’s urging, he indulged in a beer after the President retired to his quarters that night. The Presidential Security Detail slept in the quarters directly across from the President while the CAT bunked with the crew. There was no need for the CAT to be within feet of the President on a U.S. warship.

Jess and Jake shared a room down the hall from the President. This was ordinarily the executive officer’s quarters, but the XO and CO were sharing the admiral’s suite while the President was aboard. Like everything aboard a ship—even a large one like an aircraft carrier—the room was small and space was used efficiently. Jess took the bed while Jake slept on a pullout futon couch. There was just enough room for them to maneuver to the head or the front door if they needed.

"Sure, you don't want to try spending the night in a sailor's bunk?" Jake teased. "I know you're still sore over the breakup. Maybe this is your chance to cheer yourself up."

Jess made a face. “Yeah, the chances of finding privacy here are next to none. I don’t mind sleeping with a stranger, but I’d rather not have his bunkmates watching and taking bets on who—”

“And you can stop there,” Jake interrupted. “Forget I brought it up.”

“Besides,” Jess said, sitting cross-legged on the bed, “I need to keep an eye on you. I saw that lieutenant looking you up and down during dinner.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Well, thank you very much. I was absolutely going to cheat on Sheila if you weren’t here to keep me honest.”

“Gotta protect my girl’s honor,” Jess said, rolling with the joke.

Jake laughed. “You’re crazy.”

“That’s why you love me.” She finished the rest of her beer and said, “I don’t suppose I can interest you in another?”

“No, and no more for you either. We have an early day tomorrow, and we might have trouble.”

“We’ll always have trouble. That’s why God invented alcohol.”

“I think it was the Ancient Egyptians who invented alcohol. If I recall my Sunday School lessons correctly, God is rather ambivalent towards it.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re no fun. Is sparkling water okay, or does it have to be flat?”

He chuckled. “Sparkling’s fine.”

They fell silent for a few minutes. The pitch and roll of the deck was more soothing than nauseating belowdecks, although this was another reason Jake was happy not to drink anymore. He looked through the porthole window but saw only pitch black. Night hit differently thousands of miles away from city lights.

Jess broke the silence. “One year left as of today.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

“One year left. Then Bryan isn’t President anymore.”

Jake knew that already, but hearing Jess say it out loud caused the fact to hit him like a ton of bricks. “Oh, damn. You’re right. It’s January twentieth.”

“Twenty-first out here. We crossed the dateline already. But yeah, the twentieth back home.”

He laughed. “Thank you for the clarification.”

“Happy to help.” She sipped more of her sparkling water, swirling it in her mouth like a sommelier. “So what are you going to do?”

“When Bryan leaves office?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, when Harry meets Sally. Yes, when Bryan leaves office.”

“Hmm…” He finished the last of his beer and tossed the bottle into the trash can. “I don’t know.”

She gave him a frank look. "Yes, you do. You just don't want to tell me."

“No, I really don’t,” he insisted. “I mean, the media’s been running with the idea that terrorists just hate Bryan, but I think we know better than that. They hate the United States, and the President is the figurehead of our nation.”

Her shoulders slumped a little. “So you think this stuff is going to keep happening, huh?”

“I don’t think Bryan leaving office is going to change anything,” he replied. “I hope that this stuff stops happening when he leaves, but if it does, it will be because we stopped it, not because the bad guys retired with him.”

“But what if the new President… I mean, what if they agree with him more? What if they like his policies better?”

"The President isn't going to advocate for the toppling of the U.S. as the world's superpower no matter who he is. He's not going to advocate for the destruction of the American way of life. These terrorists… that's what they want. The U.S. is a big part of the reason the world hasn't had a World War Three. That's great if you're a normal person who doesn't want millions of people to die. Not so great if you want to take power for yourself, and you have to contend with an exceptionally powerful nation that makes it very difficult for dictators to achieve their goals."

“I don’t know. That one guy, Holland, says some pretty crazy stuff.”

Senator Jeffrey Holland was the opposing party’s most popular candidate for President. He was in many ways the opposite of Bryan: loud, boisterous, aggressive and nationalistic. His campaign had adopted the slogan America First, symbolizing his belief that the President should put the needs of the nation ahead of the needs of the world. Holland, in fact, took it a step further, insisting that the needs of the United States were the only needs the President should concern himself with.

Jake shrugged. “Not that crazy. Whenever you have a polarizing president like Bryan, you have a guy on the opposite pole shouting the exact opposite.”

“Do you think he’ll win?”

“No idea. I try not to pay attention to politics.”

“Yeah, but you vote, right?”

"Sure, I vote. But I have to protect the President, whether it's the person I voted for or not. I can't be emotional about it. I mean, with Bryan, I don't have a choice. He's my father-in-law. The next guy will just be the President."

“So you’re going to stay with the service?” Jess asked hopefully.

Jake realized what he’d said and sighed. “I don’t know. Like I was saying, the terrorists won’t stop just because it’s Holland or De la Cruz or Pardell or anyone else in office. The question is whether I want to keep being the guy who stops them.”

“So do you?” she pressed.

“I don’t know,” he repeated. “I mean… I want to watch my kid grow up. You know what he did the other morning, the day before we left?”

“Asked for a Marine tattoo and a rifle?”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Ha ha. No, he asked me if he could have boo cereal for breakfast.”

“Boo cereal? What’s that?”

"It's a Halloween special cereal. Sheila bought a box in October. It has a cartoon ghost on the front, and the cereal has those little marshmallows in the shape of spiders, ghosts, and mummies."

“Oh, I get it. Boo like scary.” She grinned. “That’s cute.”

“It’s flipping adorable. And there won’t be many more moments like that. He’s growing really fast. It seems like only yesterday he was a tiny little scrunch-faced thing sniffing and cooing and squirming around in our arms, and now he’s a full-on kid. He’s still little, but that’s changing too. He’ll be going to school next fall.”

“What? Already? He’s only going to be four.”

“Yes, but he’ll turn four before the start of the school year, so he’ll be going to TK.”

“What’s TK?”

“Transitional Kindergarten. It’s kind of like public preschool.”

“You don’t have to send him to school.”

“We could keep him home for another year,” Jake agreed, “but the point is that he’s not going to be little forever. I’d like to be a part of his life when he’s bigger. I want all of the memories: when he makes friends, when he starts school, when he has his first crush, when he starts playing baseball, when he gets his first job, his first car, college, marriage, grandkids. I want to watch him grow up so that one day, I can be the old guy watching him raise a little munchkin of his own. If I keep playing cowboy, I won’t be able to do that. As you’re very fond of pointing out, I’m not growing any younger. Lately, I’ve been feeling my age.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Really. Not a lot so far. Just little things like needing a cup of coffee to wake up in the morning.”

“Like every other adult in America?”

“But not like me.”

“You’ve been drinking coffee since I met you.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes, but I haven’t needed it. I could have done without it.”

Jess gave him a patient smile. “I think you miss your family, and you’re conflating that to mean that you’re getting old and can’t handle the job anymore.”

Jake decided not to argue. “Yeah, maybe.”

“Well, you’ll see them soon. I have no doubt that the coming days will provide significant challenges that will test our will, our mettle, our very soul. But we’ll get through it. We always do.”

“Yes.” But what about when we don’t?

Jess kicked her shoes off and unbuckled her belt. Seeing Jake’s alarmed look, she said, “Relax. This is all that’s coming off. However, if you want to whine about your future, you’ll have to go find a friend among the crew. I’m going to bed.”

Jake got to his feet. “Very well. I’ll try to make as much noise as possible when I come back.”

“I hope you do,” Jess replied. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to kick your ass for years.”

He smiled. “Good night, Jess.”

She gave him a thumbs up. “Hit the light on your way out, yeah?”

“I’ll just have to turn it on when I get back.”

“With any luck, I’ll be too asleep to care.”

Jake switched the light off and left the room. The carrier was steaming at twenty knots toward the South China Sea, and the deck was pitching and rolling more than it had been earlier, but Jake had gained more balance now and was able to keep his feet as he climbed the ladder to the observation deck.

He was surprised to see the President there when he arrived. “Damn. That’s a hell of a climb for a sixty-year-old man, Bryan.”

Were Bryan not his father-in-law, there would be no circumstance when such an informal way of speaking to the President would be okay. But he was Jake’s father-in-law, and he’d been Jake’s friend before then. One of the things Jake looked forward to was a chance to be friends with him again without the massive elephant of the Presidency in the room with them.

Bryan smiled. “Gotta stay in shape if I’m gonna kick China’s ass.”

Jake returned a somewhat less mirthful smile. “So is that what it’s going to come to?”

Bryan shrugged. “We’ll see. They’re talking a lot of shit, which is fine, but they’re also waving their dick around, which is less fine.”

“Elegant language, sir.”

Bryan scoffed. “What are you, my mother? And no, I don’t think we’re going to go to war with China. I do think that there’s going to be a lot of dick-waving on both sides before they finally admit ours is bigger.” He sighed. “I’ve spent four years trying to build a world where this kind of posturing doesn’t happen, and here I am, twelve months from the end of my second term proving to the world that I failed.”

“You didn’t fail, sir. It’s the rest of the world that’s failed. If they listened to you, the world would be a much better place.”

Bryan sighed. “Yeah, well, that turned out to be a much bigger if than I thought it would be.”

He fell silent and looked out across the water. Abovedeck, the stars were out, sharper, brighter, and far more numerous than they ever were on shore. The hum of the engines below was just enough to provide a soothing backdrop to the vast emptiness of ocean and sky.

“Do you think I was a good President, Jake?”

Jake looked back at Bryan. “Yes, I think so.” The answer, of course, was more complicated than that, but overall, Jake was proud to serve the man standing next to him.

Bryan nodded. “Holland’s going to beat De la Cruz.”

Jake smiled. “What, no faith in your party’s candidate?”

“Doesn’t matter. Love me or hate me, the nation wants a change. Whether it’s my fault or not, I’m leaving office in the middle of an uncertain time. They want someone who can promise them a definitive end to the chaos that surrounded my administration. De la Cruz isn’t the person who can make that promise. She’ll tell people what practical steps she can guarantee to cause continued incremental positive changes. Holland will confidently promise a utopia.”

“Yeah, but utopia isn’t achievable.”

“That won’t stop people from voting for him.”

“Do you think he’ll be a bad President?” Jake asked. “If he does win?”

Bryan was quiet for a long moment. When he replied, he sounded tired and every day his age. “I think he’ll undo a lot of the progress I’ve made with our foreign policy. Not that anything I’ve tried to do has made any damned bit of difference.” He looked back across the water. “You know, Holland and his party are trying to paint me as a bad President because I focused on international concerns more than domestic concerns, but that’s not true. I focused on international concerns because those concerns are domestic concerns. The world is different than it was fifty years ago. It’s not enough for us to put America first and just ignore what’s going on outside of our own borders. If we’re going to survive the transition to a global economy—and that transition will come whether we want it to or not—then we need to build strong relationships with the world. We can’t just be bullies anymore.”

He shook his head. “That’s what pisses me off about this whole thing with China. We’re about to be bullies again because we have to be. Because China is playing a game that ended the moment the Internet was invented, and they’re big enough and bad enough that they can do damage that way. So we have to show up like the big brothers and put them back in line. Which will perpetuate the image of the U.S. as the asshole who throws their weight around to get what they want.”

He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I’m rambling. Christ, I’m all over the place right now. I guess what I’m worried about is the world—and our next President—learning the wrong lesson from all the bullshit that happened during my administration. All of it—all the attacks, the conflict, the global unrest—all of that proves the need to move forward. I thought we were making progress on that front, but after the coup attempt and with Europe acting snippety and superior again, I feel like we’re right back to square one.”

He smiled sadly at Jake. “But hey, it won’t be my problem for much longer. One more year to do my damnedest, and then Carol and I can buy that house in California we always wanted and let other people deal with the mess.”

His eyes faltered, a clear indication of his true feelings on that subject. Jake squeezed his shoulder. “You did good, Bryan. Whatever the world has to say about you, you did good.”

Bryan nodded. He tried one more smile and nearly succeeded. “Thank you, Jake. It means a lot to hear you say that.”

He placed his hand over Jake’s for a moment, then returned to the ladder and descended below decks again. Jake stared where he was for a while, staring up at the stars and wondering as so many had wondered before if somewhere out there around one of those distant stars, another was staring at him and wondering what their own future held.


CHAPTER FOUR

The sea was considerably rougher the next morning, enough so that the crew stretched cables at rib height across the deck so Jake and his team could keep their footing as they walked to the Osprey.

“It’s crazy to me that this ship weighs two hundred million pounds but it’s bouncing around like a ping pong ball,” Jess said, clutching grimly to the rope as she made her way over the deck toward the aircraft.

“It could be worse,” Jake said. “It could be raining.”

And, of course, no sooner had he said that than lightning cracked across the sky and a torrential downpour began. Jess gave Jake a look of pure hatred and verbalized the feeling. “I hate you.”

“Yeah,” Jake agreed. “Not a big fan of myself right now either.”

Ahead of them, Presley and one of his agents entered the Osprey and pulled the President inside. At that moment, the Osprey ceased to be Lima-Golf-Niner and became Marine One.

Jake and Jess boarded next, followed by the CAT. Jake noticed with approval that Shiao and her team showed no reaction to the adverse weather. By necessity, the CAT was made of sterner stuff. Jake had no doubt that if the aircraft went down and they had to swim to China, the CAT would accept that circumstance without complaint too.

Now why did you have to go and think that, he scolded himself.

It was too late, though. He had thought it, and now that exact worry filled his mind. He lingered near the cockpit and called to the pilot. “Commander Fielding, I hate to be that guy, but are you sure we can handle this weather?”

Fielding gave Jake the patient, slightly amused grin that Jake recognized as the humor the civilian grin. “Oh yeah. I’ve flown these things through typhoons before. They’re not gonna sweat a little weather.”

Jake had a somewhat different definition of what a “little” weather meant, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he reviewed emergency procedures with his team.

"Okay, everyone. Let's run it down again. We have parachutes under our seats, an RHIB at the rear of the aircraft, and life rings on either side of the panel doors. Shiao, you all have flares, right?”

“Yes, sir,” the stern CAT captain replied.

“I can scream really loudly,” Jess offered helpfully.

Jake gave Jess a severe look, but he didn’t expect that to have any effect, and it didn’t. Jess smiled innocently at him and added, “I’m told that I can wake the dead.”

Like Jake with Bryan, Jess was close enough with Jake that she could get away with talking to him like that. Unlike Jake, she had no problem doing it in front of other people, to the great and barely contained amusement of the President and the rest of the agents.

“All right,” Jake said. “Fingers crossed nothing bad happens, but most of you have been with me long enough not to believe in luck. So we’ll believe in having a plan. Presley, your job is the President’s safety, ditto your team. Shiao, you will remind anything foolish enough to become a threat why it’s unwise to tread upon the United States. Jess, you will identify those threats before they exist. Any questions?”

Jess’s hand shot into the air, and Jake steeled himself for another stupid joke. “Yes, Jess?”

He was pleasantly surprised when Jess instead asked, “In the event we lose contact with the carrier group, what is our next-level contact?”

“Excellent question, Jess. If we lose contact with the carrier group, we immediately contact PACCOM, whether we’re in any kind of danger or not. They have several terawatts of communication power reserved for this mission specifically, so they’ll answer.”

“Got it. Any changes in our encrypted channels?”

Another excellent question. “Yes. We’ll be using collection C for this assignment.”

Jess had a number of encrypted channels that she reserved for communication with Jake and the other components of the Presidential Security Division, but some of those channels were known to others due to the need to cooperate with foreign actors in the past. In this case, the foreign actor was Chinese Ministry of State Security Agent Li Wei. Agent Li had helped Jake rescue Sheila when she was kidnapped by terrorists in Beijing, and Jake trusted her as long as the interests of the United States and China aligned. With the recent shift in relations between the two nations, he didn’t want to take the chance that their interests no longer aligned and that Li Wei would snoop on their transmissions. Hence collection C, a list of channels that had never been used in China before.

“Cool,” Jess said. “Angel, Getz, you guys are new. Any questions on how to use the earpieces?”

“Do they turn off automatically?” Getz asked, “Or do we have to turn them off?”

“If you don’t want to hear people, press and hold for three seconds. I can always hear you. Sorry, but it’s necessary for security. If you need private time, you’ll have to wait until we get back home.”

Getz looked slightly confused by that answer, but nodded curtly and said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“All right,” Jake said. “Anything else?” When there was no answer, he said, “Wonderful. Everyone strap in and let’s get this road on the show.”

He sat down and secured his harness, then gave a thumbs up to the cockpit. The pilot returned one of his own, then pushed the throttles forward. The turboshafts roared to life, and a moment later, the pitch and roll of the carrier evened and became the steady vibration of the Osprey. Jake had to admit he was impressed. If the aircraft was impacted by the weather at all, it didn’t show at all.

“These are nice, aren’t they?” the Chief Petty Officer who served as the cabin attendant for the President’s flight remarked. “Hell of a lot smoother than the Greyhounds we used to fly.”

“Oh yeah?” Jake replied.

“Oh yeah. The Greyhound is a nice plane, don’t get me wrong. Sturdy and strong, and it’ll fly for years without anything breaking. But you feel everything. It’s like flying in a washing machine. These tilt rotors shake a little bit because of the engine torque, but other than that, they cut through the air like a hot knife through butter.”

“Glad to hear it,” the President said. “I’ve been known to get motion sickness from time to time.”

“You won’t need to worry about that on Marine One, sir,” the Chief replied, chest swelling with pride.

Jake shared a smile with Jess and Presley. He liked when people were passionate about their jobs. It was clear that this chief was passionate about his aircraft.

And the takeoff was indeed smooth. The aircraft climbed to twenty-five thousand feet, which put it in the clouds but above the worst of the storm, and the vibration eased even more. Once the pilot announced that they were past the worst of it, and they’d be out of the storm cell soon, Jake finally allowed himself to relax.

Jess clapped a hand on his shoulder. “See? What did I tell you?”

Jake frowned. “Nothing. You didn’t tell me anything.”

Her brow furrowed. "I didn't? Huh. Well, then, never mind." She turned to Presley and clapped a hand on his shoulder. "See? What did I tell you?"

Jake laughed and looked at Bryan. His smile faded when he saw his friend's expression. The President's lips were thin, and the worry lines in his forehead were deep. He saw Jake and gave him a tight smile, but he couldn't hold it.

Jake had seen Bryan worried before, but seeing him like this now only reminded him what was at stake with this upcoming visit. If things went well, the situation in the Pacific would stabilize. If not, then Bryan would have the unenviable legacy of leaving the United States in a cold war with the world’s other superpower.

Jake was reminded of an old saying. The more things change, the more they stay the same.

He feared there was more truth to that saying than he would have liked.


CHAPTER FIVE

The smooth cruise lasted exactly five minutes. Then a flash of white filled the windows, causing Jake and the others to cry out and cover their eyes. A buzzing sound accompanied the flash, followed by a series of pops and the unmistakable smell of burning wires.

Jake frowned and looked up at the cockpit. The pilots were frantically flipping switches and talking to each other in low, concerned voices.

“Was that a lightning strike?” Presley asked.

Jess quickly examined her own equipment. “Okay, everything looks good on my end,” she said to no one in particular. “I guess I hardened them well enough to withstand a lightning strike.”

She grinned at Jake, but the grin faded as a new sound came to their ears.

Or rather a lack of sound. The massive, powerful turboshaft engines that powered the tilt rotors had gone silent. Jake looked out of the window and saw the propellers spinning but far more slowly and less consistently than before. The wind was spinning them, not the engine.

Jake got to his feet and moved toward the cockpit. “What’s going on? What happened?”

“We lost power,” the aircraft commander replied. “I’m not sure exactly how.”

“What do you mean you’re not sure how?” the first officer retorted. “We got hit by lightning.”

The commander’s lips thinned. “I’m aware of that, Lieutenant Pierce. Have you completed the engine restart sequence?"

“Yes. Nothing.”

“Do it again.”

“I did.”

"Well, do it a third time!"

The fear in the commander’s voice chilled Jake. “Commander, I need to know now if we’re looking at an emergency. Should we be donning parachutes?”

“Hold on.”

The commander flipped several switches and pressed a big black button next to his multifunction display, now a dull black. “Shit. Pierce, nothing?”

“Nothing, sir. There’s nothing. The damned ECU is fried. We have no damned power.”

“Shit.” The commander took a deep breath. “Okay, how far away is the carrier?”

“Too far away for an emergency deck landing,” Pierce replied. “Especially in this weather.”

“God damn it,” the captain cursed. “All right. Prepare for a water landing. Special Agent Mercer, can your team handle a water landing?”

He says as though he’s offering us a choice. “Yes, we’ll be fine.”

“Okay. The seat cushions serve as flotation devices, just like on an airliner. The RHIBs self-inflate. You just need to drop them in the water and pull the red cord and they pop up like a balloon.”

“Got it. Any idea what kind of weather we’re looking at below?”

“Bad,” the commander replied tersely. “Sea state five or six and getting worse.”

Sea states described the speed of the wind and the size and behavior of the waves. They ranged from sea state one, which was just barely above a dead calm, all the way to sea state eight. The scale wasn’t linear, and five and six were a lot closer to eight than they were to one.

Jake’s eyes widened. “I thought you said we were through the worst of it.”

“Yeah, we were if our engines hadn’t fucking died.”

“I’ve feathered the rotors,” the first officer said. “That should make the landing as smooth as possible.”

“How smooth is that in rough seas?” Jake asked.

The commander gave him a look that told Jake the answer was bad news. Jake took a deep breath, then turned around. “All right, everyone. We’re going to make a water landing. Jess, contact the Kennedy. The aircraft’s radio is down, so we’ll be relying on you for communication.”

Jess nodded. “Okay. You got it.”

Her face was pale, and her eyes as big as dinner plates, but Jake didn’t need to worry about her state of mind. She wasn’t a field agent, but she’d been in tense situations before. She’d do her job as well as any of them would.

“Presley, you, your team, and the President and his aide board the RHIB first.”

“Can an RHIB handle rough seas?” Presley asked.

The Chief Petty Officer nodded. His face was pale, too, but he maintained the decorum and professionalism Jake would expect from a senior NCO. "Yes, it's designed to operate up to sea state seven. I've heard of them surviving sea state eight in exceptional conditions."

“I don’t know what that means,” Presley said. “Is that good?”

“Get your team ready, Special Agent Presley,” Jake said sternly. Now was not the time for his senior agent to show fear.

Presley got the point. The concern vanished from his face, replaced by the stoicism the Service cultivated in its protection agents. “Yes, sir.”

“Shiao, you too. Get everything as watertight as possible. Is there anyone who can’t swim?” To Jake’s relief, no one volunteered. “Good. Ideally no one will have to swim because your seat cushions are flotation devices, but if you lose your cushion, keep yourself afloat, and we’ll come get you.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the Chief Petty Officer sharing a look with the pilots. Jake understood the meaning of that look. In rough seas, no amount of skill at swimming would protect you from going under, let alone allow you to choose the direction in which you traveled. They would have to land relatively smoothly and get the RHIB deployed immediately to have any chance at survival.

The aircraft groaned, and Jake felt a horrifying sense of weightlessness as their descent steepened. As the airplane lost speed, it would lose altitude faster and faster. The Osprey’s massive engines and rotors on relatively stubby wings meant it had the glide ratio of a cinder block.

This was going to be bad.

Jake quickly removed his cushion and folded his arms through the straps. He looked at Bryan and confirmed that the President was ready for the landing himself. Bryan was doing a remarkable job keeping calm considering that he was a civilian, but then, it would be a bad look for the Commander-in-Chief to start panicking.

The weightless feeling intensified, and Jake felt his feet start to lift off of the ground. The nose of the airplane tilted downward, and the feeling eased slightly as the Osprey’s forward speed increased.

But if they had to keep descending at this angle, the impact would certainly kill them. Jake looked ahead at the cockpit and saw the pilots maneuvering the controls. Their hands were white around the yokes.

He risked looking out of the window and immediately wished he hadn’t. They were maybe five thousand feet up now, below the clouds. Even from this height, Jake could see the waves below. Their crests were white, and judging by the visible texture, they were high.

The aircraft was going to break apart when they landed. Jake knew that even before he overheard the first officer praying softly to himself. He looked at Jess, who was now green with fear. She grabbed his hand and squeezed hard, trying and failing to smile.

Jake hated feeling helpless. Usually, some action was available to him to at least mitigate the danger the President faced, but right now, there was nothing he could do but wait. Their aircraft was going down. He just had to wait for it to happen and hope that the President made it out alive.

“Yes, Admiral Jorgenson,” Jess said. “We’re about to come down. I’ll send you the coordinates. It’s going to be an emergency water landing.” She paused and looked out her window. “Very, very emergency. If you can send helicopters, that’ll be your best bet. Okay. Yeah, I will. Thank you.”

She hung up and looked at Jake. “That was the carrier group commander. They’re going to deploy SAR helicopters to find us. He said that they’re about seventy knots behind us, and they can make that distance up in two hours.”

“That’s not too bad,” the Chief Petty Officer offered helpfully. “We train to survive up to forty-eight hours at sea with no supplies just to get through basic.”

The aircraft began to shake as the turbulence near the ground buffeted them. Jake looked at Bryan and said a silent prayer that this wouldn’t be the last time he saw his friend alive.

He looked out of the window and once more wished he hadn’t. They were below a thousand feet now, and the waves were clearly wild and high. They foamed white at the top and stirred the sea like a whisk. Rather than proceed in orderly rows like he imagined, they roiled and twisted and plunged like a washing machine.

“Impact in thirteen seconds,” the pilot offered helpfully. “Ten. Nine. Eight…”

Jake took a deep breath and thought of Sheila and Beau. I love you guys. I love you so—

The Osprey jolted hard as they impacted the water. A screeching sound assaulted Jake’s ears, and something freezing wet misted over his face. The aircraft tilted to its side before Jake realized what had happened.

Oh my God, it’s tearing in half.

Another shriek sounded, and the next instant, the back end of the aircraft flipped into the air, launching Jake from his seat. He spent two seconds staring in disbelief as the aircraft tore apart below him.

Then he hit the water.

Only instinct prevented him from gasping as the frigid water sliced straight to his bones. That probably saved his life since he was quickly dragged under the waves. The South China Sea was supposed to be warm, but clearly that wasn’t the case during a storm in January.

Jake clung to his cushion and held his breath, waiting for the momentum to pull him to the surface. Just when he was about to give in to panic, his head popped up above the water. He gasped and looked around, desperate for any sight of the President.

He didn’t see anyone. Or anything. Panic took him then, gripping his mind with its talons and drawing a cry of anguish from his chest. “Bryan! Mr. President! Sir, can you hear me?”

He could barely hear himself over the waves, and when the next one crashed down on top of him, he nearly lost hold of his cushion. When he broke the surface again, he saw the aircraft in the distance.

What remained of it anyway. The Osprey had broken into three pieces upon landing. One of those pieces—containing the cockpit and the first quarter of the fuselage—sank beneath the waves as Jake watched. The tail section floated away on the waves, bobbing like a buoy and quickly disappearing from view.

The central fuselage, buoyed and stabilized by the engines and wings, remained above the surface. Jake cried out and swam toward the remnant, but the ocean was carrying him away, and it didn’t matter what Jake wanted. He gave up trying to swim after another wave drove him deeper into the water than the first two, then rolled him rapidly end over end. Water poured into his nose, and when he came to the surface again, he gasped and coughed and spluttered saltwater out of every orifice in his head.

He was going to die. If he didn’t figure out a miracle soon, he wasn’t going to survive this.

He looked around for a piece of wreckage he could use as a more reliable flotation device. He didn’t find that, but he did find someone else bobbing nearby, clinging to his own seat cushion.

“Bryan!”

Jake started swimming again, not trying to resist the waves but trying to converge his path with the President’s. Bryan saw him after a moment and did the same thing, holding tightly to the cushion with his arms while using his legs to propel himself toward Jake.

The waves came down again, pushing both of them underwater. When Jake came up, he was inches from the President. He pulled his head back just before it would have collided with Bryan and grabbed Bryan’s cushion.

Bryan gasped and looked at him. “Okay, Jake. What now?”

Jake almost laughed at the sarcasm in Bryan's voice. Fear and cold had left him on an emotional rollercoaster. He looked around, and when he saw the life preserver, he cried out. "There! Grab that!"

Bryan had done a great many things during his presidency that Jake admired, but perhaps the most shocking achievement he ever made was somehow managing to swim to the life preserve and get his arm around it. Jake grabbed the opposite side and quickly lashed the seat cushions to either side, tying them with the ropes on the life preserver.

“Hold your breath,” he told Bryan.

Bryan’s brow furrowed. “Wait, what?”

“Now!”

Jake pushed Bryan underwater and pulled the life preserver over his head so that he popped up in the hole. Bryan gasped and scrabbled for the ring. Jake felt a shadow come over him and looked up to see a massive wave—thirty feet high—coming toward him.

He took a breath, dove under the water, and popped up next to the President in the middle of the life preserver. "Grab the ring!" he shouted. "Hold on tightly!"

The President complied, and the wave crashed down. It felt like an eternity that they spun and flailed under the water. The freezing saltwater rasped Jake’s face and filled his nose and mouth with an acrid taste. He blew outwards to keep from swallowing the water but still had to gasp for breath when they finally broke the surface again.

He looked around and saw nothing but more waves. No sign of the aircraft or of anyone else.

They were alone.


CHAPTER SIX

Another wave came down over them. Jake’s arms trembled as he gripped the raft and waited for them to surface again. When they did, he looked over at Bryan to see the President holding just as tightly. The older man gasped and trembled just like Jake, but his eyes remained alert.

Jake had no idea how long they'd been floating. He normally had a good sense of time, but the chaos of the storm had driven all of that sense out of the window. He experienced each instant as an eternity. Every time the water enveloped him, he died, and every time he broke the surface, he was reborn into another life of terror and cold.

He also had no idea where they were headed. At first, the storm had seemed cyclonic, almost like a typhoon, but after a while, he deduced that they were definitely heading somewhere. He just didn’t know where or how fast or how far from land they were.

Probably too far. Their best bet was to be close enough to the others that the carrier could find them.

He nearly cried out when he remembered his earpiece. He reached for it, but another approaching wave forced him to grab the raft and hold on. When it passed, he tried again, tapping the earpiece twice, then pushing and holding twice for one second to open his secure channel to Jess.

“Jess? Are you there? Can you hear me?”

No answer. A chill ran through him, but he kept himself calm. He tried twice more before another wave started the cycle over again. When it broke, he tapped three times to switch to the general channel that would reach the Kennedy and any SAR units sent after them. “This is Special Agent Jake Mercer. I have the package with me. Repeat, the package is safe and with me. Need immediate extraction from the coordinates of this transmission. Please respond.”

Nothing. He tried once more, but the message was cut off by another wave.

His teeth began to chatter, adding to the shuddering. He felt warm, but he knew from his symptoms that it was a false sensation and actually a sign of greater hypothermia. That reminded him that hypothermia might actually kill them before exhaustion caused them to lose their grip and drown.

He opened his eyes and looked at the President. Bryan’s lips were blue and trembling just like his, but his eyes held their focus. He smiled at Jake. “No luck, huh?”:

Jake almost laughed at that smile. Bryan surprised him sometimes. “No. No luck. I don’t know if that means the radio’s down or if there’s interference from the storm.”

Another wave. Another rebirth. This one was less intense than the others, though. He looked around and saw that the waves were calming. Just slightly—twenty feet instead of thirty feet—but enough that he felt his first spark of hope. They should have died already, but they were still alive. If they could survive the thirty-foot waves that had pummeled them for possibly hours, then they could survive the twenty-foot waves.

You know that’s not true, a small voice reminded him. You’re exhausted and freezing now. You’re fading fast, and Bryan will fade faster.

This voice might have been correct, but it wasn’t helpful, so Jake ignored it. “The storm’s weakening. When it calms entirely, I’ll see if I can hazard a guess as to where we are.”

“The Pacific,” Bryan quipped. “Big blue spot on the map. Can’t miss it.”

Jake stared at him for a second, then laughed. Bryan returned a tired chuckle of his own. “Thanks. I was pretty proud of that.”

“Well, you kept your sense of humor until the end,” Jake said. “You can hold onto that.”

“Hold on, there,” Bryan said. “You’re supposed to tell me there’s still hope, not joke bitterly about our deaths. Come on, Special Agent. Grab your balls and get us out of here.”

Jake laughed again. “I’m not sure what that means, but I will do my level best to get us out of here in a more palatable way than just letting go and giving up.”

“God, are you always so morbid?” Bryan asked. “What the hell does Sheila see in you?”

“You know, Carrie said the same thing to me the other every single day that she’s known me.”

They both laughed at that. The first lady’s disdain for Jake had warmed all the way to tolerance since Beau’s birth, but it was still a stretch to say that she liked him. Jake thought semi-privately that Carrie worried about her daughter marrying a man who could die at any moment and leave her alone. At this particular moment, that seemed like a damned valid concern.

“You know she doesn’t hate you, right?” Bryan said.

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Jake replied. “She also doesn’t like me.”

Bryan shrugged. “She’s worried about Sheila. You and I might never admit it, but we both love the excitement of the lives we live. Sheila and Carrie are a lot like each other in that the most excitement they want is to see the Grand Canyon from a safe three feet behind a handrail. That’s not a knock against them. It’s just an explanation why they have such a hard time with us doing what we do.”

Jake thought of mentioning that Sheila hadn’t protested his career choices in years, and in fact, when Jake himself thought of leaving the Service, she’d pushed him to stay. In the end, he kept that to himself. The President and First Lady had come within a single argument of splitting up for good and stayed that way for far longer than Jake and Sheila had. It might seem like bragging if Jake talked about how supportive Sheila was.

Besides, when she heard about this, she might not be quite so supportive anymore.

Just get back to her. Worry about what she’ll say after you make sure she gets a chance to say it to your face.

There wasn’t much for him to do until the storm passed, though, so he shifted his grip, endured the next wave, and asked Bryan, “Is that why you’re worried about leaving office? You don’t think you’ll get any more excitement?”

He tried to smile, but his mouth was too stiff to move. God, it was so cold.

Bryan tried to laugh, but it was hard to hear over the chattering of his teeth. “Oh no. I’m old. I served two terms as President of the United States. I’m more than happy to spend the rest of my life chilling in the sun in Malibu.”

“That’s where you’re moving?”

“Coto de Caza. That’s close to Malibu, right?”

"Hell, if I know."

Another wave attacked them, but they were getting easier to deal with. Jake didn’t know if that was because his body was adjusting to the waves or if the waves were getting even smaller. They sure didn’t look like they’d shrunk anymore.

Hell, maybe his mind was just telling him it was easy as it prepared to shut his body down and die with some dignity. He’d heard that brains did that sometimes when people died. That was why some people could die peacefully with smiles on their faces.

“What about you?” Bryan asked. “What are you going to do when I leave?”

Jake didn’t answer right away. Answering this question for Bryan was different from answering for Sheila. Maybe it wasn’t, but it felt different. Jake didn’t like being vulnerable in front of the man he was supposed to protect.

But he had to say something, and he couldn’t think of anything more convincing than the truth. “I don’t know. It’s not that I want excitement. I just don’t want to leave the nation unprotected. I know that sounds horrible. I trust my team, and I know Jess and Presley and Shiao would do a damned good job running things. It’s just…

“They’re not you.”

Jake smiled ruefully. “I was looking for a diplomatic way to say it, but yeah.”

Another wave washed over them. Without missing a beat, Bryan picked up where they left off. “I get it. Scottie Pippen was a badass, but he’s no Michael Jordan.”

“I know who Michael Jordan is, but I don’t know who Scottie Pippen is.”

Bryan stared at him as though he’d said that he wanted an alien to appear in a flying saucer and paint his toenails. Heat climbed Jake’s cheeks, and he explained, “I don’t really watch much sports.”

“Yeah, that’s not a good enough excuse in this case. Jesus.”

Jake shrugged. “Whatever. You probably don’t know who Johnny Basilone is.”

“Name sounds familiar.”

“He’s a Marine Corps hero. Some would say the Marine Corps hero.”

“Ah. No, I don’t know him.”

“Look him up sometimes. Total badass.”

“I will.”

Another wave, and now there was no mistaking that the seas were becoming calmer. The wind was dying down too. At long last, the storm was ending.

“Is that the real reason you want to stay?” Bryan asked. “You don’t think anyone can handle it besides you?”

“That’s the reason I’m not approaching the question,” Jake replied. “It doesn’t matter what I want when there are organizations like the Third Voice. Until I know for sure that we’ve rooted them out and stopped them from gaining the kind of power they have now, I have to fight the fight. Once they’re gone, then I might consider a stateside job with the Service. Art’s nearing retirement age. I might ask for the Deputy Director position.”

“You’ll get it,” Bryan promised.

Jake nodded. “Yeah, maybe. I don’t really know, though. It’s going to be weird not being out in the field.”

“You’ve done this before, though, right?”

"Yeah, but the last time, I felt like I had no choice. This time, I have a choice. I just don't know which choice I want to make."

“Jake, look.”

Jake waited for Bryan to finish that statement. When he didn’t, he frowned. “Go ahead.”

“No, look! Behind you.”

Jake craned his neck. His eyes widened.

In the distance, at the edge of his vision, a strip of grey rose above the horizon. It could be an illusion.

Or it could be an island.

Jake looked around. The waves were only eight feet high now—still rough, but not so rough that Jake couldn’t make a slight difference in where the ocean was taking them.

He shifted position on the raft, putting the ring under his armpits and paddling with his feet. “Come on,” he told Bryan. “Kick. Don’t overexert yourself, but don’t stop. I want to try making that island.”

Bryan shifted his own position and paddled. The two men were jammed together like sardines, but after a few misstarts, Jake felt them start sliding toward the island in the distance.

Jake’s spirits lifted as they kicked toward shore. There was finally a light at the end of the tunnel.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The storm dissipated when they had covered about half the distance to the island by Jake’s estimate. The thin strip of gray had sharpened into a solid black hill rising from the ocean. In the dimming light, Jake couldn’t guess what kind of terrain they were approaching, but it was getting closer, and right now, that was good enough.

“Where do you think we are?” Bryan asked.

Jake shook his head. “I’m going to guess somewhere in the Indonesian archipelago, probably on the eastern end. Maybe Papua New Guinea.”

Bryan shook his head. “No, it’s too small to be Papua New Guinea.”

“It could be one of the smaller islands,” Jake replied. “We can’t have been blown that far, so it’s not like we made it all the way to China.”

“I didn’t say it was China,” Bryan said irritably. “Just not Papua New Guinea.”

"Wherever it is, it's land," Jake said. "That's good enough for me."

“Fair enough,” Bryan agreed. He hesitated a moment, then said, “Would this be a bad time to tell you that my legs are cramping?”

“No, that’s fine,” Jake replied. “Take a break. We’re being pulled toward shore by tidal forces, anyway.”

It was true. Instead of dragging them all over the ocean or shaking them back and forth like a rag doll, the current was gently sucking them toward shore. Jake estimated that they’d reach land in an hour or less. That meant they were much closer than he initially guessed.

The sun dipped below the horizon on the other side of the island. With the glare gone, Jake was able to see more of the island’s terrain. The hill he’d seen rising above the sea was just that, a long hill—more of a ridge, really—that rose maybe one hundred fifty feet above the surrounding terrain. Most of it was heavily forested, but Jake could see some narrow corridors where trees had been cut down to make room for roads.

That was good. The island was populated.

“What are those?” Bryan asked.

Jake looked at the near shore, and his heart skipped a beat. There were over a dozen military vehicles parked on an elevated field: trucks, armored personnel carriers, and even two massive main battle tanks. The light was dim, so Jake couldn’t be sure, but none of the vehicles appeared to bear any identifying markings.

An alarm bell went off in his head. “Okay, I don’t know exactly what we’re walking into, Bryan, so we’re going to be careful. Try to paddle us a little more north.”

“Which way’s north?”

“Starboard.” When Bryan only stared blankly at him after that, he explained, “To the right. I want to land out of sight of those vehicles and whoever else might be in them.”

“You don’t think they’d rescue us?”

“No. I’m not even sure that they’re Indonesian military. There’s no emblem on the vehicles.”

“You can tell that in the dark?”

“No, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. If they’re military, we can still reach them after we’re on shore. If not…”

“If not?” Bryan prompted.

Jake sighed. “Well, if not, then we cross that bridge when we come to it.”

They paddled closer to the shore, moving their legs slowly—for quiet as much as rest. The water was considerably warmer here, and Jake’s teeth had stopped chattering, but he was still sore and stiff.

When they drew closer, Jake could see people moving around the vehicles. Others stood in small groups closer to the tree line about twenty-five yards from shore. They wore dark outfits with red caps—a common color combination for militaries—but once more, there were no emblems or patches to be seen.

The bad feeling in the pit of Jake’s stomach intensified. If these were military forces, they were special forces, but Jake doubted that. More than likely, they were mercenaries or rebel forces of some sort.

“Let’s try to put some more distance between us,” Jake said softly. “It’s going to be dark soon, and that will work in our favor, but I don’t want to be seen until I know exactly who we’re dealing with.”

Bryan laughed, earning a frown from Jake. “Sorry,” he whispered, covering his mouth. When his laughter subsided, he said, “It’s just our luck, isn’t it? We survived a plane crash and a storm in the middle of the Pacific Ocean only to get blown to an island run by mercenaries.”

Jake had to admit that he could see the dark humor in that. “We don’t know that for sure,” he replied. “Let’s just get to shore and worry about the rest later.”

Even though Jake thought they were close, it was still a good twenty minutes before they felt solid ground under their feet. By that time, the sky was a deep purple, and a number of stars had already made their appearance.

Most importantly, though, the mercenaries or soldiers or whoever they were had turned on lights to illuminate their camp. The nearest light was a mile away from the gravel beach that they were approaching. That was good. They could come ashore unseen.

When the water was shallow enough that they could walk, they abandoned the makeshift life raft. Jake was soaked to the bone, and his footsteps squelched with each step. They would need to make a fire and dry their clothes. Wet clothing was deadly in just about every environment.

He needed to examine his equipment too. His guns were almost certainly useless. They could handle an occasional dunking, and the rifle was probably okay for a few minutes trekking through fresh water, but hours in saltwater during a storm wasn’t something Heckler & Koch had anticipated when they designed their weapons.

He had a little more hope for the other equipment. The compass should work just fine. It might be somewhat less accurate if the saltwater had leaked into the dial, but probably not enough to make a difference. The scanning tool—an item of Jess’s design that could essentially hack into any computer system on Earth—was probably good too. She had designed that thing to handle just about any kind of disaster thrown at it.

He tripped on a rock and fell heavily. His shoulder hit another rock, and he grunted as pain lanced through his arm.

“Jake!” Bryan hissed, pulling him to his feet. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” Jake said, getting to his feet and rotating his arm slowly. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just got distracted.”

“I don’t want to be an asshole,” Bryan said, “but maybe don’t be right now?”

Jake chuckled. “Yes, sir.”

The water lapped at Jake’s feet. They stood on the shore of an unknown island, roughly a mile from an unknown force with unknown affiliations. Jake’s equipment status was unknown, as was the state of his team.

He felt a brief lance of fear for Jess’s safety in particular, but he pushed it aside. He needed to focus on the President right now.

“We need to dry our clothes,” he said. “Help me gather firewood.”

Bryan frowned. “We’re going to start a fire? Won’t they see that?”

“Not if we’re smart. We’re going to make a Dakota fire pit.”

“A what?”

"It's a way to build a fire that dissipates the smoke but retains the heat. We'll build it under the trees, too, so the smoke is even more hidden."

Bryan nodded. “All right. If you say so.”

Jake smiled wryly. “What’s the matter? Don’t trust me?”

“I trust you, but I was hoping to make it through my life without seeing you naked.”

Jake grinned. “You’re a military man. You’ve seen it all before.”

“That doesn’t mean I like it.”

“Just don’t stare. I get shy.”

Bryan rolled his eyes. “Glad you’re enjoying this.”

“Hey, when life hands you lemons.”

***

An hour later, they had a fire going. The wood available burned slowly but very hot and bright, and Jake was grateful for the fairly dense forest to hide the flame from prying eyes. While the clothes dried, they ate some of Jake’s rations—protected from damage by watertight plastic wrappers—and Jake examined the equipment.

As he suspected, the guns were useless. Jake removed the firing pins from each weapon and buried the guns and the firing pins and ammo separately so that no one would see them and know that people had camped here

The earpiece was useless to. While another robust Jess design, the damage it had sustained was too great. That explained why Jake couldn’t hear anyone. They couldn’t have heard him.

And now he couldn’t tell whether Jess was alive or dead. He took a few deep breaths to get his emotions under control. He needed to get Bryan out of here. There would be time to worry about Jess later. He didn’t quite allow himself to think or mourn her.

The compass was indeed functional, as were the flares. Those could come in handy. His knife and multitool seemed none the worse for wear, but he rinsed them with fresh water from a nearby creek and dried them over the flames to prevent corrosion.

The flashlight didn’t work when he tried it, but it didn’t appear damaged. Maybe if it dried out, it would work. He took it apart and set it and the batteries next to the fire too.

“Okay,” he told Bryan. “Now we wait.”

“Wonderful. I gotta say, Jake, I feel like this experience is bringing us closer together.”

Jake laughed. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I always appreciated you as a person, but now I appreciate what a lovely ass you have.”

Jake shook his head. “I get it. This isn’t comfortable. I understand that. Let’s just try to get through this part.”

“I mean, I survived being stirred around by a typhoon, so I can handle anything.”

“That wasn’t a typhoon,” Jake said. “No way we would have survived a typhoon.”

Bryan sighed. “Gee, thanks for that. I’m so glad you clarified that. I almost felt good about myself.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Whatever. It was still impressive.”

“Thank you for the consolation prize.”

They huddled close to the fire, letting its warmth dry and soothe them as well. Jake looked himself over. The skin that had been exposed to the ocean was red and irritated, rubbed raw by the roiling saltwater. It stung a little, just enough to remind Jake what they had been through.

“I’m sure you were thinking this already,” Bryan said, “but our number one priority needs to be to get to a communication device. We need to contact people to let them know I’m alive.”

“And to come get us,” Jake reminded him, “so you can stay alive.”

“That too.”

Jake nodded. “When the clothes are dry, we’re going to go spy on that camp and see if these guys are friend, foe, or unaffiliated.”

Bryan raised an eyebrow. “You want to go toward the camp?”

“Yes. We need to know what we’re up against. And if we want a radio or a phone, that’s where we’re going to find it.”

“Good point,” Bryan said. He stood and stretched. “Well, I’m ready if you are.”

Jake couldn’t tell if that was a joke or not. “After the clothes are dry.”

Bryan shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Jake wasn’t sure if it was good or bad that Bryan was taking this so easily. He decided to believe it was a good thing. As for himself…

He was taking it. That would have to be enough.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Jake kicked sand into the fire pit, dousing the last of the embers. He tested the flashlight again, relieved when, once more, its beam shone strongly. He lifted it to Bryan's chest so that it just illuminated his face without blinding him. "You ready?"

Bryan nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

Jake took a deep breath and gestured with his head for Bryan to follow him. He moved south through the trees toward the camp they’d seen earlier. The night had cooled the air considerably, but with their clothes warm and dry, they were almost comfortable. It was certainly better than the water.

A breathy, high-pitched trill sounded from the tree overhead. Bryan flinched, and Jake grabbed his arm and lifted a hand to his mouth. Bryan nodded, and Jake slowly released the arm. The call repeated, and the branches overhead rustled as the bird responsible left its perch to find another.

The reedy chirp of crickets replaced the trill, and out of nowhere, Jake realized how much he appreciated noise. The forest was pitch black other than the area illuminated by his flashlight beam and had there not been the innocent calls of birds and bugs to keep him company, his anxiety might have increased a hundredfold.

Maybe it was just because he was used to Beau. Like all young children, Beau’s two volumes were silent and concert-level, and when he was silent, it meant he was getting into trouble.

I’m a full-on Dad now.

The realization brought with it a sharp wave of homesickness. Damn it, he didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be home with Sheila cuddled up on their porch watching fireflies or under a blanket in their living room with a movie on.

The wave passed as quickly as it came, replaced by another familiar emotion. Jake wasn’t sure how much longer he was going to stay in this line of work, but he had to admit that Bryan was right. A part of him still loved the excitement. He loved the fact that he overcame each challenge he faced. The ocean hadn’t killed him or taken the President from him. Now he was going to fight mercenaries, and they wouldn’t beat him either.

Not fight them. You don’t want that. You want them to never see you in the first place.

A branch snapped, and Jake spun around and pulled his knife.

“Sorry,” Bryan whispered. “That was me.”

Jake sighed. “That’s all right. I guess I’m just jumpy.”

The two of them continued, moving a little more slowly so there was less likelihood of making noise. It took them almost forty minutes to cover the mile between their camp and the strangers’ camp at their cautious pace, but eventually, Jake saw the lights through the trees and heard their voices nearby.

He held up a hand for Bryan to stop and handed him the flashlight. “Keep that pointed at the ground,” he instructed. “Stay here while I investigate.”

Bryan nodded and lowered the flashlight beam. Jake hoped that the brighter lights of the floodlamps in camp would shield the dim reflection of the flashlight off of the ground from the terrorists should they happen to look in Bryan’s direction.

You don’t know that they’re terrorists. They could be allies.

Technically true, but Jake highly doubted it. And why were they all staged right on shore? Did they know the President’s aircraft was going to crash?

He crept away from Bryan, stepping softly and staying cognizant of all of the branches and leaves around him. In the Marine Corps, he’d trained in techniques to mask his noise when he moved, and he called upon all of them now. The two of them were unarmed save for Jake’s knife, and while he’d accomplished some miraculous things when outnumbered, he really didn’t want to take on an entrenched military force with nothing but a Ka-Bar and a Leatherman.

He overheard soldiers talking in a language he didn’t understand. The noise was close enough that he froze where he was before turning his head slowly to locate the sound.

He’d just saved himself from discovery. Two soldiers were leaving the forest barely three yards to his right. The fighters—a man and a woman—laughed and held hands as they made their way into the camp.

I came ten feet away from interrupting a couple’s private time, he thought with a touch of amusement.

With a little less amusement, he noticed the stockpile of military trucks in front of him. This section of the enemy camp was evidently their parking lot. He counted two-dozen vehicles, mostly one-ton trucks and deuce-and-a-halfs, but there were two large ten-ton trucks with mounts for heavy artillery or long-range surface-to-air missile systems.

In order to operate all of these trucks, they would need at least a platoon, but most likely, this unit was at least company strength. That meant two to three hundred enemies. Hell, depending on the weapons systems, they could even be battalion strength.

No logos anywhere. No markings, no flags, no unit numbers, not even license plates. Everything was painted the same drab forest green. The color was typical of military units, but the lack of anything identifying them as components of a nation’s armed forces suggested to Jake that this was either a special operations unit or a rogue group.

The answer to that question would depend a lot on where exactly they were. Tensions in the South China Sea were rising, and not just between China and the United States. Indonesia was nearing war with its neighbors and the Philippines were experiencing internal strife that threatened to lead to a coup. This outpost could be a secret stockpile for an invasion, or it could be a reserve unit to defend against attack.

Either way, it would be better by far for them to get a hold of the Kennedy rather than throw themselves at the mercy of the island’s inhabitants and hope that they would safely return the President home. In a best-case scenario, whoever this was would want to leverage the President’s presence and vulnerability to gain concessions from the United States. In all of the very many worst-case scenarios, they would want the President dead.

He needed to find a radio.

The trucks would have radios, but they were on the other side of a one-hundred-twenty-yard field patrolled by at least a dozen men in teams of two. The soldiers were relaxed and almost bored, but they kept their weapons ready and still scanned the area.

But they made one crucial mistake. Instead of looking outward, they kept their eyes inward on the field. They might not see him if he reached one of the trucks from behind and crept carefully inside through the back. It was risky, but this was a risk he would have to take. They needed a radio.

He moved around the perimeter toward the other side of the field. It was painfully slow going. The brush was dense, and every slip resulted in a branch snapping or leaves rustling. The generators that powered the lights hummed fairly loudly, but not loudly enough that Jake wanted to risk it.

He overheard more snippets of conversation as he passed the patrols. Interestingly, they appeared to be using multiple languages. He recognized one of them as Mandarin, though he didn’t understand what was said.

This was a multinational operation. That ruled out any form of military. They were either mercenaries or terrorists.

A sense of foreboding came over Jake. He didn’t want to believe that they could be working with the Third Voice. The Third Voice appeared to be a primarily European operation before now, but it certainly wasn’t out of the question that they could have Asian cells as well.

Not important yet. Get the President out of here. Worry about the rest later.

He reached the back of the vehicles and assessed the security situation again. There were four patrol teams spread out among the vehicles. To Jake's great relief, they stayed in the front of the line, leaning against the trucks' grilles or standing near the hood. If he could get into one of the vehicles farther from the patrols and move quickly, he should be fine.

He picked the vehicle nearest him because the driver-side door was shadowed a little bit by the trees, and the patrol was two vehicles down and focused on the interior of the lot instead of the exterior.

He took a deep breath and moved for the driver’s side, pulling out his multitool. Oftentimes, vehicles on military lots were kept unlocked with the keys inside since it was very unlikely that an enemy would choose to steal a vehicle rather than just destroy it, but if it was locked, then he might be able to break in using his multitool.

He tried the handle and sighed with relief when it opened. He pulled the door open just slightly, keeping an eye on the patrol through the hood. They didn’t react. Yet.

Moving just as carefully and just as slowly as he did through the trees, he stepped into the cab, keeping one foot on the door so he could kick it open if he needed to get out of here quickly. The vehicle’s radio was a modular component that installed into the dash, like a civilian car radio. Jake just needed to separate it from the dash and then get it back to the President.

And then figure out a power source and an antenna and find a signal.

One step at a time.

He used his multitool to unscrew the radio and pry it free. Thankfully, it was a reasonable size, four inches high by six wide and only an inch deep. A modern unit. That was good. It would be easy to conceal.

He pulled the radio free and slipped it into one of his jacket pockets, then started to push the door open. That’s when he heard more voices. He looked through the windshield and saw the patrol approaching. They were talking to each other and didn’t notice him, but if they happened to glance inside the truck, there would be no hiding.

He cursed inwardly and let the door close softly, then flattened himself over the seats and lay still. The voices increased in volume, speaking another language that Jake didn’t recognize. A moment later, the vehicle swayed softly as the two of them sat on the bumper.

He sighed and tried to think of his options. There really weren’t many. He could wait and hope they didn’t discover him before they moved on, or he could try to leave and hope he didn’t reveal himself.

He chose the latter. In this circumstance, he didn’t think the risk was much different either way, and he didn’t want to leave the President alone any longer than possible.

Slowly, he pushed the truck door open. The guards laughed about something, and Jake began to slide down the seats toward the door. At the end of his slide, his feet dropped the last foot to the ground. He stiffened and stilled while the guards fell silent.

Then they began talking again. Jake took a deep breath and slowly left the vehicle. The guards sat facing the field and talked to each other, oblivious to the fact that Jake had just stolen a radio from one of their vehicles.

He carefully closed the door, using one hand to hold the handle open and the other to gently push it closed. When it was closed, he slowly released the handle. It made a soft click, but the guards didn’t react. One of them reached behind his head with his handgun, causing Jake’s stomach to turn, but he only used the slide to scratch the back of his neck.

Jake smiled slightly, imagining the pain to which he'd be subjected if his drill instructor caught him using a loaded weapon to scratch the back of his neck. Must be nice to be a mercenary and not have to bother with little things like gun safety.

He made his way back to the President, another painfully long and painfully slow journey. When he reached Bryan, the President jumped, and Jake had to grab him and clamp his hand over his mouth to keep him from crying out.

“It’s all right,” he whispered. “I got a radio.”

He released Bryan, and the President smiled at him. “That’s good. We can call the Kennedy now.”

“Well, not quite,” Jake corrected. “We still need to find a power source and a good place to send a signal. I think we should deal with that in the morning, though. The low visibility is forcing me to move very slowly.”

“So what do we do right now?”

“Now, we go back to our camp and get some rest. We have a long day ahead of us.”


CHAPTER NINE

By the time the rescue helicopters arrived, Jess could no longer feel her arms. Or her legs. Or her lips or her nose. Or her ears. The only thing she could still feel was her heart, which pounded thickly in her chest, pumping frozen blood to the few organs still deemed worthy of that limited resource by her brain.

Seven agents were gone, including Jake. They'd been swept away before they could reach the RHIB. So had the pilots and the President. When Jess first realized this, she panicked, but she didn't have the energy to panic anymore. She barely had the energy to hold onto the rescue rope as it lifted her into the helicopter.

“Sorry it took so long,” the rescuer said as the winch pulled them up. “We couldn’t fly in this storm, and you were already far from the Kennedy.”

Jess didn't reply. Later, there would be a ton of finger-pointing and blame-spewing as people fought to pass the buck for who should be responsible for the President's loss, but right now, she just wanted to feel her limbs again.

The rescuers wrapped her in a towel and rubbed her arms and chest, avoiding her breasts with practiced professionalism. Pins and needles fired through her as circulation returned and nerves woke up.

And then the panic hit again.

He can’t be dead. Please God, don’t let him be dead.

It wasn’t the President she was worried about. Jake was her closest friend in the world and the only person she truly loved. Other than a brief period earlier in their partnership, it wasn’t a romantic love, but it was as deep and powerful as any romantic love in spite of that. She couldn’t imagine him not being there when she went into work or teasing her about her love life or talking shop over beers after their shift.

And Beau… He’d grow up only knowing his dead by the stories others told him. That wasn’t fair.

“We’ll keep looking,” she overheard one of the rescuers say. “The storm can’t have carried them too far. We’ll get units up from the destroyer squadron and saturate the area with radar.”

Jess clung to the soft spark of hope their determination brought her. They were going to keep looking. It seemed impossible that anyone could have survived that storm without the boat to keep them afloat, but if anyone could, Jake could.

Hold on, Jake. We’re coming for you.


CHAPTER TEN

Soft hands moved over Jake’s chest. He smiled and turned to Sheila. “Mmm, that’s nice.”

Sheila brushed her lips across his, traveling down his jawline to his ear. She nibbled softly, and he gasped as electricity shot down his spine. The hands on his chest lifted slightly, and her fingers padded softly down his navel toward his hips. His heartbeat quickened, and she kissed him again. "Oh yeah, baby. Stay right there."

***

Pain shot through his ear, and Jake winced. Something skittered away, and something else skittered down his abdomen toward his groin. He looked down and saw a tarantula the size of a coffee mug running across his body.

He inhaled sharply and leaped to his feet. The spider scrambled for purchase but ended up falling onto its back. With a flip of its legs, it righted itself and scurried away.

“Damn it,” he whispered.

“What?” Bryan asked, sitting up and rubbing sleep from his eyes. “What was that? Is everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Jake said, lifting a hand to his ear. He felt a tiny bite mark on his earlobe and pulled it away to see a spot of blood. “Tarantula was on me.”

“Is that what bit your ear?”

“I hope not.” Jake had read somewhere that Old World tarantulas were more dangerous than New World spiders.

Nothing he could do about it now, though. “Come on. Let’s break camp and get moving.”

“Are we going back to the enemy’s camp?”

“Not the place we were yesterday. That’s just their vehicle storage lot. We need to figure out exactly what’s here and where it is, then make a plan to find that power source and get a message to the Kennedy.

Bryan frowned. “That sounds time-consuming.”

“It will be, but we don’t have a choice right now. We’re essentially unarmed, and we’re the only friendly faces for God knows how far. I know we’ve made a nice career out of overcoming stunning odds, but we’ve never been stranded far from civilization like this before. Even in Tanzania, we were only a good day’s march from an ally. We need more information before we act, and when we act, it needs to be cautious.”

Bryan sighed. “I know you hate hearing this, Jake, but we can’t just think of my safety.”

“You think about whatever you want. I’ll think of your safety.”

“The world knows by now that I was lost at sea. This is a very bad time for me to be lost at sea. Tensions are critical in this region, and there are elements in Washington that won’t hesitate to use this as an excuse to go to war with China. We need to take control of the situation quickly.”

“We were in this situation before in Tanzania,” Jake reminded him. “They’re not going to launch a nuclear strike the moment they hear that you’re missing. We have time to be careful.”

“This isn’t Tanzania. This is China. One is a small nation that doesn’t have the ability to project power across the globe, and the other is freaking China.”

Jake sighed. “Well, I’ll tell you what, sir. How about we panic and run blindly to the nearest camp to try to send a message to the Kennedy that you’re alive? That way, they can hear you get shot to pieces over the radio.”

Bryan frowned. “That’s not fair, Jake, and I don’t appreciate your sarcasm. I’m not going to fight with you over this decision, but if you had your way, I’d be running the nation from Checkpoint Delta. I need to remind you that there really is more at stake here than my own life.”

Checkpoint Delta was the most secure of the Secret Service's network of underground facilities in the D.C. area, where the President could be evacuated in times of extreme need. Jake had thought almost exactly what Bryan had said several times.

He sighed. “We’ll move as fast as we can, Bryan. Aside from the need to get a message to world leaders not to flip their lids, the fastest and safest way to get you out of here is to get the carrier group here as fast as possible. There’s nothing like an entire floating expeditionary force to dissuade bad guys from doing stupid things. So we will waste as little time as possible, but we won’t do stupid shit and get ourselves killed.”

“Fair enough.”

“Wonderful. Glad we’re on the same page. Now help me break up camp.”

***

When they finished concealing the remains of their camp, Jake led them through the forest, heading toward the parking lot they'd found the night before. He didn't intend to enter the camp, but the rest of their facilities had to be close by, so he would use it as a reference point while they searched the island.

The wound on his ear didn’t hurt anymore, and he wasn’t struggling to breathe or convulsing on the ground, so he decided the bite was benign. At least benign enough that it wouldn’t kill him today.

But lordy were there a lot of bites that could be deadly. Jake saw three more tarantulas on their trip to the camp, and once, Bryan nearly jumped into Jake's arms when a snake that looked a lot more like a cobra than Jake was comfortable with streaked across their path. In Tanzania, Bryan had been bitten by a snake and nearly died. Were it not for the last-minute intervention of a village doctor, he would have died.

Now I remember why I hate the jungle.

The camp—as Jake suspected—was bustling when they arrived. Once more, Jake left Bryan concealed in the bushes while he went ahead to reconnoiter.

There were considerably more people here today than before. Jake counted close to fifty. They moved among the vehicles, performing maintenance checks and installing weapons onto the truck mounts. Mostly fifties and forty-millimeter grenade launchers, but several people were lifting a quad-arm SAM launcher onto the back of one of the ten-tons. Jake recognized the model as Chinese. It was a last-generation missile, but it was still a concerning sign to see it in the hands of this mystery force.

Jake returned to Bryan. “They’re getting ready to move.”

“Should we follow them? They might lead us to their camp.”

Jake shook his head. "I thought about that, but I don't want to risk being seen, and anyway, it's going to take them a while. They're performing maintenance checks and installing weapons systems, but those heavies won't be ready for hours, at least. They might not even start moving until tomorrow."

“So where do we go now?”

“Inland,” Jake replied. He pointed at a hill a few miles away. “I want to try to get to high ground. That might give us a view of the whole island so we can have a better picture of what’s going on here.”

Bryan nodded. “That works for me. Do you think we’ll reach the top before nightfall?”

“We should. It doesn’t look too steep. Just try not to get bit by any cobras.”

Bryan glared at him. “That wasn’t funny.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

The two of them started inland. Behind them, the shouting of the mercenaries quieted until they were overcome by the clicks, chirps, hisses and squeals of the animals of the jungle and the crunch of their boots as they moved deeper into the forest.

The trees here were massive, towering well over a hundred feet above them. Thick vines draped over the branches, which were themselves intertwined to form a dense canopy that left the forest floor in a state of twilight despite the bright, clear sky overhead. Birds, lizards and rodents skittered throughout the plants, calling to each other and occasionally stopping to inspect the two invaders. They did see more snakes, but Jake couldn't tell if they were of the poisonous variety or not, and in any case, they didn't seem concerned at all with the humans.

The canopy provided some shade from the heat but exacerbated the humidity so that after an hour of walking, they were already drenched in sweat. Jake’s skin—still raw from the lashing he’d received from the seawater—stung from the sweat and the fabric brushing against it as he moved. Bryan looked equally uncomfortable, huffing and occasionally sighing after a particularly hard climb. Jake asked him once if he wanted a break only for Bryan to inform him that he was uncomfortable, not tired.

“Damned place feels like it was designed to irritate people as much as possible.”

“It was just designed for creatures other than people,” Jake said. “We’re the invaders here.”

Bryan chuckled. “How very New Age of you.”

Jake smiled. “I’m not saying I care if we invade different environments. Just that I’m not surprised when we find ourselves paying for our trouble.”

“You think the forest doesn’t want us here or doesn’t care?”

“I think we’re here,” Jake replied. “It doesn’t matter how the forest feels about it.”

Bryan laughed again. “You know, you’d make a damned good President.”

“If I’m ever the President, it’s because a lot of things went very, very wrong.”

“Maybe. But you’d get things done. You wouldn’t stop to worry about nuance or peripheral effects. You’d just decide that something is right and do it, and damned be the consequences.”

Jake shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s a good thing for a President to act that way. I know I give you a lot of crap for thinking of the bigger picture, but when you’re the leader of the free world, you kind of have to.”

“You’re not wrong,” Bryan agreed. “But sometimes I wish I could just wave a scepter around and say, “Listen up, bitches. This is what we’re gonna do.”

Jake burst into laughter at that, doubling over and holding his knees. Bryan laughed with him. “Well, I wouldn’t say it like that, but you know what I mean.”

“Oh, man,” Jake said, rubbing his eyes. “I dare you to say that on your last day of office.”

“Won’t happen,” Bryan replied. “That is for your ears only.”

They continued onward. Their banter quieted when they began their ascent up the hill. The slope wasn’t steep, and the ground was fairly even, but the humidity and their already elevated level of discomfort meant both of them focused on ascending the mountain.

When they reached the top, they were immediately rewarded for their efforts. The summit of the hill was cleared, just like the parking lot below. A semicircular collection of prefab buildings sat in a haphazard cluster in the middle of the clearing, and bags of sand at various locations hinted that this place had once been a defended outpost.

Most critically, there was a flag here. The pole was canted heavily, and the edge of the flag was tattered and muddy, but there was no mistaking the design. This had once been an outpost of the Indonesian Army.

“This is good,” Bryan said. “Indonesia has favorable relations with the U.S.”

“Do they? Even with all of the strife happening here?”

“They do. We’re not exactly allies, but the government is committed to meeting our human rights and economic freedom criteria in exchange for our support against their rebels.”

“Where have I heard that before?” Jake said sarcastically.

“Have some optimism. We already don’t think the force below is Indonesian military.”

“So if they’re not Indonesian military, then who are they?”

Jake looked around the camp. Nearly every building had chips or divots in them, and some of the sandbags had opened and poured their sand in loose hillocks in front of the emplacements.

This place had been taken violently.

“I don’t know,” Jake replied to the President. “But we should get what we need and get out of here as fast as possible.”

“I’m in favor of that. I’m just not in favor of assuming the worst.”

So saying, they entered the remains of the camp. Overhead, a bird trilled a delicate but ominous warble as its shadow fell on the two men.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Look for batteries or handheld radios,” Jake replied. “Anything that could give us power. Any food supplies too. We have enough salvageable rations for today, but by tomorrow, we’re going to be relying on whatever we can hunt, gather or fish. I don’t like our chances if we’re forced to that resort.”

“Is anything here going to be good to eat?” Bryan asked.

"We'll see. Probably not, but it's worth the effort. This looks like it was abandoned fairly recently. Maybe someone left an MRE or an energy bar somewhere around here."

Jake walked into a prefab building about the size of a single-wide mobile home. Inside was a row of equipment: computers, radios and other sensors Jake didn't recognize. Most of it was frayed and torn open with bullet holes. Jake tried the radio anyway but got no signal.

He left the control room and headed for the next building over. This one was missing a chunk of its roof, and when Jake walked inside, he found that chunk sitting in the middle of the floor.

There was nothing else in here, but the hooks on the wall suggested that this had once been an armory. Either the Indonesians had taken them when they left, or the mercenaries had taken them when they attacked. Jake was betting on the latter, but it confused him that they’d left this place abandoned. This was the best position on the island.

Maybe it was a manpower issue. A place like this needed to be staffed, and that staff needed to be supplied. They might not have the resources to do that.

Still, even if they were only going to be here a short time, it didn’t make sense not to have a contingent here, at least to operate the radio.

He left the armory and met the President in the middle of the camp. Bryan held up a few wrapped packages with characters on them. “These feel like MREs to me,” he told Jake. “What do you think?”

“Take them,” Jake said. “How many did you find?”

“Six. Enough for three days.”

“Good. Anything else?”

“Not so far.”

Jake sighed. “We need something for the radio. Keep looking. Someone had to have left behind a battery or something.”

“Those are common in military outposts?” Bryan asked drily.

“They’re common everywhere,” Jake retorted.

As he helped Bryan look through the barracks, Jake started to piece together a hypothesis for the mercenaries’ abandonment of this place. They didn’t know about it either. Jake had assumed that the mercenaries were the ones responsible for the destruction of this outpost, but that might not necessarily be the case. Clashes between Indonesia and its neighbors had been taking place for months now, and even within the government, factions had begun to skirmish over outlying territories. It was possible that the Indonesian government had pulled their forces from this island to focus on more critical targets. It was even possible that the place had been raided by revolutionaries or by one of the other nations in the South Pacific.

As for the mercenaries, they were here now, but they were clearly preparing to move. Maybe they’d get lucky, and the mercenaries would be long gone by the time they signaled the Kennedy. The situation in Indonesia was tragic, but it wasn’t really their problem. The U.S. had enough on its plate without putting out every fire in every nation on Earth, and the two of them specifically had one focus and one only: getting home.

“Jake! I found something.”

Jake jogged over to Bryan and pumped his fist in excitement when he saw the battery. It was a nine-volt alkaline unit and slightly corroded on one end, but the seal still looked strong, and the terminals were in good shape.

“Perfect. This will work wonderfully. Good work, sir.”

Bryan chuckled. “Well, I didn’t leave it there, but you’re welcome.”

“Okay,” Jake said, pulling the radio from his pocket. “I’m going to open the case and connect the power wires to the terminals. Once the radio is on, we’ll contact the Kennedy ASAP. Hopefully Jess is still alive, and she can direct them to us.”

He paused a second. Jess. He’d tried to push her out of his mind, but now that they were nearing the point where having Jess would be helpful, he couldn’t help but wonder what fate befell her. The two of them had been through so much together. He couldn’t imagine anyone else as a partner.

Laughter came from outside the barracks. Jake froze and held up a hand for quiet.

More laughter floated toward them. Jake crept to the window and peered through.

A patrol of a dozen mercenaries had entered the outpost. They didn’t have a vehicle, but they all carried a full loadout with rifles, grenades and body armor.

Jake cursed and gestured for Bryan to come close. Bryan complied, and Jake pointed to the approaching enemy soldiers. “We need to get out of here without being seen.”

Bryan nodded. “What’s the plan?”

The problem in front of them was that the barracks were near the center of the open field that contained the camp. They had fifteen yards of wide-open space to cross before they could find cover in the trees again.

And they needed to move quickly. The mercenaries were spreading out and picking through the buildings for supplies, just as Jake and the President had earlier.

One of them broke off and headed straight for them.

Jake considered waiting and trying to ambush the mercenary. He could take him out quickly and then take his weapons. That was a tempting thought, but Jake decided against it when he thought of the mercenary crying out and attracting his buddies.

He turned away from the window. “Go.”

Bryan followed Jake to the back door. Jake opened it a crack, and voices carried to him. No footsteps yet, though. They had time if they moved quickly.

He prepared to run when another group of mercenaries pushed through the trees ahead of them. He cursed softly and retreated backwards.

“What?” Bryan asked. “What is it?”

“More of them. They’re coming in from all sides.”

“Do they know we’re here?”

“If they did, we’d be dead by now.”

“What do we do?”

Jake looked around the barracks. There was nowhere for them to hide. The only furniture here was the bunk beds.

An idea came to him.

“Get under one of the beds,” he said. “Hurry.”

Bryan raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t protest. He rushed for the nearest bed and crawled under. He barely fit under the low bunk, but it was a sure bet the mercenaries were going to search the place. Jake quickly pushed splintered wood, dust and torn linens from one of the other bunks around the President, trying to make it look like debris had packed under the bunk.

The voices were closer now, and this time, Jake could hear their footsteps.

He rushed under another bunk and pulled his jacket over his head. It wouldn’t provide much camouflage here, but a little bit went a long way in situations like this.

He took a deep breath and stilled. An instant later, the door opened, and four mercenaries barged in.

“Berengsek. Apa yang terjadi di sini?”

Another mercenary chuckled and offered, “Semut diusir dari bukit.”

They walked through the bunks, lifting sheets and tossing boxes and linens to the side. Another mercenary said something, and his fellows laughed and returned more banter.

Jake focused on his breathing, trying to keep the noise as quiet as possible. He couldn’t hear Bryan at all, which was a good thing. Bryan wasn’t trained to stay quiet the way Jake was. He would be the greatest risk to their concealment.

One of the mercenaries stood over the bunk under which Bryan hid. He kicked at the pile of debris and chuckled, then said something to his friend.

His friend retorted, and the first man grinned and unzipped his pants. His fellows exclaimed and scolded him, but they all wore the same grin as the man sighed with relief and emptied his bladder over the bunk.

Damn. Sorry, Bryan.

When he was finished, the man looked around and smiled at his friends. One of the others shoved him, and he laughed and zipped up, then extended his hand as though asking for a handshake.

The other man shoved him back again, and he laughed once more and headed outside. The other mercenaries followed, continuing to banter with each other.

One lingered behind, stopping in front of Jake’s bunk. He turned to face the bunk and muttered something, then began to stoop down.

Damn it. Here it comes.

The mercenary gripped the bottom of the bunk, and Jake prepared to fight. He'd have to take this man out quickly and use the weapon to wipe out as much of the invading force as possible. Then they would be on the run.

“Hai? Apa yang kamu lakukan? Gerakkan pantatmu!”

The fingers left the bunk. The mercenary called back, “Maaf! Saya pikir saya melihat sesuatu.”

He walked away, the floorboards creaking under his boots as he left to rejoin his unit.

Jake breathed a sigh of relief, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. The camp was still full of mercenaries. They needed to get out of here and back into the forest, preferably without the mercenaries realizing they were there.

Jake pulled himself out from under the bunk, careful not to disturb the bed and create noise. He heard Bryan moving too and quickly crawled over to him.

“Quietly. They’re still outside.”

“Bastard peed on me,” Bryan whispered.

“He didn’t know you were there, or he would have shot you instead,” Jake reminded him.

Bryan got out the rest of the way and brushed the dust from his clothes. “What do you think they’re doing here?”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. I thought they were getting ready to leave, but they wouldn’t be sending random patrols into the forest if that was the case. I really don’t know.”

“Are we certain that they’re enemies? I mean, even if they’re not Indonesian military, they might not be opposed to the United States. I know we don’t like to work with terrorists, but there’s a way we can work around that. If they ‘rescue’ us, and we offer them a sizable contribution in return—”

“Then we might be filling the pockets of criminals who want to burn villages until the Indonesian government surrenders to them,” Jake said. “We don’t know who they are, and until we do, we have to assume they’re dangerous.”

Bryan sighed. “Shit. That’s a good point.”

Voices carried through a nearby window, and both men dropped to the ground. Jake looked through the open door and saw a clear path to the forest ahead. He rushed forward at a crouch and stopped just inside the door.

He could still hear voices, but they were moving away. Looking left and right, he couldn’t see anyone.

It was now or never.

He motioned Bryan close, and when the President reached him, he said, “We’re going to break for the forest. Keep running and don’t stop, even if you hear them behind you.”

Bryan nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.”

“Go!”

Jake leaped from the barracks and ran as fast as he could for the trees. He kept his steps as quiet as possible, using a running technique he’d learned from a Navy SEAL that used timed relaxation and tension of the quads to soften the impact of each footstep.

Bryan wasn’t as quiet as Jake, but he was still very quiet.

Quiet enough that when they reached the trees, Jake turned around to see that no one had followed them. They had managed to escape.

He sighed and clapped Bryan on the shoulder. “Good work, Mr. President. Let’s get out of here and figure out our radio.”

“Don’t you mean that in reverse?”

“Backwards, forward, side-to-side, and all the way in,” Jake replied. “As long as it ends with both of us satisfied.”

“In the interest of our continued friendship, I’m going to choose not to deduce the meaning of that sentence.”

Jake chuckled and led the President away from the outpost and back into the sun-choked depths of the Indonesian jungle.


CHAPTER TWELVE

They walked for about a mile, by Jake's estimate, before he pulled them to a halt by a clear stream that trickled over rocks on the east side of the hill. He handed Bryan his canteen and said, "Wash both of ours out and fill them. If you're hungry, you can eat something now too."

“I’m fine. I can wait until dinner.”

“Works for me.”

“What are you gonna do?”

Jake pulled the radio and the battery from his pocket. “I’m going to get this thing to work?”

Bryan frowned up at the dense canopy. “Do you think we’ll get a signal right here?”

“No, but we also are less likely to be seen if any more of our friends are roaming around outside. I’ll rig the battery to the radio and then look for a signal after I have it working.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

While Bryan filled the canteens, Jake opened the radio’s casing and looked at the wiring inside. It was—as he expected—a jumbled mess. To make matters worse, the wires weren’t color-coded either, the way an American part would be.

Knew I should have taken an electrician course when I was in the Marines, he thought.

He'd chosen sniper school as his elective and close-quarters combat as his second elective. He'd used close-quarters combat very frequently in his second career and used sniping skills almost never.

He knew a little bit about technology, though, from all of the time he’d worked with Jess. Damn, he wished she were here. She could probably snap her fingers and hand him a radio that worked better and more easily than this one did before Jake started tampering with it.

But he had no choice. The radio was worth whatever the market value of the copper was if he couldn’t get the battery to work.

He slowly teased apart the wires, tracing lines with his multi-tool to determine what the function of each cluster was. It was tedious work. Most of the wires were braided or insulated into groups, but none of those braided or insulated groups went anywhere that screamed power source to Jake.

He spent a good ten minutes finding the wires that powered the tuner, the dials, the seeker, the volume knob, the talk knob and the channel selector. Nothing that looked like it just powered the radio.

“Here,” Bryan said, handing him his canteen. “It’ll help you think better.”

“Thank you,” Jake said, setting the radio down and sipping the water. It tasted as cool, clear and refreshing as it looked. “Oh my God,” he sighed when he was finished. “That’s incredible. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was.”

“That’s the most dangerous part about being lost at sea,” Bryan agreed. “that’s how most people die at sea, actually. Dehydration.”

“The more you know,” Jake said. “Actually, I’ll take an energy bar if we still have one left.”

Bryan fished through the pack and said, “No energy bar, but the jerky looks like it’s still sealed.”

“Even better.”

Jake opened the pack and inspected the jerky. It was still good. He bit off a piece and sighed again as he savored the cured meat. “You know, if we weren’t hiding from mercenaries and trying to let the free world know that it’s leader didn’t die horribly when his plane crashed in the middle of the Pacific Ocean during a storm, I could see myself getting used to this.”

Bryan chuckled. “The Great Outdoors?”

“No, ordering you around.”

Bryan shoved him lightly. “Well, don’t get used to it. When I leave office, I’m still going to be your father-in-law. You’ll be taking orders from me for the rest of my life.”

Jake shrugged. “I mean, the way the odds are looking, that might not be for much longer.”

Bryan rolled his eyes. “Cute.” He took a seat next to Jake and said, “So are you and Sheila still thinking about that cabin in the woods someday?”

Jake bit off another piece of jerky and thought for a moment. "To be honest, I'm not sure. We really wanted to raise a family somewhere quiet and out of the way, but Beau's almost four, and we're still here. He starts school next year, and Sheila and I have only been looking at D.C. schools. It still sounds nice when I think about it, but I feel like the reality of moving everything to a new state, finding new schools, new hospitals, new grocery stores, learning new weather, and meeting new neighbors. I don't know. It's a lot of work, and then will we really get to enjoy being somewhere idyllic, or will it just become the place where we happen to live and not mean all that much to us anymore?"

Bryan nodded. “I understand that. Familiarity breeds contempt, as the saying goes.”

Jake looked through the canopy at the blue that filtered down to them. “I think a big part of why we wanted to leave, too, was that we didn’t feel safe in D.C. This was back when Eli Bard was the big threat, and we were worried that there’d be another assault on the White House. We liked the idea of being somewhere far away where we wouldn’t be directly impacted by that sort of thing. But then you and I were on the run in Virginia, and Sheila was kidnapped in China, and I think we realized that there’s danger everywhere. The only thing that might lessen the danger is if I stop working for the Service and she stops being the First Daughter. But then I have to think about whether not being there to protect whoever the President is will mean that they’re in more danger. If the Third Voice—or anyone—succeeds at assassinating a sitting President and overthrowing the U.S. government, then everyone will be in danger. It won’t matter where we are.”

He couldn't wait for Munoz to be on the Third Voice's trail in earnest. A few more days, and they'd finally be going on the offensive instead of reacting to the enemy. They needed to stop the Third Voice, or these attacks would never stop.

Bryan nodded again. “It seems hopeless sometimes, doesn’t it?”

“No, not hopeless. Just… constant.”

Bryan smiled sadly. "Yeah, I know what you mean. Sometimes, I think about the man I was before I took office and compare him to the man I am now, and I don't recognize him."

Jake raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

Bryan shrugged. “I’m a lot older for one thing. Look at a picture of me seven years ago sometime and then look at me now. It’s like I’m looking at my father.”

“I don’t think it’s that bad,” Jake replied. “Your hair’s a lot grayer. I’ll say that. A few of the wrinkles are deeper, but not more than normal for going from fifty-four to sixty-one.”

Bryan chuckled and said sarcastically. "Why, thank you, Jake. That makes me feel a lot better."

Jake lifted his hands. “Do you want me to lie to you instead?”

“That would be nice.” He sighed and said, “I’m a lot more tired too. That’s the big difference. I don’t just look older, I feel older. I used to wake up and just bounce out of bed, ready for whatever the day brought me. Now, I wake up and have to remind myself that it's only seventeen hours before I get to sleep again." He shook his head. "And it's just a lot of work for a lot less to show for it than I hoped for. I know we've had this conversation before, but I really thought I'd accomplish more. Maybe that's every President's folly, but it's hard to look at the world and realize how little has changed. Honestly, the biggest thing that's changed is that there's a lot more terrorist activity now, and the terrorists are stronger, richer, more sophisticated, more entrenched and operating at a much higher level. That's going to be my legacy. When they run Did You Know specials about me, the tagline is going to be, 'This President survived more assassination attempts than any President in history.' I get to be the man who introduced a New Golden Age of Terrorism."

“There are worse taglines you could have. You could be the man who was killed by terrorists.”

“Yeah, I could have better ones too.”

They fell silent for a while. Jake understood Bryan’s feelings, but he didn’t know how to help him. The crappy reality was that Bryan was right. That was going to be his legacy. The more astute would also point to the human rights reforms he'd championed in sub-Saharan Africa and the tenuous but so far enduring peace in the Middle East. Depending on how things shook out with China, he'd have that feather in his cap, too.

But people lived for sensationalism, and the media thrived on fear. They’d run stories over and over about the times that Bryan had been attacked, kidnapped, hurt and tormented. They’d point to every single one of his mistakes and claim that was the reason for his failures. They’d make it seem like every problem in the world during his administration was due to something he’d done wrong. They did that with every President, but with Bryan, it would be worse because so many people had lost their lives in the crossfire of these terrorist attacks.

“No luck with the radio, huh?” Bryan asked.

Jake took a deep breath and looked back down at the radio. “Not yet. I’m trying to follow these wires where they’re supposed to go, but… Oh my God.”

“What?”

“I’m an idiot. The battery.”

“What? What about the battery?”

“That’s what I’m trying to replace. I don’t need to go through all of this complicated analysis of the radio’s wiring. I just need to find the power terminals and make sure the battery is connected to those terminals.”

Bryan grinned. “See? Fresh water and food brought your mind back to a hundred percent.”

“Guess so. We don’t have to tell Jess about this part, all right?”

“All right. We don’t have to tell Jess about this.”

Jake chuckled. “Yeah, I guess news will spread no matter what.”

He looked over the battery, using his flashlight to illuminate each section clearly. When he found the terminals, he pumped his fist. “Boo-yah. Okay, now I just need to cannibalize some wires from my own radio and connect it to the battery.”

“You have a radio?”

"Yes, but it doesn't work." He met Bryan's eyes. "Come on, Bryan. Of course, I totally had a working radio this entire time and just decided not to use it. Eat some jerky. You need it."

Bryan chuckled and bit a piece of the proffered meat. He took the bag from Jake and said, “All right. Good luck to you, Macgyver.”

Jake quickly disassembled his radio and gathered to cables from inside. Using his multi-tool, he cut the cables into useful lengths, then tied them to the nine-volt and the stolen truck radio.

Jake met Bryan’s eyes. “All right. Here goes.”

He switched the radio on. Static burst from the speaker, causing both men to cry out. Jake quickly turned the knob lower until the static was low enough not to alert the entire island to their presence.

The screen glowed a soft but bright green and informed them that they were on channel twelve. Jake smiled at Bryan and said, “Step one complete. Now to find a clear signal.”
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They followed the stream down the hill toward the other side of the island. This side of the hill was slightly steeper and the trees shorter, but the vegetation was denser. Jake and Bryan were forced to move at a crawl to ensure they didn’t accidentally run into a snake. There didn’t seem to be any large predators on the island, but a bite from the wrong kind of snake would kill just as fine as a bite from a tiger.

They didn’t find any snakes, but another predator took full advantage of the meal gifted to it on a silver platter. Jake slapped what had to be the fiftieth mosquito off of his face, but already, he could feel the itch coming.

“Damn,” Bryan cursed as he swatted one off of his arm. “What is it about us that they like so much?”

“I read somewhere that our blood has a high sugar content,” Jake replied. “But I don’t know if that’s true or not.”

“Well, I hope it gives them diabetes and kills them.”

Jake chuckled at that. Hey, I’ll trade you my malaria for your diabetes.

That brought up another concern, though. If they did contract an illness out here, they would be in very serious danger, not just from the disease itself but because they would be less mobile and able to fight if they needed to. Any disease they contracted would take several days to show symptoms, but still, it was one more thing to have to worry about.

Maybe I couldn’t get used to this after all.

He checked the radio again but still found no signal. He looked up at the sky, but it was hard to tell through the canopy how late in the day it was. He guessed early afternoon, but it could be an hour before sunset, and he wouldn’t know until it was too late.

He wondered if they would have been better off going back to the abandoned outpost. Maybe the mercenaries were finished looking around, and they could have found a signal.

Or maybe they would have been caught and executed. You know, fifty-fifty.

Woulda coulda shoulda. Just do-a.

That was a favorite saying of his friend Max Harrison. Max was an old Marine Corps sniper instructor and Jake’s mentor when he was in the Corps. He had no patience for people who agonized over past mistakes. Just do better in the future. You can’t change the past.

With that in mind, Jake decided to be more proactive. “I’m going to climb one of these trees,” he told Bryan. “I’ll look for a place we might be able to get a signal.”

“You’re going to climb one of these trees?”

“Yes. Why are you looking at me like that? I’ve climbed scarier things than trees.”

Bryan looked up. “I know. They just look so flimsy near the top.”

“I won’t go up all the way. Just as high as I can. If we just walk blindly and hope to find a signal, we could be walking for days. I’m trying to cut that time down.”

Bryan lifted his hands. “I’m not arguing with you. I’m just glad it’s you, not me.”

“Fair enough,” Jake said. “Hold this.”

He handed Bryan the radio and started up the nearest teakwood tree. While the majority of its neighbors were smaller compared to the trees on the west side of the island, this tree was an easy one hundred twenty feet tall. Its trunk was sturdy too. If Jake was lucky, he’d be able to climb above the canopy and see with a fairly uninterrupted view in all directions.

He made it about fifty feet up before he had his first scare. A branch snapped under his foot, and he dropped, nearly falling to the forest floor below. He cried out and wrapped his arm around the trunk, skidding to a halt after a fall of only a foot or so.

His heart thumped. He took an exasperated breath and adjusted his grip, then resumed his climb. Going forward, he tested his weight on each branch before climbing.

He made it another thirty feet higher before the branches thinned too much for him to trust himself any further up the tree. That wasn’t nearly as high as he hoped to climb, and when he looked through the branches, he found he was level with the canopy and not above it.

He looked down. As literally anyone might have told him, that was a stupid idea. He gripped the trunk more tightly, closed his eyes and swore. His body seemed to sway, and he reminded himself that it was vertigo and it would pass.

He waited until his heart stopped pounding, then thought about his next move. The safe thing to do would be to descend and tell Bryan that he’d tried but failed.

But that would leave them exactly where they were to begin with, and Jake couldn't accept that. They needed to get out of here. He needed to tell everyone that the President was safe, but he needed help.

He needed to find a signal.

He took another deep breath, then climbed higher. Instead of climbing the branches, he shimmied up the trunk, carefully moving his limbs up and around branches. He looked directly up, refusing to look below and see how much higher he’d gone.

Finally, he reached a point where the trunk began to sway. That was tempting fate enough. He tried the radio and got nothing but static. He tried again, and the radio popped and then died. For a frightening moment, he thought he had broken it, but when he tried again, it powered up.

Still no signal, though. He needed to find another way.

He looked through the branches. He was definitely above the canopy now. The problem was that the canopy was expansive and stretched in every direction as far as the eye could see.

Actually, that wasn’t true. There was one direction where they could see the end.

In the distance to the east, perhaps six miles away, the Pacific Ocean gleamed blue and beautiful. It would probably be dark or close to it by the time they reached her shores, but Jake didn’t see another option. Besides, it would be a lot easier to tell their rescuers to find them on the shore instead of somewhere in this enormous jungle.

He descended slowly. This, unfortunately, required him to look down from time to time. He focused on his breathing and made his way down to the sturdier branches, then to the thick boughs and finally, after what felt like an eternity, he jumped down onto the forest floor.

“Wow,” Bryan said. “Well done. I would definitely not have had the courage to do something like that.”

“Well, I hope to never do it again,” Jake said running a shaking hand over his forehead and coming back damp with sweat. “It’s funny. I’ve been shot, poisoned and beaten, and I have my jump certification, but climbing that tree is the scariest thing I’ve done in a while.”

"So, did you find a clearing where we might get a signal?"

Jake sighed. “Yep. The eastern shore.”

“All the way to the beach?”

“Yep.”

Bryan paused a moment, then said, “Well, crap. How far?”

“About six miles.”

“What is that, like three hours?”

Jake shook his head. “More like four or five at this pace.”

“That’s gonna put us close to dark.”

“Yes.”

Bryan sighed. “Damn it. Well, we’re not saving any time being upset. Let’s get going.”

“They never said the job would be easy,” Jake remarked as they continued their march.

“Well, they didn’t say it would be this damned hard.”

***

Jake tried twice more to find a signal on the way to the beach before giving up. He wasn’t sure how much power the nine-volt had left, and he didn’t want to risk wasting it before they were able to reach the Kennedy.

So, they had no choice but to walk. That revealed another problem that Jake had to consider. Bryan was in phenomenal shape for a civilian his age, but his age happened to be sixty-one, and the job had definitely caused him to feel the effects of that age. They’d already survived a grueling night in the ocean and probably ten miles of marching through dense jungle today. The last mile of their journey to the ocean had the President at his limit.

Jake needed to get him out of here. The effort required just to survive out here might kill him sooner rather than later, especially if they were ambushed by the mercenaries and had to try running again or God forbid fighting.

Come on. Please let me get a signal. Please let me get a hold of the Kennedy.

Finally, they broke through the trees and found themselves on a beach once more. This one was narrower and more rocky than sandy, but it was free of trees and afforded them an expansive view of the sky.

And the clouds building on the darkening horizon. Another storm was approaching. Another challenge to contend with.

Jake wasted no time. He switched the radio on and dialed in the frequency Jess had set up to communicate with the Kennedy. Static burbled for a few seconds, then quieted.

“Is that it?” Bryan asked. “Do we have a signal?”

“I don’t know,” Jake said. “Let me see.”

He pressed the talk button. “Come in John F. Kennedy. This is Special Agent Jake Mercer of the Secret Service here with the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy, do you read, over?”

He released the talk button. Both of them held their breaths. When there was no response after ten seconds, he pressed the talk button again. “This is Special Agent Jake Mercer with President Bryan Jackson calling for the U.S.S. John F. Kennedy. Do you read me, over?”

Another ten seconds. Another silent radio.

Jake took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Come on, Kennedy.” He pressed the talk button again. “John F. Kennedy, this is Jake Mercer. I have the President. He is alive and well. We are on an unknown island and need extraction. Please contact, over.”

“They could be out of range,” Bryan said. “The Kennedy has some of the most advanced radio equipment on the planet, but the radio you took from that truck is probably the next step up from bargain basement. If they’re under the clouds, the signal might be too scrambled to hear.”

Jake’s lips thinned. He understood that, but he didn’t want to hear the President explain why it wasn’t going to work right now.

He pressed the talk button once more. “Kennedy, if you can hear me, please respond.”

He counted ten more seconds. Then he shared a grim look with the President. Bryan gave him a sad smile, and Jake sighed and tossed the radio onto the ground. "Wonderful. Well that was—"

Static burbled from the radio. “Special… this is… Kennedy. President… need coordinates.”

The signal was weak, and the message was garbled, but Jake understood enough to know that it had gone through, and that the Kennedy had heard their cry for help. He pumped his fist and picked up the radio. “John F. Kennedy, this is Jake Mercer. I can’t give you coordinates right now, but I can tell you that we were blown east by the storm that destroyed our aircraft. We landed last night on the western shore of an unidentified island that we believe to be in the Indonesian Archipelago, possibly within the Papua New Guinea portion of the chain. We are alive and in good health, but we need extraction.”

He released the talk button, and a moment later, static burbled again. “Roger… will locate… radio signal. Keep your radio on… should be—”

Then the radio died. Jake stared at it for a moment, hoping that his senses were deceiving him, and he hadn’t just seen their only line of communication with the outside world disappear. He reached for the radio, and adjusted the wires connecting the battery, then tried again.

Nothing. The battery was dead. Their one chance of finding rescue was gone.
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Jake sighed and nearly threw the radio away again. Only willpower kept him from that. Instead, he removed the cables from the battery and put the radio into his pocket.

Willpower would only go so far, though. In a fit of rage, he grabbed the battery and hurled it out into the ocean. “Damn it! We were so…”

His voice trailed off when he saw dim shapes at the edge of his vision. In the low light of dusk, it took him a moment to be sure what he saw, but when he brought his field glasses to his eyes, there could be no mistake.

Boats approaching them at high speed. Fourteen in all, small but loaded to the gills with crates and equipment that Jake didn’t recognize. They still moved fast despite the weight.

“Is that them?” Bryan asked hopefully. “Is that rescue?”

Jake increased the magnification of the binoculars to maximum. The boats bore no logos of any kind, and the people on board had no patches on their black uniforms or body armor.

He shook his head. “No. It’s not rescue.”

“Then what—”

“Come on,” Jake said, putting his field glasses away. “We need to go. I don’t know if they saw us or not, but if I can see them, they very well might have seen us. We need to be deep in the jungle by the time they reach shore.” He didn’t add this, but they also needed to hope that the mercenaries didn’t have working radios and that they didn’t use their radios to tell their buddies to come intercept the Americans.

He led Bryan back the way they came, but the climb here was too steep, and the ground was too loose. They made it up a few yards before it gave way, and they fell back to the beach, landing with a thud and a wince.

Jake helped Bryan to his feet and said, “Come on. This way.”

The two of them ran the length of the beach, moving as fast as they could over the rocky terrain. Jake kept his eyes inland to look for a way in, resisting the urge to look back at the boats to see how close their pursuers were.

He found his opportunity in the form of a narrow canyon a quarter mile north. As soon as he saw it, he grabbed Bryan’s hand and pulled him toward it. He could hear the drone of the boat motors behind them and finally risked a look to see if they’d noticed the two of them.

The boats were still a mile offshore or so, and they hadn't changed direction. That could mean a lot of things that had nothing to do with if they'd seen Bryan and Jake or not, but Jake decided to believe they hadn't. It was one less worry to deal with right now.

Bryan stumbled when they reached the trees. Jake helped him to his feet, and they continued to run, but after a few more yards, Bryan grimaced and put a hand to his side.

“Sir? Are you all right?”

Bryan nodded. “I’m just tired. I have a stitch in my side.”

Jake cursed and looked back toward the beach. He could just barely see the ocean through the thickening trees. “All right. Let’s stop here.”

Bryan sighed and collapsed to the ground. “Damn it. Sorry, Jake.”

“It’s all right. Just try to stay quiet. We’ll wait here until you feel better. Drink some water. Just a couple of sips.”

Bryan nodded and lifted his canteen to his lips. His hands were shaking, and his face was pale with red splotches.

Jake helped him to his feet. In this condition, a sudden cessation of exertion could be dangerous. “Deep breaths, sir. Let’s just walk for a bit. We have to keep you moving.”

As he said that, a drop of freezing rainwater fell on his head. Then another. Then another.

Then the floodgates opened. Lighting flashed across the sky, and a split-second later, thunder cracked like an artillery shell exploding.

Jake looked at the ground where little rills were already forming in the soft dirt. He looked up and saw small streams rolling off of the rocks and continuing their journey down toward the ocean.

This canyon was now the most dangerous place on the island. Within minutes, it would flood, and if they were still here when it did, they would surely die.

“We need to get to high ground,” he told Bryan. “This canyon’s going to flood. We don’t want to be here when it does.”

Bryan’s shoulders slumped slightly, but he nodded and said, “All right. Let’s go. I can go.”

“Steady pace, sir. Don’t overexert yourself.”

They started upward, climbing on hands and knees at times and, at others, pulling themselves up by tree branches to ascend the steep slope. The ground here was even and solid for now, but as the climb continued, Jake could feel the effects of the downpour on the soil. He looked ahead and tried not to be discouraged by the distance they still had to climb.

Bryan huffed and puffed ahead of Jake, gritting his teeth and fighting through his exhaustion and pain. Jake fought the urge to tell him to hurry and instead offered encouragement. “You’re doing good, sir. Almost there. Keep going.”

The rainfall increased in intensity, slicing into them like splinters of glass and driving divots into the soil, loosening it even further. The rills were now streamlets, and the water coming over the rocks didn’t separate into droplets but flowed as though poured from a pitcher.

Just a little bit more, Jake thought. We’re almost there.

Bryan cried out and slid backwards. Jake grabbed him and then winced when his arm was wrenched from the effort. He fought through the pain and helped Bryan to his feet. Bryan gave him a wan smile, then looked over his head and pointed. “There!”

Jake followed his eyes and saw the roof of a small hut just visible over a ridge above them. He looked at Bryan. “It could be mercenaries. Be careful and follow my lead.”

Bryan nodded, and Jake led him up the hill toward the hut. Water was flooding down the side of the mountain in earnest now, but not from the ridge above them. After a few difficult yards slogging through worsening mud, they came to a relatively dry rocky climb for the last hundred feet.

Except it wasn’t rock. Jake looked closer at the ground and realized that they were climbing up a concrete abutment that extended into the dirt below. Probably into the bedrock below.

What was the Indonesian military doing here?

When they crested the top of the ridge, the plot thickened. The hut they’d seen was one of a dozen buildings—not prefab structures like the ones at the previous outpost but permanent concrete cabins with sloped, shingled roofs and glass windows.

“It’s a whole village,” the President remarked.

Jake shook his head. “Not a village. See that tower there?” He pointed at the tallest of the structures, not really a tower since it was only four stories but still larger by far than any of the huts. “That’s some sort of control center.”

“For what?”

Jake shook his head. “No idea. But stay close. No one’s coming out to greet us, but I don’t want to place bets on this place being abandoned.”

He led the President toward the nearest of the huts. The rain bit through their now-soaked clothing, and Jake could feel echoes of the cold he felt when they were afloat at sea. He needed to get a fire going and warm Bryan up. If he was suffering, then there was no doubt that Bryan was suffering more.

But he didn’t need to walk into a mercenary bunkhouse and find himself under fire. He peered through the window and found a fully furnished cabin with a bunk bed, a desk with two chairs and even a small bathroom. There were blankets, pillows and cushions on the chairs, but no sign of any personal belongings. The hut had been used recently, but at the moment, it wasn’t being used at all.

Still, Jake hesitated. Would the previous tenants come back? And if they did, would they be friend or foe?

A chittering sound to his right distracted him. He turned to see Bryan shivering and hugging his arms. His lips were blue, and his eyes alarmingly unfocused. The noise Jake had heard was his teeth chattering.

He didn’t have a choice. He had to take the risk.

He tried the door and found it locked, so he drove his shoulder into it. The lock snapped, and the door opened. He led Bryan inside and grabbed one of the chairs to hold the door closed against the wind.

Bryan stood in the middle of the room, shivering and dripping. “Take your clothes off,” Jake instructed.

Bryan managed a grin. “Boy, you… really like… seeing me naked… lately.”

Jake chuckled at the joke but repeated his instruction. "You're nearing hypothermia again. Take your clothes off and lie down under one of these blankets. I'll see if there's anything in camp I can use to power the radio."

Bryan nodded and slowly stripped. For a moment, he had trouble with his belt and Jake feared he would have to help undress him, but he figured it out and soon was under the blanket.

“Oh yeah,” he said, eyes closing. “That’s good.”

A few seconds later, he was snoring softly. Jake let him sleep. He needed his rest, and they weren’t going anywhere in this storm.

He left the cabin through a window. The windows opened upward, so he was able to crawl through and then lower it again. When he came back, he would just push through the door and move the chair out of the way.

The brief moment of relief from the storm had warmed him enough that stepping back out into it was shocking. He gasped as the cold air attacked him again, but after a moment to recover, he continued on. He could handle being cold for a little while longer.

He checked the other cabins through the windows but still found no personal belongings. Whatever crew had been here before had gone. He’d come back to the cabins to look for batteries, but first, he wanted to see what was in the control room. If there was a radio in there, then the battery would be a moot point.

He approached the control room, but sounds from within stopped him from testing the door. The enemy was here!

He backed away and dropped out of sight around the corner just before the door opened. A gentleman who appeared to be of Cambodian origin looked outside, frowning as he scanned the camp.

Jake cursed inwardly. The camp wasn’t abandoned after all.

A voice from inside called to the Cambodian. The Cambodian replied in an irritated voice, then backed away and closed the door.

Jake lifted himself up slowly and looked through the window. There were five men inside the control room. Four of them—including the Cambodian—sat at computer terminals arranged along the back wall. The fifth was a Caucasian man wearing a suit. He wore an irritated frown and said in English that Jake could just make out over the noise of the storm, “Are you trying to freeze us all to death?”

In accented English, the Cambodian replied, “Sorry, sir. I thought I heard a noise.”

“You mean besides the copious thunder and rainfall?” the Caucasian said.

“Yes,” the Cambodian man said through gritted teeth. “I thought I heard intruders.”

The Caucasian raised an eyebrow. “Very well. Go check.”

The Cambodian hesitated, but it was too late for him to walk back his mistake. He sighed and said, “Yes, sir.”

Jake glanced back toward the cabin at the front of the camp, heart pounding. If they were discovered now, they would have worse than the storm to worry about.

He had to make sure the President wasn’t discovered.

The door opened, and the mercenary stepped outside.

Jake took a deep breath to steady himself, then rushed forward to attack the man.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The mercenary’s eyes widened. He shouted a word that Jake guessed was an epithet, then jumped back inside the building and shut the door.

Jake was used to that kind of reaction when he was about to fight someone. It didn’t happen often, but every now and then, someone would see his six-foot-two, two-hundred-pound frame and decide they didn’t want any of that smoke.

Usually, they had to see Jake to feel that way, though. Since Jake had only taken two steps and remained in the shadows on the other side of the building, that wasn’t why the mercenary had immediately retreated into the tower.

The mercenary, fortunately, was happy to shout his reason at the top of his lungs. “There are helicopters outside! U.S. helicopters!”

Jake’s eyes widened. He turned to the right to see bright spotlights moving across the forest. The noise of the storm drowned out the sound of the rotors, but there was no mistaking the helicopters currently searching for something on the island.

Not something. Someone. The Kennedy had found the island. They were now looking for the President. He pumped his fist and nearly forgot himself and cheered aloud.

“What?” the Caucasian thundered. Jake looked back inside the building and saw him approach one of the front windows. His eyes narrowed. “How can you tell they’re U.S.?”

“Who else would they be?” the Cambodian mercenary asked. “The U.S. is looking for their President. They have a carrier nearby. China has no reason to be here, and Indonesia has bigger concerns than this little island. Unless one of your friends decided to do a surprise inspection of the mining facility, it has to be the U.S.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. Mining facility?

The Caucasian man cursed. “Shut the lights off now.”

“They are off.”

“The interior ones, idiot!”

“Oh.”

A moment later, the building was plunged into darkness. Jake looked back at the helicopters. Their spotlights continued to sweep across the ground but still miles from where they were.

Come on. Look this way.

He still had a flare. If he lit it now, the helicopters would see it and know where to find them.

He considered the risk. The mercenaries inside didn't appear to be armed, but he had to assume they were. Could he fire the flare and then evade them with the President long enough for the helicopter to pick them up?

From inside the building, he heard the Caucasian’s voice. He sounded like he was talking to someone over the phone. “Yes. Two of them. We believe they’re U.S. Navy units.” There was a brief pause. Then the Caucasian hissed, “What? When? Why wasn’t I told this? Damn it!” He sighed and added, “We’re moving to the ridge road. Have a vehicle meet us there escorted by two trucks and two fireteams. The agent escorting the President is extremely dangerous. If you see him, kill the President on sight. Don’t bother trying to kill the agent. You won’t succeed.” Another pause. “Well, of course you should kill the agent too, but you need to kill the President first, then attack the agent with overwhelming firepower. Speaking of overwhelming firepower, send the brigade to the eastern shore. The helicopters appear to be concentrating their search efforts along the beach. That’s probably where they are. If the helicopters see you, shoot them down immediately. Yes, I’m aware that will bring the entire strike group here. We’ll have to pick another location to enact our plan.” One more pause, then, “If you think you can succeed at that, more power to you, but you’ll receive no help from me. Damn it! How in God’s name could they have survived that storm?”

A moment later, he said, “We’re moving up to the ridge road. If you see anyone who isn’t us between here and there, shoot them on sight. I need to consolidate our forces and figure out a plan to address this.”

The door opened a moment later. Jake flattened himself against the wall. The five men passed him by no more than a yard. Jake could only barely see their silhouettes in the dim light from the moon.

The last one paused and looked around. Jake couldn’t tell for sure which of them it was, but one of the mercenaries identified him a moment later when he said, “Do you see something, sir?”

The man in front of Jake said, “I thought I saw something, but I think it was just a shadow from one of the spotlights. Come on. Let’s move. We can’t afford to waste any more time.”

The group continued, climbing up the shallow slope behind the camp. Like the steeper slope below, it had been constructed in such a way that it directed the rainwater to the sides of the outpost so their journey was relatively easy.

Jake waited until all of them disappeared from view. Then he turned back to the helicopters.

They were moving away. They were concentrating their search within a mile of shore. Jake’s heart sank. He had led the President to higher ground because they would have been caught in the floods if he hadn’t, but that took them away from the search grid. They had missed their chance at rescue.

His hand closed over the flare gun, but he didn’t fire it. The SAR helicopters typically carried a light armament of machine guns. The mercenaries had SAMs. If it came to a fight, the mercenaries would win.

And as dangerous as the Caucasian mercenary—or employer or whoever he was—believed Jake to be, Jake still couldn’t risk the President’s life by alerting the mercenaries to their location.

Reluctantly, he removed his hand from the flare gun and watched as the helicopters continued to travel farther away from the people they were trying to rescue. Jake’s only hope was that they would stumble across a sign of the military activity here and return with greater firepower.

His brow furrowed as he recalled the Caucasian mercenary’s words earlier. How did he know that he was with the President? How did the mercenaries know that Jake had radioed the Kennedy?

The answer to those questions was easy enough. They had intercepted his transmission to the Kennedy.

But how did this Caucasian know who Jake was? How did he know how dangerous Jake was?

Those were good questions, and they needed answers, but the most important question—or rather the most important answer—that Jake had obtained from his eavesdropping was that the downing of Marine One in the ocean was no accident. These mercenaries—whoever they were—had tried to kill the President.

Whoever they were? Don’t be stupid. You know who they are.

But why? What was the Third Voice doing out here? If they were just here to kill the President, and they believed they had, then why were they still out here?

And what was this mining facility that the Caucasian’s friends were supposed to be inspecting?

He shook his head. He could worry about those answers later. Right now, he needed to get the President to safety.

He wanted to contact the helicopters to tell them about the threat, but as soon as he sent a message to them, the mercenaries would know where he was. In fact, the mercenaries could return here at any time. The Caucasian man spoke about consolidating their forces, but this outpost was clearly important to them. It was some sort of command center or communications center, maybe an early warning center. They would be back eventually.

So he would get Bryan up and ready to go. Then they would check the tower for a radio or something to power their radio if they still could. After that, they would move on.

He headed back to the cabin. The storm had calmed a little. It was still raining heavily, but the wind had died down, and the lightning and thunder were distant now. Jake wasn’t sure if that made a damned bit of difference, but he’d take any little victory he could get right now.

He reached the cabin and shook Bryan awake.

The President stirred and smiled up at Jake. “Hey. Any luck finding a battery?”

“No,” Jake replied. “I found information, though.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. The plane crash wasn’t an accident.”

Bryan’s lips thinned. “I was afraid that would be the case. How did they shoot it down? There was no missile strike.”

“I don’t know. “

“Do we know who’s responsible?”

“Whoever hired these mercenaries. I didn’t get every detail, but it looks like someone hired these mercenaries to shoot the plane down. They mentioned something about inspecting a mining facility, so maybe a mining company?”

Bryan’s brow furrowed. “A mining company? What on Earth would a mining company want me dead for? Is it an American mining company upset that I increased the penalties for unsafe working conditions at mines on foreign soil?”

“I don’t know. Maybe, actually. The person in charge in the tower was Caucasian. He spoke with a slight accent, though. South African.”

“Lot of mines in South Africa. Wait, you said in the tower?”

“Yes.”

“The tower here?”

“Yes. There were four Asian mercenaries, one Cambodian and the others Vietnamese, I think. Then there was the Caucasian, and he was clearly in charge. I don’t know if he’s a mercenary leader or a representative of whoever hired them. The Cambodian mercenary asked if it was one of his friends inspecting a mining facility.”

“Asked if what was his friends?”

Jake took a deep breath to steady his thoughts. God, he was all over the place.

“The Kennedy sent two search and rescue helicopters to the island to look for us.”

Bryan’s eyes widened. “That’s good news! You have a flare, right? You can let them know we’re here?”

Jake sighed. “I can’t do that. The mercenaries intercepted my radio transmission. They know we’re here, and they know the Kennedy is looking for us. That’s how I learned that they downed the plane down on purpose. The Caucasian talked to someone on the phone who told him about the transmission. He was very upset. He ordered the mercenaries to shoot us on sight and shoot down the helicopters if the helicopters notice their activity or find us.”

Bryan looked longingly at the door. Jake sighed again. “I’m sorry, sir. If I didn’t know for a fact that the mercenaries have surface-to-air missiles, I’d risk firing that flare, but those SAR choppers have fifty-cals at best. They’d be sitting ducks. We’d lose our rescue before they had a chance to reach us, not to mention that a flare would immediately let everyone know exactly where we were.”

Bryan nodded. “I understand. It’s all right. At least now we have an idea of what we’re up against.” He stood. “So what now? Are we moving on?”

“Yes, but I want to get into that control tower first. The mercenaries left to join their comrades. If we can get a message to the Kennedy alerting them to the danger, they can pull the helicopters back and send strike fighters to deal with the terrorists. We can arrange a pickup point while the F-35s hold the terrorists off. It’ll be risky, but it’s doable.”

Bryan nodded again. “All right. I guess I should get dressed then.”

Jake turned around to allow the Commander-in-Chief some privacy. He looked through the door of the cabin and saw the helicopters’ spotlights now miles north. A sense of melancholy overtook him. It was disheartening to be this close to rescue and to have to watch it fly away.

And now that the enemy knew they were here, they were in a race. Could Jake and Bryan find rescue—real rescue—before it was too late, or would the mercenaries find them and make good on their contract?

Meanwhile, the entire world verged on chaos. The outcome of this race could very well decide the future of the planet.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The rain had calmed further by the time the two of them made their way back to the tower. Bryan looked supremely uncomfortable in the cold, but he didn't look like he was dying anymore. Jake was uncomfortable, too, but the storm was now the least of his worries.

The door was locked, of course, when Jake reached the tower. This door was sturdier than the one for the cabin, so instead of throwing his shoulder into it, he kicked it open. A loud crack echoed through the room as the door splintered.

He used his flashlight to find the light switch and flipped it on. The bright white LED lighting was somewhat alarming after spending the past two days in almost complete darkness.

“Search the room,” he told Bryan. “Start on that wall, and I’ll take the other. We want radios, food, water, and batteries. If you happen to find clothes that look like they’ll even remotely fit us, I’ll take those as well.”

“I don’t think we’re going to find all that here,” Bryan said, “but I’ll hold out hope for radios and batteries, at least.”

Aside from the computer terminals, there were two large banks of cabinets and a stack of drawers. A small door to the left of the computers opened to a bathroom.

Jake used his multi-tool to force open one of the cabinets. He found nothing in this one, but that was all right. This place was designed to be staffed long-term. Odds are, they'd find something useful in one of these cabinets.

The next two cabinets were empty, too, but in the third one, Jake found batteries. These ones were alkaline D batteries, one-point-five volts each instead of nine, but it was simple enough to string multiple batteries together. He could use this to power the radio.

He would check the computers first, though. If the tower had a radio, it would be better to use the more powerful signal to alert the Kennedy. The mercenaries could detect his earlier transmission, so it didn’t matter that using their own radio would alert them.

He sat in front of the terminal and prayed silently that it would display in English. The Caucasian didn’t seem to speak any of the local languages, and he’d want to know what the computers said, right?

The screen booted up, and when Jake saw the name of the operating system in English, he breathed a sigh of relief. He clicked the button to log in, and it asked for a password.

For a split second, his heart sank. Then he remembered the scanning tool.

He pumped his fist and fished the device from his pocket. He'd forgotten all about it. They'd had no need for a tool that read computers while they were traipsing through the forest, but it would come in handy now. If it still worked, that was.

He looked it over. As far as he could tell, it was as pristine as always.

“Only one way to find out,” he muttered.

He plugged the tool into the computer. It lit up immediately and blinked to let him know it was working.

Jess, you beautiful genius. I owe you a beer when we get home.

A pang coursed through him as he remembered that while he and Bryan were alive, he had no idea if anyone else—Jess included—had been rescued.

He couldn’t focus on that right now, though. He needed to keep his mind on the President.

The scanning tool held a steady green, and a moment later, the password field filled, and the desktop opened.

And thank God, all of the folders were in English too.

None of the folders said radio, though. He frowned and scanned the area again. He didn’t see any knobs or dials that might indicate a radio. Was this just a control center and not a communications tower?

He was about to give up on the computer and start building the radio when Bryan looked over his shoulder and asked, “What’s that? Project Phoenix. Can you click on that?”

Jake nearly argued that they were wasting time, but there was no sign of mercenaries yet, and the storm was still heavy enough that it would probably keep their movements slow for a while. If they could get a little more information that might give them a better understanding of what was happening here, that wouldn’t be a bad thing.

He opened the folder. It contained three subfolders. Phase One was marked COMPLETE.

“Open that one,” Bryan said. “That might confirm what you overheard earlier or fill in gaps.”

“Agreed,” Jake said. “Assuming that Project Phoenix is related to the plot to murder you.”

“Fancy name. Split into phases. Complicated operation involving mercenaries and hidden bases. I’m pretty sure it has to do with me.”

Jake chuckled. “There does seem to be a pattern to our little adventures, doesn’t there?”

He opened Phase One. About a dozen documents opened up. Jake clicked on the first one, titled Overview.

As he and the President scanned the document, Jake’s blood chilled.

Project Phoenix did indeed involve killing the President, but that was only the tip of the iceberg. They wanted to plunge the U.S. and China into war.

The basic outline of the plan was to manipulate factions within the Chinese government to stall the progress of Bryan’s proposed trade agreement. Meanwhile, other factions in both the Chinese and the U.S. governments would start blaming the other side for the lack of progress. As the discussion got more heated, they would influence the rhetoric to become more and more inflammatory. No names were mentioned, and the plan seemed to revolve more around controlling the narrative on social media and alternative news sites than active plants in either government, but there was no doubt that their methods had been effective.

As they read further, they discovered the ultimate goal of this project. Apparently a recent survey had uncovered a deposit of diamonds that potentially exceeded the total amount of diamonds of the top three diamond mines on Earth. Not just diamonds either. Seventeen different valuable minerals had been discovered, from metals as mundane as iron and copper to rare Earth elements used to power sophisticated equipment. The total value of the mine was estimated to be twelve figures. That was almost certainly an optimistic assessment, but whatever its true value, it had inspired the people behind Project Phoenix to try to destabilize the region so that they could quietly stake a claim while China and the U.S. were busy figuring out if they were going to go to war.

“All of this for money,” Bryan said. “Just so a few rich people can get even richer.”

Jake turned to his friend and saw Bryan’s face set in a scowl. Besides anger, there was grief in that scowl as well. Jake could understand that. Billions of innocent people were placed at risk to line the pockets of an already privileged few. Bryan and the Chinese President were being duped into risking the most destructive conflict in history.

“Who’s behind this?” Bryan asked. “Is there a list of principles?”

Jake scrolled down. “I don’t know if it’s a complete list, but for phase one, it looks like we have the Takanori Group from Japan providing financial backing, Busan Heavy Industries from South Korea handling logistics, Laoxiang Technology from China providing instrumentation and equipment and the Kemenangan Corporation from Indonesia donating the land.” He looked at Bryan. “So I guess we know whose backyard we’re in.”

“Jesus,” Bryan said, wiping his brow with a shaking hand. “Do they not realize that their own people will suffer in the event of a war? Indonesia especially. They’ll be caught in the crossfire of naval engagements, and if China decides to occupy some of the islands as a forward naval or air base, then they’re at risk of even worse.”

“I can’t imagine the billionaires behind this will be anywhere nearby when things hit the fan. They all probably have resort homes in the Caribbean or the Mediterranean where they’ll hang out until things end.”

“Yeah, but they won’t get to keep this land. Or their claim. In wartime, no one will give a shit about your business interests.”

“Well, terrorists are rarely known for their intelligence,” Jake opined.

Bryan shook his head. “Can you download all of this.”

“I should be able to.” He tapped a few buttons on the scanning tool. It chirped softly, then began flashing green. The computer monitor announced that files were being copied to the external drive.

“Should take about five minutes,” Jake said.

“Good. We need to get that information back to the U.S. Can you broadcast?”

“I’m not sure. Usually Jess has to amplify the signal to give the scanning tool any kind of useful transmission range, but I’ll try.”

“I don’t suppose you can also send them a message letting them know that we’re out here.”

Jake grinned. “Actually, now that you mention it…”

He opened a Word document on the desktop and typed a brief message.

This is SSA Jake Mercer, Secret Service. I have the President. We are on an island at

He paused for a moment, realizing that he didn’t know exactly where he was. He’d have to hope that whoever picked this up on the other end could figure out the rest of what they needed to know and just tell them everything he could.

We are on the island the Kennedy’s helicopters were searching earlier but were pinned down by hostile forces and unable to make contact. Island is occupied by battalion-strength mercenary force under employ of mining consortium. Info on full plan attached to this transmission. Please send rescue ASAP. Hope to establish radio contact soon.

He saved the document as POTUS-URGENT and attached it to the external drive folder. A moment later, the two chirped again, and Jake nodded at Bryan. "Okay, we have everything uploaded. I'll try to transmit now."

He pressed a couple more buttons on the tool, and a red light replaced the green light, blinking rapidly at first, then slowly. Jake pumped his fist. “It’s transmitting the documents. It found a signal somewhere.”

“Hell yeah!” Bryan cried. “How long do you think it’ll take?”

“Impossible to tell,” Jake replied. “My guess is that the Kennedy kept Jess’s channels open after hearing from us, and they’re receiving this information now. I don’t know how strong the signal is or how far away they are. It could take minutes, or it could take hours.”

“Do we have hours?”

“Probably not.”

Bryan laughed nervously. “So how long do we wait before we—”

“Shh.” Jake interrupted, chopping his hand.

“What is it?” Bryan asked, instantly growing alert. “What did you hear?”

“Quiet for a moment,” Jake replied.

Bryan clammed up and looked anxiously out of the window, his shoulders stiff. The rain had stopped, allowing Jake to hear the low rumble of approaching vehicles.

“Are those…” Bryan began.

“Yep,” Jake said. “Time to go.”

He looked down at the scanning tool. It was still blinking red, indicating that not all of the documents had been sent. He realized he had no way of knowing if the word document explaining their location had been sent yet.

The sky outside brightened as headlights cleared the trees and shone through the outpost. Too late to wait. Jake grabbed the scanning tool and the batteries and motioned for Bryan to follow him. The two of them rushed outside.

And straight into a group of a dozen mercenaries. For a split second, the opposing sides stared at each other, stunned. Then the lead mercenary—the Cambodian from earlier—shouted and raised his rifle. Jake lunged forward and dropped him with a crashing blow to his nose, then grabbed Bryan's arm and sprinted away into the darkness before the others had time to react.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

They reached the edge of the outpost just as the first bullets zipped by their heads. One round came close enough that Jake felt the wind of its passage. Another put a hole through the shoulder of his jacket when he and Bryan jumped over the edge of the ledge.

Jake grabbed Bryan and pulled him close so that the President wouldn’t lose his footing when they landed on the steep slope. He threw his weight backwards so that instead of tumbling down the hill, they slid down. The hole in Jake’s jacket became a moot point as the rough, rocky ground underneath them tore the fabric to shreds.

When they reached the bottom of the hill, Jake grabbed Bryan and started pulling him forward, but a burst of rifle fire splintered the trees ahead of them. Jake cursed and pushed Bryan to his left side. “Move! Keep going! We have to lose them in the trees.”

“Gee, you don’t say?” Bryan quipped.

“Not helpful.”

Another burst of rifle fire shredded through the trees, but this burst was two yards to the right and didn't pose a threat. Jake grabbed Bryan and hissed, "Stay slow and try not to disturb the trees."

“Seriously? You just told me to move, and now you want me to slow down?”

“I want you to do exactly what I tell you when I tell you, even if it sounds like I’m contradicting myself,” Jake said.

Bryan scoffed. “You sound like my wife.”

Jake frowned. “I’m trying to get you out of here alive.”

A shout interrupted him, followed by a flashlight beam illuminating Jake's figure. He swore, but this time, instead of dragging the President with him, he pushed the President to the ground and ran in the opposite direction. "Stay there!" he hissed at Bryan.

“What? Jake!”

Jake lifted his finger for quiet and sprinted away just before another burst of rifle fire dug holes in the mud. He needed a weapon, and he couldn’t get one with Bryan close and at risk, but if he could draw the pursuers’ attention for a little while, he might be able to lure them into a trap and take one of the weapons, then eliminate the pursuers and give the two of them a chance to disappear before more arrived.

Oh yeah. That’s not risky at all.

As though to punctuate the sarcasm, a rifle round slammed into the tree just ahead of him. He ducked to avoid the rest of the volley and shone his flashlight behind him, lifting it slightly as he ran to make it look like he was moving in the opposite direction.

The ruse worked. The next volley was aimed behind him. He switched the flashlight beam off and turned inward, navigating by sound toward the enemy, who were shouting, firing and sweeping their flashlights wildly. One of the beams nearly landed on him, but he flattened himself against the opposite side of a tree and narrowly avoided detection.

A new problem presented itself, though. Jake’s ruse had moved the pursuers off of his trail but sent them toward the President.

Way to think ahead, Jake, he scolded himself. A-plus work.

He worked his way behind the mercenaries and shone his flashlight on one of them. The fighter whirled around, and Jake switched his light off and dropped to the ground. The mercenary’s flashlight swept over Jake, and the mercenary cried out.

The others turned their lights around, and a brief argument ensued.

Come on. Come this way. Listen to your man. He really did see my light.

Jake breathed a sigh of relief when he heard their footsteps approaching rather than retreating.

Yeah, except now you have to figure out how to disarm one man and disable eleven more.

He released another soft curse, then shimmied backwards through the mud, staying below the flashlight beams. The mercenaries footsteps approached rapidly, and a few seconds later, one of them burst through the trees, running just in front of Jake’s feet. Jake stilled as the man’s companions arrived. The flashlights illuminated eleven anxious faces and one very irritated face that bled from his crushed nose.

The Cambodian shouted a curse and stomped the ground. His foot landed inches away from Jake’s.

And he lowered his rifle close enough to Jake’s hand that if he could shift his weight a little and launch himself fast enough—

Before he could codify that plan, a flashlight beam fell on his face. The owner of the flashlight—a young Korean man—opened his mouth to shout.

With no other options, Jake launched himself at the Cambodian and grabbed his rifle. Using the element of surprise and his greater body weight, he followed through, knocking the Cambodian backwards so that they both fell through the trees.

Bullets sailed around them. Jake felt an impact in his thigh, but he couldn’t tell if it was a bullet or a kick from the man he was wrestling with, and he didn’t have time to check.

The two of them hit the ground and began rolling down the slope. The mercenary shoved a thumb toward Jake’s eye, and Jake slammed his elbow into the man’s already pulped nose. The mercenary cried out and tried to shove Jake off of him, but he didn’t succeed.

So nature decided to intervene. The Cambodian impacted a tree, and Jake’s momentum carried him in a half circle around the mercenary. He lost his grip on the rifle and fell down a short drop.

He got to his feet quickly and got eyes on the mercenary. The man was gasping and trembling, his back twisted and his legs limp. He turned hateful, fearful eyes toward Jake, and Jake realized his spine was broken. His rifle lay on the ground in front of the same drop down which Jake had fallen.

Jake felt a touch of sympathy in spite of everything. He couldn't feel too much sympathy for a man who had tried to kill the two of them, but somewhere out there, this man might have a family, and they might not understand why their son or brother or husband or father wasn't coming home.

That sympathy passed a moment later. The mercenary had made his choices. He picked up the rifle and aimed at the man. “Should I put you out of your misery?”

The man bared his teeth and glared at Jake for a moment. Then he sighed and closed his eyes. He nodded once.

“Anything you want me to tell anyone else? Any messages to pass along?”

The Cambodian chuckled. “No messages. My parents are dead, and I have no family. I’ll die forgotten as I lived forgotten. If I could only have a moment to pay homage to my ancestors. I’d like them to know that I died as bravely as I lived.”

Jake nodded. The Cambodian whispered softly for a few seconds, then said, "All right. I'm ready. I'll see you in the afterlife, American."

“I’ll be looking for you,” Jake replied.

He fired once. He expected the sound of the gunshot to draw the attention of the others, but instead, he heard a shout from above. “Jake!”

That was the President. They had found him.

Jake’s blood chilled. He started back up the slope, shouting and firing, cursing every time his feet slipped in the mud. Above him, he saw flashlights and heard gunfire. He snarled in fear and rage and fired toward the lights, sweeping the rifle from side to side.

Conserve your ammunition, the voice of his friend and mentor, Max Harrison, sounded in his head. You won’t change anything by being angry.

He gritted his teeth and ran upwards, praying that he wouldn’t arrive to find the President dead. Just as he crested the first slope and came to the flat ground where he’d left Bryan, a mercenary fell backwards, dead from a bullet wound in his head.

Jake stared at the body for a split second, stunned. Had Bryan done that?

“A little help, Jake?”

Jake snapped out of his funk and fired at the mercenaries, taking cover behind the trees. Absorbed with the President, the mercenaries didn't notice him until three of their number were dead. The others turned, shouting and swinging their rifles around.

Jake ran behind a tree for cover and was stunned again when one of the terrorists was dropped again. There were four left, which meant two were unaccounted for.

He accounted for them a moment later when he saw Bryan aiming a rifle and killing another mercenary. Behind him, Jake saw the bodies of two more. The President had managed to take one of their rifles and protect himself while Jake made his way back up to him.

The other three were quickly dealt with. Two poked their heads out to look for a shot, and Bryan and Jake shot one each. The third one elected to die bravely. He left cover and rushed them, shouting and firing indiscriminately. Jake’s bullet gave him the brave death he sought.

When the last of them fell, Bryan dropped his rifle and fell back against a tree, clutching his side as he slid to the ground.

Jake rushed to him, setting his own rifle down next to Bryan’s. “Where are you hit?”

“On my head,” Bryan wheezed. “That’s why I’m grabbing my side.”

It was probably a good sign that Bryan could joke around about his injury, but Jake wasn’t in the mood to joke right now. “Let me see.”

Bryan moved his hand from the wound, and Jake shone his flashlight. A bullet had gone through the President’s abdomen on the left side. It was bleeding but not rapidly, not enough to have pierced an artery. That was very good.

“Okay,” Jake said. “Through and through. I’ll clean it out and bandage you, and when we put some more distance between us and that outpost, I’ll do a more thorough job.”

“Do you have a first aid kit?”

“No, but I remember a lot of the corpsman training I went through. I can dress a bullet wound.”

“Yeah? Are you gonna give it a little tux and a top hat?”

Jake shook his head as he poured water from his canteen over the wound. “I’m guessing Carrie didn’t marry you for your sense of humor.”

“No, that was definitely not one of her… Agh… motivations.”

Jake shedded his jacket and started to pull his shirt over his head, but the sound of shouting stopped him. He looked up at the outpost and saw more flashlights sweeping the forest. “Shit. Okay, we need to move. I’m just going to tie this around you for now, and when we evade our pursuers, I’ll do a proper job.”

Bryan chuckled and repeated, “A proper job,” in the worst British accent Jake had ever heard. Jake wasn’t sure if that was another terrible attempt at humor or a sign of delirium due to blood loss and malnutrition.

“Come on, sir. I need you to walk.”

“Not… sure if I can.”

Jake looked behind at the slowly approaching flashlights. They had to move now. “All right, then.”

He picked the two rifles up and slung them over his back. He searched the dead mercenaries and found one spare magazine, which he shoved into his pocket before picking Bryan up and moving as fast as he could away from their pursuers.

“Sorry about this, Jake,” Bryan wheezed.

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Jake replied. “I shouldn’t have left you alone. I shouldn’t have…”

He let his voice trail off. It wouldn’t help Bryan to hear Jake’s regret at showing the Cambodian mercenary mercy. Bryan would tell him he did the right thing, but Bryan wasn’t a Secret Service agent. He wasn’t sworn to put the President’s life ahead of everything else, even mercy. Especially when that mercy was for an enemy hired to kill the President.

You can feel guilty later, Max’s voice said in his head. Right now, you need to focus.

So admonished, Jake turned his mind off of everything but getting the President to safety. His legs burned after a few minutes of carrying Bryan through the mud, but he kept going, forcing himself forward until he could no longer hear the shouts or see the flashlights of his pursuers.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Jake managed to walk for about a mile before he had to stop. Under ordinary circumstances, he could have carried Bryan all day, but he had barely eaten over the past two and a half days, and he'd spent much of that time traversing rough terrain. The past hour had been spent fighting and running over that terrain, and guess what? It was muddy, too.

A stab of pain in his right thigh was what finally stopped him. He remembered the impact he'd felt when he was wrestling with the Cambodian mercenary leader and also remembered that he'd forgotten to check the wound.

He set Bryan down with a groan and risked his flashlight to check the wound. A gash was torn in his pants leg, and a purple welt leaked blood on his thigh. A grazing wound. He could live with that for now. Bryan’s wound was more serious.

He looked at the President and frowned. Bryan had a grayish pallor on his face and a sheen in his eyes that Jake didn’t like. His lips were bluish, and he was trembling slightly. He needed better wound care, but mostly he needed rest and food.

Jake moved his flashlight around to get his bearings and nearly cried out with joy when he saw a small cave underneath a bluff a few yards distant. That would provide shelter from any more storms and allow them a little protection from other attackers.

He picked Bryan up again and moved toward the cave. Bryan gasped a little when Jake picked him up, and Jake said, “I found a place to rest for a while. I’m going to dress your wound properly, then see about fixing the radio and calling for help.”

“Don’t suppose you know any old Marine Corps tricks to hunt for food,” Bryan asked.

“I do, but I don’t think they’ll work fast enough, especially with the forest crawling with search parties.”

They reached the cave and Jake set Bryan against the wall about ten yards from the entrance, groaning with relief when he deposited his load on the ground for the second time. He checked Bryan's wound and suppressed a chill. The wound was a deep purple-red, and blood still trickled from it. It would be a little while before infection set in, but it was bleeding more than he expected it to. They had less time than he had first thought.

He emptied his canteen over his t-shirt and wrung out as much of the dirt, sweat and blood as he could. It was far from sterile, but it would slow the process of infection down for a little while.

“Okay,” he told Bryan. “This is going to hurt. Do you want something to bite down on?”

Bryan shook his head. “I can handle it. Do what you need to do.”

Jake nodded, then twisted the shirt into a thin cylinder. “On three. One. Two. Three.”

He pushed the cloth through Bryan’s wound. Bryan gasped and grabbed at the ground with his hands, scraping his fingernails along the dirt and hissing with pain. Jake pushed the cloth as far as he could, then turned Bryan on his side and repeated the process from the back. Dirt and clotted blood came away, and Bryan started bleeding faster.

“Thought you… needed to stop the bleeding,” Bryan said.

“I needed to clean the wound out first,” Jake said. “If you get an infection, it could be deadly out here.”

He poured water over the shirt from Bryan's canteen and wrung it out again. Then, he tied the ends into a dumbbell shape. "Okay. Take your jacket off and take your shirt off."

“You’re gonna have to help me,” Bryan said. “My hands are shaking.”

Jake obliged, removing the jacket first, then lifting Bryan’s shirt over his head. After rinsing the President’s shirt and wringing it out, he pressed each “dumbbell” head of his own shirt against the openings of Bryan’s wounds and tied Bryan’s shirt around it, cinching it tightly to hold the makeshift bandage in place. It was still far from perfect, but it was better than his first attempt.

He looked at Bryan and saw with some alarm that Bryan’s shivering had worsened. He quickly put the President’s jacket around him and said, “Wear this for now. I’m going to build a fire. When it’s going, we’ll take the jacket off and let the fire dry out your bandages. It’s not good that they were wet when I placed them, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Thought you… needed to fix… the radio.”

“I do, but we need to stabilize you first. You’re on the verge of hypothermia.”

He moved his flashlight around the cave, hoping to find some wood dry enough to use as kindling. Everything outside was soaked and basically useless. He found some dry leaves piled in a corner. That would work if he could find some wood at least reasonably dry.

He also found that the cave ended in a tunnel that continued past the distance illuminated by his flashlight. That was good to know. If they needed to, they could retreat farther into the cave to avoid detection.

First things first, though.

He handed Bryan a rifle and a flashlight. “I’m going to look for firewood. If anyone who doesn’t look like me shows up, shoot them.”

Bryan nodded, and Jake stepped outside. This time, he stayed within view of the cave, so if someone did stumble across them, he’d see that before Bryan was in danger.

The trees were all dripping wet. Jake felt around for any fallen branches or even still living branches that were dry enough that they could be made to light, but they were all soaking. The storm had passed quickly, but it had dropped a monumental amount of rain on them.

He sighed. Their clothes were soaked, too. He might have to range farther afield for fuel. He cast a grim look back at the cave and weighed his options. He could try to use the radio with the new batteries and hope that it still worked, that they could find a signal without needing to look for a clear sky, that they could communicate with Kennedy without being overheard again, and that Kennedy could get them help before the mercenaries found them. He didn't like that option because a lot of things had to go right, and very few could go wrong. And with the President unable to walk, they couldn't send a message and then leave. They'd be sitting ducks hoping that the Kennedy’s rescue team could outrace the mercenaries who were already on the island.

The second option was to look for more fuel, but that would mean leaving Bryan by himself. That wasn’t a good option either. The President had proven surprisingly badass when protecting himself from the mercenaries before, but in his condition, he’d be lucky to even realize he was being attacked before he was killed.

The only option was the third option. He’d have to try the wet firewood with the kindling and hope the kindling would last long enough and dry the wood out enough for it to burn.

He sighed and ran his hands through his hair, but there was nothing to be gained from being upset at the situation. He gathered an armful of the least soaked branches he could find and carried them into the cave.

Bryan looked dubiously at the wood. “Will those burn?”

“I don’t know,” Jake admitted, “but it’s the best option available to us.”

Bryan managed a smile. “At least I haven’t been bitten by a snake yet.”

Jake gave him a dry look. “Thank you for reminding me about that. I’d forgotten about that risk.”

“Well, it’s good for you to remember all of the risks, right?”

Jake rolled his eyes, but he had to laugh too. “Yeah, I guess that’s a good point.” He cocked his head. “Actually, if a snake shows up, we might be able to kill it for food.”

Bryan grimaced. “Ugh. It’s a good thing I’m on the verge of death, or there’s no way I’d agree to eat a snake.”

“It’s actually pretty good,” Jake said. “Rattlesnake is, at least. I know it’s cliché to say it, but it really does taste like chicken.”

Bryan nodded. "Makes sense. Birds are reptiles, after all."

“What?”

“Yeah. Birds are dinosaurs. You didn’t know that?”

“Are you delirious?”

“No, I mean it,” Bryan insisted. “Birds are avian theropod dinosaurs. They’re related to T-Rex and Velociraptor.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. A lot of dinosaurs are believed to have been feathered too, not just avian ones.”

“Huh. You learn something new every day.”

Jake tried to picture a Tyrannosaur Rex with feathers as he arranged the kindling around the firewood. What came to mind was an enormous cartoon chicken from one of the kids shows Beau liked to watch. It was so absurd that Jake laughed and had to wait for the fit to subside before he could try lighting the fire."

“What’s so funny?” Bryan asked.

"Just thinking about a giant bird-dinosaur," Jake said. "Cracked me up."

Bryan shifted his weight, grimacing as he did so. “I feel like that would be even scarier. Birds are scary.”

Jake fished his lighter out of his pocket. “Birds are scary?”

“Yeah. They are. We have a breeding pair of loggerhead shrikes in our backyard. They catch lizards and spear them onto thorns and branches to store them for later.”

Jake winced. “Jesus. Okay, now I believe they’re dinosaurs.”

"I'm telling you, man. They look cute, but they're violent little animals. Even the ones that aren't big enough to drop goats off of cliffs."

“To what?”

“Yeah, golden eagles drop goats and deer off of cliffs to kill them.”

“How did you learn so much about birds?”

Bryan shrugged. “Carrie decided she liked them recently, so we’ve been watching a bunch of documentaries and YouTube videos about them lately.”

“Damn. And all of the information is how violent they are?”

“All of what I remember.”

Jake shook his head. “I’ll never look at a robin the same way.”

“Oh, those ones are fine. They eat seeds and berries.”

Jake chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He struck the lighter and held it to the kindling. The dry grass caught readily, and Jake held his breath. A few seconds later, the wood started smoking and popping. When a tongue of flame leaped up and more steam and smoke rose into the air, he breathed a sigh of relief. The smoke pulled into the tunnel at the back of the cave, and the fire grew into a steady crackle.

Jake gave Bryan a thumbs up. Bryan returned one of his own and said, “Looks like I live to starve another day.”

“Don’t say that,” Jake scolded.

He helped Bryan to the edge of the fire and took his jacket off. Bryan sighed as the warmth reached him. It was probably just Jake’s imagination, but it seemed like he could already see color returning to the President’s cheeks.

“We’ll keep you here until your bandages dry,” Jake said. “Then I want you to get some rest.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to stay awake that long,” Bryan said, eyelids drooping.

“Fair enough,” Jake allowed. “Let me see if I can find freshwater to refill the canteens before you pass out, though. It looks like we’ve lost our pursuers so far, but I don’t want to risk them coming back while you’re sleeping.”

“You don’t need to sleep?”

“I need to not sleep,” Jake countered. “They’re looking for us. We’re lucky that the smoke is being pulled into the cave, but they might see the glow of the fire.”

Bryan looked outside. The sky was starting to brighten as dawn approached. “Well, if we’re lucky, the sun will be up before they find us. Then the fire won’t be so noticeable.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” Jake agreed.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. When he saw the source of the movement, his eyes widened. A massive python rested just outside of the cave, probably drawn close by the fire.

Jake drew his knife and grinned at Bryan. “Look at that. No starving tonight.”

Bryan grimaced. “Oh God. The things I do for my country.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

The dawn found Jake exhausted but alert. Bryan slept a few yards from the fire, so Jake needed to stay awake to stand guard. Even had the President’s rest not been more important than his own, Jake doubted he would be able to sleep.

Things looked much better than they had the night before. The python Jake had killed had provided enough food for dinner/breakfast, and Jake had found a small stream a few hundred yards outside of the cave that he used to refill their canteens. With food, water, rest and better wound dressing, Bryan no longer appeared to be at death’s door.

But their position was still far from enviable. The best he’d managed to do in the way of rescue was let the Kennedy know that they were still alive and still on the island, but they were hiding in a cave in a dense forest on the island, and until the President could move, Jake couldn’t use the radio to call for more immediate help.

He had connected the batteries to the radio’s power terminals, but he hadn’t risked turning the radio on. It concerned him that the mercenaries were able to intercept their last communication. The channel he’d used was one that only he and Jess were supposed to know about. Well, she’d told the Kennedy about it, but the fact that the mercenaries listened in meant they knew too. Either there was a traitor among the Carrier Strike Group, or the mercenaries were scanning for all communications. The latter was more likely, but not much more encouraging, since a general scan meant that they’d pick up communications on any channel Jake used.

Then there was the question of where to go if and when Bryan could move. The fact that smoke had been drawn in through the tunnel meant that there was an opening on the other side of the cave system, but Jake had no idea how far that opening was or what the rest of the system looked like. On top of that, he didn’t want to waste their flashlight batteries.

They should have brought spares for the flashlights too, not just the radio, but it was too late to fix that mistake. They had the equipment they had, and since they had been discovered at one of the mercenary outposts already, it was highly unlikely they’d stumble across another one left unpatrolled.

So they could go back out into the forest and risk discovery and another fight that they probably wouldn’t win given Bryan’s condition, or they could move deeper into the cave system and hope that the hole that pulled the smoke away was big enough to let them out and didn’t require advanced spelunking skills or drain their batteries too quickly.

He wished Jess were here. Jess wasn’t a particularly exceptional field agent, but she was brilliant with technology. She could probably figure out a way to connect the flashlights and the radios to the same battery. Well, maybe not, but she could at least come up with an encryption technique to let him use the radio without fear of drawing another attack on their heads.

Munoz would be the one to have as a travel buddy. If anyone in the Secret Service was more dangerous than Jake was, it was Munoz. The former black ops agent had saved Jake’s ass on more than one occasion, often against odds as overwhelming as the ones facing them now. If Jake had Munoz to count on, he would be willing to take greater risks, but with just himself and Bryan, he had to be cautious.

“Reminds you of combat a little bit, huh?”

Jake turned to Bryan to see the President sitting up against the wall of the cave. His eyes were clear, and though he still favored his left side, he didn't appear overwhelmed with the pain anymore. "A little bit," Jake agreed. "Although I never ended up stuck in a cave with a wounded comrade, believe it or not."

“No? I thought that was most of special operations in Afghanistan.”

“It happened a lot,” Jake allowed. “Not caves so much, but mountains for sure. My teams weren’t long-term patrols, though. We usually had a mission that lasted a day or two, and it usually ended swiftly and brutally. Even the one that got Drew and I in trouble only involved a few minutes of actual engagement.”

“Well, we only engaged for a few minutes.”

“True, but… well, no one was just wounded that time.”

Bryan lowered his eyes. “Ah. Right. Sorry.”

Jake shrugged. “It’s all right. I’ve made my peace with it.”

The mission in question was compromised when poor intelligence led a team of Navy SEALs assigned to escort Jake and his friend Drew on their mission to intercept a high-ranking Taliban general. Jake was the sniper assigned to kill the general and Drew the spotter. Because of the bad intelligence, the team ran into an ambush. The SEALs were killed, but Jake and Drew survived. For reasons Jake still didn’t understand, the court-martial had chosen to make Drew the scapegoat. He’d lost his career for that and never forgiven Jake.

Instead, he’d joined Eli Bard and formed the domestic terrorist organization Trident. Most—including Jake—believed that Trident’s campaign to assassinate the President and overthrow the U.S. government had inspired the Third Voice to try the same thing.

For a long time, Jake had carried guilt over the situation, but eventually, he’d accepted that it wasn’t his choice to screw Drew over and definitely not his choice for Drew to join Bard and spark a reign of terror whose shadow remained over the free world.

“So what’s our next move?” Bryan asked.

“I was just thinking about that,” Jake said. “This cave system has an opening on the other end, so we could explore that tunnel and see where it leads us. Or we could go outside and see if we can call for help and be found by friendlies before we’re found by bad guys.”

“Well, I like the idea of being found by friendlies.”

"I do, too, but we're not prepared for another fight with bad guys. We have forty-nine rounds of ammunition to split between two rifles. That's a decent amount if we're frugal, and if we only come across a small patrol here and there, but in the daylight, I’m not going to be as effective at sneaking around and surprising them, and since we took out a dozen people at once last night, it’s a good bet that as soon as we’re seen again, the people who find us will radio in for reinforcements before they engage.”

“So we go deeper into the cave.”

"And risk being forced to turn around," Jake said. "We don't know how deep the system goes; we don't know what the terrain will be like, we don't know if the cave opening is a pinhole just big enough to draw smoke or a large opening that we can both walkthrough. And we don't know if our flashlights will last long enough or if we'll have to use the batteries we wanted to use for the radio to power them. Speaking of the radio, as soon as we call for help, we'll have to go somewhere because the mercenaries will hear us and head toward our location in force. That's another risk we take if we move forward. If we turn around, we might turn around and walk right into their arms."

Bryan nodded. “So we sit here and worry and hope someone finds us miraculously before it’s too late.”

Jake frowned at Bryan. “That’s not funny.”

“I wasn’t joking. I was pointing out that the worst thing we can do is do nothing. If we’re going to die, I’d rather die on my feet.”

“So say that,” Jake groused. “Don’t pull some tough love drill sergeant crap on me. I went through enough of that in Basic.” He sighed. “I’m leaning toward going outside. The forest is bigger than the cave, and we can be reasonably sure that we can walk over whatever terrain we find. We’ll call the Kennedy and hopefully get a force of rescuers out here. Then we keep moving and keep an eye out for rescue. I still have a flare, so we can use that to signal them when they’re close enough.”

Bryan nodded. “That works for me. Is the radio working?”

“Only one way to find out.”

Jake switched the radio on. The screen lit up, and the machine buzzed loudly, but it was on. He gave Bryan a tight smile. “Okay. I’m about to tell everyone on both sides exactly where we are. You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

Jake reached for the tuning knob but stopped when a familiar voice spoke. “All search teams report. Have you found them yet?”

“Who is that?” Bryan asked. “Are they friendly?”

Jake shook his head. “No. He is most definitely not a friendly.”

The voice was that of the Caucasian man in the control tower at the outpost last night. The voice that responded was thickly accented and barely understandable. “No sign yet. The beach is clear, and they haven’t returned to the survey camp. Team Eight is following their footprints from the site of last night’s combat.”

Jake looked at Bryan. He’d forgotten about their footprints. With no rain to wash them away, the mud would lead the terrorists right to them.

“Thank you, Team Eight. One through seven, what about you? Nine through Fifteen?”

Jake shared another look with Bryan. Fifteen different search teams looking for them, and at least one tracking their footprints. They needed to leave now.

And going outside was too much risk. Even if the teams were small, that meant at least sixty and possibly over a hundred mercenaries hunting them. They would be quickly overwhelmed in the event of a firefight.

He looked at the tunnel. They’d have to hope for a miracle. He turned back to Bryan, who nodded understanding.

Jake set the radio down and quickly packed up their supplies. Then he put out the remnants of the fire and scattered the ashes. It wouldn’t be enough to hide the fact that they had stayed in the cave the night before, but it might give the mercenaries enough pause to give them time to put distance.

Still, their best chance would be for the mercenaries to assume that they hadn’t gone into the tunnel. If they were followed, it would literally be like shooting fish in a barrel.

When they were all packed, Jake asked Bryan, “Can you walk?”

Bryan rolled onto his knees and pulled himself to his feet. He winced as he stood, but he managed to stand strong. He nodded. “I’ll be all right.”

“I’ll carry our supplies in the meantime,” Jake said. “You carry a flashlight and walk ahead of me.”

That would put Jake in between Bryan and any mercenaries following them. Of course, if Jake was killed, Bryan would follow soon after, but anything he could do to keep the President alive, he would do.

When Bryan was ready with flashlight on, Jake pressed the talk button on the radio. “Kennedy and all friendly American forces. This is Special Agent Jake Mercer of the Secret Service. The President is still alive. Please send rescue as fast as possible. The military force on this island is battalion strength, and they have surface-to-air missiles and armored vehicles. Be prepared for a fight. We might be difficult to find, but if you come, we will find you. Don’t give up on us.”

He released the talk button and switched the radio off. He nodded at Bryan. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Bryan returned the nod, then aimed the flashlight into the tunnel, and the two of them moved deeper into the labyrinth.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Jess couldn’t resist cheering when she heard Jake’s voice. “Yes! I knew it! I knew they were still alive!”

The military men and women around her were more controlled as befitted their job descriptions, but Rear Admiral Kelson allowed himself a smile. “Roger that, Special Agent Mercer. Sending a rescue force. Stay alive, and we’ll find you.”

There was no answer. Jake had probably turned off the radio to avoid being detected by the enemy.

But the enemy probably still had their radios on. Jess shared a look with Kelson, who read between the lines and picked up the radio again. “This next message is for the hostile forces currently hunting the President of the United States. This is the only warning you will receive. We are coming for the President, and we are coming for you. I strongly suggest you leave the President and Special Agent Mercer alone and leave that island as quickly as possible. If you’re very lucky, you’ll be able to disappear while we tend to the two of them. If we reach that island and you’re still there, you will live exactly long enough to regret it and not a second longer.”

The officers gathered on the Kennedy’s bridge listened in silence for a minute. There was no reply. Jess wasn’t surprised by that. “They won’t leave. If the Third Voice is behind this, then they’re motivated by ideology, not greed. They’ll redouble their efforts to search for the President.”

“Yes, I know,” Kelson agreed. “Now we have to hope your boy Mercer is as good as you say he is.”

“He’s good,” Jess promised. “As long as we get there quickly, we’ll reach them before it’s too late.”

She sounded a lot more confident than she felt, but she wanted to project hope. Not just for the admiral and the other Naval officers but for the other Secret Service agents. Presley was nearly consumed with guilt, and Shiao was on the verge of stealing a helicopter and taking the CAT to attack the island herself. If she could give them confidence, then they could stay organized and focused, and both of those were critical for reaching the President and getting him off of the island on time.

“Captain,” the radio officer announced, “We have an incoming transmission from the Chinese destroyer Li Baofeng.”

Captain Branch frowned. “Put it through.”

The radio operator pressed a button, and a voice with only a slight Chinese accent said, “American ship John F. Kennedy, your presence here is in violation of international law. Please leave at once.”

Branch looked at Kelson. “Would you like to respond, sir, or would you like me to handle it?”

“I’ll talk to them,” Kelson replied, reaching for the microphone. “Better have the highest ranking officer in the group handle it just so we ruffle as few feathers as possible.”

Branch glanced at the other officers but didn’t state the obvious. Feathers were going to be ruffled no matter if it was the admiral or one of the seamen on latrine duty doing the talking. China had made it clear early on in the emergency that while the loss of the President was a tragedy, it also wasn’t their problem, and they still wanted American naval forces out of the South China Sea.

“This is Rear Admiral James Kelson,” the admiral began. “To whom do I have the honor of speaking?”

“Admiral Kelson,” the Chinese officer replied. “Your presence here is in violation of international law. Please leave immediately.”

“No.”

Silence greeted that reply. The rest of those present shared looks that were both nervous and eager. Jess wasn’t sure which look she liked least. Military people often seemed eager for war, while Jess very much hoped to avoid that. She was probably reading too much into it, but that was her own anxiety speaking.

“Your presence here is in violation of international law. Please leave immediately.”

“No.” Keeping his finger on the talk button, Kelson added, “Captain, prepare a recovery party for the President and get them moving ASAP. If you encounter any resistance from Chinese or any other nation’s forces, feel free to defend yourself and your units as you see fit.”

More silence on the other end. Then the Chinese voice said, "This is Rear Admiral Gao Haoyu. You are in violation of international law. Leave Chinese waters at once, or we will be forced to take appropriate action."

“Well, look at that,” Kelson replied. “I get a name now. Nice to finally talk to you, Admiral Haoyu. First, we aren’t in violation of international law, only of unreasonable Chinese demands that the international community continues to vilify. Second, these are Indonesian waters, not Chinese waters, and the Indonesian government has granted us permission to navigate their territorial waters until we retrieve the President. Third, if you choose to take what you call appropriate action, feel free. You heard me tell Captain Branch that he’s authorized to take appropriate action too. If you think that resisting us violently will end well for you, by all means, go ahead and fight us. On the other hand, if you think a little more logically and realize that any violent act against an American military unit in waters outside of Chinese territory will result in the absolute destruction of every single Chinese military unit detectable by the Kennedy, then shut the fuck up, stay off of this channel and let us bring our President home. Captain Branch, send Li Baofeng a complete list of every Chinese military unit we can detect, including the submarines they don't realize aren't nearly as quiet as they think, just to let him know how prepared we are."

“Aye, sir.”

Kelson set the microphone down. There was no reply. He winked at Jess. “That’s how you put them in their place.”

Jess managed a wan smile, but her heart pounded. This was the kind of bravado she was worried about. It was true that an engagement here would end in the U.S.’s favor, and it was probably also true that the United States would “win” in the event of a war, but how Pyrrhic a victory that would be.

A part of her wondered if this was exactly what the Third Voice was hoping for: to push the United States and China into war and cause the world to descend into chaos.

Yet another reason to get Jake and the President out of there as soon as possible.

***

Mr. O breathed a sigh of relief after overhearing the argument between the American and Chinese admirals. Things were working out well after all. After losing the President, he was worried that another one of his plans was going to end in disaster. Now, he was confident again. Special Agent Mercer had yet again proven to be superhuman, but the U.S. and China stood on the brink of war anyway.

A smile crept across his face, but he stifled it. His associates weren’t aware that their mining interests were irrelevant to him. They needed to believe he was as concerned as they were.

“We need to leave,” Mr. Yoon said, glaring at Mr. O. “I told you this was too risky, Mr. Avander. We had one chance to succeed, and we failed. We need to abandon this place before we’re destroyed.”

“And give up everything you’ve worked for? Everything we’ve risked?”

“I have money,” Mr. Yoon replied. “I’ll remain content with what I have.”

“Will you remain content when the Takanori Group and Laoxiang Technology split your share between them and return home with triple the value of Busan Heavy Industries? Will you agree to pay the premium they will certainly charge for their products?”

Mr. Yoon frowned. His frown deepened when he glanced at Mr. Qin and Miss Takanori and saw the placid looks they returned. “You are all fools. We are miners. We have a few hundred mercenaries to defend against an entire U.S. Navy Carrier Strike Group. This entire island will be reduced to molten glass in a few hours.”

“They’re not going to bomb us to glass with their president missing,” Miss Takanori replied. “They’ll send ground forces and search and rescue helicopters. The mercenaries can shoot down a helicopter or two and tie the ground forces up while others find the President and kill him.”

Mr. O gave Miss Takanori an appreciative look. She was intelligent. She might be useful to him. He made a mental note to spend a little more time with her when this was over. He had extensive financial resources in East Asia, but the Takanori Group had personal connections that far exceeded his own. Those could prove critical when they moved to the next phase of their plan.

Mr. Yoon chuckled and shook his head. “Well, I’m leaving. Busan Heavy Industries will remain contributors to the program, but I personally think it’s foolish to stay here and foolish to continue to pursue the death of the U.S. president.”

“Mr. Yoon has a point,” Mr. Numberi agreed. “Our interests remain aligned, but perhaps it’s unsafe for us to remain here ourselves.”

“I agree,” Miss Takanori said. She looked at Mr. O. “Is that all right with you?”

Mr. Qin raised an eyebrow at Miss Takanori’s deference. That probably seemed like a loss of face to him, but on the other hand, there was no way the businessman with forty-five years of experience didn’t know who was really in charge here.

“Of course. You have all played your part excellently. I will remain on the island and ensure that the American forces are occupied long enough to allow for your escape. I will also ensure that the President is slain, as we agreed on.”

“You’re going to stay here and risk your own life?” Mr. Qin asked.

Mr. O smiled. “I assure you, Mr. Qin, I have made arrangements for my own safety. I’ll be fine. I’ll join all of you for a celebratory toast when this is finished.”

Mr. Qin shrugged. “As you wish.”

When the others filed out of the room, Mr. O tapped his earpiece. “Umber, come in.”

A second later, George Umber—the only other Caucasian on the island not named Jake Mercer or Bryan Jackson—replied. “Here, sir.”

“The American forces are closing in. Step it up. I want the President dead. Mercer too.”

“Shit. Okay. Um… Problem there.”

Mr. O frowned, not because he was actually upset but because he needed to get his tone of voice correct. “What problem?”

“We followed their footprints to a cave, but they’re not there. And their footprints don’t lead outside of the cave.”

This time, Mr. O didn’t need to fake a frown. “They’ve found the tunnels. Damn it. Find them now. Kill them.”

“How? They aren’t—”

“The tunnels, Umber. Do you see the opening at the back of the chamber?”

A pause, then, “Ah. Yes, sir.”

“Good boy. Follow them. This is the one place on this island they can’t be allowed to discover.”

“I understand, sir. We’ll stop them.”

“Good.”

He hung up and sighed heavily. Of course, Mercer would have found the damned entrance to the underground facility. One hundred twenty square miles of land on this island, and he found the one place he needed to not find.

Despite what he'd told his business associates, he'd planned to leave immediately after talking to Umber, just not in a helicopter. Now, he'd have to wait to leave at all.

A flash of irritation crossed his mind, and with that irritation, an even more uncomfortable flash of fear. His enemy was far more dangerous than he anticipated.

He pushed both emotions aside and began transferring the facility’s files to an external hard drive packed in a rolling suitcase. He needed one hour to download everything, then he could leave. He had enough time.

It bothered him that he couldn’t be sure of that.


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

The first tunnel ran for about a quarter mile before splitting off into three different tunnels. Jake and Bryan stopped in front of the fork and shared an uneasy look.

“Should we play eenie-meenie-minie-moe?” Bryan asked.

Jake shook his head. “No. Hold on a moment.”

He stood in front of each tunnel and took a deep breath. He was hoping to detect fresh air or feel a current from one of the tunnels, but instead, he felt a current from all three and smelled the same slightly musty air. That didn’t help at all.

“Maybe they all lead to the surface?” Bryan offered.

“Maybe,” Jake replied, “but I really don’t want to just pick one and hope it’s the right one.”

“Do we have a choice?” Bryan asked.

Jake frowned and pulled the lighter from his pocket. “Maybe.”

He crept toward the first tunnel to his left and held the lighter up. The flame held steady. He tried the same at the center and got the same result.

Please don’t let the third one be the same. Please give me something to work with.

He lifted the lighter to the right-side tunnel and took a breath. Then he struck the lighter.

The flame flickered and drifted slightly forward. A draft of air was pulling the flame. That meant there was an opening ahead. Jake sighed with relief and put the lighter away. “It’s this one. Let’s go.”

Bryan nodded appreciatively. “Damn. That was impressive.”

Jake grinned. “Made that up on my own too. Didn’t need the Corps to teach me that.”

“I’ll give you a cookie when we get out of here.”

Jake laughed. The sound echoed throughout the tunnels. “I’ll hold you to that.”

They entered the third tunnel and continued their journey. At first, the tunnel was a rough lava tube just like the first tunnel, but after another quarter mile, the tunnel widened and became uniform in shape. The ceiling and walls formed a perfect arch, and the ground was flat.

Jake frowned. No natural cave formation was this perfectly symmetrical.

As though reading his mind, Bryan said, “This place looks like it was built.”

“It does,” Jake agreed. He unshouldered his rifle. “Be careful. We might not be alone here.”

“What on Earth was Indonesia doing here?” Bryan asked again. “Why build a facility like this?”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t think the Indonesian government built this. This looks too recent. Besides, if this was a government operation, they would have filled it in, not abandoned it for anyone to find and use.”

“Then who? You don’t think the mercenaries did this, do you?”

He shook his head again. “I don’t know. The guys we fought before didn’t seem particularly high-end. They’re professional, but not especially well-trained.”

“What would that have to do with these tunnels?”

“Maybe nothing,” Jake admitted, “but to excavate all of this would be extremely expensive. If the people behind these mercenaries have this kind of money, then they have enough money to hire better mercenaries.”

"But where would they find better mercenaries? There are private military companies in the United States, and not all of them are moral, but I don't think any of them would agree to assassinate me or precipitate a war with China." His eyes widened. "Unless you think the Third Voice is the mercenary group."

Jake shook his head. “The Third Voice has been far more competent so far. They might not quite be at the level of our own Special Forces, but they would have fought better than the mercenaries we’ve encountered so far.”

“So who? Do you think these companies are acting on their own?”

Jake sighed. “I don’t know. Probably not. Honestly, if you twisted my arm, I’d say this is definitely a Third Voice operation. I don’t know if they’re responsible for these tunnels. It could just be one of the businesses who built this, but… I guess I’m just having trouble with the strange mixture of competence and incompetence we’ve encountered so far. I’m trying to convince myself I’m just paranoid, but it honestly feels like they’re doing it on purpose. Like they want certain aspects of this plan to succeed and other aspects to fail.”

“If that’s the case, then this plan isn’t really their plan.”

“No, it’s not,” Jake agreed. “And if this isn’t really their plan, then what is?”

Bryan thought for a minute before replying. “They want war. Even if it doesn’t mean I die. Maybe even if it doesn’t give them access to the precious metals in the South China Sea. They just want war. They want chaos.”

“And from the chaos, they can form a new world order,” Jake inferred.

“Just like the phoenix rising from the ashes.”

Jake shared a sober look with Bryan. “So that’s the true purpose of Project Phoenix. Create chaos so the Third Voice can birth a new world order.”

“And that’s why we have extensive resources in the hands of all right but not great mercenaries. They didn’t want better mercenaries, or we would have been killed already. They didn’t want less competent mercenaries, or you would probably have figured out a way to beat them already and escape. They wanted people who would challenge you but not overwhelm you.”

“That way they could keep us here and alive as long as possible,” Jake said. “So they could drag this out for as long as they could and increase the risk of war.”

“Damn,” Bryan said. “Who the hell is behind all of this?”

Jake didn't like the note of admiration in Bryan's voice and liked even less the part of him that also admired their enemy. Jake had once believed Eli Bard to be a genius. He'd told Jess many times that the beauty of Bard's plan with Trident was that Trident only needed to win one engagement, while the Secret Service couldn't afford to lose one.

But the Third Voice was even more dangerous. They didn't even need to win. They just needed to make enough noise, and eventually, they'd achieve their goals whether they won a single battle or not.

It made sense. The only times the United States had ever been defeated in a war was when an opposing force had eventually made it too unpopular and too costly to continue waging the war. In Vietnam, the U.S. won nearly every ground campaign but was still forced to flee the country when the loss of life became greater than the civilian population back home could bear. The financial and political cost of the Afghan war had eventually given the Taliban the victory over the U.S. as it had given them the victory over the U.S.S.R. before. What made the Third Voice even more frightening was how little they were reinventing the wheel to achieve the same goal, only they were the aggressors, not the defenders.

“Not that I’m telling you how to do your job,” Jake said, “but it might be time to devote more resources to stopping the Third Voice.”

Bryan chuckled humorlessly. “I have a CIA Task Force, a DIA Task Force, an NSA surveillance and analysis team and a Homeland Security OI&A team working together as part of a joint mission to actively counter all ‘current and future terrorism and sovereignty threats.’ Once Munoz’s team is ready, they’ll be part of the mission too.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize Munoz had been talking with you about this.”

“That’s because I want you to focus on your job. You were correct to identify the need for a Secret Service counterterrorism arm. You were correct to identify the need for a joint mission too. I just arrived at that conclusion first.”

“And they haven’t found anything yet?”

“They’ve found a whole lot more of what we already know. There are people like Harriet Klein embedded in various governments around the world. Most of them are laying low or have been actively removed following the failure of Secretary Brougham’s coup, but we have tabs on most of them. The organization itself seems to consist of loosely related cells that are run by an as-yet unknown leadership cadre, much like Al-Qaeda, except with Al-Qaeda, we knew who the leaders were early on and just had difficulty reaching them.”

“Klein and Pulver aren’t leaders?” Jake asked.

The former Secretary of Transportation was the second member of the United States Cabinet to betray the country, trying to steal the nation’s nuclear launch codes and launch a missile at Washington, D.C. He had escaped along with a former minor German official, Harriet Klein. Current Secret Service intelligence believed that Klein was one of the higher-ranking members of the Third Voice, and an international manhunt remained underway for both her and Pulver.

"Pulver definitely isn't. Klein might be upper management, but she's not the shot-caller. We still don't know who that is. The origins of each Third Voice attack change with each attack. In Klein's case, she was the origin. In Turkey, it was General Aydin and the traitorous members of his staff. And, of course, Gil—Secretary Brougham—was the big boss behind the coup. Except he wasn't. Someone was pulling his strings behind the scenes."

“And no one from that coup knows who?”

“No. The puppetmaster—whoever he, she, or they are—seems to work from so deep behind the scenes that the people in ‘charge’ don’t always realize that they’re being manipulated. In some cases, the attacks are structured to make it appear that the Third Voice is either not involved or is involved as a subordinate contractor. The only reason we know that the Third Voice is the primary actor is because Klein was a little too public with her actions. We think that’s why she disappeared and… well, we’ll be surprised if we ever see her again.”

Jake frowned. “You think the puppetmaster offed her.”

Bryan grimaced. “I really don’t like the term ‘offed,’ but yeah, that’s what we think.”

Jake looked ahead. The tunnel had widened a little and now there were light fixtures in the ceiling. The lights—LED strips, it looked like—were off, and Jake didn’t see a switch anywhere, but there was no more doubt now that this cave system was artificial, or at least artificially expanded.

And on the surface, you’d never know. You’d have to stumble across it by accident.

“So the Third Voice operates through subcontractors hired by primary contractors who don’t realize that they’re being manipulated to facilitate the Third Voice’s goals and not their own,” Jake summarized.

“Yes.”

“Damn. So much intrigue. It seems like a lot to manage.”

“It is. Which is why we believe the Third Voice has ultimately failed every time they’ve acted. The problem with trying to make it look like other people are in charge is that those other people start to believe it. Gil certainly did.”

“Well, he certainly paid for it,” Jake replied.

Secretary of Defense Gil Brougham had been found in an office with his head nearly severed minutes after escaping the senate chambers when Capitol Police showed up to arrest him for staging the coup. The investigation into his murder had turned up empty, but it was a commonly known fact in the Secret Service that the Third Voice had him executed to prevent him from sharing secrets.

“Yes, he did,” Bryan agreed. “But what happens when the Third Voice gets tired of waiting and decides to take a leadership role?”

“They lose,” Jake said. “Just like Bard did when he overextended himself. Hiding is what allows them to be dangerous, but when a guerilla army decides to be a field army, it always ends badly. I don’t mean to be dismissive of your concerns, sir, but the best thing that could happen is for the Third Voice to show itself. Part of the reason I proposed the creation of Munoz’s Counterterrorism team is to flush whoever the leader is out of the shadows so we can finally put a stop to them.”

Bryan paused for a moment before saying, “I hope you’re right, Jake.”

Jake sighed. “Yeah. Me too.”

The two of them continued down the tunnel for another half mile before it ended abruptly at a door. Jake and Bryan stopped in front of the door, staring at it for a long moment, almost as if trying to convince themselves that they were really seeing what they were seeing. The door didn’t look like anything special. Other than being cut out of bedrock instead of being enclosed in sheet rock, the door looked just like any office building door on Earth.

They shared a grim look. Behind this door, they would find either salvation or death.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

“I think I read this book,” Bryan said drily. “We open the door and walk through some coats before emerging in an enchanted forest, right?”

“That was a wardrobe, not an office building,” Jake corrected. “But both doors open to the kingdoms of evil, murderous tyrants. So you’re half-right.”

“Which half?”

Jake chuckled at the weak joke and stepped in front of Bryan. “Stay back. I’m going to see if I can open the door.”

Bryan raised an eyebrow. “Wow. I thought I was going to have to argue with you to get you to let me inside.”

“What made you think that?”

“Well, the enemy’s probably on the other side. Usually in these situations, you try to put me in a dark hole somewhere and turtle up until the enemy’s been obliterated.”

Jake nodded. “That’s usually the right plan, but we’re a ways away from Checkpoint Delta right now, and the enemy can’t be obliterated until the obliterators know that we’re not going to be caught in the crossfire. Going back isn’t an option because the mercenaries might have followed our footprints to the cave, and there might be bad guys waiting for us there. So, as Willy Wonka said, the only way out is through.”

Bryan grinned. “I think you might have gotten that quote wrong.”

Jake shrugged. “I guess I’m not any more of a literary expert than you are.”

“Ouch. Now that hurt.”

Jake chuckled, then held a hand up for quiet. He pressed his ear to the door and listened. He heard no sound from the other side. All that really told him was that there was no one in the immediate vicinity, but that would have to be enough for now.

He tested the handle and found it locked, of course.

Now came the hard part. They had to get through the door, but they didn’t know what they faced on the other side. They didn’t know if opening the door would activate an alarm or a booby trap. Once inside, they’d have to figure out how to leave. There might be more than one exit, and maybe not all of them led outside. They didn’t know how large the facility was either. It could be a few rooms. It could be an entire warehouse floor. It could be the size of a damned skyscraper for all they knew.

Well, no one ever said this job was easy.

Jacob tested his weight against the door. It gave slightly. It was sturdy enough as doors went, but it wasn’t designed to withstand an attack. Stealth was apparently expected to be enough to hide this location.

He took a deep breath, crouched a little, and drove his shoulder into the door. The wood around the handle split, and the door swung inward, leaving the knobs where they were, locked to the jamb.

Jake lifted his rifle and looked left and right down the long hallway they found themselves in. The lights were still off here, and there were no cries of alarm at the door’s opening. He waved Bryan through, and quietly said, “Close the door behind you and keep your rifle ready.”

Bryan looked doubtfully at the door. “I mean. I can push it to here.”

He pushed the door closed. It swung inward a couple of inches and stayed.

“That’s good enough,” Jake replied. “At a casual glance, people might not notice its open.”

“If you say so.”

Jake led Bryan deeper into the facility. The hallway stretched for sixty feet in either direction. Jake counted seven doors along the way. All of them looked identical, and none of them had windows to let him know what was beyond.

Time to pick a random door and hope it worked out.

He approached closest one and listened in on the other side again. Still nothing, so he forced that one open, too. It gave even more easily than the first door, but the handle remained within the lock.

“Damn. Give me the number to that locksmith,” Bryan remarked.

“Just make sure he works with a different door guy,” Jake replied.

The door opened to a room about thirty by twenty feet. Sixty chairs sat behind long desks with computer monitors recessed partly into the back. It looked like a college classroom.

“Conference room,” Bryan said.

“That too.”

“What?’

“Never mind. There’s a door on the other side.”

Jake led Bryan to that door and forced it open. This one opened to another hallway, but unlike every place they’d entered so far, the lights were on here.

Jake’s heartbeat quickened. He shut his flashlight off and lifted a finger to his lips. Bryan nodded, and Jake motioned for Bryan to stay low. Bryan crouched down, and Jake led the two of them into the hallway.

Doors lined either side of this hallway, too, but Jake didn't stop at any of them. His attention was fixed on the door at the very end of the hallway. This one had a glass window in it, unlike the others. The superstitious part of him thought it might be a trap, but the moment he saw the lights on, he knew he'd run into hostiles at some point.

When he reached the door, he paused in front of it and listened before opening it. He could hear faint sounds, but he couldn't identify them. Carefully, moving an inch at a time, he raised himself to the window.

The room contained an office chair and a desk with a computer and a large monitor. A door similar to the one Jake stood behind was placed opposite his door.

A single man stood in the room. He looked to be of European ancestry, although it was difficult to tell from behind. The straight blonde hair was all Jake had to go off of. He was of medium height and average build, although his posture and movements suggested he was fit. He wore a suit that looked fancy to Jake. It was well-fitted and the material had a soft shine and a softness to it that suggested real silk. He wore a bright platinum watch on his left wrist and stood in front of a computer that was attached by USB cable to a suitcase that Jake guessed contained a portable hard drive stack.

Who was this man? He didn’t look like a mercenary.

He couldn't read exactly what was on the screen from here, but he could see the dialog box with a green bar slowly progressing along a field of white. Whoever this individual was, they were downloading the information on the computers onto their hard drives. Probably, they were planning to leave as soon as that was done.

Jake looked at Bryan and signaled with his hands that he was going to enter the room and subdue the man. He was by himself, and Jake was sure he could handle him and learn from him where the exit was. He might even be able to frighten him enough that he would just lead the two of them out. In Jake’s experience, the white-collar terrorist types were rarely courageous when confronted with the possibility of physical violence. They preferred to have others handle that.

Sorry buddy. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.

He stood up and prepared to force the door. Then he saw the handle of the room’s other door turn. He dropped below the window just before that door opened. A moment later, a familiar voice spoke.

“Sir? Are you alone?”

The voice was the Caucasian mercenary from the outpost.

“Is that a serious question?” the man in the suit asked derisively. His voice was soft, cultured and slightly accented. South African, it sounded like.

“We’ve looked throughout the tunnel system, but we can’t find them. We were just about to go check the back entrance. It’s the last one we need to look through. If they aren’t there, then…”

His voice trailed off. Jake couldn’t see his face, but he could tell by the tone of the man in the suit that he was frustrated with the mercenary’s presence.

“That sounds like an excellent plan that doesn’t require an ounce of my attention,” The man in the suit said.

“Well… would you like us to escort you to the speedboat?”

“I’d like you to kill Jake Mercer,” the man in the suit replied.

Jake stiffened. He turned to Bryan to see an equally shocked look on his face.

Him? Not the President? Why? Who was this?

Eli Bard wanted him dead near the end of his life, but that was only so he could get to Bryan, and Eli was dead. That guy looked nothing like the bearded, stocky Bard anyway.

“Not the President?” the mercenary asked, apparently as surprised as Jake.

“The President too,” the man in the suit replied. “I want them both dead, and I would prefer that it happened before they reach this facility.” Then, in a voice that sounded more like he was talking to himself than to the mercenary. “How is it that they stumble across the one place on this island that needed to remain secret?”

“It looks like they just needed a place to shelter,” the mercenary replied. “They just happened to be close to the cave entrance when they fled from the scout team.”

“Gee, Mr. Umber,” the man in the suit replied. “You don’t say?”

“I’m only saying that I don’t think it was a problem with our security, sir. I think we did the best we could, but it was a circumstance outside of our control.”

“If I had a problem with the way you handled security, Mr. Umber, I would let you know.” There was a brief pause, then the man in the suit said, “I just don’t understand how Mercer always manages to find a way to throw a wrench into all of my plans.”

Mr. Umber apparently didn’t have an opinion on that. Not one he chose to share, anyway.

“It’s almost uncanny,” the man in the suit continued. “It’s as though he’s subconsciously able to see past the layers of deception I throw in front of everything and strike right at the heart. It’s truly unfortunate that he’s so loyal to his country. He would prove an invaluable asset if I could convince him to come over to my side.”

“If you’d like, I could save him alive for you, sir.”

The man in the suit chuckled. “Thank you, Mr. Umber,” he said with a bit of sarcasm. “That will be all right. Mr. Mercer would gladly sacrifice his own life before turning on his President. He is the perfect Secret Service Agent. Feel free to kill him on sight. In fact, I consider him to be a higher priority than the President.”

“Really?”

Once more, Mr. Umber was just as surprised as Jake was. But at least the man in the suit's obsession with Jake made more sense now. The President was the primary target, and overthrowing the U.S. government was the primary goal. Jake just happened to get in the way of that every time. It was like Bard, after all.

And that meant that the man in the suit was the leader of the Third Voice. He was the puppetmaster, the Mr. Omega theorized by Jake’s friend in the CIA, Miss Garnet.

And if Jake could stop him now, he could end the Third Voice.

He looked at Bryan and saw the same thought in Bryan’s mind. Jake made a quick plan. He would hide Bryan in one of the other rooms, then return to assassinate the man in the suit. The might put him in a battle with Mr. Umber and his mercenaries, which would in turn put Bryan at great risk.

But for the first time, the risk was worth it. This time, the benefit of killing Mr. Omega outweighed the risk of losing the President.

He motioned for Bryan to return the way they had come. They made it three steps when the door in front of them opened, and more mercenaries poured into the hallway. The group took three steps of their own before stopping and staring in shock at the two Americans.

Then all hell broke loose.


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

The mercenaries shouted and lifted their weapons. Jake’s rifle flew to his shoulder. “Bryan, fall back!”

He fired a quick burst, then another, then another. The lead mercenary fell, but the others retreated back into the room, and Jake couldn’t tell if he had hit them or not.

“Cover me!” he told Bryan.

Jake turned toward the door and heard Mr. Umber swear just before he kicked it in. The man in the suit turned toward Jake in surprise. Jake registered soft, almost feminine features and ice-blue eyes.

Then, the man in the suit drew a handgun so quickly that Jake only had time to drop to the ground before he fired. Mr. Umber threw himself over the man in the suit and aimed his rifle at Jake. Jake tried to return fire, but a rifle volley from behind forced him to drop back to the ground.

Ironically, that saved his life because the rifle fire slammed into the wall inches from Mr. Umber and the man in the suit. Umber shouted, “Hey! Hold your fucking fire!”

Jake lifted his rifle again, but once more, the man in the suit stopped him, firing a bullet that only missed Jake by millimeters because Bryan grabbed his ankles and pulled him through the door. Rather than stay to ensure Jake was dead, Mr. Umber grabbed the man in the suit and the suitcase containing the hard drive stack and pulled them both after him through the door.

Jake heard Bryan cry out and turned around to see mercenaries rushing them. He spun around and fired at the approaching crowd, emptying his clip and managing to drop six more enemies. While the others retreated, he got to his feet and helped Bryan through the door.

Bryan was limping. Blood poured from a wound in his calf. The wound itself appeared minor, but Jake didn’t like the amount of blood coming out. The mercenary must have nicked an artery.

He grabbed Bryan’s rifle and said, “Stay here.”

“What are you going to do?”

Jake didn’t answer, but Bryan probably got the point when he ran through the door and emptied Bryan’s clip at the mercenaries, forcing them to retreat into the other room. When the clip was empty, he dropped the rifle and grabbed two more from fallen mercenaries. He sprinted back to the room where Bryan waited, firing a burst to keep the mercenaries behind cover. Hopefully.

He dropped to the floor beside Bryan and shrugged off his jacket, tearing a sleeve off and tying it around Bryan’s leg as tightly as he could. Shouting and gunfire started again moments after he cinched the knot, and he grabbed one of the rifles and fired another burst into the hallway.

“Go!” he told Bryan. “I’ll follow you.”

Bryan ran through the door that Mr. Umber and the man in the suit had evacuated through moments ago. Jake ran backwards, firing each time a mercenary showed his face.

“Talk to me, Bryan! What’s ahead of us?”

“Another hallway. It looks like there’s an exit at the end. The door looks like the one we came through.”

“Go to that door, but don’t open it. We don’t know what’s waiting on the other side.”

“Understood.”

The President jogged down the hallway, making good time despite the limp. Jake dropped two more pursuing terrorists, but the advantage the narrow hallway gave him would disappear soon. Mr. Umber had no doubt called for more reinforcements.

Fear slithered down Jake’s spine. His shock at discovering the leader of the Third Voice and learning how important a target he was to them faded in the more immediate realization that the mercenary force had found them.

They reached the door and Bryan said, “All right. We’re here.”

“Cover me again,” Jake said.

He kicked the door down and lifted his rifle. The door opened to another tunnel like the one that had led them to this building. He didn’t see any sign of Mr. Umber, the man in the suit, or mercenaries.

“Go,” he told Bryan. “Ahead of me.”

Bryan ran forward, and Jake ran backward. The mercenaries weren't following them. Perhaps they'd all been gunned down, or maybe they were just being more cautious now. Whatever the reason, Jake took advantage of their brief respite, grabbing Bryan and forcing him ahead even faster.

Bryan winced but kept up with the new pace. Jake heard shouting behind them as the mercenaries resumed their pursuit. No gunfire yet, but it was coming.

If they could just get to the surface, he could radio for help. It didn’t matter if the enemy overheard the transmission now. He just needed U.S. forces to reach them as soon as possible.

When he saw the light ahead, he picked up the pace even more. Bryan gritted his teeth, but he still kept up.

“Just a little farther, Bryan,” Jake encouraged. “Once we’re out in the open, I can call Kennedy and get friendlies to us as fast as possible.”

Bryan didn’t speak but nodded his understanding. Jake said a quick prayer and fired a burst of rifle fire behind them before aiming his weapon at the tunnel exit ahead.

Instinct told him to exit the tunnel low to the ground. That saved his life. No sooner had he and Bryan reached open air than the rock above them exploded under heavy machine gun fire. Jake grabbed Bryan and dragged him into the trees downslope.

The machine gun fire stopped, and Jake lifted his eyes to see that they were near the shore of a lagoon. A speed boat was accelerating away from them. The man in the suit stood in the back of that boat, manning a fifty-caliber machine gun. From this distance, it was hard to know for sure, but it seemed to Jake like the leader made eye contact with him briefly before dropping down into the passenger seat next to Umber.

“Jake!”

Bryan’s cry pulled Jake’s attention back to their current situation. He turned around and found the mercenaries pouring out of the tunnel and rushing toward them. He pulled Bryan behind a tree, and the two of them fired at their enemies. Two mercenaries dropped, but the remaining six found cover and returned suppressive fire at the two Americans.

“Cover me,” Jake told Bryan. “Conserve your ammunition. Only fire when you have a good shot. I’m going to call the Kennedy.

“Roger that.”

Jake switched the radio on. “Kennedy, this is Jake Mercer. Come in, over.”

“Jake?” a welcome voice replied. “Oh, thank God!”

Despite the dire situation they were in, a grin spread across Jake’s face. “Jess. You have no idea how glad I am to hear your voice right now.”

“Same, but let’s save the celebration for after. Where are you two? We’re looking all over the east side of the island.”

“Head to the west side. We’re on the shore of a lagoon. The leader of the Third Voice just escaped on a boat, and we’re pinned down next to the tunnel entrance to their Indonesian headquarters.”

“What?”

“It’s a long story. The part that matters is we’re on the west side of the island by a lagoon, and we’re in a lot of trouble.” Shouting caught his attention, and he looked up to see roughly thirty more mercenaries approaching through the forest. “A lot of trouble.”

“Right. Get to the shore as fast as possible. I’ll send F-35s your way. They’re going to be strafing, so you need to be visible.”

“You better get the timing perfect on that, Jess. If we’re in the open, the enemy can see us too.”

“F-35s can hit Mach one-point-eight. I’ll bet you they reach the shore before you do.”

As though to emphasize her point, the roar of jet engines sounded overhead. The terrorists looked up at the noise, and Jake took advantage of the distraction to grab Bryan and pull him down the hill toward shore.

“Extraction’s coming,” he told the President. “They’re going to strafe the forest, then send a helicopter to pick us up.”

Explosions sounded in the distance. “Jess, what am I hearing?” Jake asked over the radio.

“We forgot about the SAM emplacements for a moment. No need to worry, AWACS caught them and no one was shot down. The F35s are dealing with the surface-to-air-weaponry on their way to you. Can you hold out for another three minutes?”

“I mean, do we have a choice?”

“Screw your sarcasm right now! Just stay alive, damn it. We’re on our way.”

Jake pushed Bryan behind a stand of thick-trunked trees near the tree line and looked behind to take stock of their situation.

It didn’t look good. Three dozen mercenaries were rushing their position. He doubted they had enough ammo left to deal with all of them, even if every shot was a kill shot.

“Any second help wants to arrive would be nice, Jess.”

“Two more minutes.”

Jake took a deep breath and fired back at the mercenaries. Bryan joined him, dropping one of the enemy while Jake dropped two. Once more, the others found cover quickly, and then the real trouble started. The mercenaries outnumbered the two of them enough that they were able to lay down sustained cover fire and advance in groups of twelve toward Jake and Bryan without allowing the two of them a chance to fire back.

Jake lifted the radio to his mouth. “Jess, we won’t last long enough. We’re pinned down and nearly out of ammo.”

“Just a few more seconds, Jake. Dig deep. Whatever you have to do, just give me thirty more seconds.”

A mercenary appeared in front of Jake. He cursed and fired, but another took the first one’s place. Two more bursts dropped him while another from Bryan took out a third.

Then four more appeared from the trees. Jake dropped one more, then his rifle clicked empty. He grabbed Bryan and pulled him away just before the mercenaries fired.

They were in the open now, though. There was nowhere to run and thirty mercenaries all aiming rifles at them.

Come on, Jess!

Then the tearing-leather sound of twenty-five-millimeter Gatling cannons ripped the air apart. The tree line in front of them shredded like paper, and the mercenaries’ fire cut off abruptly as they were torn to pieces by the massive rounds. An instant later, an F-35 streaked across the sky just above the canopy.

As a Marine, Jake was almost obligated to make fun of pilots—Air Force and Navy—but like most Marines, when the most advanced symbol of America’s military might turned his enemies into confetti and roared overhead like a modern-day dragon, he felt a rush of relief, patriotism and gratitude all at once.

He leaped into the air and pumped his fist. “Hell yeah! U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”

Bryan laughed and wrapped him in a bear hug. He kissed Jake on the cheek and joined in the cheers. The F-35 pilot, perhaps knowing how the two men he’d rescued would react to his bravado, performed a tight turn and a barrel roll as he flew back over their heads.

“Flyboys,” Jess said over the radio. “Showoffs, every one of them.”

“He gets to show off,” Jake said. “He just saved the President of the United States.”

“Ahem, you mean she saved the President. Be better, Jake.”

“You’re the one who called her a flyboy.”

“So I did,” Jess admitted. “Fair enough. Let’s both do better.”

“You mind if we do better on board the Kennedy?” Jake asked. “I think I’ve had my fill of Indonesian vacations.”

“Hear you loud and clear. Helicopters are two minutes out. We’ll see you soon.”

Jake looked up at the sky where the F-35 and her wingman were flying in corkscrews as they climbed to make room for the approaching helicopters. They streaked back towards the carrier, and Jake turned to Bryan. “God damn, it’s good to be an American.”

Bryan clapped him on the shoulder. “God bless the U.S.A.”


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Jake felt a profound sense of relief when the door of the CH-53K King Stallion helicopter closed, and the massive bird lifted into the sky. The President breathed a sigh and grinned at Jake. “Looks like we made it one more time.”

“Looks like.”

The rest of their conversation had to wait. A medical team swarmed the President and began tending to his wounds. Jake received attention as well, but once it was clear that his wounds weren’t life-threatening, he was left to his own devices for the time being. That was fine with him. Bryan’s wounds weren’t superficial, and he was the President, after all. Besides, it was a relief to have someone else responsible for him for the moment.

He picked up his makeshift radio and pressed the talk button. “Hey, Jess.”

“Hey yourself.”

“Did I mention that I’m glad you’re all right?”

“Damn,” Jess said. “I should put myself in life-threatening danger more often. You’re not usually so concerned for me.”

Jake laughed. “Maybe I’m getting sentimental in my old age.” His smile disappeared. “Jake, I saw him. I saw Mr. O. He was down there.”

Jess’s eyes widened. “He was? You’re sure?”

“It was him. I heard him talking. He all but admitted it. We need to find him now!”

That ended in a fit of coughing. Jess pursed her lips and said, “You’re not completely all right yet. And we need to get the President home.”

“We need to stop him!”

“We will. I’ll talk to the Admiral and have him see about looking for him. But you and Bryan need to get home safe. That’s our first priority.”

Jake took a deep breath and lowered himself back onto his stretcher. It hit him all at once how exhausted he was. His eyes closed, and he was just about to allow himself to sleep when the helicopter veered hard to the right.

He became instantly alert, getting to his feet and looking toward Bryan. The President was strapped into his gurney and didn’t move, but the medical staff tending to him had to grab the emergency handles to keep from falling.

“Pilot, report,” Jake said. “What’s going on?”

“We were fired on!” the pilot replied, at the moment more angry than afraid. “A damned Chinese fighter just fired on us!”

Jake’s blood froze. He shared a look with Bryan and found the same realization in the President’s eyes.

They had survived, but that didn’t mean the Third Voice had lost. This wasn’t over yet.

A moment later, a black streak flew across their bow. Jake didn’t get a good look at the aircraft, but he could guess what it was. China had sent one of their stealth fighters to intercept Marine One. That shot was a warning. A slow-moving transport helicopter stood no chance against a supersonic stealth fighter. At any moment that Chinese fighter wanted, it could shoot them down.

“Where are our escorts?” Jake demanded. “What happened to the F-35s?”

“They’re on their way back,” the pilot told him. “I overheard the Kennedy tell them to chase the Chinese jet off.”

“Screw that. Tell them to shoot it down.”

“No!” Bryan shouted. He tried to pull himself to a sitting position, but the straps prevented him. “Jake, give me the radio.”

“I’m going to get you to safety first, sir,” Jake replied.

"Jake! Give me the goddamned radio! That's an order!" When Jake still hesitated, he said, "Please. Don't let the Third Voice win. Trust me."

Jake took a deep breath and handed the President the radio. He shared a grim look with the pilot before looking back through the helicopter’s windshield.

I hope you know what you’re doing, Bryan.

***

Jess handed Admiral Kelson the radio and grinned up at him. She had developed quite the crush on the handsome, stoic older man. She wouldn’t do anything about it, but she definitely had a weakness for men who took charge.

Those mischievous thoughts vanished an instant later when Kelson said, “Marine One, you have a bogey inbound. Chinese J-35. Bogey is armed and not responding to hails.”

Jess’s blood froze. A Chinese fighter? Attacking the President’s helicopter?

She looked around and realized that the bridge had exploded into activity. Captain Quan—the Air Wing Commander—was issuing rapid-fire instructions to his strike fighter and AEW squadrons. Captain Branch was firing commands to the crew of the Kennedy and Captain Pashta was doing the same to the Kennedy’s squadron of escort ships.

It hit her like a ton of bricks that the Third Voice might still walk away the victors. Even if they didn’t kill the President, any military action could spark a war between the U.S. and China and cause untold destruction.

“Shit!” Quan cried. “The bogey fired on Marine One!”

Jess gasped and brought her hand to her mouth.

“Were they hit?” Branch demanded. “Were they shot down?”

“Negative,” Quan replied. “Intentional miss. They just fired their cannon across Marine One’s bow.”

“Get those F-35s back in the area,” Branch commanded. “Chase that bogey off. If it won’t leave, shoot it down.”

“They’re already on their way.”

“Admiral Baofeng,” Kelson said into the radio. “This is Admiral Kelson. You have fired on the U.S. President’s transport. Remove your hostile aircraft from this airspace immediately, or we will shoot it down.”

Baofeng’s smug voice replied, “You were warned, Admiral Kelson. That was your final warning. As you can see, our stealth aircraft are capable of approaching your forces unseen and delivering a fatal strike. Don’t test our patience anymore, or we’ll demonstrate that capability with more than just a warning shot.”

Kelson’s eyes narrowed. “Captain Quan, why don’t you show them how we fire a warning shot?”

“Yes, sir,” Quan said eagerly. “Lieutenant Fargo, you are clear to engage.”

“Fire at a Chinese military unit in our territorial waters—” Baofeng began.

“No,” Kelson interrupted, all trace of stoicism gone from his voice. “Fuck you. You want to play hardball? Fine. Branch, I want the Chinese carrier and all of its escort vessels at the bottom of the ocean ASAP.”

“But… But… This is war!” Baofeng spluttered.

“You started it,” Kelson replied. “Allow us to finish it.”

“Belay that order!”

The bridge flinched as one at the President’s voice coming over the radio.

Kelson blinked. “Mr. President?”

“Do not fire on the Chinese aircraft or the Chinese vessels. Admiral Baofeng, can you hear me?”

After a brief pause, Baofeng replied, “Yes, Mr. President. I can hear you.”

“Good. On behalf of the people of the United States of America, I thank you for your assistance in bringing the people responsible for the attempt on my life to justice. I look forward to further cooperation with your government and the governments of Japan, South Korea, and Indonesia in apprehending these criminals and ensuring they face the consequences of their actions.”

The officers on the bridge looked at each other, flabbergasted. Jess was just as confused. What was the President talking about?

Apparently, Admiral Baofeng shared their confusion. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Mr. President.”

“You will shortly. Admiral Kelson, have you received the data Special Agent Mercer transmitted to the Kennedy?”

Jess’s eyes widened. The data! They had received the files, but since Jess’s laptop was destroyed when their Osprey was lost at sea, they’d been relying on the Kennedy’s computers to decrypt it. That was taking quite a while since the Kennedy’s systems weren’t designed for that kind of work.

“We’re in the middle of—” Kelson began.

A cough sounded from the door of the bridge. A white-faced ensign lifted a thick folder. “S-sirs? I have the transcript of the files received from the island.”

Kelson and the other senior officers shared a look. “It looks like we’ve just finished decrypting it, Mr. President.”

“Take a look at it. I think you’ll find it enlightening. Send a copy to Admiral Baofeng too. I’m sure this will clear up a lot of misunderstandings.”

Kelson nodded at Captain Branch, and the captain turned to the ensign. “Send those files to the Liaoning at once.”

“Right away, sir.”

The ensign disappeared, profoundly relieved to not have to interact with three captains and an admiral anymore. Kelson lifted the microphone to his mouth again and said, “Liaoning, those files are on their way to you.”

“Understood, Kennedy,” a still-confused Baofeng replied.

“In the meantime,” the President said, “If you wouldn’t mind, Admiral Baofeng, I’d like to return to the Kennedy unmolested. I’ll take my fighter escorts with me, and if you could call your strike fighter back, that would smooth all of the ruffled feathers. As a show of good faith, I’ll pull the Kennedy’s strike group out of disputed waters for the time being. I imagine that once Beijing gets a hold of the information we’re sending you, they’ll agree to a cooperative effort to root out the people responsible for all of this. Does that sound good?”

There was a brief pause. Then Baofeng said, “Yes, sir. We will withdraw our forces outside of Indonesian waters as well.”

A collective sigh of relief moved through the bridge. “Thank you for your cooperation, Admiral Baofeng,” the President said. “Kelson, when I land, I’d like to meet with you and the rest of the command staff to discuss what we found. Bring Special Agent Foster with you.”

“Of course, sir,” Kelson replied.

“Marine One, how far out are you?” Quan asked.

“Six minutes, sir,” the pilot replied.

"Outstanding. Fargo, you and your wingman maintain top cover until Marine One is secured on deck. Then you can land, too."

“Aye, sir,” a youthful female voice replied.

“Kennedy out.”

The admiral leaned back in his chair and leafed through the file the ensign had brought. Jess watched as his eyes widened. “Jesus. Those fuckers nearly did it too?”

She couldn’t hold back her curiosity anymore. “What? Nearly did what?”

“Started World War III.”

Jess had sort of seen that coming already, but hearing it out loud was still a shock. Kelson handed her the files, and seeing the proof was another shock.

She was relieved that they had managed to stop the Third Voice this time, but knowing how close they’d come sent a chill down her spine. She felt as she imagined a cowboy might feel to look down and see a rattlesnake latched onto the heel of his boot. They’d escaped death this time, but there were many other snakes hidden in the dust, and all of their fangs dripped with venom.


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Two days later

Jake and Jess sat in Jess’s office, a familiar location that had hosted arguably the most important conversations of the past five years of U.S. history. With them was Special Agent Presley and Counterterrorism Division leader Captain Hector Munoz.

Jake was profoundly relieved to be safe back home now and even more profoundly relieved to have Bryan home safe, but there were no smiles in this room. They were safe for now, but it was painfully clear to everyone present how close they’d come to losing. The purpose of this meeting was to both acknowledge the seriousness of the threat they faced and come up with a plan to address it.

Jake opened the meeting. “Have you all had a chance to read the files Jess sent you?”

Pressley nodded. “Fun stuff.”

“Oh yeah,” Munoz agreed. “Some of the coolest stuff I’ve ever read.”

No smiles accompanied the jokes. Bravado was all well and good, but both men knew how sobering the situation was.

"Then you know how close we came to losing," Jake replied. "Half the news media is painting this as Chinese aggression that nearly spilled into out-and-out violence, and the other half is denouncing the irresponsibility of the U.S. Navy and decrying our refusal to respect international convention."

“Which is bullshit,” Presley said. “On both sides. No one’s even acknowledging what happened with those businesses. They’re the ones who started all of this. China and the U.S. got duped.”

“Close to the truth,” Munoz replied. “But it’s not the businesses behind this. It’s the Third Voice.”

“Agreed,” Jess said. “My contacts in the CIA and the NSA are telling me that the arrested business magnates are blaming an individual named Mr. Avander for the plan to kill the President and precipitate a war. There’s no record of this Mr. Avander and no indication of where he went after fleeing the island.”

“You saw him, right?” Munoz asked Jake.

“Yes. I came close to stopping him, but I was overwhelmed and had to focus on the President and let him escape.”

“So we have a name and a face,” Presley replied. “That’s good, right?”

“The face is good,” Jake agreed, “The name will almost certainly never be used again.”

“What about the CIA’s name?” Munoz asked. “Mr. Omega. Are we going to use that one?”

“We’re going to shorten it to Mr. O,” Jake replied. “Mr. Omega sounds like we admire him. But yes, that’s what we’ll be using to refer to him.”

“And we’re sure he’s the leader?” Jess asked.

“He’s the leader,” Jake affirmed. “When he was talking to the leader of the mercenary forces, he said that I had ruined all of his plans.”

“Wait, you?” Presley interrupted. “You specifically?”

“Me specifically. He knows my name, and he blames me for the failure of his past plans.”

“Damn it,” Munoz cursed. “So what do we do with that information?”

“We look for him. We look everywhere. We figure out who this person is when we’re not Mr. O, and we find him and take him out.”.”

“What about your family?” Jess asked. “Do you think they’re in danger?”

"I have friends who can keep an eye on them when I'm not in the country. And I'm not the Third Voice's primary target. That's still the assassination of the President and the overthrow of the U.S. government."

“Looks like we need to add war to that list,” Munoz said. “They wouldn’t have overthrown our government by sending us to war. They would have just thrown the world into chaos.”

“Exactly,” Presley agreed. “I think that’s the real goal. They cause chaos and then rise from the ashes to establish a new world order. That’s why they call it Project Phoenix.”

“I agree with that,” Jake replied, “but they still need the President out of the picture. War or not, the U.S. isn’t just going to stand aside while someone tries to take over the world.”

Munoz chuckled bitterly. “It just keeps getting better.”

“So what do we do?” Presley asked.

Jake thought for a moment. Presley, your job is to keep the President alive. Munoz, your job is to find Mr. O and any other leaders you discover on the way. Jess will continue to be our eyes and ears, and I’ll continue to focus on the President’s security and make sure that you’re all set up for success.”

He looked around at all of them. “Mr. O said my name, but I’m not the only person keeping the President safe. You all have a skillset that you bring to the table. Mr. O’s mistake—like Bard’s before him—is believing that he’s failing because I’m a superhero. In reality, he’s failing because he doesn’t understand how many people contribute to the President’s safety and how many people are now looking for him. Hold your heads high, be patient but be active, and we’ll find this bastard and silence the Third Voice.”

He turned to Munoz. “Is your team ready to go?”

“We’re ready to move out first thing in the morning.”

“Good. Look for Mr. O. Find him. If you can bring him alive, so much the better, but I won’t cry too many tears if you bring him back dead.”

“Understood, sir.”

Jake stood, indicating that the meeting was over. “All right. Let’s get to work everyone.”

Munoz and Presley filed out of the room. When it was just Jake and Jess left, Jess said, “Do you know why he’s doing this?”

“Why who’s doing what?”

“Mr. O. Why is he attacking America?”

Jake shook his head. “There are a lot of potential answers to that question. I like the simple one. He wants power. We have power. He wants to take our power.”

“To what end, though? I mean… if China and the U.S. went to war, then there are no winners.”

“It depends on what counts as a victory for you,” Jake replied. “I think Mr. O wants to be the Messiah. It’s easier to feed a starving flock than a full one.”

Jess frowned and looked back at her computer monitor. The two of them spent a long moment in silence, considering the threat they faced. Jake thought of Mr. O's ice-blue eyes taunting him, that snake's smile spreading across his face.

Okay, Mr. O. You want a war? You’ve got one.

***

“Daddy!”

Jake lifted Beau into his arms and held him tightly. The tyke returned the hug with equal ferocity, and a lump formed in Jake’s throat. “Hey, buddy. How was your day with Mommy?”

“Good. We went to see Grandma and Grandpa?”

“Oh yeah? How was that?”

"It was good. They got us ice cream, and we watched TV, and we played in the park, and Grandma got me this shirt."

He leaned back and showed Jake the shirt. It had a picture of a smiling Tyrannosaurus Rex winding up to throw a pitch to a Stegosaurus batter while a Triceratops catcher held his glove at the ready. An image of a giant dinosaur chicken replaced the T-Rex in Jake’s mind, and he stifled laughter. “That’s really cool buddy.”

“Dinosaurs are back in, as you can see,” Sheila informed him, wrapping one arm around Jake’s shoulders and kissing him. “How was your meeting?”

“Good,” he said. “Munoz is up and running now.”

That was as specific as Jake could get about the Counterterrorism Division, but Sheila knew what he was talking about. “Already? That’s early, isn’t it?”

“Just a few weeks early. We moved the timetable up after the events in Indonesia.”

“Ah. That makes sense. So… you still don’t know…”

“No,” Jake said, cutting her off before she could say anything else that the wider world shouldn’t hear. “Let’s go inside. We’ll talk more after dinner. I promised this little dinosaur that we’d watch the new dinosaur movie that just came out.”

Beau lifted both fists in the air and brought them down. “Yeah!” he roared, his eyes popping open wide. “Dinosaurs!”

“What’s your favorite dinosaur, bud?” Jake asked, following Sheila inside.

“Stegosaurus!” Beau announced.

“Still? Wow. Two days in a row.”

“Three,” Sheila said.

“Wow. Looks like this one might stick.”

"We'll see. From what I understand, the hadrosaurus is the popular one from this movie."

“The what?”

“The duck-billed dinosaur.”

Beau gasped in utter astonishment. “There’s a duck-billed dinosaur?”

“I guess so,” Jake replied. “That makes sense. I found out that birds are dinosaurs.”

"No, they're not," Beau said. "They're birds!"

“That’s what I said,” Jake agreed. “Scientists just make everything confusing.”

“But we love science because it tells us all about our world and how wonderful it is,” Sheila said, giving Jake a disapproving look. “Don’t we, Daddy?”

“Sure,” Jake agreed. “Love ‘em to death.”

Beau giggled, then got very serious. “Does the duck-billed dinosaur look like a duck?”

“I don’t know,” Jake replied.

“No, it looks like a dinosaur,” Sheila replied, “but it has a mouth that looks like a duck.”

“Oh. Okay!”

Beau skipped to the living room, leaving his parents to share a wry smile. “I remember when life was that simple,” Jake said.

“I don’t,” Sheila replied. “Growing up with a politician, you have to be aware of everything you do and how it impacts your image. I had paparazzi waiting in the bushes outside my school to take pictures of me when I’d show up and when I’d leave.”

“Really? Even when your dad was just a state assemblyman?”

“Especially when he was a state assemblyman. I don’t know what it’s like in the bigger states, but in the Midwest, local politicians matter to people. Everyone wanted to know everything we all did. It was frustrating, to be honest. I’m glad Beau doesn’t have to worry about that.”

Their smiles faded. Neither said it aloud, but they were both thinking about the worries Beau did have to face.

Sheila’s smile returned first. She grabbed Jake’s hand and squeezed. “Let’s go join the monster before he comes looking for us. I ordered pizza already.”

Jake smiled. “Sounds good. I like pizza.”

“What a coincidence. So do I.”

Jake’s smile faded again as he followed Sheila into the living room. He hadn’t told Sheila about Mr. O yet, nor had he told her that once again, he was a primary target of a multinational terrorism organization. Beau didn’t have to worry about growing up with cameras following him everywhere. He’d get the odd snapshot here and there, but by the time he went to school, his grandfather would no longer be President, and the world’s attention would have moved on.

But a different sort of attention would be on Beau’s father, and Jake might not get so lucky the next time. Mr. O had yet to achieve his goal of plunging the world into chaos, but he’d chipped away at enough edges to make the ropes holding everything together look more than a little frayed. Ironically, the nearing end of Bryan’s presidency might be the only reason the wheels hadn’t fallen off. A lot of people associated the spate of violence with Bryan’s administration. Many seemed to think that if they only held out one more year, things would calm down.

But what if they didn’t? What would happen when the evils of the world proved alive and well and continued to gnaw at the framework of freedom and democracy? Could the free world survive, or would it finally prove too much?

A hand slipped into his. He looked at Sheila and saw a look of empathy and pride on her face. “We’ll be okay, Jake. And so will you.”

Her quiet certainty, her belief in the face of overwhelming odds, strengthened Jake. He leaned over to kiss her, letting this one linger.

“Mom, Dad, the movies starting!” Beau alerted them.

The two parents separated, and after sharing a final private smile, they put thoughts of danger from their minds and enjoyed a few hours of peace.


EPILOGUE

Eight thousand miles away from Washington, D.C., Mr. O sat in his private office forty-nine stories above the ground. He sat in a high-backed leather chair constructed of old-growth mahogany and meticulously handcrafted by traditionally instructed artisans. When the chair was presented to Mr. O for the lordly price of twelve thousand dollars, the craftsman who fulfilled the commission proudly announced that no machines had been involved in its creation, not even to design it.

It was exquisitely comfortable, but that wasn’t why Mr. O had bought it. He had bought it because he could afford it, and when his days were particularly stressful or challenging, he liked to sit in his twelve-thousand-dollar chair behind his forty-five-thousand-dollar desk and watch the news on his twelve-thousand-dollar tv while drinking thirty-thousand-dollar scotch and remind himself that no matter what else happened, he was one of the wealthiest people alive and able to access a standard of living that only a few could even dream of. It was petty, but when a rash decision on his part could alter the fate of millions, he felt it was worthwhile to indulge on occasion to ensure that none of his decisions were rash.

He knows who I am.

That thought echoed in Mr. O's head, had been echoing in his head ever since coming face to face with Jake Mercer in the Third Voice's Southeast Asian headquarters. Their now-defunct headquarters. That thought was the reason he now sat in his chair drinking scotch that was older than he was and watching a plastic analyst wear a plastic smile while talking with a former B-list football player about whether or not the new jersey design would impact players' performance.

He knows who I am.

The Third Voice’s success hinged on being able to operate in the shadows. It hinged on him being able to operate in the shadows. Now, that success was compromised. Jake Mercer knew Mr. O's face now, and if he didn't have a thorough understanding of the Third Voice's plans, he knew the general outline.

Why the hell had he gone to that island himself? Why the hell had he conducted the operation on the same island as his Southeast Asian headquarters? What in God’s name was he thinking?

He looked down at the scotch, and an ugly sneer crossed his face. What a damned pretense this was. What possible use did he have for scotch that cost as much as a new car? It didn’t taste any better than two-hundred-dollar scotch. His desk wasn’t any more functional than a fifteen-hundred-dollar desk and not especially better looking either. As for the chair? He could have spent five hundred dollars on an ordinary office chair that was every bit as comfortable as this one.

Pride. That’s what it all came down to. He was proud, and when he didn’t get his way, he liked reminding himself that he was better than other people. What a fool.

He knows who I am.

He tossed the scotch into the wastebasket. The crystal shattered, and he remembered that he had spent two thousand dollars on the damned glasses too.

He took a deep breath and released it slowly. Then he poured himself more scotch. There was no point in throwing a tantrum and destroying all of his expensive things. He'd already spent that money. They were sunk costs. Taking his anger out on them wouldn't change anything. He might as well finish his scotch, and then, if he didn't want to buy more, he could have a case of the cheap swill shipped to him.

He sipped the scotch and approached his problem with a calmer head. The Indonesian campaign was a sunk cost too. He had lost the Southeast Asian headquarters, and while he’d removed all of the data, he’d left enough behind to confirm to the Western world that the Third Voice was more than an American propaganda term. The gambit with the mining consortium had failed, and while China and the U.S. were hardly friendly again, they were hardly on the brink of war either.

And Jake Mercer knew his face. That had happened. It was a sunk cost and something that he couldn’t undo. So he needed to move forward with that understanding in mind.

And all was not lost. Jake Mercer knew his face, but the rest of the world didn’t. He hadn’t used his real name in decades, and the name by which he was most commonly known wasn’t important outside of financial circles. Even then, it wasn’t likely that anyone outside of South Africa would know that name. Even his appearance wasn’t all that unique. His eyes were an uncommon shade of icy blue, but he wasn’t the only person in the world with blue eyes, and while he considered himself attractive, he doubted he turned very few heads. He wasn’t memorable enough that Mercer’s knowledge of his appearance was in and of itself a problem.

As for the Indonesian campaign, it was only another failure. He’d learned long ago not to dwell overmuch on failures. He’d try again, then again, then again, then as many times as he needed to until he succeeded.

But it was still a problem that Jake Mercer knew his face, even more a problem that Mercer’s talents were great enough to allow him to overcome impossible odds to keep the President safe.

It was a mistake to hire subpar mercenaries. He had predicted that the President and Mercer would die in the storm after the EM pulse he launched from the island downed their aircraft. That hadn’t happened, and the men Mr. Umber had procured for him had proven unequal to the task of finishing the job. Next time, he would make sure that the mercenaries hired to achieve the Third Voice’s goals were of top quality.

Next time, he would make sure that Jake Mercer died. Even if he had to do it himself.

He finished his scotch and settled back into his handcrafted office chair. The plastic analyst was now discussing the coaching choices of the manager of the Mamelodi Sundowns Football Club. She stood carefully so that her cleavage was displayed as flatteringly as possible. Mr. O watched the broadcast and allowed his fear to fade away.

He would still win. The Third Voice would still speak. The world would still listen.

It was only a matter of time.
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