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PROLOGUE

 

General Demir Aydin watched his colleagues as they took their seats around the long table in the bunker’s conference room. His name could loosely be translated to mean the iron intellect. General Aydin prided himself on living up to that namesake. In his twenty-two years of service to the Turkish Army, he had helped establish the nation as a serious regional power, overcoming resistance from both the West and East at different times, at times even both of the global spheres. Other times, he had overcome internal corruption and Turkey’s general poverty compared to other middle powers. But he had done it. He had made Turkey a nation that others in Central Asia had to take notice of.

His ambitions didn’t end there, however. He wanted Turkey to take its rightful place on the world stage, not just the regional stage. He wanted Turkey to be a great power.

And they could do it. They had the resources. Their economy had improved considerably as of late. They had successfully developed military technologies on par with the latest systems the United States, Russia and China had to offer. They had a passionate people committed to the success of their nation.

What they lacked was an executive government willing to make that leap. The current President was weak. He had managed to convince the world he was strong at first, but time had exposed his soft underbelly, and he'd done nothing to cover that underbelly up or at least harden it. The world respected Turkey, but the great powers didn't consider Turkey a rival or an equal.

General Aydin would change that. In one fell swoop, he would overthrow the inept government and demonstrate his new government’s ability to perform as a global leader. He would put the rest of the world on notice. Turkey would enter a new and glorious era.

But if any of that was to happen, the others in this room needed to do exactly what he said without question. That would be difficult. The egos here were at least as great as his. Convincing such egos that it was his iron intellect that must reign supreme might prove to be the most difficult task ahead of him.

As always, he faced that task with his head held high and his voice strong. “Good evening, gentlemen,” he began. “Thank you all for coming to this meeting. I hope we can achieve a productive end.”

“We all agree with your goals, Demir,” the elderly but still sharp General Ahmet replied, “but I still have concerns about your methods. We wonder if the risk is truly worth the reward.”

“It is a risk,” Aydin admitted, “and a great one. I don’t pretend that what I ask for is easily achieved. But the reward is nothing less than the entry of Turkey into a new age. Think of the nations we stand on the cusp of joining. The United States of America. Russia. China. The United Kingdom. France. Germany. Japan. We have the resources and technology to meet them as equals.”

“And whose vassal shall we be?” General Kaya interjected. “The Chinese or the Americans? Or perhaps we will gift ourselves to the Russians and give them one last hope of ruling the world.” He shook his head. “The time is not right, Demir. I too agree that Turkey is capable of being a great power, but the world is not ready to accept us. We should arm ourselves, build our military, build our economy, and yes, depose this government and replace it with one that functions, but to simultaneously attempt to force our way into the Group of Eight?” He shook his head again. “That is too much, Demir.”

General Aydin sighed. “The world will never be ready for us, Emre. The world is never ready for anyone who challenges the way things are. They will always resist. Our plan will show them that their resistance is too costly. They will accept us as equals because to denounce us would put them at risk of losing more than they are willing.”

“Or they will wipe us from the map before we have a chance to establish our place,” Kaya countered. “Why must we kidnap the President of the United States? Why not overthrow our own President and then weather the storm that will come in the U.N.? They won’t invade us. They’ll spout rhetoric and enact worthless sanctions that don’t affect anything in our lives. Eventually, they’ll have to accept us, and then we have a clear path to greatness.”

“One they can control and monitor and hinder so that we never climb to the summit on which they sit.” Aydin shook his head. “No. We will no longer allow others to tell us what greatness we deserve. We will choose our own greatness. We will choose to be the nation of Suliman and Mehmed the Great. We are mighty and proud. We will take what we deserve. And then…” He leaned forward, his eyes shining with passion. “And then my friends, the world will see the greatness we can give them. Don’t you see? We are not upstarts. We are leaders. We will lead the whole world to greatness. But to do that, we must take our rightful place as leaders. They will see. They will understand. And one day, when the veil is lifted from their eyes, they will thank us.”

The others exchanged unsure looks. Aydin resisted the urge to throttle them all to death. They had to believe him. The truth was self-evident. It only required a little bravery to accept.

Ahmet was the first to reply. “I stand with you, Field Marshal Aydin.”

One by one, the others echoed Ahmet’s reply. Finally, only Kaya was left. He met Aydin’s eyes and sighed. “You speak like a madman, Demir.” He broke into a smile. “But so many brilliant minds seemed foolish at first. I stand with you, Field Marshal.”

A smile spread across Aydin’s own face at Kaya’s words. The Air Force General was the most cautious of the group. To see him agree was a validation of Aydin’s plan.

And now the board was set. All that remained was to act. “In that case, gentlemen, we have work to do.”


 


CHAPTER ONE

 

Secret Service Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer held the little mirror in his left hand and pushed it around the corner. His target was reflected in the small silvery square, taking cover behind an overturned table. The target was watching the other end of the shed behind which Jake hid. Perfect.

Jake pulled the mirror back and placed it in his pocket. He checked his weapon and prepared to attack.

Three… two… one…

He burst around the corner and rushed the target, pulling the trigger repeatedly. The target leaped to his feet as the shots found a home on his chest and abdomen.

“Daddy!” Beau shrieked, spinning around and firing his own squirt gun. “Daddy, stop!”

“Never!” Jake cried, diving to the ground and rolling underneath Beau’s return fire. He fired his own squirt gun again, spraying Beau’s cheeks with water.

“Careful with his eyes please!” Sheila called from the other side of the backyard.

“Sorry!” Jake called back.

He returned his attention to Beau just in time to take a full squirt gun blast to his left eye. He blinked and shook his head, getting to his feet and firing blindly at the tiny little devil.

“That goes for you too, Beau,” Sheila scolded. “No shots to the face.”

Beau giggled and directed his aim elsewhere. Jake brought his hands down to cover that sensitive spot and said, “Hey! That’s not fair!”

Beau laughed and continued to target Jake there, firing around Jake's hands to soak the area. When Jake pulled his hands away and stared in disbelief at the effects of Beau's attack, the little boy's laughter increased until he forgot all about the squirt gunfight and let the weapon slip from his fingers. He fell back onto the grass, red-faced with mirth.

“I think our kid broke,” Jake called to Sheila, amused.

“Daddy looks like he peed himself!” Beau gasped through peals of laughter.”

“Well, Daddy should go change then, because Max is coming over for… Jeez, Jake, your good white shirt.”

Jake looked at his shirt and grimaced. The shirt was covered in grass stains from his roll. “Sorry.”

“Can’t you guys play a calm game?” Sheila scolded. “Beau, get up. You’re going to get stains all over your shirt too.”

Beau got to his feet, still cracking up over the water stain on Jake’s groin. “Daddy had an accident!”

“You’ve been potty trained for what,” Jake said, “a week?”

To a two-year-old, a week was an eternity, so the significance of Jake’s statement was lost on Beau. He just continued to point and laugh.

Jake huffed. “The nerve of some kids.” He grinned at Sheila and winked.

His wife rolled her eyes and said, “Go change. Beau, put the squirt guns away.”

Beau responded the only way he could respond. A few seconds later, Sheila had a similar stain on the front of her own pants. “You have your father’s sense of humor,” she said to the once-more prostrate toddler.

To spare Sheila any further embarrassment, Jake took their son to the living room and sat him in front of a cartoon involving super-powered puppies and villains who reminded Jake more of awkward kids than actual villains. That was fine with him. Beau would eventually learn how dark and dangerous the world could be. Jake didn’t see a need for him to learn that lesson early.

The two parents headed upstairs to their bedroom to change in clothes that didn’t make them look as though they had peed themselves.

“This is your fault,” Sheila said as they stripped out of their outfits. “We were going to look nice.”

“Why do you want to look so nice for Max?” Jake teased. “Something going on between you two?”

Sheila rolled her eyes again. “Ha ha. I’m sorry I don’t want your friend thinking we’re crazy people.”

“You forget that he’s known me for twenty years. He knows I’m crazy.”

“Well, he doesn’t know I’m crazy.”

“You married me. He knows you’re crazy.”

Sheila put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. A small smile played across her lips. “Now why did I marry you again?”

There was a time when Jake didn’t know the answer to that question. Sheila had once implored Jake to leave the Secret Service to focus on their marriage and their son. Jake had tried several times and several times he had failed. That had pushed Sheila to separate from him, and she’d only come back after he’d saved her from North Korean terrorists a few months ago.

But she was here now. That’s all that mattered. Jake smiled and put his hands around her waist. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll remind you.”

She chuckled and pushed his hands away. “No. Behave yourself. I have a roast in the oven.”

“It’ll keep for ten minutes.”

“No, it won’t. Besides, I’m also making tiramisu for dessert. That’s a labor-intensive job, and I don’t need you distracting me.”

“We can have ice cream for dessert.”

“You can have nothing for dessert,” she said, evading another grab, “if you don’t behave.”

His grin widened. “Does that mean I get dessert if I behave?”

She sighed. “Behave, and you’ll find out.”

“Is that a yes?”

She laughed. “Oh my God! You’re incorrigible! Maybe. That’s the best answer you’re gonna get, Buster. Here, wear this."

She tossed a light blue button-down and a pair of tan khakis at him. Jake dressed and watched Sheila pull on a pair of jeans. She sighed as she looked at herself in the mirror. "I look like a total frump."

“Does frump mean, the hottest woman in existence?” Jake asked.

She chuckled. “Sure. How’s work?”

Jake’s smile faded. “Did you ask me that because you knew it would take my mind off of seducing you?”

“Yes. The seduction has to wait until Max leaves. Sorry, Charlie.” When Jake didn’t respond, she gave him a concerned look. “Seriously, though, is something wrong at work?”

He looked away for a moment. “Well… Not exactly. I just… I asked Art for something, and he said no.”

“Something serious?”

Jake hesitated. What he had actually asked was to step down from the Presidential Security Division and to be transferred to the VIP Security Division and assigned to Sheila. That conversation had not gone well.

“Aside from the many ethical issues that arise from assigning you as your wife’s bodyguard,” Art had said, “there’s the fact that the world is still a damned hornet’s nest. I need my best protecting the President, and you’re the best. Hey, while we’re talking about this, I’m also pissed off that you change your mind about wanting to be in the field every six damned months. You and I both know that the next time the President’s in danger, you’ll want to be calling all the shots. I’m preempting that snafu by saying no now.”

But this time was different. This time he wasn’t being forced to sit on his ass. He just wanted to keep Sheila safe. It was only a few weeks ago that he had nearly watched her die at the hands of a crazed Chinese businessman trying to upend the global balance of power using Sheila as a pawn. If it weren’t for help from more grounded elements of the Chinese government and a particular Chinese agent with a good head on her shoulders, Sheila would have died. Jake wanted to make sure that she was never in that kind of danger again.

He had told Art that, but Art had countered with the argument that Sheila wasn’t ever planning to leave the country again. It was a good argument. A great one, in fact.

But dangers existed on the domestic front as well. Trident and its leader, former Secret Service Agent Eli Bard, had terrorized Washington several times and killed hundreds of American civilians. Bard was dead and Trident disbanded, but as Art had said, the world was a hornet’s nest. Sooner or later, another swarm would descend on them, and Jake wanted to make sure his family was safe.

“Jake?”

He stirred and smiled at Sheila. “No. Nothing serious. Just annoying.”

She smiled with relief and kissed his cheek. “Well, in that case, maybe I will let you have some dessert tonight. Just to cheer you up.”

He brightened. “That will absolutely cheer me up.”

She rolled her eyes and smacked his shoulder playfully. “Well, behave yourself until then. We’re having company over.” The doorbell rang, and she added. “There he is now.”

“Perfect timing, as always,” Jake groused.

Sheila gave him a fishy look. “Why? Has he interrupted you with other girls?”

Heat climbed his cheeks. “No, not at all. I don’t know why I said that.”

“Hmm. Maybe I’ll ask him to tell me a story.”

“There’s no need to do that,” Jake said. “We’re all having fun.”

“Watching you embarrassed is very fun,” she said. “Besides, I can always use more ammunition to shut you down when you’re being petulant.”

He followed her downstairs. “Petulant? I’m never petulant. What are you talking about?”

“So many things.”

She answered the door and beamed at Max Harrison, a retired Marine and Jake’s former mentor from his own Corps days. “Hi, Max. Thank you for coming over.”

“For pot roast and dessert? If I ever say no to that, I have dementia, and it’s time to send me to the old folks’ home.”

‘It’s long past time to send you to the old folks' home,” Jake quipped, wrapping his friend in a bear hug. “The only reason I haven’t done it yet is fear that you’d shoot anyone I sent after you.”

“I might,” Max agreed. “At this point, I’m probably a better shot than you.”

Jake’s reply was semi-serious. “Yes. You probably are.”

Max was the other reason Sheila had escaped. He had managed to fly to China undetected and track down Chen Wei independently of Jake. Then he had shot the warlord from nearly a half mile away before Chen Wei could shoot Sheila. Jake used to be a damned good sniper too, but he was somewhat out of practice. Max probably was a better shot than him by now.

Max shook his head slightly, warning Jake to change the subject. “Come on, enough shop talk,” he said. “Let’s eat.”

“Raaar!”

Beau followed up the roar by charging headlong into Max. Max reached down and lifted the toddler off of the ground. “Look at this! You two didn’t tell me you adopted a bear cub!”

Beau lifted his hands, fingers curled into claws. “Raar! Raaar!”

“Uh oh, this bear looks hungry. Better feed him soon before he eats all three of us.”

They headed for the table and tucked into the meal. They talked about the Sniper’s Den—Max’s bar in Falls Church, a few miles away from D.C.—and about Max’s niece, Kiana, who was now wrapping up her last semester of graduate school.

“I’m trying to convince her to come back home,” Max said, “but I don’t think I’m going to succeed.”

“No?” Sheila asked.

“No. She went and fell in love with a boy in her class.”

“That’s wonderful!” Sheila exclaimed. “Good for her!”

Max grumbled. “Yeah, I guess. He’s a broker or something stupid.”

Sheila smiled patiently. “I’m sure he’s a wonderful man. You taught Kiana well. She wouldn’t take up with an asshole.”

“He’s nice enough, but what’s he gonna do if she’s in danger?”

Jake grinned. “Knowing Kiana, she’ll be saving his butt before he ever rescues her.”

“Exactly my point. Why couldn’t she marry a Special Forces agent or at least a Ranger?”

“You like him, don’t you?” Jake teased.

Max shrugged. “He’s okay. She’s happy. That’s what counts. I just wish they were moving here, not New York.”

“New York’s not that far away,” Sheila offered.

“Yes, but the traffic there is bull”—he glanced at Beau—“highly annoying.”

“D.C. is worse,” Jake said. “Trust me.”

“D.C. is close,” Max countered. “It’s just hard. I wish I could always be there to protect her. It’s hard to think that she’s going to be hundreds of miles away.”

Jake looked at Sheila. “I know what you mean.”

She met his eyes for a moment, then reddened and looked away. Jake frowned slightly at that. He hadn’t meant to embarrass her.

She stood. “I’ll go check on dessert.”

Jake wondered what he could have done to irritate her, but when she returned, she was smiling again. She even kissed his forehead as she sat down. He must have misunderstood. He turned back to his meal and decided to focus on how good tonight was. Tomorrow would bring its own issues, but if he’d learned anything, it was to savor every good moment when it came. You never knew when disaster would arrive.


 


CHAPTER TWO

 

Jake sipped his coffee and stared at the screen ahead. A map of Istanbul was projected onto the screen with different locations highlighted. The President was traveling to Istanbul tomorrow to meet with the President of Turkey to discuss the nation’s global ambitions. Turkey was in an odd position in its growth right now. It wasn’t powerful enough to be a true great power yet, but it was perhaps the strongest of the middle powers in Central Asia and it was showing great potential in the areas of science and technology.

Unfortunately, it also had plenty of opportunities in its human rights and governmental corruption. From what Jake understood, women and the LGBTQ community was treated very poorly by the current regime. The President was meeting to discuss the Turkish President’s plans to address those issues and to offer some help smoothing things over with the Western powers if Turkey could come through on those issues.

“It wouldn’t kill you to smile,” Special Agent Jess Foster, Jake’s partner and the tech whiz of Presidential Security, opined.

“It wouldn’t kill you to shut up,” Jake quipped back.

“Jeez, grumpy,” Jess said. “Drink your coffee. You’re an old man. You don’t wake up as easily now.”

Across the table, Commander Munoz of Combat Action Team One chuckled. The former Green Beret had relinquished his command of the CAT division to head Team One, the team assigned at all times to the President following the repeated events that had demonstrated the need for a dedicated combat team to follow the President everywhere. That position normally came with the rank of Captain, but out of respect for Munoz’s service, the Secret Service allowed him to retain his superior rank and pay grade. He was also one of Jake’s best friends and enjoyed seeing Jake discomfited.

“Enough with the chatter,” Art Davis barked. The Deputy Director of the Secret Service was never a cuddly person, but with upcoming overseas assignments, he was downright grouchy.

Not that Jake blamed him. He was pretty grouchy himself, as Jess had noticed, although the reason for his grouchiness wasn’t the assignment but the fact that he was on it and would soon be thousands of miles away from his family.

“So we all know what the itinerary is,” Art continued. “You land at Istanbul Airport and meet the Turkish President and his escort there.” He pointed at a location outlined in red. “You proceed to Dolmabahçe Palace for a ceremonial welcome and dinner, and then the President has his first round of diplomatic meetings.” He pointed at another location, this one outlined in green. “Day two. You tour the city, starting with the Grand Bazaar. Then the Blue Mosque, then the Hagia Sophia, then the Topkapi Palace Museum. Once your tour is over, you go to the Turkish President’s residence for dinner before returning to the yali where you're staying for the visit. Days three through seven are when the political heavy lifting happens. Those will be the easy days. It’s days one and two that you need to worry about. That’s when you’ll be moving and in the open.”

He pressed a button, and the map of Istanbul disappeared, replaced by a list of bullet points that Jake had created. Art nodded at him. "Supervisory Special Agent Mercer is going to take over now. Those of you who know him don't need to hear this. Those of you who don't should be smart enough not to need to hear this. However, just in case, I'm going to say it anyway. He is in charge of all of you. What he says is to be listened to and acted on immediately and without question, or you will no longer have a career with the Secret Service. Go ahead, Jake."

He sat down, and Jake took his place at the head of the table. There were only three new agents at the table, and they looked at Jake like he was a superhero, so Art’s warning wasn’t really necessary. But Art did have a flair for the dramatic.

"Okay," Jake said. "I'll keep this as brief as Art did. If you have questions, feel free to ask. Bullet one: The president never leaves our sight. Ever. He goes nowhere without at least four agents with him. Not even the bathroom. Subpoint to that is that I don’t give a rat’s curly-haired ass what Turkey or its own people think about this rule. He’s our President, not theirs, so they don’t tell us how to protect him.”

“Damned straight,” Munoz commented. Also unnecessary, but Munoz had seen men and women die fighting to fix mistakes other countries had made, so he had a right to be dramatic.

“Bullet two. We are not on vacation. We are there to do a job. No fraternization. With anyone. No sightseeing, unless you’re seeing if the sights contain threats. If you want to tour Istanbul, do so on your annual vacation. While you’re there, your purpose for existing is to protect the President of the United States. Do we all understand?”

He waited for the assembled agents to murmur their assent, then continued, “Bullet three. I hear everything. That’s not a boast, that’s an instruction. If you see anything, hear anything, think anything or wonder anything out of the ordinary, I am aware of that thought before it finishes passing through your brain. You all have earpieces. Use them.”

He made eye contact with everyone before making his final point. "Bullet point four. We all come home. Your first priority is to protect the President. Your second priority is to protect each other. The only time when it's acceptable not to protect your fellow Agent is when doing so would endanger the life of the President."

The more experienced agents—those who had served with Jake and seen comrades die on assignment, nodded grimly. The newer agents showed fear, but stronger than the fear was purpose. If it came time to make the ultimate sacrifice, they would make it.

Jake nodded. “All right. Do we have any questions?”

One of the new agents, a transplant from the Army Rangers who now served on Munoz’s team, lifted a hand. “What are the rules of engagement in the event of a combat action in Istanbul?”

Jake looked her over. She appeared slightly built, but there was a sort of coiled tension in her body that belied her slender figure. She reminded Jake of a snake coiled to strike. If Munoz had accepted her into CAT One, Jake had no doubt she could handle herself in a fight. “Great question, Agent…”

“Shao, sir.”

"Great question, Agent Shao. The rules of engagement are as follows: protect the President by any means necessary. I would prefer that you not resort to spraying and praying into a crowd of Turkish civilians unless there is absolutely no other way, but under no circumstances is the President to be harmed. Does that answer your question, Agent?"

Shao nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Outstanding. Any other questions?”

There were none. Jake nodded again, then said, “Perfect. Special Agent Foster will now brief you on the new communications equipment you’ve all been issued.”

While Jess demonstrated how to use the latest iteration of the earpieces she designed, Jake’s thoughts drifted back to Sheila and Beau. He had agents assigned to them, of course, but he’d seen too many times that the presence of Secret Service wasn’t a guarantee of safety. Max had also agreed to keep an eye on them while Jake was gone, and Jake knew that even at nearly sixty years old, Max was a force to reckon with, but Jake wasn’t comfortable being separated from them for so long.

It was strange to be on the opposite side of this fence. For so long, Jake had worried about the President’s safety and been unable to allow anyone else to protect him. His marriage to Sheila had nearly imploded over his unwillingness to leave the field.

But that had changed. Sheila had nearly died, and it had been made clear to Jake in the most brutal and visceral way how lost he would be without her and Beau. He had spent most of his Secret Service career constantly afraid of threats to the President. Now, he was constantly afraid of threats to his wife and son.

“Anything else to add, Jake?”

Jake stirred and smiled at Jess. “No, I think we’re good.”

“Perfect.”

Jess took her seat, and Art dismissed the group. A few of the more senior agents stopped to chat with Jake, but when Jake saw Art leave the conference room, he excused himself and ran after his boss.

Art sighed when Jake caught up to him. “Not now, Mercer. You’re flying out tomorrow. That’s the end of it.”

“I understand that, sir. I’m not asking to be reassigned prior to this assignment. I just wanted to discuss my recommendations for the next leader of the Presidential Security Division.”

“Put together a succession plan document and email it to me,” Art replied. “I have work to do.”

Jake grabbed Art’s shoulder and turned his boss to face him. If any other agent in the Secret Service had done that, they would probably end up transferred to janitorial staff for the remainder of their career, but Jake and Art had weathered more storms together than just about anyone in the Service’s history.

“Art, please. You know me. You know I wouldn’t be asking this if I didn’t have a good reason.”

“Two points to that,” Art replied. “First, you have asked for this. Several times. And I’ve granted it. Several times. I can’t keep treating this position like a carousel.”

“I know, sir, but—”

“Second, and I mean this with respect, you don’t have a good reason.”

“Sheila and Beau aren’t a good reason?”

"No. Don't give me that look, either. You said something to those agents in there that you should repeat to yourself. Your reason for existing is to protect the President. Period. That's the job. We don't get to have the priorities normal people have. We don't get to worry about our families or our futures. We are the wall that keeps the President safe. You are the most qualified person to lead the Presidential Security Division. Therefore, you will lead it. If you want that to change, send me your succession plan, and we'll discuss a timeline."

Jake hesitated a moment before making his next argument, but when Art started to turn away, he blurted it out. “Or I could quit. I could retire. You can’t keep me from doing that.”

Art turned back to him, his expression hard.

Only for a moment, though. It softened after a second, and he lowered his eyes. “Jake, Sheila asked me to block you from transferring stateside.”

Jake stared blankly at Art, stunned speechless by the admission. Sheila? After spending so much time fighting for him to stay home, Sheila had blocked his attempt to do just that.

“She’s not leaving the country anymore,” Art continued. “She trusts that she’ll be safe here. We haven’t had a serious domestic threat since Trident was beaten, but we’ve had numerous threats overseas. Sheila will stay here where she’s safe, but she wants you to protect her father because she—like me—doesn’t believe anyone else can do the job. She wants to make sure her father can finish his term and retire alive. Just a few months left, Jake. Less than two years. Once Bryan is out of office, I’ll accept your resignation or your transfer Stateside, whichever you’d prefer. But in the meantime, I’m sorry, I agree with her. We need you out there keeping President Jackson safe. I’ll assign a security team to watch her while you’re gone, and I’ll put CAT Two on standby. She’ll be protected. I promise.”

Jake was still too stunned to speak. He only stared at Art as the latter walked away and disappeared behind the door of his office.

He was still standing there five minutes later when Jess called, “Hey, Jake! Munoz and I are going to grab a beer at Shane’s. Wanna come?”

He took a deep breath and shook his head. “No. Thank you. I have something to take care of at home.”


 


CHAPTER THREE

 

“Daddy!”

Beau’s exuberant greeting was usually more than enough to lift Jake’s spirits out of whatever trench he might find himself in after a tough day of work, but on the eve of his departure to Turkey and especially after learning that it was Sheila who blocked his transfer request, Jake had to force his smile. He lifted his sun into his arms and kissed him on the cheek, earning the usual giggle before Beau launched into a jumbled explanation of his current favorite toy, this one a dinosaur plush that Max had given him. Beau was speaking very well for his age, but when he got excited, he lapsed into a hodgepodge of baby talk interspersed with a few words or phrases to get the major points across.

Sheila smiled tenderly at the two of them, and Jake fought to keep his expression neutral. He wanted to save their conversation for after Beau went to bed.

“How was work today?” Sheila asked.

“Good,” Jake lied. “The team’s solid, and they’re ready. The new kids look good. The new CAT agent has to work on changing her mindset from military to civilian, but we’ll get her there.”

“To be fair, the CAT is almost a military unit.”

“True,” he agreed, “but it doesn’t operate under the same rules.” He didn’t want to go down this rabbit trail, so he flipped his hand, “but it’s no big deal. She’ll follow orders. That’s what matters.”

“Hmm. How are you feeling?”

Lied to. “Good. I miss you guys already, but that’s the job, right?”

“Only for a little while longer, my love. Once Dad’s out of office, I’ll let you retire.”

She stiffened and blanched as she realized what she said. She turned to Jake, but he spoke before she could. “I already know. Art told me. We’ll talk after Beau goes to bed.”

She lowered her eyes, and color returned to her cheeks as embarrassment and guilt replaced fear. Part of Jake felt that she deserved the guilt, but another part of him felt guilty for his anger. After all, he had lied to her about the same thing before.

Knowing that he wasn’t entirely justified in his anger only made him more angry. He kissed Sheila on the forehead and left her to play with Beau, so he didn't take it out on her. Hopefully by tonight, he would be in a better place emotionally and able to have a conversation without letting his frustrations dictate his tone.

 

***

 

Jake kissed his son tenderly on the forehead, then returned downstairs. Sheila sat on the couch, stiff as a board. She didn’t look at him when he sat across from her in his easy chair.

He broke the silence. “So what happened? I thought you wanted me home.”

“China happened. I realized just how dangerous the world was.”

“And decided that you didn’t want me here protecting you and Beau?”

“I decided that I did want you protecting my father,” she corrected.

“You’ve been in danger before, though. Hell, you’ve had terrorists hold you at gunpoint both overseas and here at home. Here in this house, in fact. Why did China change everything?”

“Because Bard’s dead. The threat isn’t here at home anymore. It’s out there. Look, I…” she took a deep breath and reached for a wine glass that wasn’t there.

“Do you want a drink?” Jake asked.

“No, I don’t. I just…” Her lip trembled, and she wiped a tear from her eyes. “I went to China last time because I needed space from you. I needed space, and I couldn’t get it because we have Beau, and I wasn’t going to keep you from seeing him. I thought that we could just be… distant… for a little bit, but that wasn’t going to happen.”

Jake didn’t know how to respond to that and didn’t trust himself to say the right thing even if he had known exactly what that was, so he only nodded.

“I was wrong,” she continued. “I was angry at you because I thought that we weren’t important to you. I thought that your career mattered more than anything. I thought you needed to be a macho superhero more than you needed to be a husband and a father. But when Chen Wei kidnapped me, and I was faced with the possibility of never seeing you again, my perspective changed. I was protected by Munoz and a handpicked team of agents, but they weren’t enough to save me. You had to come from home to save me yourself.”

That wasn’t entirely true. Jake had found Chen Wei, but the Chinese terrorist had managed to get the drop on Jake. It was Max who had saved her. But Max didn’t want anyone to know, so Jake had never told Sheila.

“I understood now why you have to be out there protecting Dad,” she said. “I understood why it has to be you and no one else. If it were anyone else in office, I would take the risk, but it’s my father. He’s important to me. And I know you can keep him safe. And I know you’ll come home safe. And it’s only a little while longer. Beau will still be young when Dad leaves office. You can retire then, and we can move to that cabin we always talked about. I just need you to be out there to protect him so that he can come home to us.”

“That’s interesting,” Jake said. “I had an epiphany in China too. I realized that I don’t need to be a macho superhero. In fact, being a husband and father matters more to me than anything. When I rescued you, I came home intending to leave the Presidential Security Division to give you what you said you always wanted: me at home with you. Who would have thought that your mind would change to want the complete opposite?”

Sheila’s jaw tightened a little. Jake could see that she was fighting to control her emotions, but he didn’t care. He was still mad at her. Why couldn’t she just have been honest with him from the start? They could have saved themselves so much trouble if she were just open with him this entire time.

Once more, realizing that he had done the same thing to her in the past did nothing to assuage his frustration.

“Dad’s your friend,” Sheila reminded him.

“You’re my wife,” he retorted.

“And I’m staying home. I’m not going on any more foreign assignments. I already told Dad that I’m not available as a diplomatic envoy anymore. I’m going to stay here and be a mother to Beau.”

“So you get to be a mother, but I don’t get to be a father?”

"That's not fair, Jake," she snapped. "Of course, you get to be a father. Excuse me for hoping that my father might live long enough for Beau to remember him when he’s older.”

Jake opened his mouth to retort, but the haunted look in her eyes reminded her of the faces of many servicemen and women he’d worked with over his career in the Marines and the Secret Service. He understood that fear all too well. Sheila might not be subjecting herself to that pain anymore, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried for her father.

He lowered his head and softened his voice. "You're right. It's not fair. I'm sorry. I just…" He sighed. "It feels like you and I are never in agreement about what I should or shouldn't do."

The corners of Sheila’s mouth turned up briefly. The two of them stayed quiet for a while. Jake was still unhappy with the situation, but he didn’t have a good argument. The domestic front really had quieted, and the Secret Service, FBI, Washington Police Department and every other law enforcement agency in the area had stepped their game up significantly to make sure that nothing like Trident could ever surface again. He had been around long enough to know that you could never predict anything, but Sheila was far more likely to be safe here at home than the President was to be safe overseas.

Sheila was right. He hated it, but Sheila was right. So was Art. It had to be Jake.

“Would it be petty of me to say that I’m upset with Art for telling you?” Sheila asked.

Jake chuckled. “In his defense, I wouldn’t shut up about it.”

“Yes. You’re very good at not shutting up.”

He laughed again, but there was no real mirth in it. “I’m going to work on a succession plan for my position. It probably won’t be ready to implement until your father’s out of office, but I’ll get ready for when that day comes.”

“That’s good,” Sheila offered. “I’m glad.”

They fell silent again for a while. This time, when Jake broke the silence, it was to broach another uncomfortable subject. “How are your parents doing, by the way? Still not talking to each other?”

Sheila sighed heavily. “They’re living at the White House together, but… we’ll see if that changes when he’s out of office. Mom’s… well, Mom and I both didn’t understand what it meant to be the First Family. Mom still doesn’t. I had to be kidnapped by Chinese terrorists to finally figure it all out. Mom wasn’t ready for Dad to put the Presidency ahead of both of us.”

“It’s a difficult thing to do,” Jake sympathized.

“It is,” Sheila agreed. “So… we’ll wait and see. Maybe when Dad doesn’t literally have the world on his shoulders, Mom will be ready to forgive him for doing his job.”

“Has Bryan tried to talk to her?”

She sighed. “If he has, neither of them are telling me. It’s the same thing you and I have dealt with, though. It’s one thing to know that the job has to come first, but when it’s your child at risk, what you know doesn’t matter anymore. Maybe that’s more true if you’re a mother. I’m not ashamed to admit that if it came to choosing between Beau or the U.S., I would gladly email Russia all of our nuclear launch codes to keep him safe. Is that right? No. But right and wrong don’t matter when you’re thinking about your child.”

“Except they do matter,” Jake said softly.

"Exactly," Sheila agreed. "They matter very much."

It was so difficult to balance having a family and serving the public. Jake had come close to losing his family because of that difficulty. Now Bryan risked losing his marriage over it.

Art’s words echoed in his head. We don’t get to have the priorities normal people have.

That was what made things difficult. The highest priority of every family person was their family. Every husband expected his wife to put her family ahead of her own needs and wants. Every wife expected her husband to do the same. Every child expected their parents to prioritize them above anything else in the world. And they were right to do so.

But that equation changed for certain careers. Police officers couldn’t cower away from a dangerous situation because their kids needed them at home. Firefighters couldn’t let homes burn to the ground because they wanted to be there for their wives. Soldiers couldn’t flee a battlefield to make it home in time for their kids’ birthdays. Presidents couldn’t abdicate because of an assassination threat.

And Secret Service Agents couldn’t quit because they wanted to be home to protect their families.

Jake sighed and stood. “Well, I’m going to bed. I have a long day tomorrow. Gotta be up early.”

“Wait,” Sheila called.

She stood and unbuttoned her shirt. “Stay with me a while.”

Jake crossed the room to his wife and pulled her into his arms. They made their way upstairs eventually, but it was a long time before either of them fell asleep.


 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

Jake leaned over the map of Istanbul spread out across a table in a conference room on Air Force One and tried to keep his mind focused on the job. His tryst with Sheila the night before should have allowed him to release the emotion he was holding after Art revealed her role in keeping him assigned to the President, but it only made him miss her more and deepened his concern for her and for Beau.

Fortunately, his leaders had their focus exactly where it needed to be. Munoz and Special Agent Belmont—the new leader of the Presidential Security Detail—stood on either side of Jake and studied the map, looking for pinch points where the President would be at the greatest risk. While Jake was in charge of the President’s overall security picture, Belmont was responsible for the agents assigned as the President’s personal bodyguards. Jake had held that position before being elevated to command of the entire Division. He appreciated Belmont’s desire to be aware of the entire security picture and not only his role in it.

“The problem is that everywhere we go, there’s a tourist attraction,” Munoz said. “Istanbul has one of the most storied histories of any city in the world. There are numerous places where we’re going to run into people visiting from foreign nations.”

“Meaning we might have foreign threats to deal with,” Jake summarized, “and not just local threats.”

“Exactly. We’re not just hoping that we and the Turkish Presidential Guard Regiment do our jobs. We’re hoping that customs catches anyone who tries to sneak through with nefarious intent.”

“Which is essentially impossible,” Belmont added. “Because if I’m going to kill the President, I’m not sending my guy through with guns.”

"Exactly. You're sending him through with nothing and either contacting an asset in Turkey to give him what he needs, or you're sending someone good enough to figure it out himself."

“Let’s focus on what we can control,” Jake interjected. “We can’t staff the airport, so we just have to keep our eyes open and wait for any threats like that to reveal themselves. What we can control is what we do and where we go.”

“The President’s not going to let us tell him where to go,” Munoz replied. “You know that.”

“He will if we don’t give him a choice.”

“Yes, but do we really have a choice?” Belmont argued. “He could just decide he wants us all replaced and direct the Service to do so.”

Wouldn’t that be nice? Jake thought drily. “He won’t do that. He knows me well enough to know that I wouldn’t make that recommendation unless it was absolutely necessary.”

“Where do we go, though?” Belmont asked. “Like Munoz said, everywhere is going to be crowded.”

“The Presidential Guard will clear a path for us,” Jake said. “They’re a large organization. They have twenty-five hundred soldiers, and we’re getting a thousand of those to keep the streets safe.”

“We had plenty of people in China,” Munoz countered. “It wasn’t enough there.”

Jake pressed his lips together. He didn’t need a reminder of Sheila in danger right now. “How about instead of thinking of all the ways things can go wrong, we talk about how to make sure they go right and what to do if they go wrong? Does that work for you guys?”

Munoz and Belmont shared a look. Jake was only snappy like this if something bothered him. It wasn’t a good look. They needed to see him confident and collected. He sighed and admitted, “I’m nervous too, but we have to rise above that. Especially us three. We’re the bosses. We need to be in charge, right?”

“Right,” the other two agreed.

“Okay. So, we have the Presidential Guard forming a bubble. Within that bubble, we will have another bubble formed by the CAT. We’ll station one fire team on all four sides of the President. In the center of that bubble, we have Belmont and his team. Four of Belmont’s agents will remain glued to the President’s side at all times.”

“Where will you be?” Belmont asked.

“I will be floating,” Jake replied. “I will spend most of my time in the rear of the entourage with Munoz in the front. We’ll be monitoring everything and identifying threats before they become threats. However, from time to time, you might see me everywhere else.”

“Works for me.”

“Do we know what the route will be for each day?”

Jake pointed at a pin a few miles up from the Fatih district. “That’s the yali. It’s got a three-hundred-fifty-yard buffer between itself and its neighbors, and there are two hundred fifty Presidential Guardsmen occupying that buffer.”

“Counter snipers?” Belmont asked.

“Yes, positioned in all of the neighboring houses.”

“So what’s the buffer?”

“The neighboring properties are the buffer. It’s three hundred fifty yards before we reach a property owned by a civilian.”

“Ah. I see.”

“I still want to talk about the route,” Munoz said. “I know the yali will be a fortress, and I’m sure the Palace is going to be a fortress as well. It’s the movement that matters. So what’s the route?”

“We’re going to take O-7 from the airport into the city,” Jake said. “From there, we’re on city streets to the Palace.” He pointed at the different streets on the route. “It’s as direct a route as we can get, and like I said, we’ll have ample military escort. After the welcome dinner and the first round of meetings, we go back the way we came, except that we stop at Kagithane Creek and proceed to the yali. That’s a short hop, two and a half miles or so.”

He took a breath. "Day two is the big day. That's when we take O-1 to the Fatih district and tour everything there is to see there. Once that's done, it's back to the yali, and then things are easy. Back and forth to the Palace to meet with the Turkish President and some other high-ranking officials."

“This might be a stupid question,” Belmont said, “but is there a reason this is all happening in Istanbul and not Ankara?”

"Things have been tense since the failed coup attempt in 2016," Jake replied. "No violence since then, but Turkey and the U.S. aren't exactly allies anymore. Part of the purpose of this visit is to try to change that, or at least to prevent things from getting worse. The short version is that Istanbul is a wealthy tourist city full of happy people and Ankara is full of people who get to see their corrupt government screwing things up on a daily basis. That's not an official opinion, of course, but that's the gist of it. We're at less risk in Istanbul, and so is the Turkish President."

“Here’s a question that I know is stupid,” Munoz interjected. “Why does the President insist on physically traveling to hostile nations?”

Munoz was one of only a few people who could ask Jake that question and not be immediately reprimanded. He’d lost men because of such decisions before. Jake sympathized with him, but like Art had said, they didn’t get to have the priorities of normal people anymore.

“He wants to show strength and solidarity,” Jake replied. “Our enemies keep trying to destroy us. They keep failing. Through all of that, the President remains strong and courageous. The United States remains strong and courageous.”

“What a great tagline if he was running for reelection,” Munoz said drily.

“It’s the job, Commander,” Jake reminded him. “More highly paid people than us make these decisions. We keep the President safe no matter where he goes.”

“I know that,” Munoz replied, somewhat irritated. “But sooner or later, someone will get him. Then that paper tiger he’s created crumbles to confetti.”

“It’s our job to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Jake said firmly. “I’m confident that you and Special Agent Belmont can accomplish that. If you aren’t, then let me know now so I can find someone who is.”

Munoz’s jaw tensed, and Jake regretted taking such a hard approach. This wasn’t any other CAT leader, this was Munoz. They’d been working together since the earliest days of the Trident threat.

Still, he had made the call, and he needed to stand by it.

Munoz held his gaze and said, “I have the utmost confidence in myself and my team, sir.”

“Good. Look over the route you two. If you have any questions, suggestions or observations, point them out to me.”

He left the table and headed to his stateroom. The new Air Force One included more spacious suites for the President and any VIP guests he might bring with him, but the “staterooms” for the support staff and Secret Service agents were little more than a reclining seat with a wall around it. The lavatories were shared, one in the middle of the aircraft and one at the end, and the food was prepackaged and reheated rather than the handcrafted meals the President received.

That was all right. Jake didn’t need to travel in luxury. He just needed privacy for the moment so he could decompress a little before the task ahead.

Despite his scolding of Munoz earlier, he shared the CAT leaders concerns and his frustration. Bryan regularly put himself in situations that had dubious benefit at the risk of grave danger. More than once, it had fallen to Jake and his team to extricate the President from those situations. There was a point at which Jake had to wonder if Bryan’s stubbornness was doing more harm than good.

But he was the President. When he wanted something, he received it. The United States was a democracy for most people, but not so much for the Secret Service.

There was no point in dwelling on this, though. Dangers like this existed everywhere, and the President had made it clear he wouldn't let those dangers affect the leadership he showed the world. So, Jake and the rest of his team would make it just as clear that no danger was great enough to reach their President.

Besides, there was no wilderness for them to get lost in this time. It wasn't like the Serengeti in Tanzania, where a megalomaniacal warlord was able to chase the President throughout the countryside and keep him hidden from his rescuers. Turkey was a first world nation with cell phones, GPS and a modern military. Any threats that did occur would be contained within Istanbul, and if anything happened, the Bosphorus Strait would be closed, and all of the roads would be swarmed with soldiers. The airports would shut down, and the Turkish Air Force would make sure that no one escaped by air.

Watch this be the first time terrorists tunnel out of the city.

He chuckled at that. Probably a good thing he could still laugh, all things considered.

His earpiece chirped. His private channel. He tapped it. “Hi, Jess.”

“Hey, buddy,” Jess said. “How are things going?”

“Well, we’re in the air and no one’s threatened to commandeer the plane or shoot us from the sky,” Jake said. “That’s good, right?”

“I mean, the alternative is pretty damned bad, so I guess I’ll take it,” Jess replied. “Harder question: how are you doing?”

“Easy answer: can’t wait until this is over.”

“Would this be a bad time to remind you that you brought it on yourself by asking to come back?”

Jake frowned and nearly corrected her but then remembered that Jess didn’t know he had asked Art to leave. Probably better that she didn’t know about that right now. “What can I say? I’m a glutton for punishment.”

“And I am just a glutton,” Jess replied. “I’ve got hoagies, coffee and donuts in the office and stacks of burritos, tv dinners, energy drinks—even an ice cream. Life is good.”

“How are you not two hundred pounds overweight?” Jake asked.

“Good genes. And youth. Don’t forget, I’m not even thirty yet.”

“That’s right. You’re what, twenty-one, twenty-two?”

“God, I wish. You think I look hot now, you should have seen me when I was in college.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Boy, Sheila would love to hear about this conversation.”

“Oh, relax. She knows I would never sleep with you.”

“And that I would never cheat on her.”

“Sure. Also, I’m going to hold onto the last eleven months of being in my twenties. Once I turn thirty, it’s all over.”

Jake was nearing forty faster than he had neared thirty, it seemed, and wasn’t excited to hear her say that. “Thank you for that, Jess.”

“Anytime. On a serious note, cheer up, big guy. What could possibly happen in Istanbul that we haven’t seen and beaten a dozen times before.”

“The problem with saying stuff like that is that it’s always followed by something we haven’t seen before.”

“And we’ll overcome whatever it is when it happens. Just like we always do. I have faith in us.”

Jake couldn’t resist a smile at Jess’s confidence. “That’s good enough for me.”

“That’s the spirit. Chin up, Jake. We got this.”

Jake thought of Sheila and Beau at home, hundreds of miles away and counting. It wasn’t what lay ahead that worried him but what lay behind. “I sure hope you’re right.”


 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

“On behalf of the citizens of the Republic of Turkey, I welcome you to our nation, Mr. President.”

Bryan smiled at the Turkish leader and returned his own greeting. “On behalf of the citizens of the United States of America and the free world, I am honored to be here.”

Jake and Munoz exchanged a brief glance. The President’s response was a subtle reminder of the dynamic between the two men and the two nations. Turkey had aspirations on the global stage and insisted vehemently that it was as much a beacon of freedom and democracy as any Western nation, but many questions still surrounded that claim. Naming himself the representative of the free world was both a reminder to the Turkish President that President Jackson—as leader of the most powerful nation on Earth—was the representative of the free world, and that Turkey wasn’t yet considered a part of it.

The Turkish President seemed to take the hint in stride, but Jake noticed several jaws tighten and shoulders stiffen among the other dignitaries present. Like all nations, Turkey was proud, and like many nations, they resented the U.S. hegemony over so much of global policy. Bryan would have his work cut out for him here.

Still, Bryan couldn’t back down. The issues that plagued Turkey were serious, and the rest of the free world wouldn’t take kindly to a soft U.S. position on Turkey’s aspirations of global leadership.

The greeting out of the way, the group proceeded through the airport toward the waiting motorcade. At Jake’s insistence, a transport aircraft had landed an hour ahead of Air Force One and unloaded three MRAP vehicles for the CAT and four armored SUVs for the plainclothes agents and the VIPs. The Presidential Guard was not happy about American military vehicles on their soil, but Jake was more than willing to accept their condition that the motorcade be led and followed by Turkish military vehicles. The more protection, the better.

Jake was in the command SUV with Belmont and Munoz. Ahead of them was the President’s vehicle containing his four personal bodyguards and his personal aide. One SUV ahead and one behind contained five plainclothes agents each with two CAT MRAPs ahead and one behind the SUVs with five CAT agents in each vehicle. Above them, the Turkish Air Force operated a squadron of helicopters. They were as safe as they could possibly be.

Not that that ever seemed to mean anything. Jake had learned over the years that when a terrorist force was sufficiently dedicated, they could make trouble wherever they were.

“They’ve got the place cleared up,” Belmont remarked, studying the radar image of the surrounding two-mile radius. “Got to give them credit for that.”

“They seem serious about keeping things smooth,” Jake admitted.

“You notice the looks on their faces when the President made that comment about the free world?” Munoz asked. “They’re not happy.”

“They’re not happy, but they’re also committed to proving that they’re ready to be players. They’ve had ambitions to return Turkey to its position of prominence for over a decade, but they’ve been unable to handle their domestic issues. For the first time in a long time, things have calmed on that front. If there’s a threat, it’s not going to come from the Turkish government.”

“What do you know about the political situation here?” Munoz asked. “Are you sure there aren’t elements that would try to stir some shit up?”

“I don’t know it that well,” Jake admitted, “but from what I do know, dissenters have been limiting their dissent to arguments in political forum. No coup attempts in years, no bombings in years, and very few and relatively minor rioting, none of it anywhere close to Istanbul.”

“I still can’t help but wonder if it wouldn’t serve some people’s interests to prove that their government can’t protect world leaders visiting their nation.”

“Whose interests could that possibly serve?” Belmont replied. “There are people who disagree with the Turkish President, even people who think Turkey should be isolationist, but no one’s foolish enough to think that proving the point that Turkey isn’t ready to play major league ball is going to benefit anyone.” He shook his head. “No, I agree with Jake. If we have a threat to deal with, it’s going to be small time.”

Munoz nodded. “Well, at least we’re not driving through the wilderness like we did in Tanzania, right, Jake?”

“Right a thousand times,” Jake agreed. “Full GPS coverage of our location at all times.”

As though on cue, the vehicle's radio chirped. A moment later, Jess's face came on the small communications screen. "Hey, kids. How's your first day in Turkey?"

“So far, so good,” Jake replied. “The road’s populated by nothing but military vehicles, and if there’s anyone in the buildings lining the highway, they’re choosing to stay inside their buildings.”

“Yeah, I did a sweep of the area. Local police forces are enforcing a curfew to extend for an hour after you leave the airport. Anyone outside during that time gets arrested and interrogated automatically.”

“Damn,” Munoz said. “Martial law for the win.”

Jess grimaced. “Well, you don’t need to put it like that.”

“Do you have any info on the city?” Jake asked.

“I can tell you that the city won’t be empty. It’s a lot harder to clear fifteen million people off of the streets than it is to shut down a few miles of highway. I can also tell you that the Presidential Guard has your route saturated. The Air Force has helicopters patrolling the city, and the Istanbul Police Force is out in, er, force. We’ve got all the resources where they should be.”

“What about the Palace?”

“The Palace is a fortress. As far as non-military, it looks like there’s a contingent of press at the entrance, but they’re kept under control by riot police. Officials are walking in one at a time, probably preplanned arrivals so the press can get their pictures and shout their questions. The area for one square mile around the Palace is closed off."

“Any crowd pressure?”

“Crowds, but no pressure. They’re behaving.”

“If they stop behaving, I want to know about it.”

“Nah, I figured I’d wait for you to figure it out yourself.”

Jake frowned. “Not funny, Jess.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Relax, Jake. Obviously, I’m going to keep you posted. Keep in mind that it’s very much in Turkey’s best interests that this visit goes smoothly. If it goes smoothly, they almost certainly get a seat at the next G7 summit. Or G8 summit, I should say.”

“It was very much in China’s best interests to keep Sheila safe, and they still got to her,” Jake reminded Jess.

Munoz’s lips thinned when Jake said that, and Jake regretted the comment. Munoz felt personally responsible for Sheila’s capture in Beijing. Jake didn’t blame him, of course, but that wouldn’t mean anything to Jake. If the President was captured under Jake’s watch, there would be no relieving Jake’s guilt.

"May I offer you some of your own advice?" Jess replied. "Stop thinking of everything that can go wrong. Giving yourself a stroke thinking of all the worst-case scenarios does absolutely nothing for us. We've got the pieces in place, and the intangibles are on our side. If there is a worst-case scenario, we’ll kick its ass like we always do. We’re the Secret Service. We haven’t lost a president in over sixty years, and we’re a hell of a lot more capable now than we were then.”

“Not to mention we’ve overcome far more significant threats,” Belmont added.

“See? Belmont gets it.”

Jake nodded. “All right. Good point, Jess. We’ll talk soon.”

“Can I get a smile?”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Goodbye, Jess.”

“I’m not leaving until I see a smile. You too, Munoz. Let’s turn that frown upside down.”

“Did you seriously just say that?” Munoz asked.

“I did. And you’ve known me long enough to know I mean it. You also know that I can get a lot more annoying than I am now. Don’t make me bring out the sock puppets.”

“You have sock puppets?”

Jake plastered a wide grin on his face and nudged Munoz. “Oh, joy!” he said. “What a lovely day we’re having?”

Munoz gave Jess a wary smile, keeping his eyes on Jake.

“Much better,” Jess said. “Tty whenever I feel like it!”

She clicked off, and Jake sighed with relief. “Trust me. You don’t want to deal with the sock puppets.”

“You two are crazy,” Munoz said and meant it.

“Yep,” Jake agreed and meant it too.

They reached Dolmabahçe Palace twenty minutes later. As Jess had promised, the place was on full lockdown. Riot police with stony faces surrounded the palace grounds, backed up by armored vehicles. The motorcade parked behind several of these vehicles, and the entourages of both presidents were moved into the guarded entryway without a single instant of vulnerability.

Jake was impressed. Turkey thus far had demonstrated a far greater understanding of proper protection than other nations he’d visited. Maybe their experience with violent attacks on their own government left them better prepared than other nations that hadn’t experienced recent internal upheaval. Either way, the President was able to reach dinner without any fuss or any sign of trouble.

On the downside, the attitudes of the other Turkish dignitaries were just as sour as those they encountered at the airport. The Turkish President was the only one among them who kept a cordial demeanor. Bryan maintained a pleasant front himself, but Jake could see the tension in the President’s shoulders. He would have a tough mountain to climb to get Turkey to commit to his plan to reform their nation.

Jake tried to put himself in the shoes of the people here. Turkey has a long and storied history. They considered themselves the successors of the Ottoman Empire and before that the Byzantine Empire. Most still believed they were the true successors of the Roman Empire. They believed that they had a right to be taken seriously on the global stage, but for a century now, they had been treated as a minor regional power that was more the equivalent of a younger brother at best or a pest at worst.

And here was their own President entertaining the President of a nation that had not too long ago condemned both their government and the uprisers attempting to overthrow their government, canceled several mutual defense programs and then denounced Turkey’s choice to enter into mutual defense pacts with Russia instead, and warned Turkey with very little in the way of actual provocation that any military action they took against their neighbors would be met with international force.

True, Bryan was responsible for none of that, but he hadn’t walked back any of his predecessor’s actions either. And now the first thing he did when visiting Turkey for the first time—less than two years before the end of his second term—was to remind them in a subtle-but-not-really-subtle way that they weren’t big players yet, and it was up to Daddy U.S. to decide if they could be.

Jake would be pissed too. Being pissed was fine.

What wasn’t fine was acting on that by taking violent action against the President. For all of Jess’s reassurances that wasn’t likely, Jake couldn’t shake the feeling that disaster lurked just around the corner.

 


 


CHAPTER SIX

 

“I don’t like this,” Jake said.

“You never like it,” Jess replied.

“Yes, but I really don’t like this.”

“If I had a nickel for every time you said that, I would sound like a wind chime whenever I walked. Look, I have eyes on everything, and everything is fine. They shut down the whole mall. There’s no one here but you and the Turkish military.”

The motorcade had just parked outside of the Grand Bazaar. Jake watched as the President exited his vehicle and followed the Mayor of Istanbul—his VIP escort for the day—into the mall. The Istanbul Police had shut the mall down except for the President and his entourage and the Turkish Presidential Guard contingent escorting them. The Turkish soldiers wore expressions that ranged from stoic to sneering.

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Jake said. “They didn’t look very happy with us yesterday and things don’t look much improved right now.”

“How do you feel about the President of Russia?” Jess asked.

“What?”

“Humor me.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “I hate him. Why?”

“If he was visiting Washington, D.C., and it was your job to protect him, would you?”

Jake’s scowl deepened. He saw Jess’s point now. “Yes, I would.”

“So give Turkey the benefit of the doubt. The world isn’t full of bloodthirsty villains waiting for the first opportunity to tear our throats out.”

Jake felt the sky darken as he walked into the covered Bazaar. “I think you and I might live in different worlds.”

“We don’t. I’ve been with you several times when people tried to tear our throats out. You know what I realized?”

“What’s that?”

“We outnumber them. Every time. We have more people with more resources and more time, energy and intelligence than our enemies.”

Jake sighed. “You’re right, but I think back to when we were fighting Trident. Trident was never an equal threat to us, but we always said that they were dangerous because they only needed to win once. They could lose every battle but one, and if they won that single battle, they would win the war.”

“True,” Jess said, “but it’s damned hard to win a single battle against us.”

“I’ll give you that,” Jake agreed.

The group proceeded through the mall. Every now and then, the President and the Mayor would stop in front of a terrified shopkeeper and peruse the wares. Jake’s heart went out to the poor business owners who were no doubt begging whatever version of God they worshipped that they wouldn’t be blown to smithereens today. Or shot after the fact for not pleasing their leader.

He sighed. That probably wasn’t fair. He didn’t know enough about Turkey to know how corrupt they were or weren’t. He was just too focused on the negative.

“Sheila sends her love, by the way,” Jess said.

That helped dispel some of the darkness. Jake smiled. “She called you?”

“Texted me, but yes. She didn’t want to interrupt you while you were working. She wants to thank you for the unnecessary and irritating but well-meant presence of the Secret Service bodyguards as well.”

“Tell her that I’m going to triple the guard around the house if she keeps complaining.”

“Hell no. Leave me out of your domestic disputes. I was only trying to cheer you up.”

“Well, you did cheer me up. So thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Max said hi as well.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “Max called you?”

“No, he texted me. Seriously, this is the twenty-first century. Who does voice calls anymore?”

“You’re voice calling me now.”

“That’s because I have abandonment issues, and I need to hear your voice every ten minutes, or I’ll be convinced that you’re leaving me.”

“Let’s stop here before this conversation gets any more awkward.”

“That’s a problem for you more than it is for me. I don’t have a Mr. Foster who can get jealous of my friends.”

“You should work on that.”

“I would rather die than be a Mrs. anyone. I like keeping my sex life separate from my personal life and my work life.”

“Yeah, I really don’t feel comfortable talking to you about this.”

“That’s because you’re a prude.”

The day continued. The Bazaar was one of the largest shopping malls in the world and would take them the first half of the day to tour, mostly so the President could stop at different booths and get some good media shots of him looking at local wares.

Ironically, the Bazaar had far more modern shops than traditional shops. Jake noted with amusement that the President didn’t consider it necessary to get pictures of himself looking at the latest iPhones or Louis Vuitton bags.

They stopped for breakfast at a café that had clearly been forewarned of their arrival. The President looked at the menu, again for the media to capture on film, but no one else was even offered a menu. They were all served from a buffet filled with different fruits, cheeses, jams and breads with a massive basket of hardboiled eggs as the centerpiece.

Jake served himself a token amount of food so as not to offend their hosts, but he had eaten a protein shake and a meal replacement bar before leaving the yali that morning, so he wasn’t all that hungry.

He was feeling a little better about things. The Bazaar was literally crawling with Turkish Presidential Guard and Istanbul Police units, so much so that the few reporters allowed into the Bazaar had to carefully manage their shots so as not to make each image look like it was taken in a war zone.

Better yet, despite their initial contemptuous glances, the Turkish soldiers and police had quickly settled into an attitude of professional indifference. It was like Jess had said. They didn’t need to like the President, but they weren’t going to let their dislike of him prevent them from doing their jobs.

“Looks like we might get through this one all right,” Belmont remarked.

“Looks like,” Jake agreed.

So, of course, that was when the bombs began to go off.

 

***

 

The first one rattled the kitchen of the café. Shouts of alarm echoed from within the café, but Jake was far more concerned about the smoke billowing out from the restaurant.

“Smoke grenade!” he called over the earpiece. “Grab the President!”

Another bomb went off. Then another. Then another. Plumes of smoke and billows of flame filled the space within the Bazaar and rapidly approached the shocked group.

Jake shared an alarmed look with Munoz just before a bomb went off in the buffet cart. The shockwave caused Jake to stumble, but no shrapnel followed it. Instead, a cloud of thick grey smoke reduced his vision to nil.

"Munoz, enhanced vision goggles now. I want eyes on the President and eyes on—"

Machine gun fire interrupted him. Jake threw himself to the deck and tapped his earpiece again. “Jess. Eyes now. What’s going on?”

Jess was clearly nervous when she replied. “Um, we have people moving in from the alleyways to your left, your right… damn it, from everywhere. They’re mowing down the Turkish units in between you guys.”

Jake swore. “Munoz, did you copy that?”

“Copy. Returning fire now.”

“Belmont, where’s the President?”

“I don’t know.”

Jake’s blood froze. “You what?”

“We’re looking for him, sir. Munoz, can I get some CAT agents to help? We can’t see anything through this smoke.”

“Negative,” Munoz replied. “We’re pinned down. Anyone I send your way will be shot long before they reach you.”

Jake got to his feet and drew his weapon. "Jess, focus on me and the terrorists. Tell me where to shoot to give Munoz's agents a path to Belmont. We need to find the President ASAP." A better idea occurred to him immediately after. "Jess, do you see him?"

“No. His transmitter winked out seconds after the last smoke bomb went off.”

“Shit. Just his?”

“Just his.”

Jake’s heart sank to the floor. “Was he hit?”

“I don’t know. Three of Munoz’s agents have been killed, and their transmitters are still good, so it’s impossible to tell if the President is still alive.”

Jake’s heart sank further at that news. Once more, the President had encountered trouble in a foreign nation, and once more, they were losing good people.

An instant later, a snarling face met his. Jake nearly fired at it but then recognized Agent Shao. She had another CAT agent with her. “Where’s Belmont?” she demanded.

“Belmont, I need your location,” Jake said.

"We're behind the café. Still no sign of the President."

Jake repeated that to Shao, and she vanished with the other CAT agent. “I’m sending CAT backup to you,” Jake told Belmont. “Shao and one more.”

“Affirmative. We’ll start—”

His voice cut off, and Jake called his name repeatedly until another agent said, “Sir, this is Presley. Belmont’s been hit. I’m taking over command of the security team.”

Jake sighed. “Understood, Presley. Have you linked with Shao yet?”

“Affirmative. We’re sending two groups to sweep through the nearest corridor. Nothing so far.”

“Keep me posted.”

“Will do, sir.”

Jake still couldn’t see anything through this damned mess. Whatever kind of smoke grenade the attackers had used, it was a very effective model.

“Jess, what are the Turks doing? Talk to me.”

"The Presidential Guard has driven back the terrorists pinning Munoz and his team down. They're now fanning out to look for the President. The Istanbul Police are forming a wall around the café."

As she said that, Jake could see shapes moving in front of him and lining up, riot shields lifted. He quickly pushed ahead, holding his Secret Service badge out so he wasn’t caught behind the barricade.

Shots whizzed past him, and he dropped to the deck again, running at a low crouch through the Bazaar. He still hadn’t seen a single terrorist.

He hadn’t thought to give everyone enhanced vision. Plainclothes agents occasionally wore smart glasses that could provide some degree of vision enhancement, but nothing that could overcome the smoke here. Munoz’s team had helmets that could see through anything that wasn’t solid and a lot of things that were, but they were the only Americans with eyes right now.

His anxiety turned to rage. Damn it, just when he thought they had everything figured out, the terrorists found another way in. It was like a cold wind through a parka. Any tiny little rip in the seams or gap between one article of clothing and another, and the chill would reach you no matter how hard you tried to avoid it.

“Munoz, Bel—Presley, report.”

“Nothing, sir,” Presley said, his voice shaking a little. “We’re looping back to check another set of tunnels.”

“Nothing,” Munoz echoed. “God damn it.”

“Save the theatrics for later, Commander,” Jake said. “I’m pissed too, but that won’t help us right now.”

A bullet whiffed through Jake’s hair. He turned and fired in the direction of the shot and heard a cry in the distance. Got you, you bastard.

What he didn't have was the President.

How could he have disappeared? They were surrounded by dozens of soldiers and police, not to mention four agents whose job was to be closer to him than anyone. How could the President have been taken?

“Jess, anything? What’s the situation outside?”

“No one’s left the Bazaar since the attack started.”

“How did the attackers get in?”

“They didn’t. They were here before you arrived.”

“Did you see where they came from?”

“Everywhere. It’s like they just converged from everywhere.”

The effectiveness of the terrorists' plan dawned on Jake. They had established themselves throughout the Bazaar long before the entourage had arrived. Then, as soon as the President was seated and at his most vulnerable, they attacked.

No, that wasn’t true. They had known about the café. Those smoke bombs hadn’t been thrown, they had been placed. Someone on the inside knew about this.

The smoke started to clear, revealing the Bazaar empty of attackers. Another stroke of brilliance. They knew exactly when the smoke would dissipate and made sure to be gone by the time that happened.

And with them, the President was also gone. Jake's worst fear had come true. The President of the United States was in enemy hands.


 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

“We’ve reached the end of the West Quarter,” Presley reported. “No sign of the President.”

Jake sat in his seat in the command SUV, his face etched in granite. It had been five hours since the kidnapping, and they had scoured every square inch of the Bazaar and found no sign of the President. More concerning, they had found no sign of where the terrorists had come from or where they had gone when they left.

“Understood. Coordinate with Istanbul Police and extend the search to the surrounding areas. Munoz?”

“It looks like the terrorists exited through some means other than the normal entrances and exits,” the CAT commander replied. “We’re looking for their way in and out, but we haven’t found anything so far.”

“Got it. Is the Guard allowing you to take command of the situation?”

“So far. Honestly, they seem shell-shocked. It’s too soon to pass judgment, but I think they’re truly surprised by what happened.”

“Well, that’s fantastic,” Jake said. He caught himself before showing any more sarcasm. Now wasn’t the time for that. “Keep me updated. Jess, have we heard of any demands?”

“Not yet,” Jess said. “The State Department has been briefed, and they’re contacting known elements of dissent within the Turkish government. We haven’t gotten many answers yet, but so far, all of the answers have been very believable nos.”

“What makes them believable?”

“They’re all terrified.”

Jake took a deep breath. “Okay. Keep me in the loop.”

Jess closed the channel, and Jake stared ahead at the monitors. Turkish and U.S. units crawled through the Fatih district of Istanbul, frantically searching for any sign of the missing leader. The Mayor of Istanbul had been found executed, as had his personal guard and the four Secret Service agents assigned to the President's side. That explained how they had separated the President from his retinue.

Jake felt like a failure. He was here because Sheila was convinced that he was the best person to protect her father, and he had failed to do that.

Worse, he believed he was the best person for the job. If he didn’t, he would have fought harder to be removed from it. But he had given in easily when Sheila made her point that Jake was the only person who could protect him because he believed she was right.

And he had failed. The President was missing somewhere and possibly dead.

Probably not dead. If the terrorists wanted him dead, then they would have found a body. Nobody, so they wanted him alive.

For what?

There were no good answers to that question. But there was a silver lining. If the President was alive, then he could stay alive.

But Turkey was a big country, and even if the city was locked down effectively, Istanbul was a big city. It would be all too easy to hide cargo, even cargo as precious as the President.

Jake sighed and ran his hands through his hair, fighting to stave off the panic. This was the first time in his career that the President had been kidnapped. Both Jake and the President had once been bound on Air Force One, but Jake was there and able to figure a way out of the situation. Another time, the two of them had been separated from the rest of the Secret Service team, but Jake was there and able to figure a way out of the situation. Recently, they had been lost in the Serengeti, but Jake was there and able to figure a way out of the situation.

Jake wasn't with the President now, and he had no idea what the situation even was, let alone how to get out of it. This was easily the worst circumstance in which he'd ever been. There was only one thing that could make this worse, and if they didn't get eyes on the President soon, then that one thing would get increasingly likely.

His earpiece buzzed. Jess. “Jake, I have the Ambassador to Turkey on the phone. He’s acting as liaison for the Secretary of State. I’m going to put him through to your secure line.” She paused a second, then said, “He’s not happy.”

“What a coincidence,” Jake replied. “I’m not happy either. Put him through.”

A moment later, a very angry voice shouted, “Special Agent Mercer, what in the name of God happened?”

Jake kept his tone professional. “We were ambushed by a highly professional terrorist force in the Grand Bazaar. We stopped—”

“More professional than the Secret Service? This is bullshit, Mercer! How do you let the President get kidnapped?”

Jake’s lips thinned, but he kept his tone measured. “We’re cooperating with Turkish law enforcement to locate the President and retrieve him.”

“And in your own words, Special Agent, tell me. Is that a fucking stupid plan or a god damned moronic plan?”

“It’s the only possible plan, sir.”

"Right, you are. Also, it's a fucking stupid plan. So imagine how pissed everyone is to know that the only plan available to us is a fucking stupid one."

“Is there something I can help you with, sir?” Jake asked.

There was no reply for a moment. Then the ambassador said, "You can find the Presiden. Rest assured that if you don't, your head will roll all the way to the backstop. This is the single greatest clusterfuck in the history of the Secret Service. Unfuck it."

He hung up, and Jake sighed and dialed Jess. “All right. That was fun.”

“What did he say?”

“He would like me to unfuck the situation.”

“Wouldn’t we all?” After a brief pause, she asked, “What are you going to do?”

Jake ran his hands through his hair again. “I’m going to do my damnedest to unfuck the situation.”

“Any specific thoughts?”

“We need to know how they got out. If there’s an underground tunnel of some sort, we need to know about it and where it leads. That’s what we’re looking for right now. I don’t suppose you can get any good images of what’s underneath the city?”

“I can try. I have a Basilisk drone. I’ll get it as close to the ground as I can and see if any heat signatures pop up.”

“Do it. That’s step one. We can’t do anything until we know what happened.”

“Understood. Hang in there, Jake.”

She hung up, and Jake sighed and sat back in his chair. Then he stood abruptly and headed outside. He couldn't sit still anymore.

The exterior of the Grand Bazaar was surrounded by tents and vehicles protected by riot police and Guard units. It seemed Turkey had also chosen this spot as their situational headquarters. He approached a tent with a label over the entrance. Jake didn’t speak Turkish, but it was the only tent with a labeled entrance, so he guessed it was the command tent.

The guards lowered their rifles when he approached. Jake lifted his badge and said, “I’m Secret Service.”

The guards issued a command in Turkish and kept their rifles aimed at Jake’s chest. Jake’s eyes narrowed. “I’m Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer, commanding officer of President Jackson’s security team. I need to talk to your boss.”

The guard gestured with his head for Jake to leave and pulled back the bolt on his weapon. Jake returned the guard’s stony glance and tapped his earpiece. “Jess?”

“Yes?”

“Can you contact the head of the Turkish Presidential Guard please? Tell him I’m standing in front of the temporary headquarters at the Grand Bazaar being denied entry by a fuckwad with a rifle who doesn’t know how to read my badge. Please impress upon him that if my movements are restricted in the future, I will unrestrict those movements at any cost.”

The tent flap opened, and a balding head with bushy gray eyebrows barked commands to the guards. They flinched, paled and stepped aside to allow Jake through.

“Never mind,” Jake told Jess. “For now.”

He walked into the tent, and the balding man walked with him to a small table set up in the middle of the enclosure. The balding man wore a uniform that looked like a police chief’s uniform, and Jake guessed he was the Istanbul Police officer-in-command.

At the table sat a man of around forty wearing a military uniform. On the shoulders, his insignia bore three stars over a blue symbol surrounded by gold embroidery. This must be the Presidential Guard commander.

“Do you speak English?” Jake asked.

“Yes,” the commander replied without looking up from his tablet computer. “Unlike you, I speak several languages.”

“Good for you,” Jake said. “Guess how much of a shit I give about your sense of superiority right now?”

The police captain coughed nervously. Clearly, he wasn't used to someone speaking that way to a high-ranking military officer. Jake gave the same amount of shit about that as he did about the Guard commander's contempt.

The commander lifted his eyes to Jake. His upper lip curled, and he made no attempt to hide the sneer in his voice. “I apologize. How can I help you?”

"My name is Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer. Your soldiers and police failed to protect my President."

“It seems your soldiers also failed.”

A knife twisted in Jake's gut, but he kept his gaze hard. "We're in your nation, Commander. I assure you, Turkey will be held accountable if our President comes to harm."

The officer’s face flamed red. His hands flexed into fists and slowly relaxed. “Yes. I imagine there will be hell to pay. How terrible of us not to treat your nation’s leader like a god.”

"Get over yourself," Jake snapped. "You can help me by making me aware of every single thing that happens in this search."

He grabbed a paper and a pen off of the commander’s table, earning a gasp from the police captain. He wrote his phone number down and pushed it toward the commander. “If I hear anything from someone who isn’t you, I’ll assume you withheld that information, and there will be, as you said, hell to pay. I don’t care that you don’t like us. I don’t care that you’re bitter about the United States being the most powerful nation on Earth. I don’t care that you’re throwing a tantrum because the Group of Seven hasn’t invited you to play poker with them. I care that the President of the United States was kidnapped under your watch.”

“Yours too.”

“And I assure you,” Jake replied without missing a beat, “there are people talking to me just like I’m talking to you. But I’m talking to you. And you will talk to me. As of this moment, I’m your boss. I don’t give a crap if you like it or not. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, what information do you have on the attackers?”

The commander scoffed. He shook his head slightly and said, "Thirteen Turks died protecting your President. Do not presume to grandstand me because I find it deplorable that Turks have died protecting another nation's President. We are not your allies. We are not your friends. And whatever arrogance you might hold about your President's place in this world, you are not my boss. Now that I am aware of your name and position, I will keep you aware of our progress. But this is the last time you will bully me, or I will accept whatever consequences come from having you escorted away from this camp. Are we clear, Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer?"

Jake seethed with rage, but his bluff had been called. He couldn't force the commander to do anything, and any retribution that would come from refusing to cooperate with Jake would come from well over Jake's head and not at his discretion. It was a mistake to try to strongarm them. He wasn't the President, and they really didn't need to care what his thoughts were on their actions. "We're clear," he replied through gritted teeth.

“Excellent. My name, since you didn’t bother to ask, is Colonel Celic. This gentleman is Chief Inspector Yalova of the Istanbul Police. Rest assured, Special Agent, I will not let my disdain for you and your nation prevent me from doing my job.

"Now, to answer your question, we know that your President was kidnapped by insurgents placed in the Bazaar prior to your arrival. That is all we know. When we know more, we will tell you."

He looked back at his tablet and pointedly ignored Jake. Jake wanted nothing more than to reach across the table and throttle Celic. But he couldn’t. All he could do was turn around and leave the tent, seething with anger, utterly powerless to change anything.

Somewhere out there, the President was at the mercy of terrorists. And all Jake could do was wait and hope.


 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The hood over President Bryan Jackson’s head was removed to reveal the faces of three men seated behind a desk. Behind them stood a contingent of four heavily armed guards. All of them save the man in the center stared at Bryan with naked hate.

Bryan fought to control his fear. He’d spent far more time than he liked around people who wanted to kill him, but it never got any easier.

Still, he was the President of the United States. He couldn't show weakness in front of terrorists.

“Good evening, Mr. President,” the man at the center of the table spoke. His English was accented but fluent. “I trust your travel was comfortable?”

Bryan held the man’s gaze. He was older, around Bryan’s age, but while Bryan was trim and well-groomed, this man was chubby and balding with a heavily jowled face and soft hands.

His eyes, however, were as sharp as knives and as hard as diamond. They met Bryan’s gaze without a shred of emotion.

“A poor attempt at a joke,” Bryan replied.

As a matter of fact, Bryan had been dragged away from the café in the Grand Bazaar and led into an underground tunnel of some sort. Once there, he had been quickly bound and carried through a series of tunnels for hours before emerging into a back alley where he was thrown into the back of a beat up panel truck and left to bounce around for hours more until a hood was placed over his head, and he was dragged inside this room to meet these men. He had no idea what the purpose of the hood was if it was only used to cover him for the last few feet of his journey. It wasn’t like he could contact anyone to describe the place he was in right now.

The man in the middle continued without acknowledging Bryan. “I am General Demir Aydin.”

Bryan’s eyes widened. He recognized the name. “General Aydin? Chief of Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces?”

“Yes.”

Bryan stared at him in amazement. “You are utterly insane. Turkey can’t possibly hope to gain anything by this. You’re on the cusp of being welcomed as a great power. This action will turn the entire world against you. The U.S. military will react with deadly force, and no one will stop us.”

“The Turkish Government is unaware of this attack and does not sanction it,” Aydin replied.

Bryan wouldn’t have believed it possible to be more surprised, but he was. “You’re kidding me.”

“Of course not. I take the future of my nation very seriously.”

“So you risk its destruction?”

The other two men at the table sneered at Bryan, and one, an elderly gentleman with solid white hair, spat on the ground in front of him.

Aydin held his hand up. “Forgive my colleagues. They too have tired of Western hegemony.”

“It’s not Western hegemony you have to worry about,” Bryan warned. “It’s Western power. The worst thing you could possibly do is harm me.”

“Perhaps I may explain myself before you pronounce doom on my nation as a result of my actions,” Aydin offered.”

Bryan chuckled. The situation was serious, of course, but it was also so ludicrous that he couldn’t take it seriously. Kidnapping him? It was one thing when an African warlord tried to kidnap him, but the leader of a powerful nation’s military? This was suicide. The U.S. would take this threat as seriously as a plague.

“Go ahead and explain,” he said, “But you should know that the United States doesn’t negotiate with terrorists.”

“That is precisely why you are here,” Aydin replied.

Now Bryan was truly confused. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

Aydin inclined his head slightly. "Mr. President, as you've pointed out, Turkey is on the cusp of joining the cabal of great powers of the world. This is our right. This is our heritage. This is our due. But you stand as a gatekeeper. As the head of the greatest of the nations on Earth, you are the decider of who can join you and who can't. You know the world chafes at this. No doubt, you also know that China will likely surpass you in the not-so-distant future. Too distant for us, however. You and I will both be dead before there is a serious threat to the American global supremacy."

“With all due respect, General,” Bryan countered, “you have an outdated view of the world. The world is no longer divided into East and West. China and the United States have recently entered into an economic and security partnership that has removed the last wall of any consequence between us. The only walls that exist are those put up by nations that, quite frankly, are either shells of their former selves or of no consequence to global policy.”

“Your response only serves to confirm my point,” Aydin replied. “What nations are of no consequence to global policy? Those that pose no threat to you. Who cares what Iran thinks? They are little more than a nuisance and only to regional allies. Who cares what North Korea thinks? At this point, they are barely even a nuisance.”

He leaned forward. “And who cares what Turkey thinks?”

“We care,” Bryan insisted. “I care. The world cares. That’s why I’m here.”

“No. You are here to ensure that we think like you. You care what we think because we are just becoming powerful enough that if we don’t think like you, we will be a threat to your world order. But you are not here because you truly value our input. You are here to make sure we fall in line with the rest of your allies.”

“I encourage you to take a more thorough look at the global situation,” Bryan repeated. “We are not in a Cold War.”

“Because you won the Cold War.”

Bryan didn’t reply. Aydin had convinced himself of the rightness of his opinion. He wasn’t here to listen to Bryan’s side, only to lecture him.

When Bryan didn’t answer, Aydin nodded, satisfied that he had won this exchange. “If Turkey is allowed its rightful seat at the table of world leaders, it must first demonstrate that it will conform to your ideals. That is why when you arrived here, you announced yourself as the leader of the free world. You positioned yourself as our judge. No doubt you arrived with a list of demands that we must meet if we are to join the Group of Seven and make it a Group of Eight. Am I incorrect, Mr. President?”

Bryan didn’t answer, but this time, it was because he realized that Aydin was right. That was exactly the purpose of this meeting. He wanted Turkey to understand that in order to achieve their ambitions, they needed to demonstrate that they wouldn’t abuse their power.

With a sinking feeling, he realized that from Aydin’s perspective, the U.S. really was the master whipping other nations into the American ideal. 

But the demands were important. They needed to address corruption in their government. They needed to stop bullying Greece. They needed to stop supporting the Russian invasion of Ukraine and incursion into Syria. They needed to prove that they would be a force for peace, but every indication so far suggested that giving them power would bring instability to the region and threaten global peace.

Would he still feel that way if their positions were reversed, though? Would Bryan sit in Aydin’s shoes and condemn Turkish corruption and aggression? Would he see the U.S. as the ideal to aspire to, or the oppressor to resist?

"Your silence is admission, Mr. President. On the surface, your ideals may seem noble, but your goal is only to remain in power. Perhaps you truly believe the world is better off under your thumb, but I assure you, we don't see things the same way. We do not want war. We are not foolish. We do not want hegemony. We are less ambitious than you think us. What we want is for the Turk to sit as equals with you, not as vassals.

“That can’t be achieved when we cow to your every demand. Even if they are good demands. If the Turk is seen being led by the nose, then no one will respect him when he offers his leadership to the world. He must show his own initiative. He must make his own way. Not your way. Ours.”

“That’s what I came here to say,” Bryan insisted. “That’s exactly what I was going to tell your President.”

“And he would proudly tell everyone that he was going to align with U.S. interests and thus position ourselves as the latest Western lapdog. Meanwhile, his opponents seek to do the same thing with Russia. Their argument seems to be to do the opposite of what you request, stick their tongues out at you and say, ‘Nya nya, we’re Russia’s bitches now.’”

Despite the vehemence of his words, his tone remained calm. Bryan could tell he was facing an extremely formidable foe.

“My plan, Mr. President, is to shake off the yokes of both East and West. Turkey was once the gateway between East and West. We will be so again. We have our own input, our own expertise, our own knowledge and our own greatness. We need you to support that. We will insist that our President vacate his office. In his place, I shall take the mantle of President of the Republic of Turkey. I will enact a policy of a Third Voice, one that will balance the pressures of East and West. You will support that voice.”

“It’s a good thought,” Bryan admitted, “but I can’t support it the way you’re presenting it. I can’t allow myself to be kidnapped and then agree with the actions of my kidnappers.”

“You will tell the world that you staged the kidnapping knowing that the current ineffectual administration in Ankara would never allow you to meet with us. You knew you had to meet with us to determine if we were truly the hope to Turkey and the world that we claim to be, but the only way to do so was to fool Ankara into thinking that you were on their side. Now you must passionately insist that Turkey give us a chance to lead them into greatness without adding to the already imbalanced world.”

His eyes shone with emotion for the first time as he leaned forward again and pleaded, “Please, Mr. President. Let us be the balance. Help us be the fulcrum to the world’s lever. This is not just for Turkey, but for the world.”

It often amazed Bryan how often brilliance concurred with insanity. If only Aydin had approached this ideal another way, Bryan might actually have supported him.

But he couldn’t. The way Aydin had chosen to go about this had ensured that he could never balance the world the way he wanted. And Bryan’s hands were tied behind his back more thoroughly than the cords around his wrists could tie them.

“I’m sorry, General. I can’t. I can’t go on record supporting your actions.”

“You will.”

“No one will believe me.”

“They will.”

Bryan was reminded of a verse in the Bible he had read a long time ago. Something to do with the foolishness of arguing with fools. He would get nowhere with Aydin right now. His best bet was to stall for time and hope Jake found him before things got any worse. “I need time to think about this.”

“You may have the night. In the morning, you will read the statement we have prepared for you.”

Bryan’s initial thought was that he had no intention of reading any statement Aydin prepared. But maybe if he offered the general an inch, he could prevent him from taking a mile.

“Give me the night to think,” he said, “and I’ll have an answer in the morning.”

“That is all we need, Mr. President.”

The hood was placed over Bryan’s head, and he was led from the room. Move fast, Jake, he thought. I don’t know how long I can stall him.

 


 


CHAPTER NINE

 

Jake got no sleep that night. News of the President’s disappearance had quickly gone viral. Jake hoped that the breaking news would bring the kidnappers into the light, but so far, no one had claimed credit for the President’s capture, and no one had issued any demands related to it. Several nations had condemned the attack, and Russia, notably, had smugly suggested that American imperialism was responsible. But no one had offered any information on the President’s whereabouts or his safety.

The first gray light of dawn found Jake still alone in the Secret Service command vehicle, tired, sweaty and on his third cup of coffee and fourth protein bar. The SUV had MREs as well, but Jake hadn’t opened any of those yet. He ate only because he knew he needed to, not because he felt hungry.

His earpiece chirped. Jess. “Hey, big guy. How goes the war?”

"Shitty. We've got nothing. Munoz and Presley are still out there with their teams, trying to figure out what the hell happened, but we still don't know anything. I was going to ask you if you've heard anything on your end."

Jess sighed. “Nothing so far. No demands, no one boasting that they have the U.S. President in their clutches.”

Jake cursed. “I don’t get it. They have the world’s attention. It’s the only thing on the news anywhere. Now is the time to talk.”

“There are a few reasons why they might not be,” Jess offered.

“What?”

“None of them are good,” she warned.

“Of course they’re not good but tell me anyway.”

“Reason one is that they’re still traveling, and they don’t want to say anything until they’re wherever they’re going. That could still be Turkey, because Turkey’s a big country. In fact, it probably is Turkey because the country’s borders closed pretty damned fast after the President was taken. Reason two is that the President might be unconscious. Depending on if they knocked him out and how they knocked him out, he could be out of it, and they want him to be awake to do a proof of life video.”

Jake nodded. “That one makes sense.”

“I’m leaning to reason one myself, but both are likely. Reason three isn’t very likely, but it’s still a possibility we need to consider. It’s also the least fun reason.”

Jake frowned. He had a sinking feeling he knew what Jess was going to say. “What?”

“They killed him by accident, and now they’re terrified of admitting it.”

Jess’s words hung in the air for a while. Jake hated that possibility. Aside from the fact that it would mean his friend and father-in-law were dead, and aside from the fact that it would mean that the President of the United States had been killed by terrorists, it would mean that it might be a long time before they learned what happened. Whoever had taken Bryan wanted him alive. If he ended up dead, they would have zero bargaining chips and would have to face the full wrath of the United States government and probably the Turkish government. In fact, pretty much every government that wasn’t Russia, Iran, Pakistan or North Korea would be pissed off with them.

Jess broke the silence and allowed Jake to turn away from the most gruesome of his thoughts “Have the Turkish agencies been cooperating with you?”

He sighed. “More or less. They’ve been issuing me hourly updates, mostly to tell me they’ve searched such and such area and found nothing. The Presidential Guard leader made it very clear that he despises me and America, so I don’t know how much effort he’s putting into finding Bryan, but he’s not doing anything I can identify as wrong.”

“What about the Embassy?”

Jake frowned. “Well, I told them about the attitude Colonel Celic—that’s the Presidential Guard leader—gave me, and Ambassador Engels decided to chew me out for being rude.”

“And you, I’m sure, were perfectly respectful to him.”

“Well, I didn’t tell him to go screw himself like I wanted to.”

“That’s good. That’s a nice start. What did you tell him?”

“I told him that I regretted that my actions didn’t lead to the desired outcome, but my only priority was to find the President, and I would do so regardless of anyone’s opinion or instruction, his included.”

“Ah. So that’s why he spent forty-five minutes screaming at Art.”

Jake chuckled. “How did Art reply?”

“He told Engels to go screw himself.”

Jake laughed. “That figures. That probably explains why Engels stopped harassing me.”

“Probably.” Jess paused a moment, then continued in a serious tone. “He’s just scared, Jake. Everyone is. This is the first time the President has been kidnapped and separated from his security team. Even Tanzania wasn’t this frightening. He’s alone.”

Jake’s gut twisted. “Yes. I know.”

“I’m not blaming you, Jake,” Jess assured him. “A lot of people are, but I’m not. I know that you’re doing your best.”

“I’m blaming myself,” Jake replied. “It was my responsibility to protect the President, and I failed. Sheila blocked my transfer request specifically to ensure that I kept her father safe, and I couldn’t.”

“Wait, what? You put in another transfer request?”

Shit. He sighed. “Damn it. I didn’t mean to tell you that.”

“Well, you did,” Jess said, a little curtly. “So finish telling me.”

Jake took a slow breath. “After Sheila was nearly killed in China, I asked to transfer from Presidential Security to VIP Security and be assigned to Sheila.”

“So you wanted to get paid to stay at home.”

Jake frowned. “No, I wanted to make sure my wife wasn’t murdered.”

“In the United States?”

“Where Bard nearly killed her, yes.”

There was a moment of silence on the other end. Finally, Jess said, “I see. Okay. I can understand that. I’m sorry for being upset. Only a little sorry, though, because what the hell, Jake. Why am I only hearing this now?”

“Because… I knew you wouldn’t agree with me.”

“Even Sheila doesn’t agree with you, apparently.”

His shoulders slumped. “Yeah. I know. I just can’t handle the thought of losing her. But she and I talked, and I agreed she was right. I need to be out here. It just sucks that I failed. It sucks that her father’s gone, maybe dead.”

“Life sucks, Jake. I’m going to be honest, it’s a little surprising to me that you still have so much trouble with that. Obviously, it doesn’t all suck, but we face a lot more of the suck than most people. You just have to grow some balls and get through it.”

He dropped his head and said miserably. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Shut up.”

His brow furrowed. “Okay, I get it. I’m sorry, I—”

“Seriously, shut up. We have a video of the President.”

Jake’s self-pity disappeared like a puff of smoke. He straightened and opened his laptop. “Can you put it through to me?”

“I’ll try.”

A moment later, his laptop screen shifted to show an image of Bryan sitting behind a desk in a brick-walled room. There was no one else visible in the video. Bryan looked well enough. There were dark circles under his eyes but no bruising, and his voice was strong when she spoke.

"I want to address the recent events in Istanbul. First of all, as you can see, I am safe. I am unharmed. I have been assured that I will remain that way and that once the business here is concluded, I will be returned unharmed.

I was brought to a secure location to meet with certain Turkish leaders to discuss matters of diplomacy. I’m not at liberty to discuss those matters in detail at the moment, but I can tell you that once this matter is resolved, the region will return to an era of peace. I’m confident that Turkey is on the cusp of a bright future as a leader in global affairs. The coming days will determine the role they have to play in the future of the world.

“I will reach out again with more information. I hope that the matters we discuss will be resolved in a manner consistent with the interests of Turkey, the United States and the World.”

The video feed cut out. A moment later, Jess said, “What do you think?”

“I think he did his best to give us as much information as he could while making as few promises as possible yet appearing to support his captors’ intent.”

“I agree. But what information did he give us?”

"He's been captured to discuss matters of diplomacy related to the future of Turkey. I'm guessing that some high-ranking dissidents captured him, hoping to influence the direction of U.S. policy on Turkey. That little bit about the coming days determining the role Turkey has to play is his attempt to warn the Turkish government that if they don't act quickly to condemn this action and find him, then they'll lose their chance at joining the Group of Seven."

“Haven’t they already lost that chance?”

“Probably,” Jake admitted, “but the President knows he has to be careful how he addresses things now. He needs to keep himself alive long enough for us to find him, or things will get very bad very quickly.”

“Good point,” Jess said, “but what is he telling us? Has he given us anything useful we can use to find him?”

Jake took a deep breath. “I think we need to look at high-ranking public servants, people who could reasonably impact Turkish policy. There would be no point in them using the President in this manner if they didn’t think they could affect Turkish policy this way. I think we’re looking for people who are disgruntled with the current Turkish administration and want to leverage the President’s capture to force changes.”

“How? Getting the U.S. to pressure other nations into allowing it? It’s a bullshit strategy.”

Jake frowned. “Yeah. We’re still missing something. I need to dig further. That being said, I do think we should focus on political opponents of the current administration.

“All of the Turkish president’s opponents have denied involvement.”

“Of course they have. Look at them anyway. And look at the President of Turkey too. There’s a slim chance he might have staged this himself as an excuse to denounce his opponents.”

“I’ll see what I can do. What are you going to do in the meantime?”

“I’m going to keep the team where they are working with the Istanbul Police and the Presidential Guard.”

Jess paused for a moment. “That sounded suspicious. What are you going to do?”

"I'm going to keep my promise to Sheila. I'm going to find Bryan, and I'm going to bring him home safely."

A longer pause followed that declaration. Then Jess said, “Sheila’s going to ask me if I tried to talk you out of this. Is there any way I can talk you out of this?”

“No.”

“Awesome. In that case, good luck, Jake. Hell yeah. Be careful, please. I’m here if you need me.”

Jake smiled. “All of those things at once?”

“One more. You’re an idiot. Okay, that’s everything.”

Jake chuckled. “All right. Talk to you later.”

“Bye.”

Seeing Bryan alive was a huge relief to Jake. He had no idea where Bryan was or who had taken him.

But he was alive. And Jake would find him.


 


CHAPTER TEN

 

“I don’t like this,” Munoz opined over the radio.

“Honestly, sir, I’m not a big fan of the idea either,” Presley chimed in.

Jake was in the command SUV preparing to begin his quest to find Bryan. The dawn was just beginning to stream through the windows of the van. If Jake could get an early start, he could potentially find Bryan before the end of the day. Or at least he hoped so.

“I understand,” Jake said, “but my orders are firm. I need you two running the show up top, or the Turks will want to run it, and that’s not acceptable.”

“Yes, but we should still send some agents with you,” Presley insisted.

“I agree,” Munoz replied.

“I don’t mean to be an ass,” Jake said, “but they’ll only slow me down. I have extensive Special Forces training and a Marine Corps background.”

“As does every single member of the CAT,” Munoz countered. “I’ll send Shao. She’s been itching to avenge her comrades.”

“Negative. Stealth is the key here, not combat ability. I can move around unnoticed if I’m by myself.”

Presley sighed. “Understood, sir. I’ll keep working with the Istanbul Police.”

“Good man. Jess will assume command authority for the time being. She has access to all of the command SUV’s monitoring functions along with a few other toys that give her a birds’ eye view of the city. A command from her is the same as a command from me.”

“Understood, sir,” Presley replied.

He clicked off, and Jake said, “All right, Munoz, he’s gone. Say what you need to say.”

“Jake, I understand the emotions you must be feeling right now,” Munoz said, “and I’m concerned that those emotions are causing you to make a poor decision.”

Blunt as always. “Thank you for your input, Munoz. As I said, my orders are firm.”

“And what are they motivated by? Your professional assessment of the situation, or your guilt at failing to keep a promise to your wife?”

Jake’s lips thinned. “I never make any decisions about the President’s safety lightly.”

“But you are sometimes prone to self-sacrifice to atone for a mistake. Don’t argue with me. You know it’s true.”

“What I said was true too. I need to be stealthy. Your team is great in a fight and not great at remaining unseen. This is a different kind of op.”

“I still don’t buy that you’re being objective.”

“Thank you for sharing that, Commander. Nevertheless—”

“Come off it, Jake. We’ve been working together for years. Stop talking to me like the damned brass.”

Jake sighed. “Look, Munoz. Yes, I feel guilty. Yes, I feel shitty that I promised Sheila to protect her father and couldn’t do it. That being said, I didn’t make this decision lightly. I’ve done things like this before many times, sometimes without backup. I’ll have Jess in my ear feeding me real-time information.”

“Pretend you’re not you for a minute. Pretend Shao came to you and said, ‘Sir, I want to go after the President alone.’ Would you agree to let her do that?”

“She’s not me. She doesn’t have the same expertise I do.”

“If she did, would you let her go? Or is this a privilege of rank that means the rules don’t apply to you?”

Munoz had a point, which irritated Jake. He rubbed his temples and said, “Munoz, we can argue about this, or you can accept that I’ve made my decision.”

“That’s not good enough. I normally let things slide when I don’t agree with them, but going off on your own in a nation that’s a cough away from being hostile is not something I can support.”

“It worked in China.”

“No, it didn’t. If the Chinese hadn’t intervened, you wouldn’t have succeeded in rescuing Sheila.”

Jake’s fists clenched. Munoz didn’t just have a point here. He was right. He didn’t know that it was Max and not the Chinese who had intervened, but he was right. He took a breath and willed his hands to relax. “I know that. But my orders stand. I need stealth. Can you tell me that I can maintain stealth with anyone from your team? Honestly.”

This time, Munoz was silent. Finally, he admitted, “No. There isn’t anyone on the CAT I trust to be stealthy.”

“Then that’s your answer. I’ll be in constant communication with Jess. If I see the President, and I’m unable to rescue him myself, I’ll wait for backup. I’ll be smart about this.”

“You and I have different definitions of the word. But at least I tried.”

“I’ll be all right.”

“You better be. I reserve the right to kick your ass for being an idiot when this is all over.”

Jake smiled. “I’ll reserve the training center when we get back. We can have it out in the ring. I’ll sell tickets.”

“Good, the more people who witness this ass-whooping, the better. And Jake?”

“Yes?”

“Seriously, man. Be careful.”

“I will.”

He clicked off, and Jake took a deep breath and tapped his earpiece twice. “Okay, Jess. Munoz and Presley are briefed. I’m on my way.”

“Coolio. I’m going to keep this channel open for now.”

“Works for me.”

“How did Munoz take it?”

“He wants to publicly kick my ass when we get home.”

“Ooh! I want to see that!”

Jake left the SUV and made sure it was locked. Secret Service vehicles had special locking and theft prevention systems that made it easier to blow the vehicle up than break into it.

He started toward the Bazaar, grateful that the police and Presidential Guards in the area preferred to ignore him. His hope was to find a piece of evidence among the wreckage that had been overlooked or misinterpreted. At best, he would learn who was behind this attack, but at the very least, he wanted to learn how the terrorists had left the Bazaar and where they had gone.

“Do you think Munoz could take me in a fight?” he asked Jess.

“Do you want me to answer honestly, or do you want me to be a good friend?”

“You really think he can take me?”

“I think he trains for combat eight hours a day, and you train for two hours a day.”

“Yeah, but I’ve got twenty pounds on him.”

“Which will make you slower.”

Jake stepped into the Bazaar, still ignored by the guards. “Well, I guess we’ll find out when we meet in the ring.”

Jess giggled. “Wow. Insecure, much?”

“Hey, I pride myself on my combat prowess, you know that.”

“Well, I will very much enjoy watching your pride get hurt.”

He rolled his eyes. “Okay, you can go back to being a good friend now.”

“Sounds good, buddy.”

He let the conversation fade as he walked through the Bazaar. The empty mall felt like a tomb. Jake wasn’t easily scared, but his skin crawled a little as he made his way through the abandoned shops and cavernous corridors. He half-expected to hear the hiss of a smoke bomb and see the shapes of terrorists crawling from the walls.

“You okay there, big guy?” Jess asked. “You went quiet on me.”

“Yeah, I’m all right. I was just thinking about how these guys managed to overcome so many defenders so quickly.”

“It reminds me a little bit of what happened to Sheila. The attackers used a shock and awe attack with smoke grenades and volleys of gunfire from all directions. Then they grabbed Sheila and left before the defenders had any time to react. If it makes you feel better, you got a lot more of the terrorists this time.”

Jake frowned. The parallels between Sheila’s kidnapping and Bryan’s kidnapping were disturbing. Jake doubted like hell that terrorists in China were sharing information with terrorists in Turkey, but it wasn’t the least believable thing he’d ever heard of. After all, Trident had operatives in France and associates in the Middle East and Russia at one point.

“I’m just wondering how high up this goes,” he said, scouring the tunnels for any sign of a doorway that might lead underground or to some hidden part of the Bazaar. His team had already searched here thoroughly, but he needed to start somewhere, and the site of Bryan’s kidnapping was as good a place as any. If he couldn’t find a secret tunnel, he might at least find footprints or some clue of where they had gone.

“Well, the likely suspects are practically begging us to believe that they had nothing to do with it. The individuals behind the most recent coup attempt are either all in jail or similarly swearing they have no idea what’s going on. Russia’s being smug, but there’s nothing to indicate that they could be involved.”

“Maybe a better way to put it would be that I’m wondering where it goes. If it’s not a faction of the government, then what is it?”

“You’re wondering if we have another Trident on our hands.”

“Yes, but an international one. I know it’s too soon to tell, but the parallels between Sheila’s and Bryan’s kidnappings are concerning.”

“I wouldn’t read too much into it. You could look at the news and figure out how the Chinese attack worked. If you dig a little deeper, you could also figure out where they failed and avoid that.”

“You think these terrorists are just educated opportunists?”

“That’s my thought. Occam’s razor, right? The simplest explanation is usually the correct one.”

Jake chuckled. “I wish that was always true.”

He had reached the café where they were attacked now. The sight of the damaged shop and the fine dust that covered everything reminded Jake more of a war zone than a tomb.

“I’m at the café,” he said. “What can you see?”

“Well, my only window is through your smart glasses, so I see what you see.”

“Then help me understand what I see. Is there anything here that might tell us where the terrorists came from?”

Instead of answering his question, Jess said, “Jake, unidentified individual at nine o’clock. Fifteen yards.”

Jake spun around and drew his weapon. The newcomer stared at him in disbelief and said in accented English. “So it’s true that Americans shoot first and ask questions later?”

“Question one,” Jake replied, keeping his gun on her. “Who are you?”

The newcomer was a woman of medium height and build with light brown hair and bright blue eyes. She retrieved an ID from her vest pocket and held it up so Jake could read it. “Agent Defne Yilmaz, National Intelligence Organization. I’ve been assigned to assist you in your hunt for President Jackson.”

Jake blinked in shock. How did she know about that?

“I’ll check the signal for eavesdropping,” Jess said. “In the meantime, I’ll just switch to the backup channels just in case.”

“You’re wondering how I know about that,” Defne guessed. “I stood outside your command truck. You should soundproof your vehicles better.”

Jake frowned. “What were you doing outside of my vehicle?”

“Listening to you.”

His frown deepened to a scowl. “Why?”

“You’re a foreign agent. You spoke very disrespectfully to Colonel Celic. You’ve repeatedly instructed your men to refuse Turkish leadership in the recovery efforts.”

“We’re looking for our President.”

“On our soil. We're very sorry that you lost your President, but you're still a guest in our nation, and we're not going to just let you do whatever you want with no supervision."

“It’s cute that you think I’m asking for permission.”

“It’s cute that you think I’m asking. Perhaps you’d like to shoot me to get me out of your way? Then we’ll see what happens. Perhaps my superiors will throw their hands in the air and say, ‘Oh well, we tried.’”

Jake reluctantly holstered his weapon. “I don’t mean to offend, but I also don’t really care how you guys feel about this. I will find my President, and I will be in charge of that rescue and his safety. End of story.”

Defne frowned. “I am trying to assist you, Special Agent. I…” She sighed. “I also apologize for my brusqueness. I would appreciate it if we can work well together. Can we?”

“Jake,” Jess interjected before Jake could speak, “remember China. Agent Li had local knowledge that was useful to you. Agent Yilmaz might be helpful to us.”

Jake took a deep breath and released it in an irritated sigh. It looked like he wasn’t going out alone after all. “We can. Just so long as you understand that the Secret Service’s authority is paramount when it comes to the U.S. President’s safety.”

“Of course, Special Agent.”

 

She turned and started away. Jake didn’t like having a babysitter, but his hands were tied.

And he had to admit Jess was right. Having a local could help.

He sighed and followed Defne.

 


 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Aydin leaned back in his chair and looked at the clock above the door. It was an old analog clock, a sentimental purchase of his as a sort of soft protest to the modernization of the world. It ticked the seconds with a gentle whisper, just loud enough to remind Aydin that time, at least, was operating as it should.

Time.

Aydin often felt like a man born out of time. He wasn’t fit for the modern Turkey, a nation run by fat cowards who took bribes, oppressed their people and groveled before their foreign masters. He didn’t belong in a nation that encouraged its youth to behave like Westerners and celebrated Hollywood and luxury over strength and cultural identity.

When he thought of Turkey, his mind pictured images of Suleiman, Osman, and Ataturk—the founder of the Republic of Turkey and in Aydin’s opinion, the last great Turkish leader. He pictured the great wealth of the Ottomans—a wealth shared by all Turks, not hoarded by decadents. He pictured grand armies, proud kings, proud people.

Not this. Not this waste.

He looked away from the clock and gazed at the picture that hung over his desk. It showed the city of Ankara, the capital of the nation and almost as important historically as Istanbul.

They had been so close. Ten years ago, they had come within a hairs’ breadth of ousting Ozdemir’s predecessor—another fat decadent almost as repulsive as Ozdemir. They had their nation back. The world watched as Turkey neared a greatness it hadn’t seen for centuries.

They were so close. But they failed. Squabbling within the ranks had led to maneuvers being rushed, others executed poorly, still more forgotten entirely. From the outside, it had looked to the world as though the military would succeed in ousting the government and establishing one that would lead this nation back to its proper place in the world. From within, it had been clear early on that their movement lacked the cohesiveness it needed to succeed.

This one would be different. This time, there was no infighting. And this time, they had help.

He smiled slightly. It frustrated him a little that the term Third Voice had been coined by a foreigner. It was a good term, a powerful term. It encapsulated perfectly what Aydin wanted for his nation.

That was all right, though. The foreigner had proved that he meant to keep his promise. He didn’t particularly care that it was Turkey who stood in between the United States and Russia, but he cared that those two champions of decadence and corruption were curtailed somehow. And for his help securing the resources and intelligence necessary to make Aydin’s dream a reality, Aydin would ensure that Turkey fulfilled the role of world leadership effectively.

A knock sounded on the door to his office. “Come in.”

The door opened, and Colonel Yeltsin stepped inside and bowed. “Sir, I believe we have enough to make the next video.”

Aydin nodded. “Good. Prepare the recording and deliver it to me for review.”

Yeltsin bowed again, then about-faced crisply and left the office. The door closed behind him, and once more, the only sound was the gentle tick of Aydin's clock.

Time.

Soon, Turkey's time would come. The Third Voice would speak. And the world would listen.

It would have no choice.


 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Defne led him to an electronics store across the plaza from the café. The windows of the shop had been shot out, and shattered glass lay everywhere.

“When did the National Intelligence Organization get involved with this?” Jake asked.

“Within minutes.”

Jake frowned. “So you were monitoring us the entire time we were here?”

“Of course. Does the CIA not monitor foreign diplomats?”

Jake wasn’t entirely sure of the answer to that question, but it was likely. “Why did you wait so long to reach out to us?”

“We needed to assess the situation first.”

“To make sure your own government wasn’t involved.”

“Among other things. Stand back for a moment.”

Jake stopped in front of the back wall of the shop. Defne felt around for something, and when she found it, she pushed the wall inward. It slid open, and Jake’s eyes widened. “How long has that been there?”

“We don’t know. Within the past six months, we believe.”

“And when were you planning on telling us about this?”

“Now.”

She stepped through, and Jake grabbed her shoulder and stopped her. “My President has been missing for nearly twenty-four hours, and you’re only just now telling us that you know where the terrorists took him?”

Defne reached up and gently removed Jake’s hand. “I only just learned of this entrance ten minutes ago. I was preparing to investigate when I heard you arrive. I called my superiors, and they instructed me to cooperate with you. As for the second half of your question, we don’t know where the terrorists took your President. I hope to learn that. If you’d like to join me, you need to let me do my job.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “I will join you whether you like it or not. It’s—”

"Yes, your President is missing. I understand that. Please try to get it through your head that this is not your country. You don't make the rules, you don't intimidate me, and we can stop you if we need to. That being said, we would very much like to not go to war with the United States. So please trust that we have the basic intelligence necessary to realize that finding your President and returning him to you is in our best interests.”

“She speaks English really well,” Jess remarked.

Jake frowned, not at Jess’s comment but Defne’s response. “I don’t mean to be rude, Agent Yilmaz. I really don’t. But it bothers me that you… that your superiors knew about these tunnels and didn’t see fit to tell us until I went looking for them myself.”

Defne’s eyes shifted to the left, just enough for Jake to realize that it bothered her as well. His frown deepened. Li had also been kept in the dark, and it had come to light that her Ministry’s leader was involved with the terrorists that had kidnapped Sheila.

“Is there something you want to tell me, Defne?”

She pursed her lips, then turned her gaze back to his. “No. Follow me.”

Jake wanted to push the issue, but he decided he would probably learn more faster by focusing on the evidence in front of him rather than trying to force information from the Turkish agent. So, he kept his mouth shut and followed her.

The tunnel was narrow and clearly hastily constructed. Its shape was irregular, and in certain places, sticks, poles and even fish netting was used to shore up the walls. The tunnel meandered, dropping and rising in elevation and moving through sharp S-turns and loops. Jake guessed this was to avoid cutting through pipes or wiring and thus attracting attention to the tunnel.

After a half mile or so, the tunnel evened out and widened a little. They must be out of the Bazaar and under the city streets.

Jess confirmed that a moment later. “You’ve just exited the Bazaar to the west.”

“Any idea where this tunnel goes?” he whispered softly.

“It seems to join the water pipes in about three-quarters of a mile,” Jess said. The water pipes go literally everywhere.”

Jake frowned. “How are we going to navigate through the water pipes?”

“You don’t need to whisper,” Defne said. “I know you’re talking to your contact in Washington, D.C.” Seeing Jake’s shocked expression, she rolled her eyes. “Relax. I can’t hear what she’s saying. And I don’t really care that she can see into the city. If that was a problem for us, we would have shut down all of the cameras and GPS systems in Istanbul.”

“So you knew the whole time?”

She fixed an incredulous look on him. "Why are Americans so shocked when other nations do the same things they do? Of course, we knew."

Jess was silent. Jake imagined she was unhappy to hear that her “secure” monitoring systems were anything but. Jake wasn’t very happy to hear it either. The President had faced too much danger in too many places for Jake to be happy that the Secret Service’s every move was known to others. It made it difficult for them to operate with the freedom they needed.

“To answer your question,” Defne said. “The water mains had service tunnels that run alongside them. I imagine this tunnel empties into one of those service tunnels.”

“Well, shit,” Jess muttered. “I thought I had a backdoor to their systems without being seen.”

Jake didn’t reply. No need for Defne to hear him consoling Jess.

The tunnel reached the water main as Defne expected, but that raised a new problem. The main extended for miles in either direction, with numerous side tunnels branching out from both sides.

“I don’t suppose your friend in Washington can identify any tunnels that aren’t part of the Istanbul water system?” Defne asked.

“I can only see the mapped tunnels,” Jess replied. “Maybe let her know I have the feed from your glasses, so I can tell you if a tunnel you see isn’t mapped.”

She sounded a little brighter. It seemed that being acknowledged as useful by the Turkish agent lessened some of the sting of having her communications system exposed as less secure than she believed.

“She can see through my glasses,” Jake told Defne. “And she has a map of the water system. If I see something that isn’t part of the map, she can let me know.”

Defne pursed her lips. “That leaves us with hundreds of miles of tunnels to look through.”

“You have the resources to do that,” Jake told her.

“Yes, but the time involved could be prohibitive. We need to find your President now before his captors can use him to drum up support for their coup.”

“That will never happen. Bryan would die before he supports an action against a democratically elected government, even a corrupt one.”

“But he would not die if he wasn’t aware that his statements were being altered and manipulated to make it look like he was supporting them when he wasn’t.”

Jake frowned. That was a good point.

“Follow me,” Defne said. “It’s possible that they took him to an older district of the city. Police presence is looser there, and the residents have learned to ignore anything they see. We’ll start in that direction.”

They resumed their journey, turning left through the tunnels. “You’re heading south now,” Jess offered helpfully.

After they walked for a while, Jake decided to probe Defne for information. “Do you have an idea who might be behind this kidnapping?”

“Many ideas. Unfortunately, they all seem to… to… I can’t find the English word. For when a flame goes out.”

“Fizzles?”

“Yes. They seem to fizzle. We assumed it was President Ozdemir’s opponents, but they all very quickly agreed to inspections and interviews.”

“Perhaps too quickly?” Jake suggested.

“We thought so, but… suffice it to say that we are sure they were honest with us.”

Jake felt a chill at that. He had worked closely with the CIA in the past. It wasn’t talked about, but he knew that the CIA often used interrogation techniques that at best skirted the Geneva Convention.

“Other suspects were military leaders, but thus far, there has been no evidence uncovered that the military is behind this.”

“Why did you suspect military leaders?”

“It was a faction within the armed forces that attempted a coup in 2016.”

“I thought all of the participants were executed or imprisoned.”

“They were, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t inspire others. As I said, though, the suspicions seem to have fizzled. The short answer is that we don’t know who might be behind this, and it concerns us.”

“Do you think a foreign entity could have orchestrated this?”

“That is what most concerns us.”

“There!” Jess said. That one, the little tunnel in between the two big ones to your left.”

Jake pointed the tunnel out to Defne. “Jess says that one.”

Defne grinned. The look was somewhat incongruous with her severe features. “I was correct. We are underneath an older neighborhood in Zeytinburnu. It is a working-class district to the southwest of Fatih.”

“Wonderful.”

This tunnel slopes steeply upward and opened up into a back alley in between two brick high-rises. Graffiti covered the walls, and the windows of the buildings were chipped and cracked in places. Jake guessed they were abandoned. Or more likely squatters lived here.

“Look,” Defne said.

He followed her eyes and saw tire marks near the tunnel. They followed the tracks down the alley for a quarter-mile before turning left onto the main road.

“That leads west,” Defne said.

“What’s west?”

“The rest of the European side of Turkey,” Defne replied. “Also numerous other roads which lead to numerous other highways which lead to the rest of all of Turkey. We can assume based on the video released that your President remains in the country.”

“So we’re back to square one,” Jake said.

“Oh no. It is huge that we know where they took him after leaving the Bazaar. I have a contact in Zeytinburnu who may have information for us. Follow me.”

Jake started after her, heading west down the road. “You don’t have to tell me to follow you every time.”

She smirked at him. “Does it frustrate you taking orders from others?”

She was now the second foreign agent who had insinuated that Jake wasn’t good at letting others be in charge. They were probably right, but in his defense, he hadn’t had great experiences with letting others take the lead.

She chuckled when he didn’t answer and followed that up by saying, “Would you like to talk to the contact, or should I?”

He couldn’t tell if she was making fun of him, but it didn’t matter since he didn’t speak the language. “I don’t speak Turkish, so I’m at your mercy.”

“He speaks English. I will insist that he use that language so you can understand what we’re saying. However, I would appreciate it if you allowed me to talk first. I believe we will gain more that way.”

“If you say so.”

Defne led them for another mile before turning down a small side street. Two more turns down increasingly smaller streets, and they stopped in front of a dilapidated three-story structure made of wood that appeared to be cannibalized from pallets and crates. It was an odd way to construct a building, but this area looked poor, and as the saying went, beggars couldn't be choosers.

“Keep your cool,” she said.

Then she walked into the building.

At least she didn’t tell me to follow her, Jake thought as he entered the dark doorway of the makeshift structure.


 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

All things considered, Jess thought she was doing a pretty good job keeping her cool. It had rattled her badly to learn that the Turkish National Intelligence Organization had been aware of her snooping from the beginning. It was bad enough that China had the ability to crack her encryption, but if a little nation like Turkey could do it, then Jess clearly wasn’t the whiz she thought she was.

Or maybe her mistake was underestimating Turkey. Clearly, they were no longer "just another country." The U.S. took them seriously enough that President Jackson had organized a diplomatic mission designed to outline a path for them to join the great powers of the world.

Still, up until a few months ago, Jess was confident that she could overcome any attempt at cracking her codes. Now, she had to wonder how many other nations or organizations might be listening into them.

The backup signals seemed clean so far, but then, so had the originals. What if the terrorists were listening in? What if that’s how they managed to evade detection so far?

She sighed. She needed to stop fixating on this. There was nothing she could do about it right now except shut everything down, and she couldn’t do that. Jake needed her.

So, she focused on watching the moving map of Istanbul and watching Jake’s video feed.

They were in a working-class neighborhood in Zeytinburnu, a district of Istanbul to the southwest of Fatih. The kidnappers had taken Bryan to an alley in between two condemned buildings and driven him away from here. But away from here to where? That was the question.

Her phone buzzed. She cried out and jumped, nearly spilling her coffee. After releasing a frustrated sigh and checking the number, she flinched again.

Jess liked Sheila, but she hated feeling like she was in between Jake and Sheila. Jake was her friend and the only partner she’d ever had in the Secret Service, but Sheila was the first daughter, and Jess was pretty sure Sheila suspected her of having a crush on Jake. It didn’t help that Jess might have had just the teensiest little crush on Jake for a little while in the past. Not anymore, but—

The phone buzzed again, and she flinched once more. This time, she did spill her coffee. She sighed and tapped her earpiece to mute it, then answered the phone.

“Hey, Sheila.”

“Hey, Jess.” Sheila sounded stressed. Not surprisingly. “Do you have any information on Jake? He’s not answering my phone calls. I mean, I understand that he can’t, but… My dad’s still missing, and Jake’s incognito, and Beau keeps asking me where his Daddy is, and… I’m freaking out a little.”

Her voice shook, and Jess felt a stab of guilt for her earlier thoughts. She was more focused on her own awkwardness than on the fact that Sheila was once more facing the possibility that her husband and father would die thousands of miles away.

“Your father’s alive. The kidnappers released a video for proof of life, and we’re sure it’s authentic.”

“And Jake?”

“He’s partnered with an agent from the Turkish National Intelligence Organization tracking the kidnappers. We’re making progress.”

“Do you have any idea who might have done this?”

“Me? No. We’ve ruled out governmental elements, and the military connection is inconclusive so far. I’m leaning toward garden variety terrorists, but it’s difficult to know for sure right now.”

“Garden variety terrorists can kidnap the President of the United States?”

Jess kicked herself for her mistake. “I only mean that this doesn’t look like it has an origin within the government.”

There was a brief pause, followed by a reluctant, “Okay.”

Jess’s heart went out to Sheila. “Hey. It’s Jake. You and I both know he’ll figure it out. He has yet to come across something he can’t beat.”

“So far,” Sheila replied. She sighed and said, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be pessimistic. It’s just another crappy day, right?”

“Right. And he’s survived worse.”

“I know, but… I feel bad. I told Jake to stay with my father’s security team.”

Jess wasn’t sure if she should admit to knowing about that already, so she only said, “Oh?”

“Yes. He was going to transfer to just take care of me, but I blocked it because… well, because of crap like this. I wanted Jake to be the one to protect my father.”

“You made the right choice,” Jess said firmly. “He’s the best possible option.”

“I know. I just… what if… No, you’re right. I need to stop imagining the worst. Um… if you learn anything, can you tell me?”

“Sure,” Jess agreed. “I will.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

She hung up, and Jess heaved a sigh of relief. That was followed immediately by an image of Beau’s cute little face asking Sheila if Daddy was coming home soon.

And there goes her relief. She took a deep breath and pushed it out of her nose. Let’s get the two of them home. Let’s focus on that.

She glanced at Jake’s feed to see that they were still walking down the street in Zeytinburnu. She kept the earpiece muted and thought about what she could do to help.

Well, Turkey had hacked into her communications and become aware of Jake’s plans that way. Maybe she could trace the terrorists’ communications.

It was a long shot. They had only used shortwave radio during the attack, and those signals had vanished into the ether. But their leaders would have had to coordinate activity prior to the attack. Defne said the tunnels in the Bazaar were six months old or less. Maybe Jess could sift through communications from Turkey and see if anything raised her suspicions.

Not Jess herself, though. That would be like looking for a short needle in a dumptruck full of long needles. She had a contact who could look for her, though, someone with far more resources than Jess had.

She dialed the number, and a moment later, a cautious male voice replied, “Hello? Jess?”

“Hey, Connor. Long time, no talk.”

There was a long pause before her contact at the NSA replied. “Could that possibly be because you dumped me out of nowhere and refused to explain why?”

Jess bit her lip. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

“Are you really?”

She sighed. “There wasn’t a reason why, Connor. I just… I was looking for fun, and you were looking for a future.”

“It would have been nice to hear that months ago.”

She sighed again. “Look, I don’t mean to be a bitch, but can we not talk about this right now?”

“Or ever?”

“Or…” she closed her eyes. Yet another reason for her to feel guilty. “I’m sorry. I really am. I just don’t think I’m a romantic person. I don’t have a dream of finding ‘the One’ and spending my life with them one day. I like having fun, and I like my job. I like playing with computers and watching movies and sometimes watching them with another person while naked. I don’t feel like being a family person.”

Connor paused for a second, giving Jess time to think irritably that they had only dated for nine months, for God’s sake. Why was he still broken up over this?

“Okay,” Connor said after a moment. “I can understand that. I just wish you had given me the benefit of the doubt earlier instead of trying to spare my feelings by ghosting me.”

She slumped. “Okay, I get it. It was a shitty thing to do. I’m sorry.”

“Fair enough. But you called me for a reason. What do you need?”

Jess took a breath and tried to return her frazzled mind to the task at hand. “We’re running into a lot of walls trying to figure out who took the President.”

“Yes, so are we.”

She slumped again. “Well, that’s not what I want to hear.”

“Me either, but what can you do?”

“I was hoping that you could maybe access communication records from Turkey and see if anything shows up that might indicate what the plan is for the President, who might be behind it, whether it’s domestic or international. You know, just the basics.”

Another pause. Then a somewhat incredulous, “You want to know if we can access the communication records of another country and figure out who’s behind this kidnapping?”

“Yes. Can you?”

A much longer pause. “Honestly, it’s a tall order. We have resources, but it’s not as simple as pressing buttons making phone calls, and accessing terabytes of data. If I'm going to get you anything useful, it's going to take time. I guess I'm saying that you shouldn't think of me as your best option or even as a failsafe."

Jess lifted her hands and let them fall to her desk. “You’re my only option right now.”

“Find others. I’ll help as much as I can, but you can’t rely on getting anything helpful in time. If you get anything at all.”

“Any little bit helps,” Jess assured him.

“Okay. I’ll see what I can do.” There was a much longer pause this time. Then he asked, “Do you ever think about me?”

Jess sighed. “Connor, it’s… I’m sorry. I meant what I said. I’m not a relationship person. I thought I made that clear in the beginning. I’m sorry if I didn’t. I just don’t want that kind of entanglement.”

Connor sighed. “All right. That’s okay. I just had to ask. I’ll keep you posted, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.”

He hung up, and Jess sighed and dropped her head into her hands. She lifted her eyes to the monitor to see that Jake and Agent Yilmaz were now in a smaller side street removed from the more heavily trafficked part of Zeytinburnu. They must be getting close to Yilmaz’s contact.

She reached for her coffee and took a sip. It was cold now, but that was all right. She could barely taste it anyway.

She wondered what Jake was thinking. Was he entirely focused on his assignment or was he worried about Sheila and Beau home without him?

What she didn’t tell Connor was that a big part of not wanting a relationship was due to watching Jake and Sheila. The two of them loved each other, but they suffered so much for that love. Sheila had to raise a child knowing that at any moment that child’s father could die from a terrorist’s bomb or bullet. On top of that, for the next twenty-two months, at least, Beau’s grandfather would also be in mortal danger almost every second of the day.

And Jake had to go to work knowing that he might never see his wife again. His son might grow up remembering only the stories other people told about him. She had seen the toll the conflicting priorities of Jake’s marriage and Jake’s job had taken on him, and even though her romantic feelings for Jake had died a long time ago, a part of her could relate to Sheila’s terror every time Jake walked out the front door. It was no way to live. Jess was fine having friends and having fun. She dealt with enough stress trying to be the tech goddess of the Secret Service. She couldn’t handle the idea of having a husband or a family to worry about on top of all of that. Maybe one day, when she was older and things weren’t so crazy…

She sipped more of her coffee and took a deep breath. Jake and Agent Yilmaz had stopped in front of a torn-up three-story building. Defne was warning Jake to be calm when they entered. Jess tapped her earpiece to unmute it and turned her focus back to the job. Everything else would have to take a backseat for now.


 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

The interior of the building was as dingy as the exterior. Jake looked around at the peeling walls and mildewed furniture and wondered who Defne’s contact could be that he or she would live in such a dump. Or work here. Or spend any time here at all.

Then he recalled Agent Li’s contact in Beijing. He was a drug addict who lived in a building that wasn’t much cleaner or better built than this one. Maybe it was common for intelligence agents in other countries to have CIs in such locations. Jake supposed it could be helpful to have assets within the criminal element.

A burly man in a stained wifebeater frowned when he saw Jake. He jumped to his feet and gestured to Jake while shouting at Defne in Turkish. Defne responded calmly, and the man rolled his eyes, then gestured again and said something else, plaintively this time. When Defne responded calmly once more, he sighed and shook his head, muttering to himself as he walked away.

“He is going to get Recep,” Defne told him.

“That’s your contact?”

"Yes. He is a minor drug distributor in Zeytinburnu, but he is connected enough that he is aware of what goes on in these streets. He may have information on the vehicle the terrorists used to kidnap your President."

“Ooh, it’s like a spy thriller,” Jess said in Jake’s ear.

Jake was beginning to feel that his entire life was a spy thriller.

The big man returned a moment later with another man, this one of average height and build but somewhat better dressed with a pair of jeans and a sweater that were clean and reasonably well-fitted. He looked Jake up and down and frowned, then spoke to Defne in Turkish.

"He is a member of the United States Secret Service," Defne replied in English. "We are working together to find his President. We will speak in English so that he can follow along with our conversation."

The men—Recep, Jake guessed—replied in Turkish.

“I am not,” Defne said. “And I am not in the mood to argue. Please comply.”

Recep reddened, and Jake noticed the big man glance nervously at him. It didn’t look like Recep was used to being ordered around.

I know the feeling, buddy, Jake thought.

Finally, Recep smiled. He looked at Jake and said in heavily accented English. “Secret Service, eh? Nice to meet you. It is tragic, yes, that you lost your President.”

“We’ll get him back,” Jake assured him. “And I feel sorry for the fools who took him from us.”

Recep chuckled. “I like this one, yes? Defne, you know how to pick men, that’s for sure.”

His eyes traveled up and down Defne, and she rolled her eyes. “I must because I have never picked you. Do you have the information I need?”

“I always have information,” Recep replied. “But it will cost you.”

Defne’s eyes narrowed. “Be careful what you say next, Recep.”

He chuckled. “Relax. I would never demand something like that. You must come to me of your own accord.”

“Perhaps I will come with the Istanbul Police at my back and a list of your many transgressions in my hand.”

“Oh, come on, Defne. You can’t begin every negotiation with a threat. No one will want to work with you if you’re a bully.”

She sighed. “You have a shipment coming, yes? Opium?”

“Sure,” he replied. “We’ll call it opium.”

“Send me the location where the shipment will arrive. I will ensure that the shipment passes inspection.”

Jess gasped, and Jake frowned. Defne was bargaining with a criminal?

“Your American, he doesn’t like that,” Recep said. Jake realized the drug dealer was staring at him. “Or perhaps he doesn’t like me? Do you not like me, American?”

Jake met his eyes. “Do I have to?”

Recep threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, I really like him! Ha! That is funny.” He chuckled. “You’re funny, American. No, you don’t have to like me. And as much as it hurts me to see your disdain, Defne, you don’t have to like me either. We only need to be able to work well together, yes?”

He dropped the smile. "I accept your offer. Now, what is it you need from me?"

Defne lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”

“Would I ask if I did?”

Jake frowned again. If this turned out to be a dead end, then they had just wasted the better part of a day chasing a red herring.

“I need to know who kidnapped his President,” Defne said.

“I don’t know. Did you think I might?”

Defne sighed and rubbed her temples. “Do you know who drove a vehicle to the alleyway between one hundred and two hundred sixty-three-slash-two?”

Recep paled. He stood motionless for several seconds. “Ah. Shit. I hoped that wasn’t what I thought it was. I’m sorry, Defne. I didn’t know this was the information you needed. I can’t help you.”

“It was,” Defne insisted. “Now tell me what you saw.”

“No.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Must I explain to you again what will happen if you don’t talk to me?”

“What will happen to me if I talk to you will be worse. Out of respect for our association, I will give you the license plate of the vehicle.”

“That will be enough,” Defne replied. “Thank you.”

“Hold on,” Jake said. “If you know who took the President, you need to tell us now.”

“No, I don’t,” Recep replied. “And I can’t truly be sure who took him. I suspect I know, but this is something it’s better not to know, so I made sure never to learn for certain.”

Jake’s frown deepened. “Who?”

“The license plate is three-five-F-P-two-eight-seven. That is all you will get from me.”

Jake nodded. “All right. Thank you.”

Recep lifted an eyebrow. “He is polite even when he is angry. I see why you like him so much, Defne.”

“Burn in hell,” she retorted.

“Believe me,” he replied. “There are far worse places than Hell.”

The two of them stepped outside and headed back the way they came. When they were out of earshot of the building, Defne said, "We will take the bus to my office. I will call ahead so they know to expect you. Once there, we can look up the license plate and determine which vehicle took your President. Then we trace it to its owner, and that is our next lead."

“I’ll bet we can save time on that,” Jake said. “Jess, can you look up that license plate for me?”

“Already did. The vehicle is a Fiat Ducato cargo van, a late model, white. It’s the Fiat version of the Ram Promaster here in the states. It’s registered to someone named Eren Kaya.”

Jake smiled. “Thank you, Jess.” He turned to Defne. “The vehicle is a white Fiat Ducato van. Its owner’s name is Eren Kaya.”

Defne blanched, and Jake’s smile faded. “Okay, you recognize that name. And it doesn’t appear to be good news.”

“It’s very bad news for several reasons, but we can’t talk about that here. It’s better if we go somewhere secure. We will still go to my office. I have it hardened against espionage.”

“Jess, can you give me some more info on the way?” Jake asked.

“No!” Defne snapped. “If I could hack into her communication channels, it’s a guarantee that our enemies can. Wait until we reach my office. We can talk freely there.”

They returned to the main road and took a bus for thirteen blocks north. The buildings here were somewhat more modern than in the southern portion of the district, and there were more people on the street when they left the bus and approached a forty-story skyscraper that was among the tallest buildings in the area.

“Unusual choice of office for a spy,” Jess commented.

Jake would agree, but Agent Li had a high-rise apartment in one of the wealthiest districts in downtown Beijing. Hiding in plain sight appeared to be the latest fashion in the espionage world.

They took the elevator to the fourteenth floor and emerged into a typical looking set of offices. A receptionist greeted them with a smile and chatted pleasantly with Defne for a moment. She grinned at Jake and appeared to stifle laughter at something Defne said, then waved her hand at him. He returned a tentative wave of his own, which earned a soft chuckle.

Defne touched his hand and motioned for him to follow her. He decided he’d let that one go since he was distracted this time.

“Is it a good idea for her to see us here?”

“It is fine. As far as she knows, I am a massage therapist, and you’re a client. I am not here frequently and not always with a client, so she assumes that I am an escort, and I’ve brought you here instead of traveling to your place of residence.”

Jake felt heat climb his cheeks. Would it kill spies to find covers other than sex?

They walked into a suite, and Jake saw to his dismay that it was a massage parlor. Defne noticed his look and chuckled. “Do not worry. I won’t touch you. The front room is only for show.”

“I wasn’t worried about that,” he assured her.

"Your face suggested otherwise. But it's not important." She led him into a back room that was set up much like Jess's office in D.C., with multiple monitors and servers in banks on each wall.

“So that’s how she could hack into my signal,” Jess said. “She’s got the same setup I do.”

“Looks that way,” Jake said.

“What is that?” Defne asked.

“Jess was admiring your office.”

“Ah.”

She sat at one of her computer terminals and began tapping some keys. Text that Jake couldn't read flashed across the central screen, and images and code flashed across other screens. After a minute or so, she nodded, apparently satisfied, and said, "All right. This room is secure. I regret to say that you will likely not be able to talk to your friend from Washington while in here. You can update her when we leave.”

“Joke’s on you, bitch,” Jess said smugly. “I figured out a real backdoor.”

Jake resisted the urge to smile at Jess’s competitiveness. “Okay, who is Eren Kaya?”

“Eren Kaya is the Chief of Staff of the Air Forces of the Turkish Armed Forces.”

Jess swore softly. Jake nodded. “So the military is involved.”

“It seems that way. Elements of it, at least.”

“Where would Eren Kaya have taken the President?”

"That is a difficult question to answer. It is not just Air Force sites we must consider. He is very well connected and very highly placed. He could have many friends who would share their hidden places with him. The best bet we have is to track the van's movements. Each new vehicle sold in Turkey within the past four years has a microchip embedded to track its movements."

“We don’t think Kaya disabled this microchip?”

“Perhaps, but it is the best chance we have. It is inadvisable for us to question him directly.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “If that’s what it comes to, I don’t mind taking that risk.”

“Nor do I, but it’s not just us we risk. It’s your President. Besides, Kaya is a coward. He might be involved in this kidnapping, but he is not the mastermind. We must determine how far up the chain this extends in addition to tracking this van.”

Jake sighed. “We can’t do all that on our own.”

“No, we can’t.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “Is there a way you can talk to your friend in some sort of code? If you could step outside and tell her—”

“She can hear us.” Defne’s eyes widened, and Jake explained. “She says she found a real backdoor.”

“Snitch,” Jess said.

Defne seemed impressed. “Wow. All right then. Jess should try to track the van. I will see if I can find anything suspicious in Kaya’s recent travels and communications.”

“That would actually be super helpful,” Jess said. “I’ve been trying to do the same thing, but I was looking at all of Turkey. Or rather, the NSA was. That would take too long, so I like this division of labor better.”

“Keep pursuing that lead too,” Jake said, speaking carefully so Defne wouldn’t understand what he was saying. “I’d rather we had our own eyes on things as well.”

“Understood. Should I loop Munoz and Presley in on the situation?”

“Yes, do that. Tell them to…” he paused. He wasn’t sure if it was wise to order them to keep Turkey in the dark in front of Defne. “Tell them to be prudent with their actions and communications. But I want them looped into this channel. We should all be—”

Defne and Jess swore at almost exactly the same time. Jake blinked, then asked, “What is it?”

“A video,” they said simultaneously. “Of the President,” Jess added.

Jake frowned. “Play it. Jess, get Munoz and Presley to the command SUV ASAP. I want all eyes on this.”

“Will do.”

Jake pulled up a chair and settled in. His little solo jaunt was coming to an end, but he didn’t feel any more confident knowing that he would soon be joined by his team. It seemed their minor terrorist operation was far more dangerous and complex than they believed.

Jake had a sinking feeling that things would get much, much worse before they got better.

 


 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Jake sat with his arms crossed, a sour frown on his face as he watched the video. This was the sixth time he, Defne, and Jess had seen the video, but the first time Munoz and Presley were seeing it. Maybe they'd notice something that the three of them hadn't.

Finding General Kaya had turned out to be a non-starter. His office was abandoned, as was his home, and he had left no messages behind for his staff. It wasn’t entirely useless of them to check. They had more evidence now that Kaya was involved in the kidnapping.

But they still didn’t know where the President was. Hopefully, this video would shed some light on that.

The video took place in the same place as the first one. Bryan once more looked tired but otherwise unharmed. Jake knew Bryan well enough to see the little cues in the President’s demeanor that indicated the stress he was under, but his outward behavior was that of someone completely in command of his circumstances. That skill of being able to project confidence and control even in times of extreme duress was one of the attributes that made him a popular president in spite of the threats that plagued his administration.

But if this video was allowed to stand, it could seriously harm his popularity. The President was saying things that were just inadvisable coming from the lips of a sitting President of the United States. Or a former President. Or a prospective President. Or anyone.

“It’s time for the world to take notice. It’s time to reconsider our approach. We’ve behaved as though the globe is a game board and we sit across from our opponents manipulating nations like chess pieces. That is an unhealthy way to run the world. It shouldn’t be East versus West. There should be a third voice, one of moderation, one that can referee the actions of the two opposed spheres.

"Turkey sits poised to be that third voice, but the current administration has failed in its obligation to lead its nation into its rightful place. First, he has pandered to the East, asking for succor from Russia when my predecessor responded sharply to human rights violations that have yet to be proven. Now he reaches out for my hand and asks to suckle on the teat of the West.

“This is foolish. America is not an empire, and we should not behave like one. We are a leader of nations and should remain so, but it is dangerous to let our voice run unopposed and more dangerous still to lock horns with Russia or China. As the saying goes, when elephants fight, it is the grass that is trampled. If you need proof of the danger of this arrangement, look no further than the fact that I had to fake a kidnapping just to talk to these people without risking censorship from members of my own government.

“Talks are progressing well with a group of leaders who are equipped to establish Turkey as the Third Voice not beholden to East or West but as a balance, a fulcrum between those forces. Think on what the world may be if this balance is struck. I will contact the world soon with more news.”

The video cut out. There was silence for a few seconds. Then Munoz said, “Damn. That’s bad.”

“That’s very bad,” Jake said. “Any thoughts?”

“It’s fake,” Presley said, almost desperate. “It has to be.”

“Looks pretty real to me,” Jess said hesitantly.

Jake had the earpiece on speaker for the time being. Circumstances forced him to be open with Defne, so there was no point in continuing to act as middleman between the two of them.

So Defne heard Jess and replied. “It is a real recording, but it has been doctored.”

“How can you tell?” Jess asked.

“Because the President of the United States would die before negotiating with terrorists,” Munoz said firmly.

“Also,” Defne replied, “I have been analyzing the video and audio footage from this clip while it’s been playing. It’s subtle, but there is evidence of splicing. The President was recorded, and then bits of his words were selected and spliced together to make this video.”

“I don’t think it’s just his voice,” Jake added. “He’s saying some things that he wouldn’t say.”

“Of course not,” Munoz agreed. “No way is he going to buy into this Third Voice bullshit.”

“It’s not the content,” Jake said. “It’s the phrasing and the word choice. The bit about the elephants trampling grass is not something I’ve ever heard Bryan say.”

Defne’s eyes popped open in amazement. “You are on a first-name basis with your President?”

Shit. It was times like these when Jake realized he was a poor spy. “It’s not important. The point is that he wouldn’t talk like that. That simile about the fulcrum and saying that we’re running the world foolishly… it’s just not his speech patterns. I think someone else recorded part of this and dubbed the President’s voice over it.”

“That would explain some of the patterns in the spliced sections,” Defne mused. She cocked her head. “Hmm. I will enter some names into my computer and see if I can identify individuals with similar speech patterns. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and find a name that will help us.”

“I’m all for luck,” Jake agreed.

Defne started that, and Jake said, “What about you, Jess? Any luck on the van’s movements?”

“I confirmed that it went north out of the city, but once it left the city limits, the signal disappeared.”

Jake raised an eyebrow at Defne, who explained, “The microchips operate via GPS. If there was a signal interruption in the hills north of the city, it might have ceased tracking.”

“Well, we know it went north,” Jake said. “That’s something.”

“There is not much north of here,” Defne said. “The isthmus is only fifty to seventy kilometers wide. It’s likely they would have taken him farther away.”

Jake looked out of the window of the skyscraper the two of them sat in. The glass was two-way and opaque from the outside. On the ground below, thousands of people still milled around, the darkening sky doing nothing to soften the crowds.

“Maybe,” Jake said, “but I think hiding in plain sight is the fashion these days.”

Defne’s brow furrowed. “Fashion?”

“It’s an American idiom,” he said. “Okay, we’re going to operate under the assumption that the President is still within fifty miles of Istanbul. Jess, keep looking around for anything that might say otherwise, but while we’re talking now, Defne, I want you to give me the names of any possible hiding locations in the isthmus.”

“That is too many to name,” she protested. “Even if they are hiding in plain sight, this is the President of the United States. He is recognizable. Even in Turkey, the chances of him being seen by someone who might alert the police to his location is too great. That means he is somewhere less populated, and even if it is relatively small, it’s still a lot of land to cover.”

“Focus on Cold War bunkers,” Munoz offered.

“Cold War bunkers?” Defne asked.

“Yes. Sorry, they would be built between the fifties and the seventies.”

“I know when the Cold War was, but why do you say a bunker?”

“We know the military’s involved for one thing,” Munoz explained. “For another, that whitewashed brick wall is common for the interiors of certain styles of military installations—particularly Eastern Bloc military installations—during that time period. The exterior is almost always concrete, but sometimes to save on materials, the interior walls would be formed of clay bricks. It’s not a good design. If a bomb hits the bunker, the outside might stay strong, but the interior walls could be pulverized just by the shaking. That’s neither here nor there, though. I’m sixty percent sure that the President is being held in just such a bunker.”

“Sixty percent, huh?” Jake asked.

“That’s better than the zero percent sure I was before we talked.”

“Munoz has a point,” Presley said. “We’re making real progress here. We need to give ourselves credit for that. We went from knowing nothing to having the beginnings of an idea of what’s going on. I know it’s just the beginnings of an idea, but that’s not nothing, as my father used to say.”

Jake smiled. He decided he liked Presley. “Good point. Okay, Defne, focus your search efforts on military bunkers.”

“Shall I keep analyzing vocal patterns?”

“Can you do both?”

“I’ll look for bunkers,” Jess offered. “Defne can focus on the voices. She’ll have access to more helpful information where that’s concerned.”

“Works for me.”

Defne turned around in her chair and tapped her fingers pensively on the arm. “May I say something unacceptable?”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “That’s a really odd request to make, but granted.”

She leaned forward and steepled her hand. “This breakthrough, about the bunker and the voices. Had we rescued the President already, we wouldn’t have made that breakthrough, yes?”

Jake frowned. “You’re right. We’re heading dangerously close to unacceptable.”

“Still, perhaps we must consider if balancing the fate of the free world is not something we should put ahead of one man’s life.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Munoz demanded.

“We are learning much from the President’s captivity,” Defne said. “Much that will help us root out the elements in this nation who intend to sow chaos and strife around the world. Perhaps there is more to be gained by allowing them to hold your President for longer. We are confident that they will not assassinate him.”

“I’m going to stop you there,” Jake said. “There is no universe in which we will allow the President of the United States to remain a captive. We are confident that he won’t be assassinated, but the consequences of him being assassinated if we’re wrong are unfathomable. And it won’t happen. End of discussion.”

“I am just concerned,” Defne said. “I was in Ankara when the Parliament Building was shelled. I do not want to see such a coup succeed.”

“Trust me,” Jess said. “Freeing President Jackson is the best weapon we have against such a coup and the only way we’ll prevent the United States from going to war with Turkey. The Third Voice fanatics are utterly foolish if they think the U.S. is going to fall in line to that crap because the President’s lips moved as the words were said.”

Defne smiled, not without a touch of bitterness. “I forget sometimes that in your nation, the President doesn’t wield absolute power.”

“It doesn’t look like yours does either,” Munoz opined.

“No, it doesn’t. But I’ll be honest. There are days I wish he did. Freedom is wonderful, but peace is better.”

“I’d rather die than live oppressed,” Presley said.

“Spoken like someone who has not seen much death.”

“Let’s not start arguing that point,” Jake intervened. “We have our marching orders. The sooner we find the President and get him home, the sooner we don’t have to worry about the Third Voice anymore.”

“The sooner you don’t have to worry,” Defne countered. “I still live here.”

Jake smiled. “Like Jess said, you want the Third Voice stopped, get the President somewhere he can take action. They’ll stop existing within twenty-four hours of his relief.”

Defne’s expression suggested that she didn’t share Jake’s confidence. “I hope you’re right.


 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

“I have a name,” Defne said.

Jake looked up from his meal, a tv dinner cooked in the microwave in Defne’s office. “A name?”

“Of the individual speaking with your President’s voice recorded over it.”

Jake double-tapped his earpiece so Jess could listen in. "Jess, we have a name. Who is it, Defne?"

“The Chief of Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces, General Demir Aydin.”

Jake’s lips thinned. “So this is another coup attempt by the military.”

Defne shook her head. “Worse. The last coup was only a portion of the military. This one appears to involve the entire military leadership of our nation.”

“Does Aydin have a history of political action.”

“No. That’s why we didn’t suspect anything earlier.”

“You said you looked into him.”

“We did, but there is nothing, nothing that could suggest that he would be involved in this. He makes a point of avoiding political statements.”

Jess spoke for the first time. “Let’s not jump to the most obvious conclusion. It could be that someone used his voice and layered the President’s over it. They could have spliced recorded conversations with Aydin and then put his voice on top of it.”

“I don’t know, Jess,” Jake said. “We know that General Kaya’s involved in this. It makes sense that another Chief of Staff is involved.”

“Aydin is the chief of staff,” Defne pointed out. “He is Kaya’s boss.”

“It could also be that Kaya is the mastermind and he recorded his boss over several conversations to get the material he needed,” Jess suggested.

“No, he is a coward,” Defne said. “He would not do something like that. He would never lead a coup attempt.”

Jake took a breath and tapped his arm. “What about locations. Do we have one?”

 “I have five different possibilities scattered around East Thrace,” Jess said. “I’m waiting for Defne to finish sifting through communications from General Kaya’s home and office to see if any of them land on those possibilities.”

“Good idea,” Jake said. “Send the list to Defne, then get Munoz and Presley on the line.”

A moment later, the two leaders acknowledged Jake.

“Call your teams together,” Jake told them. “We’re a step away from a location.”

“Hell yeah!” Munoz said. “We’re ready to go.”

“Good. Drive to the airport.”

There was a pause before Munoz said, “Wait, what?”

“Drive to the airport but find a place to turn off the highway and hide. Do it now. If the Turks ask, tell them that you’re being recalled to the United States. Make up some excuse about… we’ll say that with the tensions escalating in the region, the U.S. Department of State is keen to demonstrate that we don’t intend to support a military coup. We have full confidence in the Presidential Guard to find the President.”

“They’re going to want to escort us.”

“That’s why you’re going to leave now without telling anyone. Only talk if you have to. Presley.”

“Yes?”

“Your boys are staying with the guard and the police to continue assisting in the search of the city.”

“What? We’re not going after the President?”

“I’m sorry, Presley. We need this to be clandestine. We have reason to believe that Turkish military leadership is involved. They’ll be more suspicious if you run off without telling than they will if the military unit that’s been bugging their own military units decides to be polite and leave.”

Presley sighed. “All right. I trust you, sir.”

Jake loved that his subordinates trusted him but hearing it out loud felt like a weight dropped onto his shoulders. Sheila trusted him. Bryan trusted him. He had failed both of them. He hoped like hell that he wouldn’t fail them now.

“On our way,” Munoz said. “We’ll try not to start a firefight on our way out.”

They hung up, and Jake turned to Defne. “Okay. Did you get the list from Jess?”

Defne nodded. Her face was pale again. Jake sighed. “What is it now?”

“There have been communications between Kaya’s residence and an old ammunition depot outside of Kumkoy. The communication spikes a week before your arrival here and then again two days ago.”

“The day the President was captured. All right, that’s probably it. That’s our location.”

“Yes. But there is a bigger problem we face.”

“What’s that?”

“Kaya also has many communications to Aydin and to General Ahmet, the Chief of Staff of our Land Forces. This confirms the suspicion that the entire Turkish military is involved in this.”

Jake sighed. “Well, that’s bad news, but let’s not assume the entire military is involved in this. It could just be rogue elements under the control of high-ranking officers, like the last coup was.”

“I hope you’re right,” Defne replied. “Even so, General Aydin wields considerable power. If he wanted, he could plunge the nation into civil war.”

Jake nodded agreement. “Good point. Jess, it might be worthwhile to reach out to your contacts in the intelligence agencies and let them know that there’s a high chance of violence in Turkey soon. Maybe we can put together some kind of peacekeeping force as a deterrent.”

When Jess replied, her voice matched Defne’s expression. “Um… it’s going to be a little more complicated than that.”

He frowned. “How so? What’s going on?”

“It looks like there might be foreign involvement in this attack.”

Jake looked at Defne. She nodded, her face white.

“Tell me what you found.”

“The three generals have been in contact with individuals in Iran, Pakistan, Yemen, Syria, Russia, and Belarus.”

So it was an international conspiracy. “Okay. We know that there are international elements now. That doesn’t change our current objective: rescue the President.”

“I know that you have only one goal,” Defne said, frustration showing through her voice, “but when you find your President, what then? You will take him home, and you will leave Turkey to fend for itself.”

“Not one minute ago, I told Jess to try to influence Washington to send a peacekeeping force.”

“Which is a bit of an enormously unfair ask of me, by the way,” Jess added.

“Look, stability in the region is critical to U.S. global policy,” Jake said. “That’s why the President is here.”

“But there are so many nations involved in this. Perhaps it is not their governments or elements within those governments, but perhaps it is. What will Turkey do with the entire world arrayed against it?”

Jake took a moment to see things from Defne’s perspective. His only focus was rescuing the President, but Defne was right. Once Byran was freed, they would bring him home. The U.S. might send a peacekeeping force, but global policy aside, the U.S. would be reluctant to get directly involved in any kind of military action. It was even conceivable that Aydin and Kaya’s coup would succeed even if their charade with President Jackson failed.

Jake couldn’t promise to solve all of their problems, but he could make one promise that he knew for sure would be kept. “Defne, Bryan is the most loyal man I know. If we get him home safely, I promise you, he will do whatever he needs to do to keep your people safe from the people who kidnapped him. It's like I told you, twenty-four hours after he's somewhere he can take charge of the situation and the Third Voice will cease to exist. People make the mistake of assuming that because he's reluctant to use our military he's, unwilling to."

“So my best option is to hope that American bombs fall on Turkey and not Turkish ones.”

Jake blinked. Then he lowered his eyes. Once more, he had failed to see things from Defne’s perspective.

“It doesn’t matter,” Defne said. “The nation is better off with your President freed. None of the choices are good, but that is the least evil one.” She sighed. “I only wish that wasn’t true.” She stood. “Very well. Will your team be ready to act tonight?”

“They will,” Jake confirmed.

“Then we will strike the facility tonight.”

Jake grinned at her. “That’s the spirit.”

“Another American idiom?” Defne asked.

“Yes.”

“Hmm. I hate it.”

 

***

 

“Nine guards stationed every five yards along the perimeter,” Jess said. “I can’t see inside, so I can’t tell you how many are in there, but there are six vans like the one that brought the President. They can probably hold eight to ten people each, so we could be looking at fifty to sixty total defenders.”

“Piece of cake,” Munoz opined.

The three CAT vehicles were parked behind trees a mile from the facility. Jake, Defne, and Munoz were in the lead vehicle with Agent Shao and another CAT agent.

“If we were just conducting an assault, it would be a piece of cake,” Jake corrected, “but we can’t just go in there and blast the place with heavy weaponry. We need a strike team to infiltrate the bunker and pull the President out. Once we get him to safety, we can start with the big guns.”

“Who will go with us?” Defne asked.

“I will,” Munoz said before Jake could reply. “I’m done sitting on the outside.”

“Me too, sir,” Shao volunteered.

Jake nodded. “That should work. You, Munoz, Defne and me. The rest of the team waits here, and when we give the signal, they light the place up.”

“We should try to capture Kaya and Aydin alive if we can,” Defne added. “They might have information on the foreign parties involved.”

“Do you think they’ll talk to us?” Jake asked.

“They will talk,” Defne said, venom tinging her voice.

Munoz and Jake exchanged a glance. Munoz was also aware of the CIA’s interrogation techniques. The Turkish equivalent would no doubt get whatever information they needed from their captives.

“Jess, I know you can’t see inside,” Jake said, “but do you have any information on the bunker’s layout?”

“I have twenty-nine-year-old information,” Jess replied. “That’s the last year the bunker was in active use.”

“What do you have for me?”

“Two floors, six rooms to a floor. The big room on the first floor is a radio control room. That's all I really have for you. The second floor is underground, but you can probably see that."

“How many people can the facility hold?”

“About fifty to sixty.”

Jake sighed. They needed to draw some of the defenders outside, but how did they do that without alerting the camp to the presence of intruders?

He sighed. “Damn it. Okay, new plan. The two other vehicles launch an attack. Avoid using the heavy machine gun and the missile launcher. Rifles only and use the vehicles as cover. We’ll try to pull some of the guard to the surface before we infiltrate the building. Munoz, make sure your vehicle commanders are listening for our signal. We don’t want them to hit us with friendly fire on our way out.”

“I’ll pass the word along.”

"Jess, you're my eye on the sky and on the ground. Keep me posted in real-time of anything I might need to know."

“Will do.”

Jake took a deep breath. “Okay. Defne, Munoz, Shao. Let’s move out. The assault begins on my mark.”

As they left the MRAP, Munoz grinned at Jake. “Pretty exciting, right?”

Jake shook his head and chuckled drily at his friend. “You have a problem.”

Munoz laughed, but his smile faded quickly, replaced by a grim stare as he checked his weapon.

It was time to work now.


 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

The trees ended two hundred yards from the entrance. From this distance, Jake was able to see the guards with his field glasses. As Jess had said, there were nine men. All of them wore body armor and night vision goggles and carried assault rifles and a full combat loadout including frag grenades and smoke grenades.

“Tell your team everyone is to remain in the vehicles,” Jake said to Munoz. “We can’t afford losing anyone else.”

“If they see us in vehicles, they either won’t come out, or they’ll come out with heavy weapons,” Munoz pointed out.

“If they come out with heavy weapons, light ‘em up with the fifty. If they don’t come out, then we neutralize the defenders outside and we all go in. I’d rather avoid that if we can. There’s no way we send everyone inside without losing people.”

“We’re all ready to sacrifice our lives for our nation, sir,” Shao assured him.

“I admire your spirit, Agent,” Jake replied, “but it leaves us in a poor position tactically. We’re in a foreign nation, and while the civilian leadership might be on our side, we have good reason to believe that military leadership is hostile to us. There’s a chance we might need to fight our way to the airport.”

“What about Presley and his men?” Munoz asked. “We can’t leave them behind.”

Jake frowned. That was one of his biggest concerns as well. “We get the President on Air Force One and get him on his way home. We’ll worry about the rest after.”

Jess chimed in over the earpieces. Defne flinched when hers chirped. Munoz had given her one of the earpieces taken from a fallen agent so she could communicate in real time.

“Bigger question,” Jess asked. “What if the Air Force shoots Air Force One down?”

Jake sighed. “Contact DoD and see if we can get assets in the air to respond when I tell them Air Force One is airborne. It’s going to be dicey, I know, but we’ve been in worse situations before.”

“Have we?”

“Well, similar situations.”

“All of this is conjecture right now,” Defne reminded them. “Let’s find the President first. Then we can determine our next step.”

“She’s right,” Jake said. “Vehicle commanders, are we ready?”

“We’re ready, sir,” Vehicle One replied.

“Ready, sir,” Vehicle Two added.

“Vehicle Three is standing by,” Vehicle Three confirmed.

Jake had decided to leave the third MRAP out of the fight. If things went south, the MRAP would dash toward the President and get him out of here while the others held off any pursuit.

As Jake had said before, this was dicey. A lot of things had to go right, and very little had room to go wrong.

“Another day in the life, right?” Munoz opined.

“Let’s hope it ends happy,” Jake muttered. “All right. Vehicles one and two, I want you to hold your fire unless the enemy attacks. Under no circumstances do you fire first. Get as close as you can before the attack occurs. Make sure that at least one person lives long enough to call for help.”

“Will do, sir.”

"Aye, aye."

Jake raised an eyebrow at Munoz. “Navy man?”

“Ex-SEAL. Good guy.”

“Are we ready?” Defne said, somewhat impatiently.

"We're going to wait for the battle to start, then we're going to see how the defenders respond. Ideally, they'll come out to respond to the threat, and we can sneak into less resistance."

Defne pursed her lips. “I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I. Good thing we don’t have a choice.”

She glared at him, and he gave her a sharklike grin. She shook her head and said, “Recep was right. I have the worst luck in men.”

“Did you two date?”

“Let’s focus on the task at hand,” she said.

The low light wasn’t enough to hide the flush that came to her cheeks, though. It seemed Agent Defne Yilmaz had a wild past.

The vehicle’s engines drifted to Jake’s ears a moment later. The rumble was soft at first, then increasingly louder. Jake guessed the vehicles were a quarter mile off when the defenders realized that something was wrong. Several of the guards stirred and muttered to each other.

The attack was perfect, though. It wasn’t until the vehicles broke through the trees that the defenders cried out and began scrambling for cover. One man ran into the building while the others took position behind bulwarks designed to defend against such an assault.

“Okay, boys,” Munoz said, quickly adding, “and girls,” after a fishy look from Shao. “Keep them pinned down, but don’t kill any of them yet. Let’s give them hope and give the other baddies time to come out and play.”

Rifle fire erupted from the defenders first, bouncing harmlessly off of the armor of the MRAPs. The MRAPs were armored up to .50 caliber bullets, although in practice, the 7.62s of a typical battle rifle or machine gun were the most they were comfortable enduring over a sustained period.

More than enough for foot soldiers. More rifle fire sounded, the higher-pitched crack of the lighter but more accurate 5.56 rounds of the American weapons.

Thirty seconds into the battle, a dozen soldiers poured out of the front door. Behind them, four others came out carrying a recoilless rifle. The foot soldiers formed a human shield around the rifle team and unleashed a hail of fire on the vehicles.

“Anit-materiel weapon,” Munoz warned. “Shoot to kill now. Weapons hot.”

“Hold on,” Jake interrupted. “Wait until they clear the door. We need a path inside.”

The vehicles kept up their intentionally inaccurate fire until the rifle team was positioned behind a bulwark twenty yards from the door.

“All right,” Jake said. “Weapons hot now. Feel free to use that fifty to punch through the bulwark. Take out that rifle. Munoz, Shao, Defne, we’re going in now.”

“Lovely,” Defne said.

“Stay close to me,” Jake said, not through the earpiece. “We’ll go in behind Shao and Munoz.”

Defne seemed a little ashamed at her fear, but she didn’t argue. If Jake didn’t have to pay attention to the battle, he might have explained to her that his decision was simple arithmetic. He and Defne had assault rifles but limited body armor and no enhanced vision or grenades. The smart thing to do was to send the heavily armed CAT agents ahead of them.

They made it halfway to the door when Munoz swore. “More bogeys coming out.”

Jake cursed. They had jumped the gun. Through the limited enhancement offered by his smart glasses, he could see the alarm in the faces of the defenders when they realized an infiltration team was on its way inside.

“Light up the door!” Jake called. “Clear the defenders out. No fifty for this. Be surgical!”

Rifle fire came from their left, and Jake watched seven enemy combatants drop like flies. The other two disappeared into the building unharmed.

“Damn it! Munoz, Shao, Defne, we’re going in fast. They could be heading for the President.”

The four of them rushed for the building. Rifle fire pinged all around them, but fortunately, they made the entrance safely.

Once inside, the scene devolved into chaos. The defenders were entrenched, and both CAT agents took bullets to their vests and dropped the moment they entered. Jake and Defne covered them while they got to their feet, then all four of them took cover behind the doorway.

“Are you all right?” Jake asked his two agents.

“Fine,” Munoz growled. “Bruised, but that’s it.”

“Same here,” Shao said.

“Fire in the hole,” Munoz called.

Shao nodded, and the two CAT agents pulled the pins off of two flashbang grenades and tossed them into the room. Jake quickly told Defne, “Cover your eyes and ears,” then did so himself.

The sound was still deafening, and Jake had to wait a moment to regain his orientation before following Shao and Munoz into the building. The CAT agents, better protected by the ear protection included in their combat helmets, suffered no disorientation and mopped up the dazed enemy. Jake had been involved in many combat actions both before and during his time in the Secret Service, but sometimes it still sobered him how dangerous U.S. soldiers were.

Thank God they’re on our side.

They were in the radio control room now. Jake counted fourteen defenders dead. That plus twenty-five dead outside meant maybe twenty left in the building.

“Jess, what’s the situation outside?”

“The recoilless rifle managed to get a shot off before it was destroyed, but it missed the vehicles. The defenders are still fighting back, but that’s only because the fifty is off-limits. Should I say it’s not off-limits?”

“Only if the gunner is certain that he can avoid striking the building. I don’t want to risk the President getting hit.”

After a brief pause, Jess said, “Agent Mulvaney would like you to know that she takes offense to the suggestion that she can’t—and I quote—shoot the spines off of a prickly pear from two thousand yards.”

Jake grinned. “Tell her that when we get home, I’ll be happy to take her to the range and see how she does with an M40.”

“Damn,” Munoz said. “You’re gonna get your ass beat in a boxing ring and at the shooting range. You’re just a glutton for punishment.”

The staccato thump of the fifty sounded outside, accompanied by shouts of pain and fear from the defenders. Jake’s retort died on his lips as he looked at the ladder ahead of them. “Shao, drop a flare.”

Shao cracked a flare and tossed it down the hole. A shout and a single gunshot confirmed that there were enemies in the floor below.

“I’ll go first,” Munoz said. “Shao, vision on. Cover me while I go down. Then you follow. Jake, Defne, you two take up the rear.”

Jake deferred to Munoz’s greater combat expertise. “Understood.”

Munoz took a deep breath, then jumped down the hole. Shao swore and dropped to a prone position, sticking her rifle through and firing.

Jake heard a cacophony of gunshots like a barrel of firecrackers going off. After a few seconds, Shao followed Munoz down the hole.

Jake and Defne shared a look. Defne tried a smile, but it died long before it reached her lips.

Jake took a breath to steady his heart rate. Even with all of his experience, dicey situations like this one still got his blood pumping.

He jumped down the hole, a split second ahead of a bullet that ruffled his hair and buried itself in the far wall. A hand shoved him to the floor before another volley narrowly missed him.

He rolled over and brought his rifle up, firing in the direction the shot had come from. A cry sounded from the darkness. Jake had lost his goggles in the drop and could only navigate by flashes of muzzle fire.

“Move to your right,” Munoz said. “We have ten baddies, all behind cover.”

Jake complied, moving until he felt a wall. Once there, he aimed his rifle ahead and fired a blind burst. Another cry signaled that his burst had been successful.

“Munoz, I can’t see, I lost my goggles when I jumped.”

“I have them,” Defne said. “I am pinned down, though.”

Jake saw a muzzle flash across the room. The brief flash showed him the silhouettes of Munoz and Defne, hiding behind what looked like an overturned desk. It also showed him the silhouette of Agent Shao, advancing on the enemy position with her carbine.

“Cover Shao!” Munoz said. “I can’t see, so I’ll hold my fire.”

Munoz and Defne complied. Jake hated being stuck still without fighting, but he didn’t have a choice.

Actually, he did. “Shao, get back to Munoz! Stay behind cover!”

“The room is clear, sir,” Shao replied.

Jake blinked. “Really?”

“She’s good,” Munoz said with a healthy dose of admiration.”

A moment later, Defne handed Jake his goggles. “Nice work everyone,” Jake said, grateful to be able to see the situation for himself.

He settled the goggles over his eyes just in time to see a head poke out from around a corner. He leveled his rifle and shouted, “Stop!”

The head vanished, and a gun replaced it. Jake fired, and the hand holding the gun shattered. The owner of that hand shrieked and cried out in Turkish.

“He’s surrendering,” Defne informed Jake before shouting a command in Turkish at the surrendering soldier.

Munoz and Shao came up seconds later, rifles at the ready. “Jake?” Munoz asked.

“We have a prisoner,” Jake said, watching Defne drag a short, pudgy man with a mustache and dark, patchy hair into the control room. “Did you find anything downstairs?”

Munoz sighed. “We found the desk where the President sat and the equipment used to record him.”

Jake read between the lines. “But no President.”

“No,” Munoz admitted. “No President.”

Jake lowered his head and tried to keep his cool, but his frustration boiled over. He kicked one of the rifles the enemy had dropped and cursed loudly.

His earpiece chirped. “Jake? They’re all clear outside. Should they come in?”

“No,” Jake replied. “We’re coming out. The President’s gone.”

“Seriously? Damn it!”

“Yeah, that’s what I said.” Jake turned his attention to their cowering prisoner. “We might have someone who can help us find him, though.”

 


 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

The prisoner trembled and tried to keep his eyes averted from his captors. He kneeled in front of one of the MRAPs. To his right stood Agent Shao, her rifle aimed steadily at his head.

Munoz was establishing a watch with the rest of the CAT. Vehicles one and two stood on either side of the small clearing in the forest where they had retreated after infiltrating the bunker.

Jake and Defne stood five yards away from their captive, staring at him with a stony expression. Well, Jake’s expression was stony. Defne’s could better be described as vicious.

Defne started the interrogation. “General Kaya.”

No answer.

“If you don’t answer me, General Kaya, Agent Shao will shoot your right hand so it matches the left.”

Jake frowned but controlled himself. It was only a threat now, not torture.

Kaya flinched at Defne’s voice, then cringed away when Shao repeated the command. He replied in Turkish, and Defne interrupted him. “In English.”

Kaya wrestled with emotions and settled on what Jake guessed was supposed to be pride. He lifted his chin and started in Turkish again.

“Agent Shao,” Defne said calmly. “Please shoot off his fingers.”

Shao slid the bolt on her rifle, and Kaya shrieked. “No! No! All right, damn it! Fuck you, you traitorous whore! I’ll talk!”

Defne’s eyes flashed. “You call me a traitor? You have betrayed a democratically elected government.”

“You are a fool if you think there was anything democratic about Ozdemir’s election,” Kaya retorted. “He is a puppet of the West.” He glared at Jake. “Your CIA threw that election in his favor by tampering with our votes.”

Jake cocked his head. “I wonder how happy the CIA will be to see you? Would you like to see how they question prisoners?”

Kaya blanched. “I am the Chief of Staff of the Turkish Air Forces. What you are doing is an act of war.”

“Kidnapping the President of the United States is an act of war,” Jake retorted. “Please answer Agent Yilmaz’s questions.”

“I said I would,” Kaya replied irritably. “I want it on record that I am under duress.”

“I have a feeling your courts will be more interested in your desire to overthrow the legitimate government,” Jake replied, “and your decision to kidnap the President of the United States when your nation was on the cusp of being included into the Group of Seven.”

Kaya chuckled bitterly. “You mean the group of one. The United States dictates policy for the Group of Seven, just as China dictates policy for the Eastern Bloc. And now China and the United States are in league with each other. I wonder if China understands that they will be the junior partner in that arrangement. Or did you lie to them about that?”

“I would absolutely love to debate global politics with you,” Jake said, “but we have more pressing business to attend to.”

Defne stepped in again. “Where is the President.”

“I don’t know.”

Defne nodded at Shao. The agent lifted her rifle, and Kaya shouted. “I don’t know! I really don’t! He was already moved when I arrived, and…” His eyes shifted to the left. “And I wasn’t told where he was taken.”

“Wasn’t told by whom?”

Kaya slumped slightly and said, “I don’t—”

“Agent Shao, forgo the rifle and brandish your knife. For each lie the general tells, you will cut a piece of him off, starting with his nose.”

Kaya chuckled again, impotent rage and terror trading places every few seconds. “Field Marshal Aydin.”

That confirmed their suspicion that Aydin was the leader of this operation.

“So he’s a field marshal now,” Defne said. “Congratulations to him on his promotion.”

“He will soon be the president.”

“I doubt that. More likely than not, he will soon be badly tortured and then executed when his mind finally fails.”

Jake suppressed a shiver, not so much because of Defne’s words as because he had a feeling that she was right. He couldn’t quite bring himself to feel sorry for Aydin, but he was glad that he didn’t have to be involved in that side of things.

“You would torture a hero of your nation to defend the American Emperor?” Kaya seemed genuinely surprised.

“I would gladly kill you to learn where the American President is,” Defne replied. “Fortunately for you, it’s easier to offer you the carrot of survival in hopes that you’ll be honest with us. To be perfectly truthful, however, it won’t bother me too much if I end up killing you.”

“Whore,” Kaya muttered. “Dirty whore.”

There was no strength behind his insult, though. Whatever small courage he had managed to muster was gone. He was beaten now.

“What is your plan with the U.S. President?” Defne asked.

“We wanted him to show support for our coup,” Kaya replied. “Once that was done, we would release him. We understand that he will immediately renounce us upon release, but the damage to his reputation and to the U.S.’s reputation will be done. Also, we won’t release him until we are in power in Ankara.”

“At which point the United States will show up and remove you by overwhelming force,” Jake pointed out.

Defne held up a hand to quiet him. Jake’s shoulders stiffened, but when Jess added, “Easy, Jake. Don’t take away his incentive to be honest,” Jake sighed and bit back the rest of his words.

“Who else is involved in this plot?”

“General Ahmet.”

“And?”

Once more, Kaya looked away. Defne waited a moment, then said, “We know you are conspiring with international elements, General. Save your own life and tell me who they are.”

Kaya hesitated a moment longer, then said, almost offhandedly, “You know, I am a dead man for talking to you.”

“Would you like to die now?” Defne asked. “How long would you like it to take?”

“We can give you political asylum,” Jake said. “If you give us information that leads to the safe return of the President, we can extradite you to the United States. You can spend your days in a reasonably comfortable cell with considerable amenities. You’ll never get your freedom. I won’t try to lie about that. But if you help me fix the wrong you’ve taken part in, I’ll make sure you get the best possible outcome.”

Kaya chuckled bitterly. “A cell is the best possible outcome?”

“Better than any of your men received today,” Defne reminded him.

That finally broke through Kaya’s shell. He looked in the direction of the bunker two miles distant, and sorrow filled his eyes. “They died for their nation. Perhaps I should die for mine.”

Damn it. They were going to lose him. If Kaya refused to talk, they would be back to square one. They could pursue Ahmet and Aydin, but they would be doing so with Turkish military leaders who were now fully aware that the Americans knew of their plans. It would be all they could do to survive, let alone find the President. Jake’s frown deepened when he realized that Air Force One could even be grounded once Aydin and Ahmet got wind of this.

He turned around and tapped his earpiece. “Jess, tell Air Force One’s aircrew to be ready for takeoff at a moment’s notice, with or without us. Same with the transport. And put a rush on Air Force help.”

“You think they’ll try to close the airspace?”

“I’m almost certain they will. I’d rather reopen it with Air Force One somewhere safe from the crossfire.”

“Will do.”

He turned around just in time to hear Defne say, “Do you really believe that General Aydin is helping this country? Do you really believe that what he’s doing will help our nation and not destroy it?”

Kaya’s gaze faltered. “I just wanted Turkey to stand alone. You in America, you have it so lucky. You jump, and the world asks how high. You carry yourselves like emperors, going wherever you want and demanding that everyone else falls in line.”

He lifted his head, and his eyes blazed with fire. A coward he might be, but his passion for his nation was genuine. “We were the emperors once. It was we who called jump, and the world must fall in line. I wanted Turkey to ascend to its rightful place, not to subsume itself under the mantle of American Imperialism." He shook his head. "Field Marshal Aydin would deliver that to us. That is his passion, as it is mine."

"Who else?" Defne pushed. "Who are your foreign co-conspirators?"

“I don’t know their names,” Kaya replied. “Only Field Marshal Aydin knows them all.”

“What do you know?” Defne insisted. She was growing impatient.

“We have allies from Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Syria in the Middle East. In Europe, most of the old Soviet Bloc stands with us, primarily Russia and Belarus. And in Western Europe, we have allies from France, Italy and Germany.”

Jake stared at the general in shock. The other nations Kaya mentioned were hostile to the United States, so it wasn’t a big stretch of the imagination to believe that they could be involved with the President’s capture. But France, Italy and Germany were some of the United States’ staunchest NATO allies.

“Who?” Jake asked. “Are they government? Private sector? Military?”

“I don’t know. Only Field Marshal Aydin knows them all.”

“Where can we find Field Marshal Aydin?” Defne asked.

“I don’t know.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you lying to me, General Kaya?”

Kaya seemed to shrink before them. “He told me very little. I think… I think he knew that if I was captured, I would lack the courage to stand strong for my country.” Tears welled in his eyes. “May God forgive me, but I am weak.”

Jake looked at the other two interrogators. Defne wore a dark scowl. The problem Kaya had just revealed was far larger than it had seemed before. His fears were coming true. Every layer they uncovered revealed roots that extended deeper than Jake could imagine.

Shao was ashen. Her normally stony expression was uncertain and fearful. Jake didn’t blame her. It was one thing to know that your enemies wanted to stab you in the back. It was quite another to learn that your friends wanted the same.

He reminded himself not to jump to conclusions. There might be elements in those nations that wanted the downfall of the United States, but that didn’t mean that all of France, Italy and Germany were enemies.

Another thought occurred to him. What if there was another Bard somewhere behind all of this, the leader of an International Trident? There were shadow conspirators in China when Sheila was captured. What if the same puppet master was pulling their strings as well?

There was no good answer to this, and that was the worst thought of all. They had escaped one danger only to land in a far greater danger.

Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

“What do you wish to do with the general, Special Agent?”

Jake blinked and looked at the defeated general. “Shao, tie him up. We’ll keep him in Vehicle One for now. Make sure he’s strapped down so he can’t move.” He tapped his earpiece. “Munoz, get over here when you can. We need to update you on what we’ve learned.”

“Good news?” he asked sarcastically.

Jake didn’t have the energy to be sarcastic. “No. Very, very bad news.”

After a brief pause, Munoz said, “Understood, sir. I’m on my way.”

Jake tapped his earpiece again. “Jess. Did you understand everything Kaya said?”

“Yeah, I got it.”

She sounded frightened, too. Everyone was frightened, and that was the most appropriate response to this news.

“Get that message out there. Reach out to everyone in government that you know. We could be looking at a complete collapse of global stability if we don’t stop this.”

“How are we going to stop this?”

“We aren’t. We can’t. But the President can. So we’re going to find him. Whatever it takes.”


 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Jake sat in the driver’s seat of MRAP Three and looked out of the window at the night sky. The trees shielded the majority of the stars from view, but the glow of the full moon was bright enough to bathe him in soft light. It was a beautiful scene, a peaceful scene.

But that same moon shone on the dead and the dying. The moon was only peaceful because it was hundreds of thousands of miles away from a world that hovered constantly on the brink of war.

In the cabin behind him, Defne and Munoz slept. Agent Shao remained in vehicle one, taking turns watching General Kaya with another CAT agent. The other agents slept in shifts, taking four-hour watches to ensure that the Turkish military hadn’t found their location yet.

An hour ago, Jake and Munoz had spoken with Presley. The Security Team leader had confirmed with Jake that the attack on the bunker was now national news. So far the military only said that there was an assault on a lightly manned auxiliary storage facility by an unknown criminal element, but within minutes of the attack, the Secret Service agents were rounded up and placed under what was essentially house arrest in the yali.

“Should we be worried?” Presley had asked.

“I won’t lie,” Jake had responded. “You probably should. The fact that they haven’t killed you guys yet means that they don’t want to. They understand that the moment they kill U.S. service people, they lose their anonymity. I’ll work with Jess on a plan to get you out of here.”

“If it’s all the same, sir, we’d rather find the President. Like I told you before, we’re willing to die for our country if that’s what’s required. We’re not willing to run.”

His words had brought the only smile Jake had made since learning of NATO allies’ involvement in the President’s capture. “Good man, Presley. In that case, I’ll have Jess put you guys to work. You’ll have to stay put in the yali for now, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be useful. There’s computer equipment there and in our SUVs that Jess can use to help gather information. Be alert. I don’t know how widespread knowledge of the military plot is, but there’s a risk that they’re trying to find a way to eliminate us secretly.”

“Like I said, sir, we’ll make whatever sacrifice is necessary. You can trust us.”

Jake believed his team leader then, and he believed him now. He counted as one of the very few individuals he knew he could trust. Munoz was another. He had proven many times that he would lay down his life if he needed to.

Jake sighed and rubbed his eyes. He hated so much that trust was now measured in who was most willing to die. Maybe it had always been that way in their line of work, but he was getting sick of facing that. Jess had suggested some months ago that Jake might not have been honest with himself about his own desire to leave the Secret Service, independent of Sheila’s pushing.

He didn’t believe that then, and he didn’t really believe it now. He wanted to stay home and protect Sheila, but events had very quickly supported her claim that he needed to remain in the field protecting her father. He, like Presley, Munoz, and every other agent here, was willing to lay down his life if that was what was required of him.

It just sucked that he had to constantly make decisions that led to people’s deaths. It weighed on him more and more with each disaster he had to manage. In his own small way, he was beginning to understand the weight that Bryan must carry.

He wondered where Bryan was now. He couldn’t believe that Aydin was foolish enough to kill him. The moment the President was confirmed dead, the U.S. response would be swift and brutal. Turkey would not only lose its chance of becoming a world power, but it would likely lose its sovereignty in all but name for years to come.

He was hidden somewhere else, likely somewhere secluded. Hiding in plain sight hadn’t worked for them, so they would hide him somewhere out of plain sight now. The more Jake thought about it, the more certain he was that the U.S. military was already poised to deliver a lethal blow. The only reason they hadn’t was that they didn’t know where the President was and couldn’t risk accidentally killing him with a misplaced airstrike.

Did Aydin realize this? Did he realize now that he had backed himself and by extension all of Turkey into a corner? Was he in hiding as well, staring at a wall and trying to understand how he could have been so foolish? Was he looking for a way out and finding only encroaching darkness on all sides? And when he finally lost all hope, how would he react?

His earpiece chirped, two short beeps and a long warble. The code for Jess’s private channel. He tapped it and said, “Go ahead, Jess.”

“Hi, Jake.”

Not Jess. Sheila.

Jake sat up straighter. For a moment, the cares of the world melted away at the sound of his wife's voice. He loved that no matter how down he was and no matter how dire his circumstances, just hearing her voice could make him happy. "Hi, Sheila. Are you at the office, or is Jess at the house?"

“I’m at the office. Mom’s watching Beau tonight. I just needed to talk to you.”

Jake felt a pang of guilt. He was focused on his mission, which was good, but he hadn’t considered what Sheila must be going through knowing that terrorists had finally managed to capture his father. “I’m sorry I haven’t called.”

“That’s all right. I want you focused on getting Dad back. Jess has been keeping me updated, so I’m in the loop.”

“Is she there right now?”

“She stepped out for some food. We have privacy for a few minutes.”

“Good. How are you?”

She chuckled. “I’ve been better. How are you?”

“I’ve been worse.”

She laughed again, and he joined her. It felt good to laugh. “How’s Beau doing?”

“He’s all right. He misses his daddy.”

Jake’s throat constricted. He swallowed and said, “Yeah, I miss him too. When you see him, can you tell him I love him, please?”

“I tell him every day.”

Tears welled in Jake’s eyes, and his lips trembled. “I miss you guys so much. It’s really hard being without you. I think maybe I don’t tell you that enough, but it’s true. It’s hard not being home.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Only a little while longer.”

He wiped the tears from his eyes. “Why are you sorry?”

“Because I’m the one who sent you back out. You’d be home right now if it wasn’t for me.”

“You were right, though. I need to be out here. The world’s apparently just as much of a cesspool as it always was.”

“Not the whole world.”

Her words dispelled the darkness in his mind like the sun breaking through the clouds after the rain. His tears dried, and he smiled softly. She was right. Much of the world was beautiful. Much of the world was safe. It was only that his job required him to face the parts that weren’t safe. Each time the ugliness was defeated, he could return home and remind himself of the joy that waited for him. “What have you been up to?”

“Clubbing mostly. I bought a slinky new dress, and I’m trying to see how many guys I can get to buy me drinks.”

Jake laughed, covering his mouth to try to muffle the noise so he didn’t wake the others up. “I’d buy you a drink if I saw you dancing?”

“Yeah? You’d hit on me if you just met me in a club somewhere?”

“You bet your sexy little butt I would.”

She giggled and said, “No, I doubt it. You’d probably just sit in a corner all moody, hunched over a beer and thinking about how terrible the world is. Max would be the one to introduce you to me. He’d drag you out of your chair and bark at you until you stood at attention, then march you over and tell me it was now my job to keep you from being grumpy all the time.”

Jake chuckled at that image. “Yeah, probably. Good thing I’ve already met you and made you mine.”

“Good thing for you,” she teased. “I could have met a nice young Senator from California and settled down in a nice little mansion in Capitol Heights and spent my days smiling at reporters and going to state dinners.”

“Did you think about how utterly terrible that life would be?”

“I did. I just threw up in my mouth a little thinking about it, actually.”

They both laughed again, but as healing as their company was, they couldn’t drive away the clouds forever. Sheila finally broke the subject that they had both been avoiding. “How’s the search for Dad going?”

Jake’s smile faded. He sighed. “It’s been challenging. We figured out where they were holding him, but when we got there, he was already gone. We captured one of the leaders, but he could only confirm the names of the other leaders. He doesn’t know where Bryan is.”

Sheila didn’t answer right away. When she did, Jake could tell that she was fighting hard to contain her fear. “That’s good, right? Now you know where to look next.”

Jake hesitated only a moment. “Yeah. It’s good. We’re making progress.” He tried to think of something reassuring to say. “They won’t kill him, Sheila. They know that if they do, they’ve lost all of their leverage and condemned themselves to death.”

“You don’t think they’ll try to take him with them? According to the news, the military has two carrier groups and three Air Force wings forward deployed to Europe ready to strike at the drop of a hat.”

That confirmed Jake’s suspicions. As for Sheila’s question, Jake decided that this was one of the rare occasions when it was better to lie to his wife than to tell the truth. “I think that they’ll eventually realize that they’ve made a mistake and they’ll offer Bryan’s life in exchange for amnesty.”

“They won’t get amnesty.”

“No, they won’t,” Jake admitted, “but they’ll get a lot better than they would if they killed him.”

She didn’t answer right away. When she did, she didn’t sound like she believed Jake at all. “I hope you’re right.” She paused a moment, then said, “You know, I kind of accepted after Russia that Dad was probably going to die in office. There’s never been a President who’s endured such a constant barrage of hate and assassination attempts as Dad. Statistically speaking, one of these attempts is going to succeed at some point.”

“It won’t,” Jake said firmly, “not as long as I’m around.”

Sheila’s pause silently communicated her fear that one of these days, Jake wouldn’t be around either. Out loud, she only said, “Yes. I know. It’s just weird. I mean… He’s my dad. He’s not the President to me. He’s Daddy. I can understand why someone would want to hurt the President of the United States, but the little girl in me can’t understand why someone wants to hurt my daddy.”

A new lump formed in Jake’s throat. Beau’s face shone in his mind, grinning up at Jake and saying, “I love you, Daddy,” with every ounce of emotion that his little heart could muster. People were trying to kill Beau’s daddy too, and if Beau ever found that out, he wouldn’t be able to understand why people would want to kill Daddy.

"It won't happen," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "No one's killing me, and no one's killing Bryan. We're both coming home. I promise."

Sheila’s answer was no doubt meant to be reassuring, but instead of encouraging Jake, it tore out his heart. “I know you’ll try.”

Hidden behind that response was another statement. But I don’t know if you’ll succeed.

What hurt most of all was that Jake didn’t know if he would succeed either.


 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

When dawn arrived, Jake met with Defne and Munoz to discuss their next steps. Presley and Jess joined in over the radio.

“First things first: Munoz, do we know what the situation outside is?”

“It’s… interesting,” the CAT leader responded. “It looks like some trucks showed up last night to clear the bodies and equipment from the bunker, but they just left right after that. No one went looking for us. There’s no air support either. You’d think with the Chief of Staff of the Air Forces captured, they’d be putting more effort into looking for us. Or any effort at all. But it seems like they just cleaned up and got out of dodge.”

“I agree,” Defne said. “This is unusual. We are not in an urban center, but we are not remote. The fighting would have been noticed. If nothing else, there should be military forces to secure the roadways. I can’t understand why they’ve left everything unprotected.”

“What about you, Presley?” Jake asked.

“They’re not letting us leave the yali, but they’re not bothering us inside here, either. They’re bringing us food, and we still have water and power. We’re just under house arrest. They haven’t been forceful or violent, but then again, we haven’t pushed the issue on leaving.”

“Don’t push the issue,” Jake instructed. “I’m not sure why they’re being so passive right now, but I don’t want to give them an excuse to be not passive. Jess, any updates on your end?”

"Well, I know Sheila told you that the military's ready to descend like a swarm on Turkey. We haven't received any more videos of the President, and the crew of Air Force One and the transport said they're kind of in the same situation as the Secret Service. Military units demanded that they leave the aircraft and head to a military safehouse for their own protection, but they refused. There was a bit of a tense standoff, but the Police backed down and put a blockade around the two planes. They're bringing the crew food and water but not letting them leave.

“Taking all of this together, I’m guessing that Aydin has realized that his little fantasy bubble of bending the U.S. to his will has popped. He now understands how grave of a mistake he’s made, and he’s trying to slow everything down while he thinks of a way out.”

“So we have him on the back foot,” Jake summarized.

“Looks that way.”

“Then now is when we must strike,” Defne said. “We must not allow him time to recover.”

“I agree,” Munoz said. “Jess, do you know where Aydin is?”

“He’s at the General Staff Building in Ankara, Turkey. So is General Ahmet. They showed up about twenty minutes ago. I am currently watching a television screen where he is denouncing General Kaya as the sole mastermind of this despicable plot to capture the United States President. He’s claiming that the General has fled with the President and promising to do everything in his power to find him and keep his American friends safe.”

Munoz sat up, eyes bright with excitement. “This is our chance, Jake. He probably thinks Kaya died in the fight. We can expose him. We’ll broadcast a video with Kaya explaining what’s really going on and prove that Aydin’s been behind it the whole time.”

“No,” Jake said. “Not yet. We can’t do anything until we have the President in custody. Until we have him, Aydin has the leverage, and he knows it.”

“What leverage? He’s tucking his tail between his legs.”

“And he’ll burn Rome down on his way out,” Jake countered, “and the President along with it. We need him to think that he’s safe up until we have the President in custody. Then we tear the walls down over him. Presley, Jess, have either of you been able to learn anything about the President’s location?”

“We might have,” Presley said, “but it’s not a sure thing.”

Now, it was Jake's turn to get excited. "I'll take anything right now, Presley, no matter how unsure. Tell me what you got."

“General Aydin has a private residence in Sariyer in the northern portion of the European side of Istanbul.”

Jake blinked in shock and whirled on Defne. “Did you know about this?”

Defne shook her head. She was white as a sheet. “No.”

“But your superiors probably did.”

She swallowed. “Yes. Probably.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “Any reason why they wouldn’t share this information with us?”

Defne shook her head again. “No good ones.”

"I'll pass the message along to our military," Jess said, "but we should focus on acting on this information. We can use our outside resources to tie up any rogue elements in the Turkish military, but your team should be the one to infiltrate this residence. This is an extraction, not an assault." A moment later, the earpiece chirped twice, letting Jake know that Jess had switched to their private channel. "And I'll reach out to our friends at the CIA to have them look further into the deception. But for now, we stay focused on the mission, all right."

Jake sighed. “All right. Presley, tell me about this residence.”

“It’s a yali, but a much bigger one than the one we’re staying in. Early this morning, before dawn, some of the drones Jess sent with us picked up images of a convoy of vehicles arriving at the house. We didn’t get a good look at what they did once they got there, but the house is now protected by a large contingent of soldiers with armored vehicles and weaponry including anti-aircraft emplacements, heavy machine guns and antitank missiles. Whatever they’re keeping in there, they’re keeping it locked away tight.”

“It could be the General is protecting his family,” Defne suggested.

“No, his family is with him in Ankara,” Jess replied. “They’re sitting on stage behind him while he gives this press conference.”

Jake’s excitement grew. “That’s it, then. That’s where they’re keeping the President.”

“It could be another diversion,” Defne warned.

“It could be, but I don’t think so. I think they caught wind of our approach to the bunker last night, and they got out of Dodge quickly. I think the convoy that arrived left the bunker just before our attack.”

“What if you’re wrong?”

“What if I’m right?”

Defne frowned. “I fear that if we expose ourselves, we’ll be descended upon by a full military force. If we fire the first shots, then Aydin can excuse his actions by saying that he was only defending against an act of war.”

“Let them try to stop us,” Munoz said. “We’ll cut through them just like we cut through the bunker.”

“This is not a bunker with a recoilless rifle that has to be dragged out of storage,” Defne countered. “This is a fully protected fortress with emplaced antitank weaponry and vehicles. We will not meet a disorganized defense force that isn’t expecting us. We will meet a fully entrenched and fully prepared military unit that is capable of destroying us to a man.”

“What about your agency? They don’t have resources we can use?”

Defne’s eyes lowered. “I… don’t think it’s wise to involve the National Intelligence Organization in this operation.”

She left it at that, but it was clear that she didn’t trust her agency any more than Jake did.

"She's right," Jake added. "We need to keep this in-house. We don't know how far this conspiracy reaches.

“Well, we can’t just sit still,” Munoz countered.

"We won't," Jake assured him. "We'll get close to the mansion, then a small team will infiltrate, just like we did with the bunker. Only this time, we'll move stealthily and work our way inside unseen. Once we have the President, we'll bring him out and get him to the vehicle. Then we head for the airport, and on the way, we tell the cavalry that we have the President. We put him on a live feed and tell Aydin that any attempt to stop our exit or assault any American force will be met with lethal resistance."

“I like it,” Munoz replied, “except that it relies on being able to sneak in without being seen and wiped out to a man.”

Jake sighed. "I know it's a big risk, but it's the option that gives us the best possible outcome. Defne's right. A full-scale assault isn't going to work this time. We need the President, and we need the world to know we have him. That's the only way we tie Aydin's hands."

“Or force his hand.”

“Yes,” Jake agreed. “Or force it. As I said, it’s a big risk. It’s also the best chance we have.”

The group fell silent for a moment, absorbing the seriousness of the situation. Munoz broke the silence. “Fuck it. Let’s do it. But I’m in the group that infiltrates again.”

“No. I need you outside to take command while I’m in there.”

“Or you need to be outside taking command while I lead the assault with CAT agents. Don’t give me crap about stealth either. The amount of body armor we wear isn’t going to change how stealthy we are invading a military encampment.”

“I’ll take command,” Presley interjected. “I can’t just sit around twiddling my thumbs waiting for a phone call anymore. I’ll run the show from here, and you both can go in and rescue him. Sound good?”

Jake and Munoz shared a look. Presley had stepped up in a big way since Belmont’s death. Jake was pretty sure he had a new name to put on his succession plan for Presidential Security.

“We have a winner,” he said. “Okay, Presley will coordinate the CAT agents. Jess, make sure he has the info he needs to do so. You’ll be our eye in the sky as always. The strike team will consist of me, Munoz, and Agent Shao.

“I want to go too,” Defne said.

Jake raised an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t agree with our decision.”

“I don’t like most of the decisions you’ve made so far,” Defne agreed. “But it seems I’ve been wrong. I thought attempting to rescue the President last night would ruin our chances of learning the full extent of this conspiracy, but instead, we captured a key player and learned far more than I could have dreamed of. Perhaps it’s time to throw caution to the wind and be bold. Besides,” her face hardened. “This is my country. Aydin has gone mad, and his madness could destroy Turkey. I want a hand in stopping him before he brings us all to ruin.”

Jake gave the Turkish agent an approving smile. “Fair enough. All right, Defne will join us too.”

“Look at that,” Munoz remarked. “We’re getting the band back together.”

Jake chuckled, and Defne’s brow furrowed. “The band? I don’t understand.”

“It’s an American saying,” Jake replied.

“You have a lot of those.”

“No more than anyone else. Don’t you have sayings?”

“One comes to mind: Ateş olmayan yerden duman çıkmaz.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means no smoke without fire.”

Jake grinned. "I like it. Let's go start a fire. Munoz, brief Agent Shao. Jess, find us a route to General Aydin's mansion. Presley, start making noise that we think the President is in Ankara. Make a lot of noise and make it very loud. We'll see if we can throw them off the scent."

“You got it, Jake.”

Jake nodded. “Okay, everyone. Let’s get to work.”

The team split up to prepare for the journey east to Sariyer. Jake walked to each vehicle to give his agents a pep talk and assure them of his confidence in success. He was far from confident, but that wasn’t something he wanted them to know. If his agents weren’t confident, then they had no chance of success.

He finished his rounds by talking to Kaya. The Turkish general wore a blank, exhausted expression and didn’t react when Jake told him of their plan. However, his eyes opened with a slight hope when Jake said, “Here’s when you can prove that your life is worth saving. We’re going to rescue the President today. Once we have him, you’re going to release a statement telling people everything you told me last night. You do that, and I guarantee that I can get you a trial in the United States.”

The general didn’t respond, but Jake was encouraged to see the hope in his eyes. As long as Kaya believed there was a chance to save his skin, Jake could use that to his advantage.

A half-hour later, everyone was strapped in and ready to move. Jess had route plotted that would avoid the roads as much as possible and get them to Sariyer in two hours.

That would put them at Aydin’s mansion in broad daylight, making everything far more difficult. Jake almost considered delaying the assault until the evening.

But he was through waiting. The President had been in enemy hands for far too long. Besides, Aydin would never expect an infiltration in the middle of the day. They could maintain the element of surprise. He just needed to hope that every single piece of his plan went exactly right.

Well, they never said this job would be easy.

“All right, everyone. Let’s move out.”

The MRAPs started rolling, and Jake took a deep breath, releasing it in a long sigh. No turning back now.

 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Jake looked at the satellite image on the MRAP's monitor. It wasn't encouraging. The information it gave them wasn't any different from what they already knew, but seeing it with his own eyes made the odds they faced seem even more overwhelming.

There were, as Presley has said, eight vehicles. They looked roughly equivalent to the MRAPs in terms of armor and firepower, with some of the vehicles sporting heavy machine guns, others automatic grenade launchers and two of them carrying light antitank missile launchers. Anti-aircraft missiles and close-in-weapons-systems with rotary cannons dotted each corner of the massive building. Jake counted a dozen systems in all. To top it off, it looked like there was an entire platoon of foot soldiers, nearly the same as were at the bunker, but this time supported by a far greater amount of heavy weaponry.

"The anti-aircraft weapons won't be an issue," Munoz said, looking over Jake's shoulder. "We're not coming in front of the air."

“They can train the weapons on ground targets,” Shao pointed out.

“But we’re not bringing the vehicles within range.”

The MRAPs were parked in a thick stand of trees along the Bosphorus three miles from the house. It had taken a bit of good luck to get them this close. Sariyer was densely populated, and the parks that they had driven through were only empty by chance. They could stay hidden if they stayed still, but once they moved, they would be discovered quickly.

“The real issue for us is going to be the vehicles,” Jake said. “Being outnumbered twelve to one by infantry is bad enough, but we aren’t carrying weapons that can do anything to those vehicles. We might get lucky and catch a tire with a grenade, but there are eight of those trucks and eight grenades. I’d much rather save the grenades for inside the palace.”

“It would be better not to use weapons at all,” Defne said. “Except for knives. If they hear fighting, they will try to kill us.”

“We’re going to have to fight,” Jake said, “I guarantee it. The key is to win.”

Defne crossed her arms and sighed. “Perhaps we should contact the NIO and see if they can send help. They are working against Aydin. If we can delay the assault until tonight, I might be able to get a few more agents to help us.”

“Will a few more agents really make much of a difference?” Munoz asked.

“Of course. Every little bit helps.”

“Better question,” Jake added. “Will the NIO be willing to put their people at risk, or will they try a diplomatic overture that will warn Aydin of our plan?”

Defne’s brow furrowed. Reluctantly, she admitted, “I’m not sure.”

“Either way, we can’t wait,” Jess said. “Things are quickly coming to a boiling point. I don’t know Aydin personally, but he looks to me like he’s on the verge of panic. I don’t want to see what he’ll do when he panics.”

“Neither do I,” Munoz agreed.

“What’s our best way in?” Jake asked.

“Wearing full combat gear? I don’t know. I don’t see a way in that doesn’t expose you all for at least a little bit.”

Jake frowned. “What if we stripped down to plainclothes armor? Vests and no logos?”

“Then you’ll be a lot more vulnerable.”

“Not really,” Munoz corrected. “Those combat suits can stop a rifle bullet or two, but against a volley of fire, we might as well be naked. I think Jake’s right. I think we take the quiet route.”

“You can change your clothes,” Jess said, “and that will help walking down the street to the mansion, but getting past the barricade and into the house is an entirely different question. They can see everything that comes within a thousand yards.”

Jake looked at the satellite picture and studied the layout of the property. The mansion sat on seven acres of lushly sculptured gardens. Its front and side borders faced the land, and those borders were filled with enemy defenders.

But the rear of the property was right on the water, and unless Jake was misreading the image, it was left undefended. “What about through the water?”

The others looked at him. "The water?" Defne exclaimed. "That's a three-mile swim!"

“We wouldn’t necessarily have to swim the whole way. Jess, could we get closer and then take to the water?”

“Theoretically yes,” Jess replied, “but the best I can do is get you to within a thousand yards. Past that point, it’s open land, and they’d definitely see you.”

“This is ludicrous,” Defne said. “A mile-long swim is going to take twenty minutes, at least.”

“Probably thirty with gear,” Munoz said.

“If it’s even possible with gear,” Shao replied. “I get where you’re going with this, sir, but even in plainclothes, we’re going to be loaded down with twenty-five pounds of body armor on top of weapons, ammunition, radios and other supplies.”

“Then we go without any of that,” Jake said.

“Without body armor?”

“Like Munoz said, the armor might catch one shot. It won’t catch a volley.”

“It caught the shots that would have killed us at the bunker,” Shao pointed out.

Jake sighed. “I know. But we have to get the President. We’re running out of time. Aydin’s an animal backed into a corner, and those are the most dangerous kind. We need to get the President to safety before Aydin lashes out. Our best way in is through the water, and the only way that works is if we go in light. We’ll carry PDWs and handguns with four clips for each weapon. We’ll dispense with the grenades because the water will ruin them. The new model guns should be able to handle the water and still fire. Figure ten pounds per person. Can you handle that?”

Shao nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m good,” Munoz agreed.

“What about you, Defne?”

“I can handle the weight,” she said. “What I am unsure of is the air. We can’t simply swim on the water and come ashore near the mansion. People don’t swim in the strait, not this part of it. We will be seen. If we are going by water, then we’re going underwater until we are right behind the property. Then we will have to hurry inside.”

Jake frowned. “That’s a good point.”

“We have rebreathers,” Munoz said. “They’re designed to fit to oxygen tanks for underwater assignments, but if you want to travel light, we can fit snorkels to them. How clear is the water in the Bosphorus?”

Defne smiled wryly. “Not clear at all. I hope none of you are squeamish.”

“Can’t afford to be squeamish in this line of work,” Munoz replied.

“Ditto,” Jake said. “We can do what we need to do.” The point is that a snorkel is only going to let us swim about a foot underwater. Up close, we’ll be visible no matter how dark the water is, but from a distance, we can stay hidden. That’s all we need.”

Defne shrugged. “Well, I don’t mind getting dirty if you don’t.”

“Okay,” Jake said. “It’s settled then. We’re going by water. Jess, what’s traffic looking like right now?”

“A few commercial vessels, but they’re in the middle of the strait. Some fishing boats, but it doesn’t look like any of them are close to the mansion. I’m guessing people are either not allowed to approach or too smart to approach.”

“Works for us either way. All right, everyone. Strip out of the armor. Munoz, get us our gear, and let’s get ready to rumble.”

Munoz chuckled, but the two women looked confused. “You just showed your age, Jake,” Munoz said.

“What, no one watches wrestling anymore?”

“You know that stuff’s fake, right?”

“Well, then let’s get ready to rumble for real.”

Munoz chuckled and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “A for effort, Jake.”

For the second time, the mirth vanished almost immediately from their faces. It was time to work now. And this time, the success of their mission truly hinged on what came next.

“Think of it like this,” Jess said over their private channel. “One way or another, this will be over soon.”

For some reason, Jake didn’t find that comforting.

 

***

 

The Bosphorus was indeed polluted. From a distance, the straight appeared a deep indigo blue, but that façade failed upon closer inspection. The water was grayish and murky, and from time to time, bits of stuff Jake didn't want to identify floated by.

“Christ,” Munoz muttered. “How do you guys let it get so bad?”

Defne glared at him. “Look me in the eye and tell me the Hudson River is cleaner.”

Munoz frowned. “Good point.”

Jake wasn’t any more excited about this swim than Munoz was, but they didn’t have much of a choice. He took a final cleansing breath and said, “Okay, guys. Snorkels on.”

The four of them fitted their snorkels and checked their rebreathers. Once Jake got a thumbs up from everyone, he returned an okay sign and stepped into the strait.

The water instantly cut through Jake’s thin clothing and sliced him through with cold. Jake had completely forgotten about the temperature. This time of year, the water would be bitterly cold, closer to freezing than to warm. It occurred to him with some alarm that they risked hypothermia remaining in here for the full thousand-yard journey to the mansion.

Too late now. They were committed. Time to see it through.

Jake did his best to block out the cold as he navigated through the murky depths. He could barely see his own hands in front of his face, but Jess guided them over the radio, occasionally telling them to turn left or right so they kept on course.

It was an odd feeling being underwater. The sound was as muted as the vision. The world melted away, and Jake soon lost all sense of time and space. He was pushing through the darkness, hoping to find light on the other side.

From time to time, Jake caught sight of the others as they merged and separated, the distances between them varying but never so great that they lost each other. The constant physical activity gradually warmed his body in spite of the cold, and Jake’s greatest worry became their level of energy when they reached the mansion. He wasn’t worried about making it. They were all in good shape, and a thousand yards was a long swim but not too long for people who were physically fit.

Still, it could be grueling. He had trained with Navy Seals, and even now, over a decade later, he had no concern about his own condition. Munoz and Shao came from the Army, though. They would have a much harder time of it. He had no idea how strong Defne was.

Stop worrying about what you can’t control, he told himself. Focus on getting where you need to go.

After what felt like an eternity, Jess said, “Okay, turn left, all four of you. You’re behind the mansion.”

Jake’s vision narrowed as they swam toward shore. They were relying on incomplete information and hoping that the pieces they were missing didn’t involve enemy soldiers waiting on shore with rifles ready to shoot them before they left the water. He had trained himself to avoid the physical symptoms that normally accompanied anxiety, but he wasn’t used to approaching a target by swimming underwater. And besides, they were sitting ducks here. If any of the defenders saw them, they could kill them as easily as shooting fish in a barrel.

Finally, Jake felt his hands touch something solid. He pulled himself up, and an instant later, he was above water.

They were on a dock behind the house. No defenders in sight. Aydin was, evidently, very confident that any attack would come from land.

“I can’t see inside the house,” Jess told them. “So once you’re inside, you’re on your own. Good luck, all of you.”

Jake pulled off his snorkel and whispered, “Stay on the line so we can keep you apprised.”

“Wasn’t planning on going anywhere,” she replied.

Jake looked around at the others. He kept his voice low as he told them "This is it everyone. Check your weapons now, and be prepared to fight. We're getting the President out of here."

“Çıkmayan candan umit kesilmez,” Defne offered.

“What’s that one mean?”

“Hope springs eternal.”

The Americans looked at each other and chuckled. Then Munoz said, “Hey, I’d rather go with a smile than with a frown.”

Defne grinned. “I like that one.”

Behind the dock was a tall hedgerow. Jake pushed through the thick hedges first, ignoring the sharp branches as they poked and scraped at him. He slowly pushed through to the other end of the bushes and looked around. There was a short gap of two feet between the interior line of the hedges and the wall, probably for gardeners to access the hedges to maintain them.

At the moment, there were no gardeners in sight and no defenders either. He whispered, “All clear,” and led his team through the hedges.

They walked down the narrow path until they reached a window that was just large enough for them to climb through.

He tested the window. It stuck for a moment, but he bunched his shoulders and forced it open. One by one, the four rescuers climbed through the window into the dragon’s lair.


 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

The corridor they entered was relatively narrow and modestly decorated for a mansion of this grandeur. Jake guessed this was probably meant for servants.

That suspicion was confirmed a moment later when a middle-aged woman in a maid’s outfit rounded a corner carrying an armful of linens. When she saw the four intruders, her eyes widened. She opened her mouth to scream, and Defne reached out and pressed her hand to the woman’s mouth. She spoke to her in Turkish and the maid nodded, face white as the linens she had dropped.

When Defne released the woman, she rushed away, weeping softly.

“I told her to go somewhere and hide and not to tell anyone, or we’d come back for her.”

“Damn,” Munoz whispered. “Cold.”

“Do you want her to tell the soldiers where we are?”

“She might tell them anyway,” Shao said. “We need to hurry.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” Jake said.

The group moved on. The hallway ended in a set of doors. One by one, the team opened the doors and cleared the rooms. Two of them were storage closets, and the third was a bathroom.

But still no guards. Jake’s hands shifted around the handle of his weapon. Had they gone to the wrong location? Had the President been moved already?

“Jess, are you sure this is the house?”

“I’m sure. There’s a damned army of guards outside.”

“And no one inside,” Jake countered. “Maybe this is a decoy?”

“This house has to be thirty thousand square feet,” Munoz said. “We might just have not reached the guards yet. We can’t search room by room and hope to get anywhere. Jess, can you tell us anything at all about the layout of the mansion?”

“All I could find was a set of blueprints from sixty years ago when the estate was built for a wealthy financier. I have no idea how accurate it is.”

“It’s better than nothing,” Jake said. “Based on those blueprints, if you were going to hide the President anywhere, where would you hide him?”

“The panic room.”

Defne frowned. “Panic room?”

“It’s a vault used to shield people in case of a home invasion,” Jake explained. “They’re known for being impenetrable from the outside unless you have the code to unlock the door.”

Defne sighed. “Lovely.”

“We’ll find a way in,” Jake assured her. “Jess, where’s the panic room?”

“Below the basement. From where you guys are… it looks like you’re in the servants’ quarters in the East Wing. You need to get to the main building and find the right staircase.”

“There are two staircases?”

“There are eight staircases. I mean the correct staircase, not the one that’s to the right.”

“How will we know if we’ve found the right staircase?”

“I don’t know.”

“Jake,” Munoz interrupted. “We have bigger problems.”

Munoz pointed down the hallway where a soldier stood, staring at them with an expression similar to the worn by the maid earlier. A moment later, his eyes narrowed. He opened his mouth to call for help.

And Shao put a bullet through it.

The gunshot echoed throughout the house, and as it died down, Jake heard shouting.

“Go. Now.”

The four of them moved down the hallway, heading toward the main building. Footsteps pounded and voices called as other guards scrambled to convene on their position.

“We can’t have a firefight yet, Jake,” Munoz warned. “We need to put that off as long as possible.”

“Agreed,” Jake said, “but we might not have a choice for much longer.”

Shadows extended into the hallway from a perpendicular corridor ahead. Thinking quickly, Jake opened a door and pulled the others into the room.

He heard a gasp and turned to see that they had entered one of the servants’ bedrooms. Two women lay in the bed, half-undressed, and clearly in the middle of something intimate. They stared at the soldiers, too stunned to do anything else.

Jake held a finger to his lips and looked through the crack of the door. Soldiers pounded down the hallway, calling out to each other. Jake waited until the last soldier’s footsteps faded, then opened the door.

The team left, checking the hallway on both sides for enemies. Jake was the last one out. As he closed the door behind him, he stared at the two women and lifted his finger to his lips again.

“They’ve found their dead comrade,” Defne informed them.

“Damn it,” Shao hissed. “We should have put the body in one of the rooms.”

“Too late now,” Jake said. “Move. Forget about sneaking around, let’s just move quickly.”

Sneaking around stopped being an option a moment later when a door opened, and four soldiers rushed through. The team quickly took them out, but Jake caught more behind the door, scrambling to find cover in the room on the other side.

“That door leads to the main house,” Jess said.

“How many are behind the door?”

“For the last time,” Jess said irritably. “I can’t see inside the house.”

“What about outside?” Jake asked. “Have the soldiers outside reacted?”

“They’ve reacted, all right. They’re maintaining their positions, but they know what’s going on.”

A rifle barrel poked through the door, and the team hit the ground just before its owner sprayed the walls with gunfire.

“One of the men in the vehicles is on a radio, and the guards are looking all around. I think they’re trying to see if there’s an enemy force waiting to attack from the outside.”

“Keep me posted on their movements,” Jake said, crawling forward on knees and elbows.

He reached for a grenade, then remembered they hadn’t brought anyone. “Damn it!” Instead, he lifted his weapon and fired through the door. A voice cried out, and a soldier toppled to the ground in front of the door.

Munoz and Shao each took out an enemy as well. There was shouting behind the door, and then the room fell silent.

“Did we get them all?” Defne asked. “Was that it?”

Jake shook his head. “I doubt it. That shouting at the end was probably a command for them to be quiet and hold their fire. Jess, is there another way into the main house through the East Wing?”

“The back porch or the front one, but there are guards moving to the back now.”

Jake sighed. “This is what I get for not bringing grenades. Okay, Munoz, you and Defne cover Shao and I while we infiltrate the room. Shao, our goal is to find over and take it as quickly as possible. This is going to be very dangerous. Speed is key.”

Shao nodded. “Understood, sir.”

“Okay. Move.”

The two of them ran into the room, guns firing. Munoz and Defne sprayed through the door with bullets, catching one soldier who didn’t find cover fast enough. Jake and Shao headed for the overturned table the soldier fell behind and executed his companion, who was trying desperately to push the dead soldier off of his leg.

A bullet creased Jake’s neck as he dove behind the table. He felt blood, but it wasn’t bleeding badly. Just a grazing shot.

The bullet that punched a hole in the table was more concerning. This wouldn’t hold the enemy off for long.

Jake aimed and fired quickly, moving on muscle memory and instinct. Three more soldiers dropped, and Shao got a fourth before the enemy demonstrated one very clear advantage. They retreated, and as they did, a grenade soared through the air and landed in between the two shocked agents.

Jake and Shao each grabbed one of the dead enemies and pulled the bodies on top of their own. The grenade went off, and Jake’s stomach turned, partly from the sound of the explosion which caused his ears to ring badly and partly from the feel of shrapnel burying itself in the dead man he was using as a human shield.

He remained hidden as soldiers poured into the room. They focused their fire on Munoz and Defne, not seeing Jake or Shao. Jake waited a few seconds, then pushed his carbine out from under the body and fired on the enemy. Shao followed suit. The fire from both sides tore through the enemy. No fewer than seven soldiers fell from the assault. The final remaining one tossed his weapon to the floor and dropped to his knees, screaming in Turkish.

Defne and Munoz rushed through the door. The soldier turned to Defne and shouted again in Turkish. Defne brought the butt of her weapon down hard on the back of his head, and he dropped like a rock. She looked around at the others, who watched her with stunned looks on their faces. “He surrendered.”

“Grab grenades,” Jake said. “Let’s correct our tactical error.”

They armed themselves with one frag grenade and one smoke grenade each. “Save the smokers for after we get the President,” Jake said. “Frags if we get pinned down again. Jess, how are we looking outside?”

“They’re getting more nervous. A couple of leaders are arguing with each other. I think one of them wants to send more reinforcements into the house while the other wants to hold their position.”

“Let’s hope hold your position guy wins.”

“There are more coming,” Jess warned him. “I saw at least eight go in through the back door.”

“Understood. Come on, guys. Let’s go look for the staircase to the basement.”

They left the little foyer they had entered and came into a large parlor. Several pieces of furniture were overturned where there enemy had taken cover a moment ago, anticipating an attack from the agents. No more soldiers greeted them here, though. Jake dared to hope that they had defeated the defenders in the house.

Shouting behind them reminded him that there were more coming in from outside. The team moved on.

The parlor opened into a large entryway. Staircases occupied each corner, but none of them led downwards. A hand grabbed Jake and pulled him to the floor. Jake turned to Shao, and she pointed to their right.

The point turned out to be unnecessary, since the four men guarding the doorway set just inside the nearest staircase announced their presence with a volley of gunfire. Shao reached for a grenade, but Jake grabbed her wrist and shook his head. “I think that might be the room that leads to the President.”

Shao’s eyes widened. She replaced the grenade and fired a burst with her rifle instead, catching one of the guards just before the others took cover behind the staircase. Jake fired his own rifle, forcing another guard behind cover.

They needed to hurry. Their pursuers would be on them any second. Worse, the defenders outside would be alerted, and then they would be dealing with heavy weaponry. “Munoz, toss a smokey. We’re going to take them down fast.”

“Roger that.”

Munoz tossed the grenade, and the team rushed forward. The smoke disadvantaged both of them, so Jake had to rely on his team’s superior training to identify and eliminate targets before they were eliminated.

He fired into the smoke cloud and heard a cry of pain. That was followed by a flash of muzzle fire. Shao sighted on that flash and took out the second gunman.

The last gunman narrowly missed Defne’s head. He fired wildly, but the wild spray forced the team behind the staircase for cover.

Jake saw the muzzle flash and waited for the attacker to run out of ammunition. As soon as the gunfire stopped, he lifted his rifle over the staircase railing and fired a burst. There was no cry of pain, but a soft thump told him he had found his target.

“Come on,” he said to the others. “We need to move.”

He tried the handle to the door and found it locked. He threw his shoulder against it, but it didn’t budge.

“The jamb is reinforced,” Defne informed him.

He followed her eyes and frowned. Through the haze, he could see the strip of steel riveted directly to the frame of the house. It would be difficult to open it, but maybe if he got the angle just right…

“Step back. I’m going to kick the door in.”

“Hurry,” Munoz said. “I can hear our pursuers.” A moment later, Jake heard shouting coming from the room behind them.

He took a deep breath lifted his leg and kicked hard. The door gave way with a loud crack, and Jake nearly shouted for joy when it revealed a smaller and far less grand staircase leading downstairs. “Lights,” he called to the group.

The four of them pulled their penlights from their pockets and illuminated the staircase. Thank God Munoz had remembered to include those.

He looked back toward the door to the east foyer and saw figures moving inside. He followed his team and closed his door just as the other one opened. Just for good measure, he pushed the door closed. It wasn’t actually closed, just no longer ajar, and it wouldn’t stop the enemy, but it could slow them down for that crucial split-second.

The staircase descended sharply for about ten feet before turning just as sharply and descending another thirty. “Jess, how deep is this panic room supposed to be?”

“I don’t know. It looks… maybe twenty feet?”

He shook his head. “We’re deeper than that, now.”

“I found it!” Munoz called back.

Jake shone his light on Munoz and found him pointing at a steel reinforced concrete door. Next to the door was a pad with a keyboard and an LED screen.

“Hold that thought, Jess,” Jake said. “We just found the panic room.”

“How do we get in?” Shao asked.

“An excellent question,” Jake replied.

“Answer it quickly,” Jess told them. “The soldiers inside the house just called for backup.”

Jake and Defne shared a sober look. They were hidden right now, but it wouldn’t take the defenders long to guess where they had gone. They were on borrowed time, and the fate of the world hung in the balance.

 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

Sheila stood on the balcony outside of the bedroom she shared with Jake and stared up at the moon. It was a beautiful night. It had been a beautiful night all night. She knew this because she hadn’t slept the entire beautiful, lonely night. The clock on the end table next to the bed told her it was four a.m. That would make it eleven a.m. in Istanbul.

She wondered what Jake was doing right now. She had a general idea. Jake would never rest until her father was brought home safe. He took her father’s kidnapping personally, and he would make it his mission to bring him home no matter what.

But what exactly was he doing? Was he sitting in a command vehicle somewhere coordinating a rescue attempt? Working with Turkish forces loyal to the government to locate her father? Or was he once again out in the field with a weapon in his hand, looking for the President himself the way he had looked for her when she was taken?

In times past, she would be angry at him for taking these risks. She would be angry at her father for putting himself at risk. She would be angry at the world for being the sort of place that put good people in danger, and she would be angry at her own life for being born to a future President and falling in love with a Secret Service agent.

Time and experience had taught her to let go of her anger. Fear, however, was another thing entirely.

Tears welled in her eyes, and she wiped them away before they could fall from her cheeks. It wasn’t just Sheila waiting for Jake. Beau kept asking her when Daddy was going to be home, and all she could say was “Soon, Beau.”

Except that she didn’t know. For all she knew, Beau would never see his father again. He would die somewhere in a foreign country for the crime of not wanting his President to be kidnapped and used as a pawn in some warlord’s fantasy of world domination.

She looked at the pack of cigarettes on the table and pulled one of them out. She twisted it between her fingers, not quite daring to put it to her lips. She’d lapsed back into the habit around the time she’d decided to separate from Jake, but since coming back to him, she hadn’t touched another. If Beau were still a baby, she might succumb, but he was old enough to ask what Mommy was holding, and she didn’t want to deal with that conversation.

She put the cigarette back in her pack and put the pack back in her dresser underneath her underwear. Jake still didn’t know they were in the house. She went back and forth between telling him or just throwing them away. Probably she should just throw them away. Jake wouldn’t be happy with her smoking, of course. She wouldn’t be happy with herself.

Fortunately, as always, once the cigarettes were out of sight, they were out of mind. She could now stare up at the moon and focus entirely on the fear she felt for her husband and father.

“Oh, joy,” she whispered.

She chuckled, but the laugh quickly turned into sobbing. She bit her lip to cut it off, but her body still shook.

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that people she loved were constantly in danger. Her father was the number one target for assassination in U.S. history. Her husband was sworn to protect him. And Sheila had to choose between letting her husband stay here and almost certainly getting her father killed in the process or sending her husband to protect her father and hoping against hope that he would be able to bring them both home alive.

She had chosen the latter because that had worked every time before, but as the saying went, all it takes is once. One time for her father to get caught by the wrong terrorist, one time for an enemy with a rifle to aim at Jake and get lucky, and that was it. Jake had said it best when talking about Trident years ago. The Secret Service had to win every single fight with Trident. Trident only had to win once.

If these new enemies won, Jess would never forgive herself for sending Jake to die.

“Mommy?”

She gasped and flinched at the voice, so deeply in her own thoughts that Beau’s voice startled her. She turned to see her son rubbing his eyes and trundling toward her. He was so small. Most of the time, she couldn’t believe how big he was getting so fast, but sometimes she looked at him and realized how tiny he still was. He was just barely learning what the world was, and thousands of miles away, his father was dodging bullets so that terrorists didn’t leave Beau with a world plunged into darkness.

She wiped the last of her tears away and smiled as she extended her arms. “Hey, sweetie.”

Beau reached out with his own tiny little arms, and Sheila pulled him close. “I couldn’t sleep, Mommy.”

The word came out sweep. Sheila hoped it would be a while yet before he figured out how to say it correctly.

“I couldn’t sleep either,” she said, carrying him to the edge of the balcony and standing in front of the fence.

“Do you miss Daddy too?” he asked.

Sheila’s lower lip trembled, but she caught herself before she began to cry. “I do, honey. I miss Daddy very much.”

“When is Daddy coming home?”

Her lip trembled again, and it took her a little longer to steady herself this time. “I don’t know, sweetie.”

“I hope he comes home soon.”

"I do too, baby. I do, too."

She rocked him in her arms and looked up at the moon, praying for Jake and her father to come back to them safe and sound.

 

***

 

“Jess, I know you’re thousands of miles away,” Jake said, “but is there anything you can do to help us with this keypad?”

“Did you bring the scanning tool?”

Jess had created a portable scanning tool that could read data from nearly any electronic device and send it back to Jess via an encrypted satellite channel. The tool had come in handy several times over Jake’s career as an agent.

So, of course, he had left it back at the MRAP with his other gear. He sighed. “No.”

"Well, then, no," Jess said. "Damn it, Jake, you need to keep your stuff on you at all times."

“I was trying to travel light so we could make it here by water. Besides, the scanning tool is an electronic device.”

“In a waterproof housing.”

“Fighting won’t help us, guys,” Munoz said. “We need to think of a way in.” A thump sounded from upstairs, and the four of them looked toward the ground floor. “Quickly.”

“It is an alphanumeric code,” Defne said. “If we can guess the code correctly, then we can open the door.”

“How in hell are we gonna do that?” Shao asked. “That’s the full alphabet and all ten digits. There are probably billions of possibilities.”

“We must think what General Aydin would do.”

“What happens if we get the code wrong?” Jake asked.

“It will lock the room and sound an alarm throughout the house. It will also alert the authorities.” Another thump sounded upstairs. ”Although we have bigger problems to worry about than Istanbul Police right now.”

“Munoz, Shao, cover the stairwell,” Jake ordered. He turned back to Defne. “So we get one shot at this.”

"That would be my guess. Perhaps two or three, depending on how robust the system is."

Jake frowned. “What if we shoot the panel?”

“The room is locked, and the alarm sounds.”

Jake looked at the door and tried to guess at it’s strength. It wasn’t encouraging. All eight of their grenades might be enough to blow the door, but more likely, the door would stand, and there would be a fifteen-foot-deep crater in front of it.

A crack sounded behind him, and Shao and Munoz started firing. “We’ve got bogeys!” Munoz cried.

“I don’t suppose you have any idea what code General Aydin might have chosen,” Jake asked.

Defne cupped her chin as she thought of an answer. Behind Jake, Shao cried out. He whirled around, and she gave a thumbs up. “I’m all right. Near miss.”

“We don’t have time, Defne. Try something.”

“We get one shot at this,” Defne snapped. “I don’t want to waste it.”

“What about the day he was promoted to Chief of Staff?” Jake offered. “Or the day he joined the military?”

Defne shook her head, her left hand under her chin. “No, Aydin is a forward thinker. He would not be likely to glorify his past.”

“Guys?” Munoz called. “ASAP on the door, yeah?”

He ducked underneath a volley of rifle fire, and Jake rushed forward to help his team. “Defne, just try something, damn it!”

“Maybe it’s the day they kidnapped the President,” Jess suggested. “He could have had this place set up before the President arrived.”

Jake fired at the attackers pressing down the hallway, but they were badly outnumbered. Four terrorists fell to the team's fire, and five followed them.

“Maybe,” Jake agreed, “but I doubt it. It’s possible that the plan was always to bring the President here, but the way things went down with him being moved just before we showed up to tear down the bunker, I don’t think so.”

What was the most important thing to General Aydin? What did he want more than anything else?

He wanted Turkey to be the Third Voice. He wanted them to stand in between East and West on an equal footing. But how would that desire translate into an alphanumeric code?

An idea came to him. “Jess, when is the next G7 summit?”

“Let me look it up.” She gave him the date a moment later. “Is that the password?”

“We’re about to find out,” Jake said. “Defne, input this date.”

Defne punched in the date. As soon as she entered the final number, Munoz shouted, “Grenade!”

Time slowed down. Jake and his fellow agents rushed toward the door.

This was it. Either the door would open and they would survive, or it wouldn’t, and they would all die.

The panel chimed. There was a loud hiss, then a muted thunk.

And the door swung open.

“Go!” Jake shouted.

The four of them ran into the door. Jake grabbed the handle and pulled it closed. A split second later, a loud roar filled his ears. The room shook.

But the door held. They were safe.

“Jake,” Munoz hissed.

Jake turned around, and his heart sank.

The President was there. So was General Aydin. And he had a gun pointed at the President’s head.

 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

General Aydin was a lot less impressive than Jake expected him to be. He was maybe five-five or -six, two hundred pounds that were mostly fat, and balding with close-set, beady eyes. It wasn’t really right to judge someone based on appearance. After all, Napoleon was famously short.

And Aydin had a gun pointed at the President’s head. He could be a troll, and it wouldn’t matter.

“Well, Agent,” Aydin said in accented but understandable English. “We seem to find ourselves in a predicament.”

“There’s no predicament, General. Release the President.”

“Or what? I have two hundred men outside with armored trucks and missiles. The four of you can’t hope to survive outside of this room.”

“We made it in here just fine, didn’t we?” Munoz challenged.

Aydin shrugged but kept his gun pointed steadily at Bryan’s head. “By all means. Be my guest.”

Bryan chuckled and smiled at Jake. The circles under his eyes were a lot darker than they looked on the videos, and the orbs themselves were bloodshot, but Bryan looked otherwise unharmed. “I had a feeling you would find me sooner or later,” the President said.

“If you’d like for him to leave this room alive,” Aydin added, “You must guarantee me safe passage.”

“I guarantee you that if you don’t release him now, I’ll kill you,” Jake replied.

“If I do release him, you will kill me,” Aydin countered. “I am not a fool.”

“I beg to differ,” Munoz growled.

Jake held a hand up for quiet. “Okay. You don’t trust us. That’s fair. Now tell me why I should trust you?”

“Because I have already won,” Aydin replied. “The Third Voice has spoken. The world will listen.”

“Newsflash,” Munoz countered. “Everyone knows that you doctored those videos. No one’s listening to you.”

Aydin chuckled. “Claim what you wish. What matters is what people perceive. You can delude yourself into believing that the world derides me as another tinpot, but that isn’t true. I have connections as well, and those connections have informed me that my mission has succeeded greatly.”

“Yeah, we’re done here,” Munoz said. “Let him go, or I’ll—”

“Hold on,” Jake interrupted. “Connections? What connections, General Aydin?”

The other three glanced at him, frowning in confusion, but Jake wanted to hear what Aydin had to say. Maybe he could confirm the existence of the international conspiracy behind the most recent series of terrorist actions.

Aydin grinned. “The Third Voice.”

Jake frowned. “I don’t understand. I thought you were the Third Voice.”

Aydin laughed. “The Third Voice is larger than one man. Larger than one nation.”

“So you’re not trying to advance Turkey as the world’s next superpower?” Defne asked.

“Of course I am. That is one of the most important missions of the Third Voice. I am a Turk, and that is the only mission to me. But I am content for Turkey to remain a mediator. I am a freedom fighter, not an enemy.” His grin widened as he turned back to Jake. “Your nation has enemies, Special Agent. Those enemies will not stop until the mighty America is brought to its knees.”

“Who? Who are those enemies?”

“They’re everywhere.”

“Who? Names, Aydin.”

Before Aydin could reply, Bryan flinched backwards. Jake wished with all his heart that the President had waited to do that until after Aydin finished talking to him, but he knew he wouldn’t get another opportunity. He fired.

Munoz and Shao fired at the same time. Shao’s bullet struck Aydin’s wrist so he couldn’t reflexively fire his gun while Jake’s and Munoz’s bullets struck his head. Aydin fell against the wall and slid to the floor.

Jake rushed to the President’s side. “Are you injured, sir?”

Bryan shook his head. “They kept me on a pretty limited diet, but no torture. They needed me to look good on camera.”

“Speaking of, sir,” Munoz said, “They doctored the videos to make it look like you were supporting their cause.”

“I figured as much. Aydin’s ran this entire thing like I’m a Turkish political prisoner. He had a good plan if I was a member of the Turkish cabinet, but a very bad plan for the President of the United States.”

“Lucky us,” Jake said.

“Perhaps we should have this discussion after we escape,” Defne suggested.

“Good idea,” Jake concurred. “By the way, Mr. President, this is Agent Defne Yilmaz of the Turkish National Intelligence Organization. Defne, this is the President of the United States.”

“You don’t say,” Defne said drily.

Bryan chuckled. “I think I like you.”

“It’s a common mistake,” Defne quipped. “Seriously, though, we need to move.”

“Can we move?” Shao said, “There’s an entire company upstairs complete with vehicles.”

Jake pressed his lips together. “Okay, Jess. Final request for a miracle. We need to get out. Can we do that?”

“Right now? Sure, if you don’t mind being corpses.”

“Solutions before jokes, Jess.”

“The jokes come while I’m scrambling to figure out a solution. I have now finished scrambling.”

“So what’s the solution?”

“I don’t have one.”

Jake sighed. “Do you have anything for us?”

“I hate to say it, but I think we need to send the CAT in.”

“We can’t. The MRAPs are our way out of here, and there’s no way three MRAPs survive against eight Turkish vehicles, dozens of soldiers and anti-materiel weapons.”

“There’s even less of a way you five make it out. They need to show up like shock troops and pull the enemy’s attention away. Then you five get out ASAP. Best-case scenario, the CAT survives long enough to cover your escape, then you all run away. Once the President is in one of the vehicles, we start becoming breaking news and make sure all eyes are on us while we get him out of there. Worst-case scenario, you five get out and the Cat is destroyed.”

“I really don’t like that option. It leaves us sitting ducks.”

"With at least a hail-mary chance of getting out of this. Sorry, Jake. I don't like it either, but we've talked about it a lot. Everyone knows the risks they accepted when they signed up for this job."

Jake lowered his eyes and nodded. “You’re right.” He sighed heavily. “All right. Call them in. Let me know as soon as we have an opening, and we’ll get out of here.”

“I will. Good luck, Jake.”

A shout sounded from above them. A moment later, Jake heard rattling as someone tried the door to the staircase. “Shit. Jess, they’ve found the staircase.”

“Okay, um… crap. The CATs on their way. ETA in five minutes.”

“Not fast enough. Tell them to burn fuel and get here now.”

A thump sounded above. It wouldn’t matter how fast the CAT got here. The enemy would be on them within seconds. “Jess, alert the powers that be that we’ve retrieved the President. Tell them exactly where we are, what we’re doing, and what the enemy is doing. If we don’t get out of this, I want there to be no doubt exactly what happened.”

“I will. But don’t give up hope, okay? You only need to hold the enemy off for a few minutes.”

Another thump sounded from upstairs. Munoz grabbed the President and pushed him into a corner, shielding him with his body. A crashing noise followed, and a man cried out just before a series of thumps sounded. A moment later, a guard rolled down the stairs, coming to a rest in the open door of the panic room.

“Dead,” Shao informed them. “His neck’s broken.”

More thumping followed, accompanied by shouts and gunfire. “Their necks aren’t broken,” Jake said.

“Let’s fix that.”

The soldiers rounded the bend in the staircase, and Jake and Shao took out one each. “We can hold them off from here,” Jake said. “They’ll have to attack two across.”

He heard clinking, and his face blanched when he saw the grenade rolling toward them. Thinking quickly, he slammed the blast door closed, holding it shut with the lock turned open so he didn’t trap them inside the room. The door shook when the grenade went off, but it held firm.

Jake waited until he heard voices approach, sure that the grenade had killed their enemies. He stepped back and lifted his weapon, gesturing silently for the others to do the same.

The door opened a moment later, and the team fired. The five soldiers who crowded the staircase jerked as they were filled with bullets, then fell to the ground.

“Go,” Jake said. “Munoz, you shadow the President. Shao, Defne, you of them. I’ll take the rear.”

The team sprang into action, rushing up the stairs. Two more soldiers came around the corner, and Shao and Defne dispatched them.

Another grenade rolled down the stairs toward them. This time, they let it roll under their legs and keep going until it rolled into the safe room. The room amplified the sound of the explosion, stunning the agents, but thankfully, the heavily armored room absorbed most of the blast. Bryan was a little dazed, but otherwise, they were unharmed.

They climbed the stairs and entered the main hall, once more emerging into chaos. Jake swore and slammed the door shut just before bullets splintered holes into it.

“Jess, how many?”

“A lot.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Wonderful.”

Another volley of rifle fire splintered through the door. Shao swore and clutched a hand to her left shoulder, backing away as gunfire shattered the wood. The enemy was going to shoot the door out of the way and then probably storm the door or toss a bunch of grenades at once to bring the walls down on top of the agents.

That gave Jake an idea. “Okay, everyone, throw all of your grenades through the door.”

Munoz spun toward him, still shielding the President with his body. “What? Are you crazy?”

“Yep. We’re going to take out as many of the baddies as we can, and while the others are reeling in shock, we punch our way through.”

“Through where? Into the open where there are armored vehicles waiting for us?”

“Let’s hope your team gets here soon.”

More bullets tore pieces from the door. One of the hinges blew off, and the door slanted, barely holding on.

“We’re out of time,” Jake said. “We have to take this chance.”

Munoz sighed. Then he chuckled. “It’ll be a hell of a story if we make it.”

“And a hell of a story if we don’t,” Shao said, grinning.

“Siktir et,” Defne chimed in.

“Another saying?” Jake asked.

“In a sense. It means fuck it.”

Bryan laughed. “I second the motion.”

Jake pulled his grenades out, tearing the pins and holding the spoons closed. “Well then, let’s fuck it.”

They tossed their grenades through the open door. There was a moment of stunned silence from above, then cries of terror.

Then the grenades exploded. The force of the blast sent the door flying inward. Jake and the others were bombarded with splinters that stung his skin. He shielded his eyes and waited for the splinters to stop flying.

Then he led them into the room, leaving Shao and Defne behind him, and Munoz with Bryan in the rear.

A dozen soldiers lay in pieces on the floor. Jake reached back to his Marine Corps training to let his eyes bounce off of the image and focus on his mission. There were another dozen enemy soldiers staring in shock at the scene. Half of them were cut down before the others remembered there was a fight going on. They retreated outside, firing at the agents on their way. A bullet whipped through Defne’s hair, but when Jake asked, she assured him she was all right.

They made their way outside in time to see a line of at least two dozen more soldiers in between the eight Turkish armored vehicles. Jake tapped his earpiece. “Jess? Do we have an ETA on the MRAPS?”

The shriek of a missile answered his question. A moment later, one of the armored vehicles jumped a foot off of the ground, engulfed in flames.

The staccato thump of the Browning M2s on the other MRAPs coincided with holes punching through the light armor of another Turkish vehicle. Once more, the element of surprise aided the agents as the stunned Turkish defenders struggled to decide where to focus their energy.

The MRAPS burst out of the tree line a moment later. Another missile shrieked from Vehicle Two, destroying a third Turkish vehicle. Someone in a fourth Turkish truck was red-faced and shouting commands into a radio. That must be the leader.

“Vehicle Two, target the third vehicle from your right!”

The MRAP complied, sending a third missile to destroy the commander’s truck. The damage was done already, however. The four surviving vehicles turned to occupy the MRAPS while the foot soldiers focused on the escaping team.

Jake dove behind a column just in time to watch a bullet ricochet off of the marble inches from the President’s head as Munoz pulled him behind another column.

Shao and Defne found cover and were the first to return fire. Shao was bleeding profusely from her left arm. The limb dangled at her left side, but if it bothered her, she didn’t let it show. What did bother her was the approaching enemy. “Shit, Jake! They’re rushing us!”

Jake turned around. All four of the team sprayed fire at the Turkish soldiers, felling half of their number in seconds. The others didn’t slow, though. They knew that they could still overwhelm the agents with force, and clearly they were prepared to die for their ideology.

A missile screamed past them and slammed into the ground yards ahead of the attackers. The shockwave dropped the enemy, and Jake pumped his fist in a cheer. MRAP Two had come to their rescue.

Jake’s cheer was short-lived. The Turkish vehicles took advantage of MRAP Two’s distraction and converged their fire on the vehicle. The CAT truck slowed, then stopped, riddled with explosions as automatic grenades tore it apart.

The other vehicles tried to come to its aid, but fire lanced across their engine compartments. The CIWS emplacements had trained their fire downward.

Vehicle One exploded, jumping into the air and coming to rest just like the three Turkish trucks destroyed by missiles. Vehicle Three still moved, but sluggishly, and it wouldn’t survive another shot from the autocannons.

Jake’s heart sank. All this effort, and they had still lost.

Then a missile, much louder and much larger than the Stingers fired from the MRAP, streaked overhead and obliterated one of the AA emplacements.

The CIWS intercepted a second missile, but six more followed, and Jake heard a half-dozen explosions follow as the AA units were turned into smoldering ruins. The Turkish soldiers stared at the sky in disbelief as F-35s soared overhead.

Those soldiers never saw what hit them. Jake watched them hit the ground, then looked past them to see the SUVs of Presley’s security team screeching to a halt behind the MRAPs. The surviving Turkish vehicles aimed their weapons at the SUVs, but they never fired a shot. More missiles slammed into them as the F-35s completed their second pass.

And just like that, it was over. At the last moment, Presley and the Air Force had rescued them from the brink of disaster.


 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

“I hope you’re not too angry with me, sir,” Presley said, grinning at Jake. “It turns out I’m not very good at letting other people do the fighting when I have two good arms and two good legs. The Air Force was Jess’s idea.”

Jake returned his subordinate’s smile. “Neither am I, Special Agent. You did good.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“You did good too, Jess. How did you convince the military to strike?”

“It turns out it’s not that hard when I can show them that we have the President in custody and people are trying to kill him. They had jets on the way before I finished the sentence.”

“God bless the USA.”

He turned toward the CAT agents, and his smile faded. Five more CAT agents had died in the fight, including the entire crew of Vehicle Three. Four others—Shao and the survivors of Vehicle Two—were in serious condition, with Shao collapsing from blood loss shortly after the fight ended. Munoz tended to her now. General Kaya had unfortunately been killed as well. It seemed he was unable to flee the justice he was due after all.

Presidential Guard vehicles surrounded the residence now. Half of their faces were beet red with fury. The other half were white as a sheet, staring in terror at the sky where more F-35s raced, ensuring that any further violence was met with insurmountable force.

“No response from the Turkish Air Force?” he asked Jess.

“Oh, they’re pissed. They just know better than to do anything about it. I wasn’t in the room when the Vice President called them, but whatever he said must have convinced them that compliance is their best option right now.”

Jake nodded. “All right. Keep an eye on our route to the Airport just in case they try to get cute. We should be wrapped up here soon and on our way. Bryan just needs to make a statement.”

“He doesn’t want to do it in the car?”

“No. He thinks making it in front of the smoldering ruins of enemy forces will send a stronger message. I have to say, I don’t disagree.”

“Neither do I.” She paused, then asked, “How’s Munoz?”

Jake sighed. “Not good. He’s lost almost as many people as he hasn’t over the years. That’s part of being a CAT leader in today’s world, but it’s easily the shittiest part. He’ll need a gentle hand for a little while.”

“How are you doing?”

Jake didn’t answer right away. That was always a tough question to figure out. On one hand, there was no denying his satisfaction that the fighting was over and his relief that he had once more succeeded in defending the President from terrorists. He would see Sheila and Beau soon, and he was excited about that.

But not everyone would get to go home. Fully half of Munoz’s team was dead, along with several of Presley’s security team from the initial attack in the Grand Bazaar.

And dozens of the enemy had lost their lives as well. They might be the enemy, but they were only following orders. They had been brainwashed by a megalomaniac into fighting for a cause that could only lead to their destruction. Now, their loved ones would suffer.

Jake nodded grimly. “So that’s that, then.”

“Well, not really,” Jess replied. “There’s still the whole international conspiracy thing.”

Jake frowned, but before he could respond to that, Bryan began speaking. A few members of Presley’s security team were recording him with their cell phones, livestreaming footage on social media. It was a clumsy way to get the word out, but the major networks would find the footage and break it globally within minutes of its arrival.

Bryan looked out at the small crowd and said, “I’ll keep this statement brief. I am Bryan Jackson, President of the United States of America. A half hour ago, I was rescued from captivity by brave and loyal members of the United States Secret Service.

“For the past several days, I was held by General Demir Aydin, the Chief of Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces. It was General Aydin’s goal to fool the world into believing that I supported his desire to overthrow the legitimate democratically elected government of Turkey and establish him as a dictator. He created false videos of me to support his claims and attempted to convince people that he wanted his nation free and powerful. Unfortunately, like so many other dictators and terrorists before him, he wanted only power and was willing to kill to obtain it.”

The President paused and turned to the plot of ground where the dead CAT agents were laid in body bags. Grief washed over his features. "I came here to support Turkey's place at the table of leaders of the free world, a nation joined with ours and our allies in a common goal to do away with the violence and oppression that still plagues so many. I am sorry that my efforts here will now be colored by the heinous imaginings of one crazed man and the sycophants who followed him. I urge the world to remember what happened here and know that it was not Turkey or its people who acted this way, but a terrorist whose ideals represented only the barest fringe of the Turkish people. Please don't let the good President Ozdemir and I are trying to be overshadowed by the evils of a small and bitter man.

“To those who risked their lives that I might return home safe and strong and free, thank you. To those who made the ultimate sacrifice, know that your sacrifice will not be forgotten. You are heroes, not just to me, and not just to the United States, but to the world.”

His expression hardened. “To those who intend, as General Aydin did, to overthrow the ideals of peace and freedom, look behind me. These smoldering ruins are all that await you. I have said before, and I will say again, the United States does not want war. But if you bring war to our doorstep, you bring yourself nothing but destruction. Think well on this before you presume to stand against those whose banner ever shall wave above the world of the free and the hearts of the brave.”

He nodded at the agents filming, and they shut their cameras off. There was no applause. The President's speech was beautiful and strong. It expressed perfectly the views Jake held and the views he was sure every other member of his team held.

But it was a serious business they were engaged in. Freedom and peace would always have its enemies, and its defenders knew that they would one day be called on again to sacrifice their peace that others might have their freedom.

Jake tapped his earpiece. “Okay, everyone. That’s a wrap. We’re getting out of here. Jess, tell Air Force One and our transport to have their engines running. We’re rolling straight on, and then we’re taking straight off. Make sure the Air Force watches us the entire way until we’ve left Turkish airspace.”

"I don't need to," Jess replied. "They're all chomping at the bit, hoping someone screws up and tries to stop you."

“Can’t say I’m hoping for the same thing,” Jake said, “but I understand the sentiment. I’ll see you soon, Jess.”

“You will. Should I have Sheila meet you at the airport?”

Jake grinned. “I don’t think you’ll need to.”

Jess chuckled. “No, probably not. You have a good woman there, Jake.”

“I do,” Jake agreed. “I really do.”

He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Defne smiling at him. “This is goodbye, then.”

He nodded. “Looks that way.”

She extended a hand, and he took it. “It was an honor working with you, Special Agent Mercer. I am glad to know that not all Americans are fat, useless fools.”

He laughed. “Is that what you thought before?”

She shrugged. “Our parents tell us things. Sometimes we believe them. It turns out that mine were wrong.”

“Well, my parents never really talked about Turkey, so I don’t have a good backhanded compliment prepared in return.”

“I’ll think of one for you,” she replied. “In the meantime, safe travels home. If you ever need an ally in Turkey, you have one to call.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

She squeezed his hand again. “Goodbye, Jake.”

“Goodbye, Defne.”

She released his hand, and he climbed into the command SUV and took his seat next to Presley. Presley closed the door and nodded to the driver.

And finally, Jake was on his way home.

 

***

 

Jake, Munoz, and Presley lifted their glasses and drank their shots of whisky. There was no toast. The alcohol was to numb their sorrows, not celebrate their victory.

“What do you think’s going to come of the NATO revelation?” Presley asked.

Munoz shrugged and poured himself another shot. “They’ll find the conspirators and sacrifice them. They’ll make apologies to the U.S. and condemn the terrorists.”

“Do you think the governments are actually behind this?” Presley asked, “Or do you think it’s rogue elements like it was in Turkey?”

“Could be either,” Jake opined. “Could be both.”

“Jesus.” Presley poured himself another shot and said, “What the hell is wrong with the world?”

“People,” Jake quipped. “We’re the best and the worst thing that ever happened to Earth.”

Munoz chuckled mirthlessly. “We’re something. That’s for sure.”

They fell silent for a while, each of them musing on the problems they’d just left behind and the ones that still faced them. This time, Munoz broke the silence. “I’ll be interested to see how Turkey comes out of all of this.”

“Not well, I imagine,” Jake said. “Their President was considered weak already. Now, in the span of a week, he’s endured the makings of a coup attempt, the capture of a visiting foreign leader, the incompetence of his own forces in finding those captors and a military action from that foreign power on his own soil that he can’t denounce. I don’t see him staying in office for much longer.”

“That’s the part that really worries me,” Presley said. “I got the impression that a lot of people actually supported Aydin. You guys probably didn’t notice because you didn’t really have time to watch the news, but there was a big undercurrent of hope that Aydin would succeed. Or there seemed to be, at least. I’m not Turkish, so I don’t know if maybe I was missing some cues that would have suggested otherwise.”

“It’s always a problem with nations that were once great,” Munoz said. “As soon as they return to the cusp of greatness, you have a large element that wants to simultaneously leapfrog all of the steps that lead to that greatness and punish all of the people they think stood in their way. That’s all Aydin was trying to do at the end of the day.”

Jake frowned. The end of the day? Sure. But what would tomorrow bring? He had a bad feeling that the next fight was coming sooner rather than later.

“Everything okay, Jake?” Presley asked.

He opened his mouth, then hesitated. They needed to talk about the international conspiracy they had unearthed, but Jake was too exhausted to get into that right now. They would get home and get the President safe. Then, it would be time to figure out exactly what the Third Voice was. "Nothing. I think I'm just tired."

“It’s been a rough week,” Munoz said. “We’re all tired.”

“If only being tired meant we could sleep,” Presley opined.

The others chuckled. “I’ll drink to that,” Jake said, pouring another shot. “To sleeping.”

“May we one day know what it’s like,” Munoz added.

They laughed again, but by the time they lifted their glasses to their mouth, their laughter had faded. They had one the battle, but the war was only just getting started.


 


EPILOGUE

 

“Daddy!”

Jake grinned from ear to ear and wrapped Beau in a bear hug. Beau giggled and warned, “Daddy! You’re squishing me!”

“I know. I can’t help it.”

“You’re gonna turn me into a pancake?”

“Ooh, yummy. A Beau pancake!”

Jake pretended to bite Beau’s arm, making gobbling noises and sending Beau into fits of laughter. Already, Turkey seemed like a nightmare from a thousand years ago.

He lifted his eyes and saw Sheila, and even the memory of the nightmare vanished. He transferred Beau to his right arm and pulled Sheila close with his left, holding his family tightly and breathing in the closeness.

“Now you’re both squishing me!”

Jake laughed and set Beau down. “We’re your parents. It’s our job to squish you.”

Beau giggled. Then his eyes filled with an earnest love that only a small child can have. He wrapped his arms around Jake’s leg and said, “I love you, Daddy.”

Jake swallowed the lump in his throat and said, “I love you too, Beau.”

Sheila kissed him behind his ear and whispered, “We missed you.”

He kissed her back and said, “How can you miss me? I’m right here.”

She laughed and pulled him close again. “I know. Stay a while, okay?”

“Always.”

The family headed inside where Sheila had laid out a delicious meal of pizza and fruit juice. “Beau’s idea. He wanted to surprise you.”

“What a good surprise!”

“And there’s ice cream too!” Beau announced proudly.

Jake's eyes popped open. "Ice cream? Well, this is just the best day ever."

Beau looked like he was about to explode with pride. Jake picked him up and squeezed him once more for good measure, then set him in his booster seat and sat across from him. The family enjoyed their gourmet pizza and fruit juice pouches and Jake thought to himself that as long as he had them to come home to, then everything would be all right.

 

***

 

“You can’t spin this one as anything other than a disaster, Mr. O.”

The mastermind behind the recent failed attempt to alter the global balance of power sipped his whisky to give himself a moment to hide his rage. “It’s a setback, certainly.”

“It’s a disaster,” the other gentleman in the office insisted.

Mr. O swirled the whisky in his glass, focusing on the way the light refracted through the amber liquid only to refocus on the other side of the glass. The crux of his rage was the fact that his counterpart was right. The failure in Beijing was not so much a failure as an incomplete victory. It had silenced North Korea and driven a wedge between China and the U.S., a small one, but a slight crack could be widened eventually.

But Turkey had been a disaster. Mr. O never had any illusions that Turkey would become the Third Voice that would shatter the Sino-American global hegemony, but it should have at least severely weakened NATO and pushed the European Union out of Washington’s bed.

Instead, it had failed because of a few overzealous bodyguards. The assets Mr. O had worked for years to place in key positions in multiple world governments had either been eliminated or—like the man sitting across from him—driven into hiding. Years of work ruined because General Aydin was a fool and Jake Mercer and his friends were indomitable.

“It was a disaster,” he admitted.

“We have to let this go,” the other man replied. “We can’t take this kind of risk again. I was seconds away from being caught.”

“That is the opposite of what we must do. We must double down.”

“How? We’ve lost everything. The U.S. is practically daring her allies to abandon her, and her allies are falling in line like dogs. The entire world is scouring its every corner looking for us.”

"And yet here we sit in a glass room a thousand feet above the ground, talking openly about it with no fear that we will be discovered." Mr. O smiled at his companion. "So you haven't lost all of your trust in me."

“It’s not you I mistrust. This job is just too big for us.”

Mr. O set his glass down and folded his hands on the desk. “I have other assets. I didn’t wish to use them so soon, but it’s unavoidable now.”

“What assets? Where?”

Mr. O smiled. “I think it’s time we brought the fight to the enemy rather than bringing the enemy to us.”

“You’re insane. You saw what happened to Trident.”

“Trident was too narrow in its goals and too impatient in its actions. We’ll be more careful.”

“Like we were in Turkey?”

“Yes. Only we’ll pick better allies this time.”

The other man sighed. “All right. If you say so.”

Mr. O smiled. He’d won the argument. He reached forward and squeezed his companion on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mr. Secretary. We’ll live to see our final victory.”

The other person in the room managed a smile and lifted his glass. “To our victory.”

Mr. O lifted his own. “To victory.”

They drank, and Mr. O looked past the Secretary to the sunrise outside of his window. “You’ll see. The Third Voice will speak one day. And the world will listen.”
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