
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

A B S O L U T E

 

S I E G E

 

 

(A JAKE MERCER POLITICAL THRILLER—BOOK 11)

 

 

 

J A C K   M A R S

 


 

 

 

Jack Mars

 

 

Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; of the TROY STARK thriller series, comprising eight books; of the SPY GAME thriller series, comprising ten books; of the JAKE MERCER thriller series, comprising twenty books (and counting); of the TYLER WOLF thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting); and of the new LARA KING thriller series, comprising ten books (and counting). 

Jack loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!

 

Copyright © 2025 by Jack Mars. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the author. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

 


 

 

BOOKS BY JACK MARS

 

LARA KING THRILLER SERIES

ASSET ONE (Book #1)

ASSET TWO (Book #2)

ASSET THREE (Book #3)

ASSET FOUR (Book #4)

ASSET FIVE (Book #5)

ASSET SIX (Book #6)

ASSET SEVEN (Book #7)

ASSET EIGHT (Book #8)

ASSET NINE (Book #9)

ASSET TEN (Book #10)

 

TYLER WOLF THRILLER SERIES

DOUBLE AGENT (Book #1)

DOUBLE CROSS (Book #2)

DOUBLE ASSET (Book #3)

DOUBLE DOCTRINE (Book #4)

DOUBLE JEOPARDY (Book #5)

DOUBLE THREAT (Book #6)

DOUBLE TARGET (Book #7)

 

JAKE MERCER THRILLER SERIES

ABSOLUTE THREAT (Book #1)

ABSOLUTE DAMAGE (Book #2)

ABSOLUTE FORCE (Book #3)

ABSOLUTE PERIL (Book #4)

ABSOLUTE TREASON (Book #5)

ABSOLUTE VENGEANCE (Book #6)

ABSOLUTE TARGET (Book #7)

ABSOLUTE FURY (Book #8)

ABSOLUTE POWER (Book #9)

ABSOLUTE SHOCK (Book #10)

ABSOLUTE SIEGE (Book #11)

ABSOLUTE WAR (Book #12)

ABSOLUTE PREJUDICE (Book #13)

ABSOLUTE COMMAND (Book #14)

ABSOLUTE DECEPTION (Book #15)

ABSOLUTE TERROR (Book #16)

ABSOLUTE HAVOC (Book #17)

ABSOLUTE DANGER (Book #18)

ABSOLUTE GAMBIT (Book #19)

ABSOLUTE CARNAGE (Book #20)

 

THE SPY GAME

TARGET ONE (Book #1)

TARGET TWO (Book #2)

TARGET THREE (Book #3)

TARGET FOUR (Book #4)

TARGET FIVE (Book #5)

TARGET SIX (Book #6)

TARGET SEVEN (Book #7)

TARGET EIGHT (Book #8)

TARGET NINE (Book #9)

TARGET TEN (Book #10)

 

TROY STARK THRILLER SERIES

ROGUE FORCE (Book #1)

ROGUE COMMAND (Book #2)

ROGUE TARGET (Book #3)

ROGUE MISSION (Book #4)

ROGUE SHOT (Book #5)

ROGUE STRIKE (Book #6)

ROGUE ORDER (Book #7)

ROGUE ATTACK (Book #8)

 

LUKE STONE THRILLER SERIES

ANY MEANS NECESSARY (Book #1)

OATH OF OFFICE (Book #2)

SITUATION ROOM (Book #3)

OPPOSE ANY FOE (Book #4)

PRESIDENT ELECT (Book #5)

OUR SACRED HONOR (Book #6)

HOUSE DIVIDED (Book #7)

 

FORGING OF LUKE STONE PREQUEL SERIES

PRIMARY TARGET (Book #1)

PRIMARY COMMAND (Book #2)

PRIMARY THREAT (Book #3)

PRIMARY GLORY (Book #4)

PRIMARY VALOR (Book #5)

PRIMARY DUTY (Book #6)

 

AN AGENT ZERO SPY THRILLER SERIES

AGENT ZERO (Book #1)

TARGET ZERO (Book #2)

HUNTING ZERO (Book #3)

TRAPPING ZERO (Book #4)

FILE ZERO (Book #5)

RECALL ZERO (Book #6)

ASSASSIN ZERO (Book #7)

DECOY ZERO (Book #8)

CHASING ZERO (Book #9)

VENGEANCE ZERO (Book #10)

ZERO ZERO (Book #11)

ABSOLUTE ZERO (Book #12)


 

CONTENTS

 

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

EPILOGUE

 


 

 

 

 


PROLOGUE

 

 

Mr. O looked at the gathered figures with a touch of distaste. It was so difficult to find truly brave people. The men and women gathered in this bunker were among the leaders of the most powerful nation on Earth. Yet they muttered, fidgeted, and glanced furtively around like a herd of zebras watching a pride of lions stalking them.

The truth was the very opposite. They were the lions. They were the hunters. They were the ones who stood poised to change history. They should be the ones wearing brave faces.

Only one demonstrated any real confidence. This man sat at the head of the table, as Mr. O had decided. It was better, especially considering the cowardice these people showed, if Mr. O were left inconspicuous. Only the man seated at the head of the table knew who he truly was. Mr. O would eventually make himself known, but not now. Not until it was done.

“Thank you all for attending,” the man at the head of the table began. “It speaks to your courage and integrity that you are here in spite of the risks that come with the undertaking we’re about to embark on.”

A good beginning. If there was another quality these people shared besides cowardice, it was arrogance. Several chests puffed up, and several chins lifted at the speaker's recognition of their perceived greatness. Mr. O was impressed. He didn't have the ability to lie as this man did. That was why he had eschewed a career in politics and chosen one in finance instead. Despite many opinions to the contrary, finance was an industry rooted firmly in truth, albeit a different truth than that to which most held.

"What we will do in the coming days will change the course of history, not only for the United States of America but for the world. It's no shock to any of you to hear me say that our nation has fallen far from the ideals we once held dear. We are no longer strong. We are no longer brave. We are no longer an example to the world. We are very rapidly losing our independence. It can be argued that we've already given away our leadership. Yet the current administration not only refuses to recognize this but actively enables the rot that erodes our very foundations."

Perhaps laid on a little too thick, but he was preaching to the choir. The others were nodding now, their fear lost as they allowed themselves to be swept away by the fervor of the speaker.

“The sad truth is that the American people have been duped. The majority of American leadership has been duped. They actually feel that our nation is thriving, that the policies of soft-handedness on the world stage, of subjugating ourselves under the pretense of cooperation, of allowing terrorism to run rampant and unchecked, are signs that we’ve somehow evolved as a nation.

“We have tried for so long to lead people to the truth. We’ve waved our signs; we’ve shouted our cause from the rooftops. We’ve reasoned with people, pleaded with people, tried desperately to educate them. All to no avail.

So we are left with no choice. Now, we have to act. We have to be willing in some small ways to debase ourselves that we might lift America from the muck. We have to lie. We have to undermine. We have to take by force. We have to hold by force. And unfortunately, we have to temporarily suspend the right of self-determination, which we hold dear."

Those gathered showed the consternation their offices required, but Mr. O had spent a career succeeding by studying human nature, and it was easy for him to see the gleam in their eyes. All of these people wanted power. No one here truly wanted their fellow man to be free. They wanted to be in charge. They wanted to command and watch people follow.

That made them easy to manipulate.

“We do this so that we can save our people from themselves, but more so that we can save them from the leaders who have shaped them into the spineless, mindless, ignorant sheep they are now. It will be difficult. They will suffer. We will suffer. But we shall emerge victorious, and when we do, we will lead America and the world into a bright and glorious future. We will once more become America the Great.”

The listeners rose to their feet and burst into cheers at the conclusion of this speech. Mr. O continued to stand at attention with his hands at his sides as befitted his supposed role of bodyguard to the speaker. But he allowed his face to show admiration and support for the speaker. He doubted like hell anyone here would be sharp enough to pick up on the subtle signs that it was Mr. O who was master and the speaker who was a puppet, but it never hurt to be cautious.

The initial speech taken care of, the meeting turned to planning. The framework of the plan was fairly basic. They would sow fear by attacking foreign embassies around the world. They would put up a straw man as a target by making the tasks appear to be the work of foreign terrorists. They would point out how the President’s weak foreign policy allowed for this type of flagrant abuse of American sovereignty.

Then, they would take the fight home. They would show the people of the United States that they weren't safe under President Jackson.

And then they would offer safety. People would immediately flock to the leaders they felt made them safe. Then it would be a simple thing to mold the nation into one that best fit their interests.

And that was the beauty of it. Mr. O’s interests aligned with the interests of the rest of the world. He had very carefully built his life to ensure that his interests aligned with the interests of the masses. Not only was it profitable to establish him as the leader of the world, it was better for everyone.

One step at a time, though. The U.S. must succumb first. Then, he could expand.

And one day, the world would wake up and find itself in a new, stronger age.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer of the United States Secret Service was having a wonderful day. Summer had returned to Washington, D.C., and the trees, grass and flowers visible through the windows of the White House were bursting with vibrant color. The air was warm, and the sky was bright. The people he passed were, for the most part, as vibrant and bright and colorful as the summer.

It was nice to have good days.

He stepped into the small room in the West Wing of the White House that served as the Secret Service forward command center in the President’s residence. His partner, Special Agent Jess Foster, was in her usual position, slouching in her office chair, sipping coffee and eating a hoagie while watching multiple monitors, each depicting a different location in the White House and the surrounding grounds.

“Keep sitting like that, and you’ll kill your back,” he warned her.

“You are such an old man now,” she replied without looking at him.

“Yes, and my posture is phenomenal,” Jake replied. “This in spite of getting the crap kicked out of me every few months for the past three years.”

“Closer to four years now. Posture’s great, brain not so much.” She turned to him and grinned. “That’s why you have me.”

He shrugged. “We each have our roles to play. How are we looking?”

She turned back to the monitors. “So far so good. Everyone’s where they’re supposed to be, no one’s where they’re not supposed to be, and the President’s on schedule for once.”

“Bryan’s always on schedule.”

“Fair enough. I guess we’re the ones who aren’t usually on schedule.”

“Well, this is the first time in a while we’re not dealing with a known existential threat to Bryan or the United States as a whole.”

“Good point.”

“Where’s Bryan now?”

Jess tapped a few keys and the primary monitor—a small, standalone screen not wired to the wall of monitors in front of her—displayed a dressing room two doors down from the Oval Office. In the room, the President was carefully adjusting his tie.

“No Carrie today? She usually handles his grooming.”

Jake looked away. The first lady, Carrie Jackson, had never liked her husband’s career. She’d tolerated it out of respect for him and what he represented to the nation, but after years of relentless assaults on Bryan, Carrie, and their daughter—Jake’s wife—Sheila, she had finally reached her breaking point. They were still married, and officially, Carrie still lived at the White House with him, but Carrie was almost certainly going to divorce him once his term ended eighteen months later.

Jake didn’t want to talk about that right now, though, so he deflected. “You watched the President get dressed?”

“Hell no. I have cameras in his dressing room, and the computers are programmed to alert me if they see anything suspicious or alarming, but other than that, he gets his privacy. I only looked because you asked.”

Jake grimaced. “Well… I guess we just won’t tell him.”

“Didn’t plan on it.”

Jake’s earpiece chirped. He tapped it and said, “Mercer.”

The voice that replied belonged to Senior Special Agent Presley, the new head of the Presidential Detail. “Hello, sir. The President just gave us the all clear. We’re proceeding to the Oval Office. No threats visible at this time. T-minus four minutes to the speech.”

Jake smiled slightly. Presley was new to the job, and like many new leaders, he was rigidly by the book. "Thank you, Presley."

As head of the Presidential Security Division, Jake was responsible for the safety and security of the President, his entourage, and wherever he happened to be at the moment, whether that was the White House, Air Force One, the Capitol, a public place, or a foreign country. Presley was the agent ultimately responsible for the safety of the President's person. It was a serious job, one that Jake had held for several years before his role expanded to include its current scope. He could very well understand and appreciate why Presley took it so seriously.

His earpiece buzzed again. This time, it was Commander Munoz, the head of Combat Action Team One, a squad of sixteen very highly trained special operators assigned the toe Presidential Security Division.

“Hey, Jake. We’ve got the four corners covered. Agent Shao would like to report that the corn dog guy is unhappy about being made to sell his dogs on another street corner. She’d also like to report that the corn dogs are crap today, so she really doesn’t care.”

Munoz took his job just as seriously as Presley did, but he was a multiyear veteran of the Service and had spent nearly all of his tenure working with or for Jake, so he felt free to be loose when he communicated with him.

That was just fine with Jake. “Tell Agent Shao that she should order corn dogs when she’s not kicking the guy out of his favorite spot. He’ll make sure she gets a good one.”

“Have you tried telling Shao to do things? For an Army girl, she is very notoriously unwilling to respect authority.”

“Screw you, Munoz,” Shao replied. “Respectfully, sir.”

Jess, whose desktop radio was tuned to the same channel, shared a look with Jake, and they both chuckled.

“I’ll take a respectful screw,” Jess interjected. “Not too respectful, though.”

Jake laughed, but it was probably time for him to intervene now. “All right, kids. T-minus two minutes. Time to be professional.”

“Aww, Dad,” Munoz whined. “You’re no fun.”

“But he’s respectful,” Jess added.

“Enough,” Jake insisted. “Don’t make me pull rank on you.”

Jess winked at Jake, but then her smile vanished, and she looked at the screen with a serious expression. Like Munoz, she had worked with Jake long enough that she felt comfortable being familiar, but she knew when to turn it off and focus on the job.

Jake looked at the monitor for the Oval Office. The press crew was making last-minute adjustments to their camera equipment while Presley and his agents were staging at each corner of the room. Bryan's Chief of Staff was making last-minute adjustments to his suit and whispering quietly to him, probably going over talking points for the State of the Union address the President was about to make.

“Hold on,” Jess said. “We’ve got action in the West Wing.”

Jake’s eyes snapped to the monitor Jess was watching. On the screen, several aides were clustered in a circle, casting furtive glances in the direction of the Oval Office. “Can you get audio, Jess just to you and me?”

“Yeah, one sec.”

She tapped a few keys, and the camera in that particular hallway began broadcasting audio to the two of them.

“…just afraid that something’s gonna happen again.”

“Yeah. I mean, Trident’s gone, but people are still pulling shit all over the place.”

“I don’t get why we’re still talking to Turkey and China. Like, shouldn’t we be punishing them?”

“Not with this President in office,” a third aide said derisively. “He’s the olive branch President.”

A fourth agreed, “Yeah, he’ll turn the other cheek until his head spins. No offense to the old guy, but I really hope the next President is more of a ‘Don’t Tread Upon Me’ type.”

Jake sighed. “Just some kids picking a bad place to talk politics. Gaetano, move them along, okay?”

“Will do, sir.”

A moment later, a burly plainclothes agent approached the group and said, “Hey guys, do me a favor and take this somewhere else, please. We need to keep these hallways clear.”

The four aides apologized profusely and scurried away, a little shamefaced at having been overheard. They hadn’t done anything wrong by airing their worries and opinions, but it didn’t look great for White House aides to speak ill of the sitting President.

“All right, Jess, you can cut the audio.”

Jake sighed and rubbed his temples. The “Olive Branch” President. He’d been hearing that more and more lately. People were getting really unhappy with Bryan. Everyone was entitled to their own political opinions, of course, but whether right or wrong, dissatisfaction with the current administration could mean problems for the Secret Service. Assassination attempts were all the rage these days. The last thing Jake needed was for people to start wondering if an assassination might be a good thing.

Jess gave Jake a smile and thumbs up, but the smile was somewhat strained. Jake understood her feelings perfectly. There was more than just the olive branch comment to think about. He didn’t need a reminder of Trident—the domestic terrorist organization whose multiple assaults on the President over the course of several years kickstarted the current rash of terrorist actions worldwide—any more than she did.

But Trident was done. Its leader, Eli Bard, was killed. Terrorism was still a threat, but it had been a long time since a domestic entity had been behind it. That chapter, fortunately, was closed.

Still, hearing those aides express their fear of a terrorist attack left a bad taste in Jake’s mouth. “Gaetano, get your boys to do a quick sweep of the House, just in case.”

“Yes, sir.”

The President began to speak. As usual, Jess kept the audio on for her and Jake but kept it low and muted it for everyone else.

"My fellow Americans," Bryan began. "Thank you once more for joining me as we review the past twelve months in our nation's history and set goals for the following. As my tenure as President reaches its twilight, I find now more than ever that it is imperative that we not lose sight of the future that you and I and all of us voted for eight years ago and then again four years ago.

"For that reason, I will start by reaffirming my commitment to a peaceful, free, and safe world for ourselves and our children. As Americans, we have the privilege to live in the safest, most free nation on Earth. It's easy to forget that much of the world isn't so fortunate."

“He might want to be careful about saying that,” Jess said. “Considering the number of lives lost on U.S. soil in recent years.”

Jake didn't reply, but he felt the same way Jess did. The President had come under fire recently for his focus on foreign issues at the expense—some said—of domestic issues. This was the back half of his second term, so he wasn't risking his campaign, but he was making things difficult for his party, who, whether fair or not, had to contend with an opposing party whose rhetoric was growing increasingly stronger against Bryan's foreign policies.

Jake was glad he didn’t have Bryan’s job.

“…and poverty rates have dipped by ten percent. I pledge to you that I will continue to pursue tax reductions for the working class and partner with the Federal Reserve to ensure interest rates remain manageable. I will continue to push for common-sense regulation of industries and to repeal the punitive and damaging sanctions that have reduced incentive to invest in our economy.”

“There we go,” Jess said. “Focus on that. The economy’s always a hot button.”

Jake nodded, but his attention wavered from the speech back to the monitors covering the hallways. He could see Secret Service Agents patrolling the halls and finding no more clusters of anxious aides. He felt a flicker of annoyance at those interns earlier. His good mood had been ruined by their anxiety.

The worst part was that he understood it. Sheila’s kidnapping by North Korean and Chinese terrorists on a diplomatic visit to Beijing five months earlier and the President’s kidnapping by Turkish ultra-nationalists in Istanbul a short time after had made it clear to him that getting rid of Trident wasn’t the same as getting rid of terrorism.

And they had uncovered a multinational conspiracy in Turkey with tendrils that reached from Europe to Asia to Africa. They had shut down all of the known arms of that conspiracy, but Jake knew from personal experience that such a phoenix could easily rise from the ashes.

His phone buzzed. Probably Sheila. He pulled it from his pocket, and his brow furrowed when he saw Deputy Director Arthur Davis's name. He muted his earpiece, then answered, "Hello? What's going on, sir?"

“Get the President somewhere safe now.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “What’s going on?”

“Twelve United States Embassies have been attacked within the past hour.”

A chill ran down his spine. It seemed those interns were right to be anxious earlier. Trident was gone. Bard was dead.

As for terrorism? It was alive and well.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

It was nothing short of a miracle that the end of Jake’s phone call with Art coincided with the end of the President’s speech. The nation would learn soon enough of the attacks and the President’s evacuation, but it would look a lot better if that took place after the State of the Union address was concluded.

“Jess, that was Art. Twelve U.S. Embassies were just attacked across the globe.”

Jess’s eyes popped open. “What?”

“We need to get the President to safety. Checkpoint Delta.” He tapped his earpiece twice to open the channel. “Everyone, there’s been an emergency. Multiple U.S. Embassies have been attacked around the world, so we’re taking the President to Delta until we have a handle on the situation.”

Checkpoint Delta was the most hidden and most secure of four underground safehouses built underneath Washington, D.C. It was designed specifically to withstand the most powerful weapons known to mankind as well as to hold off an invading force of up to ten thousand in case of a breach of the tunnels that led to and from the White House to the checkpoints and other entry/exit points around D.C. Had there only been one embassy attack, Jake might have settled for taking the President to Checkpoint Alpha, but with all twelve felled at once, he couldn’t ignore the possibility that this wasn’t terrorism but instead a large-scale assault by a foreign military.

“Son of a bitch,” Munoz swore.

“Moving the President now,” Presley said. “Who’s going with us?”

“You and your team instantly. Jess and I will follow. Munoz, you stay long enough to transfer control of external security to Capitol Police. Stay as long as you need to ensure that they’re prepared for any threats, but then get your ass to Delta ASAP.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Gaetano, you’re still in charge of building security. Call headquarters and get them to send CAT two to assist. Actually, Munoz, wait until CAT two shows up. Then you follow us.”

“Good idea.”

Jake looked at the monitors to see Presley and his three handpicked agents leading the President from the Oval Office through a hidden door in the left wall. The elevator they entered would drop fifty feet underground to the first tunnel. From there, they would proceed through the checkpoints until they reached Delta.

"Call Art back, Jess. Tell him the situation and let him know we're going full alert on this. Have him send agents to the house, too."

“I will.”

The house in this case was his house where Sheila and their son Beau waited for him to come home. With a pang, he realized he wasn’t coming home today. If they were lucky, he’d be home tomorrow, and the President would be taken to a more visible military bunker or even a civilian stronghold like Camp David to address this crisis in the open.

They were rarely lucky.

“I’m going to pickle the computers too,” she said. “Just in case.”

“Good idea.”

“Pickling” the computers meant doing a particular version of a factory data reset that would transfer the full BIOS signatures of each server onto a bank of bleeding-edge servers that could fit into a large briefcase that Jess would carry on her person. The computers would essentially be as brand new as one you could buy off of the shelf at a department store, but once the crisis was passed, Jess could reinstall the entirety of their hard drives over a matter of a couple of hours. It was a new safety policy they had instituted after several past incidents had been solved by cracking into enemy communications and data centers. If the good guys could do it, it was worth making sure the bad guys couldn’t.

Jake waited for Jess while she pickled the computers. In some ways, Jess was the most valuable asset the Secret Service had. Her technological prowess and her connections within the Intelligence Community meant she was often the first to find and interpret the information needed to defeat the terrorists the Secret Service grappled with.

Because of this, it was imperative that she not be left unguarded. She was a capable enough fighter, but Jake was on an entirely different level. He also relied heavily on her skillset, so he wanted to be nearby on the off-chance communications were interrupted with other elements of his security team. At least until he had an idea of what was happening.

What was happening?

He remembered Max’s phone call and turned on the small television in the room. There was no need to change the channel. For an event of this magnitude, every television station in the United States would be airing the story.

The image shown on the screen was a burning building. The caption underneath declared the building as the United States Embassy to Australia.

“Holy shit,” Jess breathed. “Australia?”

The anchor, of course, quickly reminded them that the problem was much, much worse.

“What you see here is the U.S. Embassy building in Sydney, Australia. Similar scenes are playing out at U.S. embassies to major U.S. allies around the globe, including the embassies in Paris, Tokyo, Berlin, London, Ottawa, Tel-Aviv and Seoul.”

It would have still been shocking had the embassies been located in smaller nations, and it might not have been truly shocking at all if they had been located in nations hostile or ambivalent toward the U.S., but to have the embassies of major allied nations targeted? Canada? Japan? The United Kingdom?

This was bad. This was very bad.

“Other embassies targeted include those in Ankara and Beijing, the capitals of two nations who in recent years had shown signs of interest in improved relationships with the United States but who were also implicated in recent personal attacks on President Bryan Jackson and his family.”

“That’s the angle,” Jess opined. “They’re trying to make this personal, a rebuke to Bryan and his administration.”

“Maybe,” Jake agreed, “but why go after our allies? That would unify the world against them, wouldn’t it?”

“Maybe.”

Jess’s reply was just as doubtful as Jake’s earlier. He frowned as he considered the other possibility that these attacks would serve to alienate their allies by making them concerned about the dangers of standing stalwart with an administration that had been under literal fire for years.

“It will be some time before we can have an accurate casualty count,” the anchor continued. Her voice cracked when she relayed the next bit. “But initial estimates suggest that number will be well over one thousand worldwide.”

“Oh God,” Jess cried out, her hand flying to her mouth. “That would make it the worst one since Paris.”

In Paris, a mad scientist allied with Bard had unleashed a super virus which had eventually killed over twenty thousand French people. It had taken that virus months to reach those numbers, though. This attack had taken place within the past hour.

“One moment.” The anchor paled, and her lower lip trembled. She took a moment to compose herself, then said, “This station has just received word that a bomb has gone off in the United States Embassy building in New Delhi.”

“Holy shit,” Jess breathed. “Holy shit.”

Jake said nothing. He only watched, numb, as reports flooded in of more embassies suffering attacks while others frantically shut down and evacuated. From time to time, a bit of good news would surface of a bomb being defused or being a dud, but mostly, the news was a stream of horror. By the time Jess finished pickling the computers, six more embassies had suffered explosions and casualty estimates were “not unlikely over two thousand including foreign nationals nearby when the explosion took place.”

“I’m ready,” Jess said. “Or… well, you know what I mean.”

Jake nodded. “Let’s get moving.” He tapped his earpiece. “Munoz, Gaetano, we’re rolling. Contact us immediately if there’s any emergency.”

“Understood, sir,” Gaetano replied. 

“You got it, boss,” Munoz added.

They left their office and walked toward the Oval Office. The hallways were now crawling with plainclothes agents, which was good. It was exactly what Jake wanted in circumstances like this. He normally wouldn’t take the time to dwell on that, but this looked like a situation when holding onto any silver lining he could was necessary.

They reached the hidden elevator and began their descent. As soon as the door closed behind them, Jess asked, “What the hell is this? This is too big to be a terrorist group. There are too many targets. This has to be military.”

He shook his head. “It might be.”

“Do you think China’s behind this? Or Russia?”

“I don’t know.”

Jess pressed her lips together. She looked angry with his responses, and he didn’t blame her. What she wanted more than anything right now was for this to make sense, any sort of sense, even if it was terrible sense.

But it didn’t. The only explanation that fit was that they hadn’t purged all of the international conspiracy they’d uncovered in Istanbul. The Third Voice, they had called themselves. They’d used that term in reference to the desires of Turkish ultra-nationalists to elevate their nation on the global stage to sit equally with the U.S. and China, so maybe that wasn’t the name they called themselves absent Turkey.

Whatever they called themselves, they had a voice, and it had spoken very loudly today.

The elevator stopped, and the two of them stepped out into an underground office complex with a residential wing, a full suite of offices, and a medical center. This was Checkpoint Alpha, the nearest of the four underground bunkers.

The two of them followed the central hallway to a waiting monorail. The monorail stretched for nine miles, with stops at each of the checkpoints. Jess and Jake boarded the waiting train and immediately accelerated.

Jake’s earpiece buzzed. “We’re at Delta, sir,” Presley informed him. “All good here. The President is demanding access to information up top, though.”

“Give it to him,” Jake replied. “The channels are all encrypted and jammed. It’s not likely they’ll be able to determine his location, and he needs to be kept apprised.”

“Understood. He’s also requested that the First Lady and First Daughter be transported here.”

Jake swallowed. He was also anxious for Sheila. “Tell him that we can’t do that right now, but I’m providing for their safety. As soon as we know he’s safe, we’ll either take him up top or bring them down here, but right now, we need to get him established ASAP. If he has an issue with those instructions, tell him he can talk to me.”

Presley didn’t answer right away. He knew that Jake was married to the First Daughter and understood how hard it must have been for his boss to say that.

And how serious the situation must be.

“Understood, sir,” he finally said. “We’ll see you when you get here.”

Jake closed the connection and texted Sheila. Hi, honey. All good here. We’re safe. Art is sending agents to you. I’ll talk when I can. I love you. Give my love to Beau as well.

He pressed send, then breathed a heavy sigh. Jess reached over and squeezed his hand. “They’ll be okay.”

Of course, the problem was that there was no way to know that. They could do their best, but one of these days, their best wasn’t going to be good enough. Jake could only pray that today wasn’t that day.

He looked out the window at the tunnel, rapidly passing them by. The question that repeated in his mind echoed Jess's question earlier.

What is this?


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“It’s a simple damned question, Jake. Why am I still here?”

Jake understood Bryan’s frustration well. They had been underground for eight hours and Jake still wasn’t clearing Bryan to return to the surface, not even via the other monorail that would lead to Camp David, a far more secure facility than the White House, and that was saying something. Frankly, Jake wasn’t happy about the situation either.

But… “Unfortunately, sir, we still have rumors of the White House being targeted in a potential second wave of attacks.”

“Real rumors or rumors posted by college kids with blogs who think they live in a novel?”

“At this point, sir, we have to take all such rumors seriously.” He allowed a touch of familiarity into his voice and said, “Come on, Bryan. You know this.”

Bryan sighed and leaned back in his chair, tapping his desk with his index finger. “What I know is that right after a State of the Union address that was supposed to reassure Americans on the future of the nation and our place in the world, our place on the world was literally blown to smithereens.”

“Yes, sir. This isn’t ideal.”

“It’s a goddamned disaster.” Bryan leaned forward and rubbed his face with his hands. “Do we know who’s behind all of this? Any idea at all?”

“I have one idea, but it’s a very, very thin one.”

“Well, hell, if we’re taking all rumors seriously, let’s take all ideas seriously.”

“I think we could be looking at a renewed international conspiracy orchestrated by the same players who orchestrated the Third Voice conspiracy in Turkey.”

“I thought they were all executed or arrested.”

“I think we were mistaken about the scope of this movement,” Jake replied. “But this attack was coordinated.”

“That’s an understatement. Hitting nineteen targets scattered around the planet—most of them in first-world nations with strong military and law enforcement presence—is pretty damned impressive.”

Jake grimaced. “Not the word I would use, sir.”

“Well, it made an impression on me. I guarantee it made an impression on everyone else.” He leaned back and tapped his finger again. “We’re sure that it’s not a military operation? Russia isn’t trying something?”

“They’ve claimed that they had nothing to do with this, but obviously, we don’t know this for sure.”

Do you believe them?”

 “Honestly, yes. I know Russian hasn’t shied away from aggression before, but I would be very surprised to see them go this far. They aren’t in a position to engage in a full-scale conflict with the United States, and they know it. If it’s proven that Russia’s behind this, they know full well that their government will be overthrown.”

Bryan sighed. "Yeah, that's my thought too. Okay, so an international conspiracy. Next question: how? Twenty-five embassies were planted with bombs. Do we know what kind of bombs?"

“An unidentified plastic explosive.”

“Unidentified as in new or as in we don’t know what it is yet?”

“We don’t know what it is yet.”

“Got it. So twenty-five embassies with bombs planted, all of which were programmed to go off within an hour either way of the state of the union. Six of the bombs were duds, but nineteen weren’t.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then this attack was specifically designed to undermine the content of that speech.”

“I agree, sir.”

Bryan stood and paced around the office. There was a full-size copy of the Oval Office in another portion of the bunker, but this office was a smaller one for Bryan’s personal use. The low ceiling made Bryan look imposing as he stomped across the floor.

“Okay, so who benefits from this? I claimed that the U.S. will remain firm in its conviction to pursue peace and cooperation. Who suffers from peace and cooperation?”

“No one, sir.”

Bryan rolled his eyes. “Well, yes, but who thinks they suffer from peace and cooperation? Who might be motivated to act against the interests of peace and cooperation?”

“Well, Russia’s one.”

“You don’t like Russia for this.”

“Right,” Jake agreed. We need someone who benefits but doesn’t clearly stand to suffer from such an attack. That rules out a sovereign nation. Even Pyongyang has been docile since North Korean terrorists were implicated in Sheila’s kidnapping in Beijing.”

Bryan stopped and looked down at Jake. “So we’re back to terrorists. And we don’t know who exactly.”

“I’m afraid so, sir.”

“This is all horseshit,” Bryan muttered as he dropped back into his seat.

He resumed tapping his desk for a while. Then he said, “I need to address the nation.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll have Presley get the Oval Office set up for you.”

“Thank you.” He stiffened a little. “Have you heard from Carrie?”

“Art has agents watching her house. She’s safe.”

“But she hasn’t contacted you?”

The hope in Bryan’s eyes crushed Jake. Bryan still loved Carrie. It must crush him to know that doing his job as the President was likely ending his marriage.

No, it wasn’t Bryan’s fault. It was the fault of these assholes who thought that murdering innocent people was an acceptable way to get what they wanted. Maybe the President’s marriage paled in comparison to the people who had lost their lives around the world, but it still hurt to see his father-in-law like this.

“No, sir. She hasn’t contacted me.”

The hope died. Bryan slumped and nodded. “What about Sheila?”

“She’s good. She and Beau are eating pizza and having a movie night. She promised to have one with me when I get back to make it up to Beau that I’m gone.”

Bryan smiled softly. “Count me in on that. I’ll need a night off when this is all over.” His smile faded. “Do you ever regret your job, Jake? I mean, you’re not the President, but your job carries risks too. Do you ever wish you had just left it behind?”

Jake took a moment to think about his answer, partly because he didn't want to burden Bryan with any more guilt than he already felt and partly because it just wasn't an easy question to answer. For a short while, his marriage to Sheila had nearly ended because of his dedication to his job. But he had remained dedicated anyway, believing himself the best-qualified person to protect the President.

After Sheila was captured though, he returned home ready to leave his job and focus on her and Beau full time. Only this time, instead of demanding that he leave the Secret Service, Sheila had convinced him to stay at least until her father’s term ended, fearing that if he left, the people out to kill Bryan would finally succeed.

And now, here he was, doing his job. And though he was confident in Art and the people he had sent to watch his family, he did wish to be with them and not here.

“Regret is the wrong word, sir,” he said, “but I do have a hard time being away from them.”

Bryan nodded. He tilted his head as though thinking of a response, but eventually settled for. “All right. Thank you, Jake.” He took a deep breath, then stood. “All right. I’ll go let people know the wheels are still on the bus.”

“Of course, sir. We all have faith in you.”

Bryan gave Jake a sad smile. “That’s good to hear. I’m glad some people still do.”

He left the office, and Jake heaved a sigh. His friend was so strong and vibrant before taking this job. Now, he was so old and tired and so close to giving up. It was truly incredible the toll it had taken on him. Jake wondered if his own job was taking a similar toll, one he couldn't see.

Actually, one he could see. Jake was fortunate to have all of his limbs and all of his digits in one piece, but he sported his fair share of scars after years in the Marine Corps and then more years in the most active and volatile stretch of the Secret Service’s history. Each scar had a story, and Jake’s body was a novel.

He wished in that moment that Bryan’s term was over, and he could finally leave this job behind.

What he really wished was that every single violent terrorist on Earth would spontaneously combust so people like him didn’t need to exist. That would be just fine and dandy.

He left the office and headed toward the command center, where Jess waited, monitoring the situation above and below. Checkpoint Delta—like Bravo and Charlie—was of the same basic layout as Checkpoint Alpha but far more secure. Aside from being eighty feet further underground, the bunker was protected by a layer of explosive reactive armor that was designed to deflect the force of an explosion away from the bunker—even a nuclear explosion. Within that layer was forty feet of steel-reinforced concrete armor, and within that was thirty feet of an advanced synthetic polymer armor that was ten times as strong per square inch as Kevlar. Weapon emplacements located throughout the bunker operated independently and included nonlethal options like electrically wired floors and beanbag guns.

Of course, it included lethal options, too. The bunker could withstand an attack from a division-strength unit of special operators—in other words, more special forces agents than the entire U.S. Special Operations Command—and a nuclear explosion of up to sixty megatons or twice as powerful as the most powerful weapon ever detonated. Much of that was due to the layer of polymer armor which in addition to its strength had energy dissipation properties that stretched the laws of physics.

The President was safe. Jake could rest assured of that.

But Sheila and Beau were in their ordinary home on an ordinary street. Art had people watching them, but if shit really hit the fan, they were too close to the action for Jake’s comfort.

He hated to bother Bryan right now, but with Munoz, Presley and Jess here and this facility strong enough to embarrass the entire Russian nuclear arsenal, he felt he was better off ensuring his family’s safety.

He pulled his phone out to text the President for permission, just in time for Bryan to text him the exact same thing.

Go make sure Sheila and Beau are safe. Check in on Carrie, too, please. As long as I'm down here, no one's getting to me.

Jake texted an acknowledgment and a thank-you back, then stepped into the command center.

The room here was more like Jess’s office at Secret Service Headquarters than the small staging room in the White House. There were dozens of monitors here covering a much larger wall and fed by a server bank that looked like it moonlighted as a supercomputer. Hell, for all he knew, it was a supercomputer.

“Hey, Jess. Anything new?”

She shook her head. “We’re still getting rumors of attacks planned for the White House, the Capitol, the Pentagon, the Supreme Court, and so forth. Nothing concrete, and frankly, most of them are bullshit, but a few are good enough it’s worth staying here, at least.” She turned to Jake. “Are you going to stay here?”

Good ol' Jess. She knew him better than anyone. Probably even better than Sheila in some ways. "No. I'm going to go up top and make sure Carrie, Sheila, and Beau are safe."

“I’ll keep an eye on Carrie. I have a buddy keeping her company.” Jake raised an eyebrow, and she scolded, “Shame on you. Obviously not like that. I just figured Bryan would appreciate a direct line to her safety. Anyway, he’s been married to a man for thirty years.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Yes, but you gave me a look. And the point is that you can go straight to Beau and Sheila. A hundred bucks says Max is already there.”

“I think you’re right,” Jake replied, “So I won’t bet against you.”

"Go in plainclothes," Jess suggested. "And change your hair. I have a kit in your room with a new ID, a disguise, and keys to a ten-year-old Honda Accord parked in the MacArthur lot."

Jake raised his eyebrows again. “Wow. You were prepared.”

“Never hurts. And… well, just in case there’s even the slightest chance of a personal angle to this.”

Jake understood that. Eli Bard had grown obsessed with Jake near the end and nearly killed Sheila in their own home. There was no sign so far that this latest conspiracy was directed to him even in part, but as Jess said, it never hurt to be prepared.

“All right. I’ll go suit up.”

“Good luck, Jake. Stay safe, okay?”

“I’ll do my best. Who knows? It might even be good enough.”

“That’s not funny.”

“I laughed.”

He left the office and headed to his quarters to change. Despite the banter with Jess, Jake was far from lighthearted right now.

Rome might not be burning, but right now, all roads seemed to lead to that end.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

At first glance, nothing seemed especially out of the ordinary in Washington. By the time Jake reached his decoy car and started his journey home, it was after seven o’clock and traffic was just as bad as it always was on the tail end of rush hour. People drove just the way they always did in Washington—aggressive bordering on maniacal—and from what Jake could see as he slowly navigated the crowded streets, businesses were still open as usual.

But the faces of the people in their cars, on the sidewalks, sitting at the restaurants and shopping at the businesses were all taut with anxiety. Hundreds of Americans had died, and the President had been evacuated. This city more than any other in the United States had suffered catastrophe at the hands of terrorists and now everyone wondered if they would once more have to suffer.

Jake didn’t need to take the Beltway home, but he imagined if he did, he would find the freeway crowded with people fleeing the city, taking their families somewhere away from the most valuable targets the enemies of the United States could find. That’s exactly what he planned to do with his family.

The deaths suffered at the hands of these terrorists were tragic, but the state of mind these attacks imposed on the American people was dangerous. People who were afraid made poor decisions. They grabbed at any rope extended to them, anything that could make them feel safe again. Sometimes those ropes were tied to cages. Sometimes to the trigger of a shotgun. History was full of very deadly examples of what happened when people allowed fear to rule them.

 The question he and Bryan had asked was who stood to gain from the attacks on the U.S. embassies. A better question to ask was who stood to gain from an American populace in a state of fear. If they found the answer to that question, they would know who their terrorists were.

This question lingered in Jake’s mind as he parked one street over from his house. It was a fairly weak security precaution since there was no good way for him to clandestinely approach the house, but it might throw off a casual observer.

His cell phone buzzed when he turned the corner onto his street. Max.

Text me the next time you want to approach your house in disguise. If I didn’t have a cool trigger finger, you’d be dead now.

Jake lifted his eyes to the house and caught the glint of the setting sun reflecting off of a rifle barrel poking through the curtains of his bedroom window. He sent a quick text back. Got it. Thanks for the heads up. FYI, the blonde guy in the tan leather windbreaker really is me, so please don’t shoot.

A moment later, the rifle barrel retreated from the curtains, and Jake breathed a sigh of relief. Max Harrison was one of Jake's best friends. He was also the sniper instructor Jake had studied under in the Marine Corps, and Jake had it on very good and very recent authority that he could shoot a target as small as a brainstem from seven hundred fifty yards away. His own brainstem, from one-fifth that distance, would have no chance.

He finished the journey to his house, and as soon as he stepped through the door, a thirty-five-pound tornado slammed into his legs. “Daddy!”

And despite all of the fear, frustration and exhaustion Jake felt, the sound of that voice and the feel of his son’s tiny arms wrapping tightly around his legs made him certain that everything was somehow going to be okay.

A child’s love one, terrorism zero, he thought.

He lifted Beau to his arms and hugged him just as tightly. A second later, the typical and much-loved response of “Daddy! You’re squishing me!” tickled his ears.

“Oh, my mistake,” he said, setting Beau down and extending his hand. “It’s nice to see you again, sir.”

Beau giggled and shook his hand. Then his expression turned earnest. “Daddy, can you stay for movie night?”

Jake’s heart broke. “Oh, I’m sorry, buddy. I wish I could, but—”

"Of course, he can!" a booming voice interrupted. Max walked into the foyer, smiling at Jake. "It'll be a little while before you and your mom can leave anyway." In a lower voice so only Jake could hear, he added, "Sheila's upstairs packing. I'm sending them to my cabin, but I'm having some friends check the cabin and the surrounding area first."

Jake nodded. “Thank you, Max.”

“Don’t mention it.” He lifted his voice again and said, “Beau, why don’t you go pick the movie?”

Beau’s eyes popped open. He barreled to the living room, nearly colliding with Sheila on the way. Sheila carefully maneuvered around her excited toddler and ran to Jake’s arms. Her deep blue eyes were fraught with concern, and the reddish-blonde waves of her hair hung in a tangled mess—a sign of the depth of her concern.

“Hey, baby.” She wrapped him tightly, her slender arms holding him with surprising strength. When they separated, she cupped his face and asked, “Are you all right?”

“Good enough,” he replied. “You?”

“Same,” she agreed with a nervous laugh. “Max says he has a cabin he can send us to.”

“I do, and I’m going with you,” Max said. “I assumed Jake would agree that off the grid is the best place for you right now.”

“And you assumed right,” Jake said. He realized something and frowned. “Where are the agents? I told Art to send agents.”

A hand extended from the living room, and a second later, a face Jake didn't recognize joined it. The woman who owned both was at least fifteen years younger than Jake, barely old enough to be a member of the VIP security team. Jake had no problem with women on a security team after seeing what trained women could do in combat, but the age thing bothered him.

God, I’m old.

He chose to ignore his prejudice and stepped forward, extending his hand. “Special Agent Mercer.”

“Special Agent Mulally,” the girl—no, the woman—replied. It didn’t help that she sounded so young too.

“I don’t believe I’ve met you before, Mulally,” Jake said.

"I'm new. I'm Director Davis's niece. His sister's daughter. That's why there is a different last name."

“Ah.” Well, he doubted like hell Art would put his niece on a job she couldn’t handle, so that was good. “Just you?”

“Special Agent Rincon is in the living room. He’s been enlisted to help Beau choose between a movie about dinosaurs and a movie about aliens.”

“Go with the aliens,” Jake offered. “That’s his—”

“Dinosaurs!” Beau cried cheerfully from the living room.

“Or not,” Jake said wryly.

Mulally straightened and did her best to appear tough. “I assure you, sir. Nothing will happen to your family.”

Jake wished desperately that her assurance—anyone’s really—could be enough. The proper response here, though, was the simple one, so it’s the one he gave her. “Thank you, agent. I’m sure they’re in good hands.”

“I heard Art say that you’re staying?” Sheila asked. “What about Dad?”

“Bryan’s in the most secure place on Earth,” Jake assured her. “He has twenty-nine agents guarding him with most of the U.S. military on speed dial ready to jump to his defense at a moment’s notice if they need to. He asked me to make sure you and your mom were safe. I delegated Carrie to Jess—she’s fine by the way—and I’m here to make sure you two are safe. I’ll stay until you two leave, then I’ll be working to try to figure out what’s going on.”

Sheila nodded. She looked like she wasn’t sure if she was reassured or terrified. “Another crazy storm coming, huh?” she said.

“It’s already here,” Jake said. “We just need to track its path and prepare for landfall—wherever that might be.”

“Can you tell us what’s going on?” she asked.

“At the moment, we don’t know more than what’s on the news,” Jake said.

He didn’t want to offer his speculation about the Third Voice yet. It was better to keep that close to his chest until he had more information.

“We’re sure it’s not Russia?” Max asked.

Jake smiled drily. “That’s the first question on everyone’s lips. The answer is that we really don’t know anything. But between us, I don’t think Russia is the Big Bad Monster anymore. I think we’re in a world full of little monsters working together to do more damage than the Big Bad ever did.”

“A pack of wolves instead of a single bear,” Max said.

“I hate that that’s a good analogy,” Sheila replied.

“Well, they might be wolves, but we’re people with guns,” Max said. “These guys don’t know it yet, but they signed their death warrants the moment they decided to take this action.”

Max’s voice was confident, but his face belied his worry—the same worry written on Jake’s and Sheila’s faces. It was a worry Jess had put eloquently into words years ago when talking about Eli Bard.

They had to win every single battle to win the war. The terrorists only had to win one.

“Guys!” Beau called. “I picked the dinosaur movie!”

The adults smiled. Child’s love two, terrorists zero, Jake thought.

“Let’s go see the movie,” Jake said. “Maybe the dinosaurs can offer some insight on how to deal with this threat.”

They joined Beau and the two secret service agents in the living room. Beau sat in between Sheila and Jake, grinning ear-to-ear. Jake wished desperately that he could focus entirely on his family right now, but he couldn't waste any time sitting around. He kept his cell phone angled away from Beau, but he used the time to touch base with Munoz, Presley and Gaetano and ensure that security was as it should be. He also followed up with Jess, who had no more information on the terrorist situation but confirmed that Carrie was still safe with her friend and the Secret Service agents assigned to protect her.

He followed up with Art, too, mostly to let him know what he was doing. Art kept Jake on a very long leash, trusting in his best agent to make sure that the President was as safe as possible.

The final text he sent was to a number he hadn’t used in over three years. The previous owner of this number was no longer alive, but he had assured Jake that someone would answer and that someone would do whatever they could to help Jake with whatever he needed.

What Jake needed right now was information. He needed to know who these terrorists were and what they planned to do next. That job was too big for him to accomplish on his own.

For jobs like this, he was glad they had the CIA.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“Why can’t you come with us, Daddy?” Beau asked.

“I have to work, buddy,” Jake said. “I’m sorry. But when I’m finished with this job, you, me and your mom will go on another super fun vacation.”

Beau gasped in anticipation. “Disney World?”

Jake chuckled. “Sure, buddy. We’ll go to Disney World.”

“Count me in,” Max said. “I might be old, but I’ll rock a Mickey Mouse cap like no one’s business.”

“I want a Donald Duck cap!” Beau announced.

“You got it, buddy,” Jake said, lifting his son into his car seat and strapping him in.

He smiled against the lump in his throat. He hated leaving them more and more each time it happened. Especially knowing that one of these times… No, he wasn’t going to allow himself to think like that.

Sheila’s eyes were moist when they embraced goodbye. She held him tightly for a long while, and before she let him go, she whispered. “Be safe. Come back home. Please.”

“I will. I promise.”

He released her, and Max gave him a hug too. “Take care of yourself out there.”

“I will. Thank you, Max.”

“Don’t mention it. About time this kid learned to hunt anyway.”

“No guns, Max. Not yet.”

“Well… I’ll let him use my practice bow then.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “See you later, Max.”

Max grinned mischievously but before he stepped into the driver’s seat of his SUV, he promised, “I’ll keep the dangerous stuff away from him. For a few more years, at least.”

“Thank you.”

He watched the SUV drive away until it turned the corner onto the rural access road that would eventually lead them to an old forest trail that, in turn, would lead them to a trail that less than a half dozen people in the world knew about. A few more would know about it by the end of the night.

Jake walked back to his car, noting how silent it was now. It was nearly eleven o’clock, so that wasn’t really surprising. Just eerie. Like he was living in a ghost town. He saw very few cars in driveways and wondered how many of his neighbors were still here and how many had fled upon learning of the latest terrorist campaign. Wherever they were, he hoped they were safe.

He unlocked his car and stopped when he saw a silhouette in the front seat. He frowned and pulled a lighter from his pants pocket, then reached casually into his jacket as though for a pack of cigarettes. His hand closed around the butt of his service pistol, but before he could pull it from the holster, the passenger door opened, and a female voice called, “You don’t need to do that. Besides, umbrellas only help when it’s raining.”

At the sound of the CIA code phrase, Jake paused but didn’t take his hand off of his gun. “I need to see you before I get into the car with you.”

The stranger sighed and stepped out. She was a sturdily built woman of around forty with red hair and striking green eyes. She lifted her hands and said, “I’m carrying a service weapon, a taser, and quite a few different other pieces of equipment you’re not allowed to know about, so you can search me, but if you get close to any of those things, I’ll have to stop you.”

“How can I be sure you’re who I think you are?”

“What the hell was the code phrase for? Don’t tell me I dug around through ancient records to find the right code phrase only for it to be the wrong one.”

It had been a long time since Jacob had heard that phrase. Both CIA case officers who’d used that phrase were long dead. Hearing it from the mouth of this stranger worried him. Still, he did call them for help, and it would make sense for them to give their contact the code phrase Mr. Quartz and Miss Topaz had used back when they were Jake’s semi-official liaisons with the CIA.

Jake scanned the car, and when he saw no sign of danger, he holstered his weapon. “Can’t be too careful,” he explained.

“We’ll agree to disagree on that. Come on. Most of the people here got out of Dodge, but it would be better not to have this conversation on the sidewalk.”

He got into the car, and a moment later, she sat next to him. “Drive.”

“Where?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

He started the engine and put the car in gear, then turned around, driving away from his house. He was ninety-five percent sure this was his contact, but until he reached a hundred percent, he didn’t want her to know where he lived.

Cute of you to think she doesn’t already know.

He pushed that thought away and asked, “What’s your name?”

“You can call me Miss Garnet.”

The naming convention fit. Jake’s previous two CIA contacts were named Mr. Quartz and Miss Topaz. Both of them had met their end at the hands of Trident’s associates.

“Did you know Mr. Quartz and Miss Topaz?” he asked.

“I knew of them. I was assigned to East Asia at the time. They were Europe. So I didn’t know them by face, but I knew their name after the Paris thing.”

Mr. Quartz and Miss Topaz had proven instrumental not only in keeping the President safe in Paris but also in finding and stopping Vincent St. Clair and his Trident supporters responsible for the deployment of the super virus.

“So why did they send you?” he asked.

“I’m very good at uncovering international conspiracies,” she replied. “Turn left here, onto the highway.”

He followed her instruction and pulled onto the Beltway. Traffic was thinner than before but far from nonexistent, even at this late hour.

“So what do you know?” he asked.

“We know these guys are good,” Garnet said, rather unhelpfully.

“Do you know who these guys are?”

“No. No identities for any of the attackers, and no one’s claimed responsibility yet. We’re thinking these are new players.”

“I was afraid of that. How new?”

“If we knew the answer to that, they wouldn’t be new players.”

He frowned. “Right.”

“What we do know is that this was a very well thought out attack that was planned way in advance.”

“Yes, we figured. The bombs would all have to have been planted before today.”

“Not all of them. Some of the bombs were delivered by suicide bomber.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “Suicide bomber? You’re sure?”

“We’re sure. You’re wondering why that wasn’t in the news.”

“Yeah, a little. I figured that would be huge news.”

“I’m sure it would be. We fought very hard to make sure it wasn’t.”

“Why?”

“Suicide bombers invoke a different type of panic. They follow groups of people instead of being attached to places. Right now, people can drive or fly away and feel perfectly safe outside of D.C. Suicide bombers can also drive or fly away.”

“People have a right to know what they’re facing,” Jake argued.

“And if I could trust people to make the right choices with that information, I would tell everyone myself. Unfortunately, I can’t trust people to do that. Besides, we’re reasonably sure the targets will remain government buildings rather than civilian crowds.”

Jake pressed his lips together. He didn’t like this, but this wasn’t the hill to die on right now. “How many of the bombs were suicide, and how many were planted in advance?”

“Nine confirmed bombers right now.”

“Anything in common?”

"They were all young men from upper-middle-class families with limited social success. Typical of many terrorists. They were also all natives of the countries where we know suicide bombers were used. No foreigners."

“Any affiliations in common?”

“Not a single one. Exit here.”

Jake took the exit and said, “Any indication that they knew about each other?”

“No.”

“How is it possible that they could all attack U.S. embassies without knowing that a bunch of other people were all going to do the same thing?”

"That's an excellent question and one we'd very much like to find the answer to," she said. "Turn into that drive-thru." Jake did so, and she asked, "Do you want anything? I'm buying."

He stared at her incredulously. "Why didn't you just tell me to drive to a donut place with a drive-thru?"

“I told you to drive so we didn’t look like weirdos talking in a car. I chose to stop here because I’m hungry and want coffee. And I’m not getting a donut. I’m getting a ham and cheese croissant. If you’d like a donut, though, feel free.”

They pulled up to the window, and Jake ordered their coffees and food. He skipped the donuts and ordered a ham and cheese croissant, like Garnet.

While they waited, he tried to organize his thoughts on the new CIA agent. She was enigmatic like the previous two agents had been. She was older than they had been, or at least appeared so.

He had mixed feelings about the whole situation. On one hand, he needed the CIA’s near-mythical ability to obtain information if he was going to succeed in stopping this latest terrorist threat. On the other hand, he really didn’t like leaving the President’s safety in anyone else’s hands. He liked running the show, doing things his way.

This would now be the third situation when he would have to swallow his pride and share leadership with someone from a different organization. Maybe he would have an easier time of it now.

At least she’s American, he thought as he grabbed their meals and pulled out of the drive thru.

“Any thoughts on why some places were destroyed with planted bombs and others with suicide bombers?”

“Logistics would be my guess. The planted bombs were in embassies with more lax security while the more highly secured places involved suicide bombers.”

“Interesting, I would have thought it would be the other way around.”

“So would we. Our speculation is that the suicide bombers had contacts within the embassy that allowed them to bring explosives onto the premises without being stopped. We’re following up to see if any guards were strangely absent.”

“Hmm. Maybe it was just the time zones.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“Were the suicide bombers in time zones where the embassies were outside of normal business hours?”

She broke into a grin. “Jake Mercer, you are far smarter than you look. I think you just figured it out.”

“Well, thank you,” he said drily. “I don’t know if that helps us, though.”

“It shows you can think critically. That’s good to know.”

Jake appreciated the validation, but he was far more concerned with getting a handle on their enemy. “So they managed to coordinate the planting of sixteen plastic explosive bombs set to detonate during the President’s state of the union address and they also managed to hire nine suicide bombers to blow up other embassies at the same time. And none of them knew about each other.”

"That's how it looks, yes. It's the opposite of what we normally see with terrorists. Normally, they want to take credit."

“Unless they’re not finished,” Jake said, “and they want to remain anonymous so they can attack again.”

“Yes,” Garnet admitted. “That’s the big fear.”

They fell silent for a while, both of them coping with the possibility that their terrorists had more in store for them. Eventually, Jake broke the silence by saying, “I hate to say this, but all of that points to an inside component in this job. A traitor within the U.S. government.”

“Yes. Probably the intelligence or defense community.”

Jake frowned at her. “You don’t think a CIA agent could be involved, do you?”

“No. And you don’t think a Secret Service agent could be involved. Yet Eli Bard existed and so have several CIA traitors. We can’t afford to rule anything out. Exit the freeway here and pull into the Extended Stay. I rented a room for us.”

Jake pulled into the hotel and resigned himself to spending the foreseeable future as partner to a CIA agent.

At least I asked for it this time.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

As soon as they were in the room, Garnet busied herself, checking for bugs and planting little devices of her own.

“What are those?” Jake asked.

“Jammers. They’ll make sure no one can spy on us, and if we miss any bugs or cameras, they’ll scramble the signals of any audio or video feeds before they leave the room.”

“Got it. Good idea.”

“I have a few from time to time. Can you contact your partner?”

“You mean my wife?”

“Different kind of partner.”

“Oh. You mean Jess.”

“Yep. Special Agent Foster.”

“Sure. Right now?”

“Yes.” She finished with the room and joined him at the table. “We’re going to play a little game.”

He chuckled. "The last time I heard that, some puppet on a tricycle told a group of yuppies that if they didn't make it out of the room they were in four hours, they were all gonna die."

“I think you might have watched a trailer instead of the movie,” she replied, “but that’s okay. We’re going to see how much misinformation is out there, and Foster can help us.”

“Works for me.”

He called Jess, and a moment later, she answered. “Hey, Jake. All good in the hood?”

“Hey, Jess. You’re on speaker.”

“Ah. In that case, are circumstances beneficent in the locality in which you reside?”

“Hello, Special Agent Foster,” Garnet said.

After a brief pause, Jess said, “Hello yourself, stranger. May I ask who you are and how you know me?”

“You can call me Miss Garnet. I’m the CIA case officer assigned to assist you and your partner in unraveling this terrorist mystery.”

“Ah. Any relation to Miss Topaz and Mr. Quartz?”

Garnet smiled. “Cousins of mine.”

"Gotcha. So, did Jake call you, or did you just show up?"

“I called her,” Jake said. “We’re flying blind right now. The CIA is very good at finding lightbulbs.”

“Ooh, that’s good,” Garnet said. “I’m going to use that.”

“Fair enough,” Jess said. “Anything useful so far?”

“We know that nine of the bombs were actually suicide bombers.”

“Really? Why?”

“Time zone issues.”

“Huh?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Jake said. “The pertinent information is that none of them knew each other or even knew that there were other bombs.”

“Bullshit.”

"I thought so too. Now, I think it was carefully engineered that way."

There was a brief pause. Then Jess said, “Well, that lends credence to the idea that they’re planning another attack.”

“Yes. And the fact that it was coordinated so well makes me think there’s an inside component.”

"Does there have to be?" Jess asked. "I mean, the time of the state of the union address is public knowledge. People watch it on TV."

“Yes, but it’s not really international news,” Garnet countered. “Maybe in England and France, but not so much in Bulgaria or Tanzania. It’s really the scope of everything that makes us feel there’s a traitor somewhere. Even the biggest terrorist groups have never had the resources to conduct dozens of simultaneous attacks on different targets and succeed in eighty percent of those locations.”

“And we’re sure—I know we’ve asked this before, Jake—but are we sure it’s not a foreign nation?”

“Sure enough,” Garnet replied. “The Chinese President was actually in the U.S. Embassy when it was attacked. He escaped with minor injuries and was rushed to a secure facility. The Russian President was out to lunch with the Ambassador to Russia at a favorite restaurant, which is the only reason the two of them survived. Iran’s Revolutionary Guard placed the country under temporary martial law upon learning of the attack and pledged an entire armored division to help should we choose to go to war with the people responsible. Our enemies reacted differently from how we would expect them to if they were involved in this. It’s possible that doing so was an attempt at deception, but I don’t think so. I think that someone in the U.S. government—either in the intelligence or defense spheres or both—had a hand in this.”

“All right,” Jess said. “So what do you want to do?”

“I want you to reach out to your contacts in D.C. One person from each federal agency where you have an asset. Including the CIA. I want to see what answers you get from each one.”

After a slight pause, Jess said. “Okay. I’ll do that.”

“Don’t tell them that you’re talking to anyone else either,” Garnet replied. “If they ask, tell them you can’t get a hold of anyone else.”

A longer pause followed that. “All right?”

“You think someone’s going to lie to her?”

“I think someone’s lying to their people,” she replied. “I think we’ll find the discrepancies in what’s said, and from there, we’ll find our terrorist.”

Jess sighed. “It’s worth a shot, anyway. I’ll reach out.”

“Wonderful. Jake and I are going to get some rest. Wake us if you learn anything. Otherwise, we’ll talk in the morning.”

“All right. Sweet dreams.”

Garnet chuckled. “Thank you, Special Agent. I hope they will be.”

She headed to the restroom to change for bed. When she was out of earshot, Jake said, “See if you can figure out who Miss Garnet is too.”

“Do you not trust her?”

“My inclination is to trust her,” he replied, “but I want to know more about her.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but if she is CIA, it’s going to be very difficult for me to learn anything that isn’t a fabrication.”

“Just do your best. See what your contact knows. Just as a precaution.”

“Okay, Jake. You got it. Get some rest, okay?”

“I’ll do my best.”

He hung up, and Garnet said, “She’s right. Anything she learns about me is going to be a lie.”

Jake flinched and turned to see the CIA agent standing behind him, wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants. She smiled at Jake, but her eyes were hard. "We're on the same side, Jake, and I'm going to help you, but I'm still a CIA case officer. There are still rules that I have to follow. You're not going to get my actual name or my background."

"Fair enough," Jake replied, "but I'll learn a little bit about your history with the Agency. There are rules I have to follow, too."

She nodded. “All right with me. But I’m going to sleep now, so if you feel a need to stay up all night worrying, limit your talks to text unless it’s an emergency or a piece of information I need to know now.”

She turned the light off and seemed to fall asleep the instant she hit the pillow. Jake wasn’t sure he would be able to sleep, but as soon as the light turned off, fatigue overwhelmed him.

Besides, there was nothing more for him to do yet. Until they had more information, he didn’t know what to do. He could only hope Jess would come through.

Lying in a hotel room in a strange bed with a strange woman only a few yards away was tough, but Jake doubted it would have been easier to lie in his own bed in his empty house with his family somewhere else. Still, it was odd to feel like he was in a foreign country while in his own nation’s capital.

Everything felt odd. The sheer magnitude of the threat they faced was surreal.

But Jake was confident that they would find a way to overcome it. After all, they had no choice.

 

***

 

Jess called the two of them just as they were sitting down to the hotel’s continental breakfast—carried up to their rooms so they could take advantage of the CIA jammers and speak freely.

“So… I have some answers for you.”

“Answers are good,” Garnet opined.

“Well… I don’t know if these ones are.”

“All answers are good,” Garnet assured her. “What do you have for us?”

“Well, according to the CIA, the attack was coordinated by elements within the NSA.”

Jake flinched. Garnet seemed not to be shocked, though. She even joked, “Did they confirm that I’m not secretly an enemy of the state deceiving Jake and leading him and the nation to their doom?”

“Yes,” Jess said, a little tiredly. “They confirmed that you are who you say you are, and you’re assigned to help us.”

“Good. And I’m not surprised. We’ve suspected elements within the NSA of being involved in anti-U.S. plots for some time now.”

“Why the hell have we not heard about this before?” Jess exclaimed.

“First, you’re not CIA. Second, we had no idea how great the scope of the threat was. There are always traitors embedded within the nation’s intelligence community. Most of them couldn’t do anything truly damaging if they tried. We didn’t think they’d go this far, but I guess now we know.”

“Well, here’s the thing,” Jess said. “My guy at the NSA tells me that the NSA suspects FBI leadership of being involved.”

Garnet frowned. “A misdirect maybe?”

“Maybe. But my contact at the FBI warned me not to trust the CIA. He said his bosses have intercepted dubious transmissions within the Agency that make them wonder if the CIA might not have traitors who could have helped coordinate the attack.

Now Garnet was shocked. “The CIA?”

“That’s what he said. So I called the I&A, and they said military intelligence is involved. I have a friend in Army intelligence who said that the Secret Service has a traitor in its midst. And just a few minutes ago, Art—that’s our boss—sent me a text that he thinks someone on Bryan’s White House staff has been feeding information to foreign entities he suspects are involved in the plot.”

“So everyone’s blaming everyone else,” Jake summarized.

“It’s a little worse than that,” Jess replied. “I received some of the support for their claims. Everyone has evidence that everyone else is involved. Most of it is far from conclusive, but none of it is anything we can dismiss out of hand.”

“So is everyone involved?” Jake asked.

“That’s one possibility. The other possibility is that someone managed to leave a bunch of false trails behind to get everyone pointing fingers at each other and not trusting each other.”

Jake took a moment to calm himself. He was very confident when dealing with external threats to the President, but internal threats scared him. He’d dealt with traitors within the Secret Service before, but those traitors had been by far the most dangerous opponents he’d ever faced.

He'd never faced anything like this, though. It was beginning to look like the entire Executive Branch was full of traitors, like mold growing on old cheese. Who was he supposed to trust?

He turned to Garnet. The CIA case officer was frowning and seemed far less sure of herself than she did a moment ago. “Any thoughts on this?” he asked her.

“Yeah. It really sucks.” She rested her chin on her hands and said, “This is bullshit. What exactly are they saying?”

“What exactly is who saying?”

“About the CIA, what are they saying?”

“That the entire leadership has selectively chosen what to tell the President to leave him vulnerable to this attack?”

"Christ." She buried her head in her hands for a brief moment. "Fuck. Okay, that really sucks. That means that, for the time being, we can't trust the CIA. Shit. I really wanted…" She took a deep breath. "Well, we'll just have to do what we can do. What else is being said?”

“The NSA is saying that there were multiple terrorist cells involved, all under the leadership of an individual named Mr. X. They’ve drawn connections between phone calls made from a number they’ve identified as belonging to the Deputy Director of the FBI. Those calls were made to a number of escorts with eastern European backgrounds who the NSA believes might actually be honey traps.”

“Jesus,” Jake whispered.

“What about the FBI?” Garnet asked.

“Um… something similar, actually. A Mr. Q made phone calls to assets in thirteen of the twenty-five nations involved and left cryptic messages that they believe were codes for the attack plan.”

“And the I&A?”

“It’s basically the same with each agency. Mr. Letter of the alphabet, who is probably a leader in X organization, made shady contact of some sort with shady people of another sort and there’s a possibility that it’s connected to the attack.”

Garnet stood and began to pace around the room. Jake noted her concern, and a chill ran down his spine. “Best guess, Jess. These individuals. Are they all the same person or multiple people taking discrete actions?”

“That’s the part I’m worried about,” Jess said. “Occam’s razor would suggest that it’s one person except for the different actions taken: phone calls to escorts, coded talks with foreign assets, emails to business associates, letters to family that aren’t family… It’s too detailed, and the details differ too much while still being similar.”

“So it’s possible that all of your contacts are right and people from all of these different agencies are involved.”

“I hate to say it,” Jess replied, “but that seems like the most likely reason.”

Garnet released a sound that was halfway between a sigh and a cough. She returned to her seat and said, “For now, Jess, you talk only to us. If your friends call you, you take their information and give them none. Do you understand?”

“I got you.”

“Good.”

“And get the line of succession protected too,” Jake added. “The Vice President, the President pro tempore, the Speaker of the House… get them somewhere safe. You know the places.”

“Got it. Yes, I’ll coordinate that.”

“Good. One last instruction: tell Gaetano the White House is closed. Members of our division only or people escorted by members of our division. I don’t care if it’s a cabinet member. They do not get inside the White House gates.”

“Okay.”

Jess clicked off, and Jake turned to Garnet, only to see her quickly packing their bags. "We're leaving," she said curtly.

He noticed she left the CIA jammers where they are. That meant she was concerned about a threat within her own agency. “Something you want to tell me, Garnet?”

“No, but I’ll tell you anyway. We’re screwed. The mission has now shifted from preventing screwery to unscrewing ourselves.”

Not very eloquently put, but Jake had to agree. They’d opened a can of worms only to discover an entire island crawling with vermin. This could be the first time in Jake’s career that the enemy had more resources than he did.

Garnet was right. They were royally screwed.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“I want to talk to my boss,” Jake said as they pulled out of the hotel.

“Can you trust him?”

“Yes.”

Garnet turned in the passenger seat so her entire upper body was facing Jake. “No, really. I mean if your son was being held over the mouth of an open volcano and the man holding him by the ankle warned you he’d drop him if you shared a secret with anyone, you’d tell that secret to your boss?”

“There are a lot of things I’d do in that situation, but the answer to the point of your question is yes.”

“More than you trust your wife?”

“Garnet, I trust him,” Jake snapped.

“Okay,” Garnet replied. “Sorry. I just… this is something we train for, but it’s something we all never think will happen.”

Jake frowned. “What?”

“A high-level conspiracy within the United States government.”

Jake sighed. “Right. Yeah, I’m not a happy camper either.”

“If you trust your boss, we can talk to him,” Garnet said, “but what are you going to tell him?”

“Everything we know. He’s going to be directly involved in the protection of the President and the line of succession. I’m also telling Jess everything we know for the same reason. Full disclosure, there are two other agents of mine who might get the whole story too.”

She pursed her lips. "Well, that's not ideal, but nothing is, so I'll allow it."

Jake decided not to tell her that it wouldn’t have mattered whether she allowed it or not.

They parked across the street from the Secret Service headquarters. The security officer at the door did a double-take when he saw Jake's ID, but after peering closely at Jake's face, he recognized Jake. "You picked a crap time to change your hair, Jake."

“There’s a method to my madness, trust me. We’re trying to figure out how to stop this.”

The officer shivered. “Well, good luck to you. I mean that sincerely. This is the biggest shit-show since nine-eleven.”

“You’re telling me,” Jake said.

He stepped through the entrance, but the guard wouldn’t let Garnet through. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we’re not allowing non-employees into our headquarters right now.”

“She’s with me,” Jake told him.

“And I’m sorry, sir,” the guard said, “but we’re not allowing non-employees into our headquarters right now. Deputy Director Davis’s orders endorsed by Director Merchant.”

“It’s fine, Phan,” a familiar gruff voice called.

Jake looked up to see his boss, Deputy Director Arthur Davis, approaching from the elevator. “Miss Garnet gets a special dispensation,” Art told the security officer.

Phan nodded and—formalities taken care of—gave Jake a grim smile. “Give ‘em hell, sir.”

“You got it.”

Jake and Garnet followed Art to his office. Several agents and analysts offered Jake similar affirmations to Phan. Jake smiled and waved at his cheering colleagues, but the weight on his shoulders increased a hundredfold. Everyone was counting on him. Everyone expected him to solve this, and if he didn’t?

Well, if he didn’t, he’d have a lot more than disappointment from his colleagues to worry about.

“Damn,” Garnet remarked. “You’re popular.”

“I have a reputation,” Jake agreed.

When they entered the office, Garnet began examining the room for bugs and planting her jammers. Art frowned and pointed at her while looking at Jake.

“She’s making sure we can talk without being overheard.”

“And I reprogrammed these little guys on the drive over,” she added, “so the CIA can’t hear us either.”

“So it is the CIA,” Art said.

“We think it’s everyone,” Jake corrected.

“And we’ll continue this conversation in one minute,” Garnet said firmly.

They fell silent until Garnet was satisfied the room was protected. When she sat and said, “Okay, go ahead,” Jake continued.

“Each major intelligence agency in the U.S. has evidence that another agency is involved,” Jake replied. “We’re pretty sure that everyone’s involved.”

“Jesus,” Art whispered. “What, like a coup?”

“It’s possible,” Jake allowed. “The fact that they’ve taken pains to ensure their identities aren’t leaked suggests that they have plans beyond the embassy attacks.”

“And that’s why you had Jess whisk away the line of succession.”

“Yes. We want to make it harder for them to wipe out the U.S. government by keeping the line of succession spread out and not all in one place.”

“That didn’t do much to help the embassies,” Art pointed out.

Jake frowned. “No. It didn’t.”

Art leaned back in his desk and rubbed his eyes. “Christ, what a fucking mess.” He lowered his hands and stared over their shoulders for a moment. “Thought: the fact that there are multiple leads to multiple agencies might mean that there are multiple agencies involved. Or, it might mean that someone’s trying to get everyone pointing fingers at each other to sow dissent and mistrust.”

“And slow down the process of getting to the real answer,” Garnet added.

“That’s a possibility,” Jake said. “It’s also possible that both answers are true.”

“Yep,” Art agreed sourly. “We’ve just stepped into the world’s biggest pile of shit.”

“How does this happen?” Jake asked. “How does the U.S. government become infiltrated at so many levels with people plotting to… to what? Overthrow the government?”

“The problem is that there are a lot of different answers,” Garnet opined. “We could be looking at a very involved plot by elements within the intelligence community to assassinate the President. Or we could be looking at a few legislators and public servants in the right places plotting to influence the results of the upcoming Presidential election in favor of the opposing party. Or we could have terrorists unrelated to government who have somehow gained enough access to information channels to sow chaos and leave us too confused to get to the root of who the actual culprit is.”

“I still think the international conspiracy we uncovered in Turkey is involved somehow,” Jake said. “I think we underestimated the Third Voice. I think we decided that it was just the brainchild of General Aydin and when the Turkish end of the conspiracy was exposed and his co-conspirators in Europe was exposed with it, we wrote it off as dealt with. I don’t think it was dealt with. I think it’s still active, and I think it’s managed to reach its tentacles into the United States.”

“For a conspiracy of this magnitude, those tentacles would have had to be here long before Turkey,” Art said. “This is something that’s been building for years, maybe even before Trident.”

The three of them fell silent as they considered the potential implications of that statement. Jake broke the silence a few minutes later. “Okay. Time to ask some uncomfortable questions. Art, who in the Secret Service would have reason to be involved in a conspiracy like this one?”

Art shook his head. “I honestly don’t know. Merchant cares more about politics than effectiveness, but right now, the best political look for the Secret Service is for absolutely nothing to happen to any of the people under the Service’s protection, especially the President and his family. Counterfeiting won’t be a problem if there’s an assassination or an attack on D.C. because the dollar will plummet so far in value it’ll be more worthwhile to print fake yuan notes. So that’s a no for Pulver.” He shook his head again. “Yeah, I can’t think of any reason why someone from the Service would be involved. Not unless they’re a stupid megalomaniac like Bard was, and I don’t know anyone like that. Do you?”

“No,” Jake said. “Garnet, what about you? Who in the CIA stands to gain from this?”

“Could be anyone,” Garnet admitted reluctantly. “Hell, I have enough assets in enough places that if I wanted to destabilize a region or two, I could arrange it so that I profited from it.” Seeing the shock on the faces of the two men, she smiled tightly. “Now you know why I’m freaked out about the CIA potentially being involved in this.”

“So we’re screwed,” Art said. “We’re royally screwed.”

“That seems to be the conclusion we keep returning to,” Jake agreed reluctantly.

“Well, that makes our job easy, then. We become the turtle shell, and we make sure all of our limbs are safely inside. The President is so deep within the shell that it would take someone inventing a new WMD to get to him. We’ve got the line of succession on their way to their own portions of the shell. I’ll mobilize the CATs and put one at each individual’s location. We hunker down, horns out, and dare any bastard to come close.”

“That’s all well and good,” Garnet said, “but our enemies might be counting on that. If we’re defending, then we’re waiting, not acting.”

“We’re taking away their ability to act,” Art countered. “That’s what the Secret Service does. We become a wall so thick that no one can put a bullet through it to get to the leaders of our country. We were designed specifically to make it impossible for a plan that succeeds to work, That’s how Bard could manage to successfully attack the President but never actually get to the President.”

“And yet, Turkish terrorists captured the President out from under your nose,” Garnet pointed out.

Both Jake and Art frowned at that.

“I’m not trying to be an asshole,” Garnet said. “I’m only pointing out that defense isn’t the best offense. We need to be proactive here, or we’re allowing our enemy to have the initiative.”

"So what do we do?" Art asked. "We still don't know who our enemy is. We have guesses, but we don't even know which one of our guesses is most likely."

The three of them fell silent again. Once more, Jake broke the silence. “I hate to say it, but I think we might need to just monitor things and wait for the enemy to make the next move.”

“That is literally the opposite of the result I was looking for,” Garnet said.

“Yes, but we also can’t risk drawing the wrong conclusion and letting that cause us to make the wrong decisions and take the wrong actions. Then the enemy just has to not do what we think they’re going to do and do something we’re not expecting them to do.”

“I really don’t like the idea of waiting for another attack to pick up more clues,” Art said. “I get what you’re saying, Jake, but there has to be another way.”

“We don’t wait for another attack,” Jake explained. “We monitor everything. Phone calls, movements, emails… everything. We see something suspicious, we’re on it like flies on poop.”

“The only agency that has the resources to accomplish that is the NSA,” Garnet said, “and they might be involved too. We need suspects to monitor before we can—”

Art’s phone rang. “Hold that thought,” he said.

He answered the phone, and a moment later, his shoulders slumped. A chill ran down Jake’s spine.

Art rubbed his forehead, then said, “All right. Thank you for notifying me. We’ll respond ASAP.”

He hung up, then looked at Jake. “Well, it looks like we’re doing it your way, Jake. We just got our next bit of evidence.”

“What happened, sir?”

“The Secretary of State was assassinated two minutes ago.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“What happened?” Jake asked.

Thundered would be more accurate. As soon as Art passed along the news that the Secretary of State had been assassinated, Jake had called Jess, wondering how on Earth it was possible that in a city locked down tighter than the kingpin of a helicopter rotor, someone had somehow gotten to the Secretary of State. Needless to say, he was angry.

So was Jess. She snapped back, “We weren’t protecting the Secretary of State. You told us to watch the Vice President, the Speaker of the House and the President Pro Tempore. That’s what we did.”

“That’s wonderful, Jess, thanks for that. How about instead of saying, ‘wasn’t me,’ you answer my god damned question?”

“Both of you stop!” Art shouted from his desk. “Grow the fuck up! It happened. Stop fighting and deal with the situation!”

Jake sighed and rubbed his temples. “Yeah. You’re right. Sorry, Jess.”

Jess must have heard Art because she softened her tone as well. "Yeah. Me too. Shitty situation all around. Um… to answer your question, it looks like Capitol police showed up to move him from his office to a more secure building. All went well until his driver started his car. Then the car exploded, killing him, his driver and two Capitol Police bodyguards."

“Shit!”

He paced the room, putting his hands on top of his head and trying to control his breathing. This was worse than bad. This was catastrophic. Nineteen embassies hit, killing hundreds of Americans and now a high-ranking cabinet member.

Jake turned to Art. “Do we have resources that can get to the other cabinet members?”

“I’m working on that right now.”

“Good. Get them out of D.C. All of them.”

“That’s the plan.”

Miss Garnet stayed quiet while the Secret Service leaders worked to respond to this latest crisis. She sat forward with a deep scowl on her face, her hands steepled in front of her face. Jake wanted to ask what she was thinking, but he had higher priorities right now.

“Jess, coordinate with Art to make sure the other cabinet members are evacuated. Use Secret Service vehicles only. Get them out of here and confirm with me as soon as they’re out.”

A thought occurred to him. “Miss Garnet?”

“Hmm,” the CIA agent replied absently.

“Does the CIA have safehouses that could house the Cabinet for the time being?”

She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Not a good idea. I don’t know how far this conspiracy goes or if it’s truly spread into the CIA. Until we have a better idea of what’s going on, I think we should try to limit the Agency’s involvement.”

Jake’s head was beginning to throb. All of the resources he was counting on had vanished. All of the failsafes the nation had in place for situations like this might be compromised. All he could trust right now was his own team.

“All right. Jess, the CIA’s a no-go. We’re worried that CIA leadership might be involved.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

Jess sounded as worried as Jake felt. “Do we have places to put them?” he asked.

“We do, but nothing that isn’t on the books.”

“Who has access to our books besides us?”

“In this particular instance, the cabinet members know the locations of their assigned safehouses.”

“So what’s the…” then he realized. “You think that members of the cabinet might be involved in this?”

“If we’re considering that the intelligence community might be involved, I think we have to consider that the cabinet might be involved. Obviously not all of them, but maybe one or more of them.”

“Why, though? They’re a part of this administration. Why would they want to destroy it?”

“We don’t know for sure that’s what the reasoning is,” Jess reminded him. “They could just want to destroy America or at least overthrow the government. It might not be a vendetta against this administration.”

Jake shook his head. Things were going from bad to worse. The Secret Service was very well equipped to deal with external threats. They were not well equipped to deal with internal threats.

Because internal threats aren’t supposed to happen. The American government isn’t supposed to be involved in a terrorist plot to overthrow itself.

"We could send them to other people's safehouses," Jess suggested. "Maybe Defense goes to Treasury, and Treasury goes to Homeland Security, that sort of thing."

Jake shook his head. "No, these people talk to each other. I don't think it'll make any difference. Crap." He ran his hands through his hair. "Get them out of here anyway. It's the only option available to us, which makes it the best option available."

“Yeah,” Jess agreed. “Will do.”

Jake tapped his earpiece, then double tapped it to access the team channel. “Presley, are you there?”

"Here, sir. We're all right down here, but the President's still not getting real-time information. He didn't know about the Secretary of State until he overheard you talking to Jess about it. He's unhappy about that."

“Understandably so,” Jake replied. “Do we know why the White House Chief of Staff isn’t talking to him?”

“No, sir. This whole thing is absurd.”

“You can say that again. All right, for now my standing orders to you remain the same. The President goes nowhere without your agents plastered to his side. No one gets into Delta unless it’s me or someone I explicitly say can get there. That includes every member of the United States government, and I don’t care if the President countermands that order. You follow my instructions. I’ll deal with any fallout that might come from that.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Munoz, talk to me.”

“Hi, Jake. Things are still quiet down here, but I’d like to send two men each to the preceding checkpoints so we can have some advanced warning in case of anything happening.”

“Do it. Jess, make sure the monitoring equipment at each location is active.”

“I will.”

“Gaetano, what’s the situation at the White House?”

“Tense, sir. I overheard you ask why the Chief of Staff isn’t talking to the President. She claims it’s because she doesn’t have access to a properly secure line outside of her office.”

Jake frowned. “Presley, do you have eyes on the President?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ask him if that’s true.”

There was a slight pause, during which Jake overheard Art overseeing the evacuation of the Cabinet members. Judging by what he was hearing, several of them weren't happy about being forced to abandon the capital. Jake didn't blame them, but he needed them safe more than he needed them happy.

Garnet continued to sit with her hands steepled in front of her, saying nothing and seemingly ignoring everything that was happening. Jake hoped that meant she was thinking of solutions and not that she had given up.

“He says it’s probably true,” Presley told Jake. They have a secure line in the office, and he doesn’t know if there’s somewhere else she can go to find one that’s as secure.”

“Okay,” Jake said. “Gaetano, let her in. Just her. If she bitches about not being allowed to have an assistant, assign an agent to do the job. Put two agents on her at all times. I don’t care if she has to say something confidential. As of right now, whoever you assign to her has the highest possible level of security clearance.”

“Understood, sir.”

Jake felt a rush of gratitude for his team. This was the worst possible situation they could imagine, but in the midst of continual disasters and the potential of multiple traitors in Washington, they were all fighting tenaciously to keep the wheels on.

He had made his stress and worry clear to them. It was time to let them see his pride and trust.

“Thank you, all of you. We’re facing the greatest domestic crisis we’ve faced since Trident’s attack on the White House. You’ve all stood strong in the face of this threat, and you’ve kept the President safe despite increasing uncertainty. I really appreciate that. Keep fighting. Keep staying strong. This is a bad day, but we’ve had bad days before. We always win. We’ll win this time too.”

“Hell yeah,” Munoz agreed.

“Damn straight, sir,” Presley chimed in.

“We’ll make you proud, boss,” Gaetano added.

Jake clicked off, and Art said, “Well put, Jake. And you’re right. We will win.”

Jake gave Art a smile, but fear still gripped his heart.

This was different. This wasn’t like the other times. In the past, the threat was from small but well-equipped and fanatic terrorists. This time, the threat could quite possibly be from multiple elements within the United States government itself. Before, the situation was contained to a specific locality: a city, a building, an airplane, a region. This crisis had begun with the worldwide decimation of the U.S. diplomatic arm.

Before, the enemies seemed very small. Tenacious, clever, and vicious, but small. Now, they seemed like a looming shadow that blotted out the view of the sun. Jake was proud of his team, but for the first time, he doubted they had what it took to pull out a victory this time.

He feared this would be the one victory the terrorists needed to win the war.

“We need to go underground,” Miss Garnet said.

Jake shook his head. “The President’s in good hands right now. We need to stay mobile so we can keep a handle on the big picture.”

“I don’t mean we need to literally travel under the Earth,” Garnet replied. “I mean we need to go off grid.”

"I'm wearing a fake mustache and a wig," Jake said. "That's not enough?"

Garnet smiled slightly. “No, it’s not enough. You’re still using your cell phone which can easily be tracked.”

Jake frowned. “I need my phone. It’s the only way my family can contact me.”

“We can change that,” she said. “But right now, we’re the only people we know for sure aren’t involved in this conspiracy. Us and your team. We need fewer eyes looking at us, fewer eyes who can look at us.”

“What are you suggesting?”

"I have a personal cache of equipment that the CIA doesn't know about. It includes encrypted satellite phones, IDs, currencies, multiple outfits, wigs, et cetera. Basically, everything you need to turn into a different person. For you, it'll be easier. We just need to shave your head."

Jake blinked. “What?”

“Please don’t tell me you’re so attached to your hair that you can’t wait a few months for it to grow back out.”

“Can’t I just use a wig?”

She sighed. “Fine, but we need a better one than what you’re wearing. I’ll see if I have one I can cut to look like man’s hair.”

“I agree with Garnet,” Art said. “Not necessarily the shaved head thing—that’s neither here nor there for me—but the going off grid. You’re the only person in the Secret Service with a skillset that can be useful off the grid. The rest of us are as entrenched as we can be, but we know that our enemy has entrenched elements and mobile elements. We need you to remain our mobile element, and since we don’t have numbers, we need stealth.”

“Right. Okay, that works for me.”

Garnet stood. “Once we’re under the radar, our options increase dramatically. I have some ideas about how we can get to the bottom of this conspiracy and determine who the major players are.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Good. Let’s get out of here, then.”

Jake followed her from the room. When they stepped outside, the change in the city's demeanor was obvious. The once-crowded streets had emptied. Some traffic remained as the stragglers fled the city for their homes or places beyond the Beltway, but businesses were closed, and the sidewalks were barren. Panic had set in.

As soon as Jake stepped into their car, his phone buzzed. Max.

“Don’t answer it,” Garnet warned.

“I have to. It’s my friend Max. It could be about my family.”

He answered, and Max immediately said, “Jake, get to the Sniper’s Den ASAP. We have a situation.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“What kind of a situation?” Jacob asked. “Are Sheila and Beau safe?”

“For now,” Max replied, “but we need to deal with this problem, and it’s too big for me to handle on my own.”

“I’m on my way.”

He pulled out of the parking lot and sped off. Traffic was lighter than before, but unless it got a lot lighter further down the road, it could take over an hour to get to Max’s bar in Falls Church.

“Max, talk to me,” he said into the phone. “What’s going on?”

“Jake, this could be a trap,” Garnet warned. “We don’t know for sure that’s your friend on the phone.”

“My wife and son could be in danger,” Jake replied. “I can’t take that risk.”

Not again. Damn it, not again.

“That’s the oldest tactic in the book!” Garnet said. "Threaten the family to get to the target!”

“Put me on speaker,” Max said.

Jake complied, and Max said, “Who am I talking to?”

Garnet snapped her eyes toward Jake, apparently shocked and very obviously unhappy with the fact that the person on the other end knew about her.

“Okay, whoever you are, my name is Max Harrison. I’m Jake’s friend and the owner of the Sniper’s Den, the bar toward which Jake is driving now. A group of men have just arrived claiming to be Secret Service agents sent to escort Jake and his family to a safehouse. They said they showed up at Jake’s house looking for him, and when they couldn’t find him, and he didn’t answer his phone, they came here because I’m listed as one of his emergency contacts. Jake, did you send anyone to your house?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“I didn’t think so. These guys are here to kill Jake. I’d bet my own life on that.”

Garnet frowned but still said nothing.

“Do they know where Sheila and Beau are?”

“No, but these guys are good enough to find out. They won’t get that information from me, but they could definitely get it through me. I’d like to think I’m still the tough cookie I was twenty years ago, but I’d also like us all to get through this alive. I called the boys I have watching your family, and they’re prepared to fight if they need to, but I’d rather not give them the chance.”

Garnet spoke for the first time. “So you’ve just admitted that you’re leading us into a trap.”

“Hello. Nice to finally hear from you. And what I’m doing is asking one of the most dangerous men I know to work with me so we can use our skillset to make sure the First Daughter and her son don’t die.”

“Jake, we have the nation to think about,” Garnet said. “I’m sorry, but—”

“Yeah, I’m going to stop you right there,” Jake interrupted. “I know Max, I trust him, and I’m going to protect my family. Would you like me to drop you off here?”

“Damn it.” Garnet sighed. “No. I’ll come with.”

“Can you fight?” Max asked.

"Yes, I can fight," she snapped. She shook her head. "I need Jake, though. Without going into detail, he's the best asset we have right now. And, of course, he has a family."

Jake ignored the sarcasm in that statement and said, “How many men?”

“An even dozen. Light body armor, handguns all around, and I’d bet PDWs too. Maybe even grenades.”

“What’s their attitude like right now?”

“Calm, patient, professional. They believe they have this mission in the bag, but they’re not taking it lightly. These guys are good.”

“Any idea what their background is?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say Green Berets.”

“Shit. We definitely can’t let them leave the bar, then.”

The U.S. Army Special Forces—known semi-officially as the Green Berets—excelled at guerilla warfare and working in rough terrain and environments. That meant that they would be excellently suited for traipsing through the Virginia forest, finding Sheila and Beau and killing them.

Which was not something Jake would allow.

“How many others in the bar?” Jake asked.

“Not many. It’s still early.”

“Can you get them outside?”

“The bad guys or the innocents?”

“Either or. I just need them isolated.”

A brief pause. “I don’t think so. These guys are smart. They’d pick up on it right away if I tried to separate them from civilians.”

Jake sighed. “Crap. What about you? Can you get out of there? Somewhere you can set up?”

By that, Jake meant set up somewhere with his rifle so he could provide long range support. At sixty years old, Max wouldn’t be able to help much in close quarters, but he was still a damned good shot. There were few things on the battlefield that were feared more than an effective sniper. If Max took out a few of the baddies from somewhere unseen, it would shift the mood of the battle entirely. The best chance they had of beating these guys was putting them on the defensive.

“I might, but it means leaving my employee in charge of the bar.”

Jake sighed. He didn’t want to endanger an innocent civilian. “Okay. Crap. That won’t work.” He shook his head. “I might need to see if I can start the fight, then move it away before anyone gets killed in the crossfire.”

“That’s a big risk, Jake.”

“Yes, it is.” He thought for a moment, then made a hard U-turn.

“What are you doing?” Garnet asked.

“Going back to headquarters. I’m going to get a rifle.”

Garnet’s eyes widened. “You’re going to hit them from a distance.”

“I’m going to start that way. Just enough to get their attention. If I can get them looking my way long enough for Max to get the civvies out, then we can make it a real fight. Otherwise, they have all of the advantages.”

“Good thinking. I told them it might be a while before you can get here, so they’re not anxious.”

“Good. Let me know if they become anxious. Try to figure out if there are any snipers in the group. They’ll be the first ones we want to stop.”

“I will.”

“And be safe, Max. I want you to survive this too.”

“I have zero intention of sacrificing myself,” Max assured him. “I’d much rather the other guys died for their cause.”

“You and me both.”

He hung up and asked Garnet, “Can you really fight?”

“I really can. I’d much rather not, especially since we’re walking into apparently overwhelming odds, but I know better than to ask you to be willing to sacrifice your family.”

Jake didn’t bother addressing the jab in her words. She could be angry all she wanted. He’d given her a chance to back out, and he’d give her another right now.

“Well, you can either split up with me here, or you can choose your weapons and help.”

“I’ll fight with you,” she said, “but considering the future of the world is at stake, I feel obligated to point out that walking straight into a trap is a very bad idea.”

Jake’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I know. But I can’t just abandon my family.”

“I know. I understand. It’s a shit situation. Let’s go do our best to make sure it ends well.”

 

***

 

Jake pulled off the road two miles before they reached the bar. He was almost certain they had someone watching the road, and he didn't want to be seen approaching. He drove as far as he could into the trees, but the ground was soft and uneven, and the sedan didn't like the terrain. When he finally parked, there was still a mile to go before they reached the barn.

“What’s the plan when we get there?” Miss Garnet asked quietly.

“Max sent me security camera footage of the attackers. They’re all in Secret Service uniforms, so they’ll be easy to identify. The goal is to shoot one or two without hitting civilians. That’ll put them on the back foot and take their attention off of Max so he can get set up with his rifle. It would be nice to get a couple more before they return fire, but I’m not holding my breath. If these guys are SF, then they’re professional.”

“Do you think we have a chance?” Garnet asked.

“We’ll win.”

“Because we have a chance or because we have to win?”

Jake’s lips thinned. “I gave you a chance to back out. If the odds bothered you, you should have taken it.”

“All right, Jesus. Excuse me for being concerned.”

They stayed silent for the remainder of their journey. Jake stopped a dozen yards back from the trees and set up his rifle. It was a scoped Remington 700 with a twenty-five-inch barrel, a twelve-by-fifty scope, and a ten-round box magazine. Essentially, it was a civilian version of the M40 rifle Jake had used in the Corps. Jake practiced regularly with the rifle and was accurate up to a half mile on a stationary target and a quarter mile on a moving target. The trees ended about one hundred twenty yards from the bar, so any shot offered to him should be easy.

The question was whether he had a shot or not. Green Berets were deadly, but their specialty was in rural and wilderness environments. Max’s bar was a couple of miles from the suburb, but it was a building on a public lot with cars and civilians, so it was far more similar to an urban setting. Jake was hoping they wouldn’t think about keeping away from the windows the way someone from a Secret Service CAT might.

He really didn't like this. A lot of things had to go right, and almost nothing could go wrong.

Garnet drew her own weapon, a Heckler & Koch MP5 with a nine-inch barrel. It was the perfect weapon for close-quarters combat. If they could get that far. Technically speaking she could hit targets from this range, but it would be much better if they were within fifty yards.

Jake crept toward the edge of the trees and surveyed the situation with his field glasses. He counted three of the twelve enemy within view, but he didn’t have a shot on any of them yet.

It hit him hard for the first time that these were Green Berets, American soldiers. He was about to fight and kill American soldiers. He’d been so focused on the danger to his family that he hadn’t considered how truly messed up this situation was.

His stomach turned. He wondered if those men down there understood what they were doing. If Max was right, and they were going to go after Sheila and Beau, then they absolutely understood what they were doing. Sheila was the first daughter, and Beau was going to be three in a couple of months. There was no lawful order on Earth that would include their assassinations.

But what if Max was wrong? What if these men had been lied to and were only trying to protect the nation from a man they believed to be a threat? They could have families of their own to protect, wives and children who would wonder why they didn’t come home tonight.

Jake had to try talking to them first. He had to give them a chance to see the truth.

“How good are you with rifles?” he asked.

Garnet’s eyes popped open. “What? Me?”

“I’m going to talk to them. I can’t just kill American soldiers without giving them a chance to listen first.”

“Jake, this is a really, really, utterly stupidly terrible idea.”

“I know.”

“I can’t shoot a rifle for shit.”

“Then see if you can get closer. If you can’t, that’s all right.”

He started down the hill, and Garnet seized his arm. “Jake, think of your family.”

His shoulders tensed. “I am.”

He gently disengaged and continued walking down the hill. He took a deep breath as he approached the bar. He didn’t see anyone in the parking lot or the road outside, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

Still, he made it inside without being murdered. Once he walked through the door, Max looked up from the bar. He froze when he saw Jake, and his eyes widened in shock and terror.

The Green Berets turned to Jake as one. Jake had served with many special forces agents in his time too. He knew immediately that Max was right. They were here to kill him.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

He raised his hand and said, “I know why you’re here. Please listen to me first. You’ve all been lied to. This isn’t what you think it is.”

“Just come with us, Special Agent Mercer,” one of the soldiers called. “We’ll explain everything in the car.”

“I can’t do that,” Jake replied. “I just need you to listen to me.”

“We need you to listen to us. Now. This situation is serious and evolving, and we need to get you to safety immediately.”

“I won’t do that,” Jake replied calmly, “but if you give me a chance, I’ll explain—"

One of the attackers reached for his weapon, his hand moving like a blur. Jake caught the movement just in time and threw himself to the ground just before the soldier fired.

“Please!” Jake shouted. “I’m not the enemy! Damn it!”

He accompanied the curse by overturning the table in front of him. Splinters flew under the volley of fire that peppered it, but the small-caliber rounds lacked any force after penetrating the dense oak and Jake was unharmed.

Not for long, though. He heard footsteps on both sides. The soldiers were flanking him.

Damn it. Damn it, straight to hell.

He drew his handgun and fired at the first soldier to appear around the corner. The bullet caught the man in the neck, and Jake had now killed an American.

Another soldier came right over the top of the table, and Jake killed him too. A third moved to the other side, and Jake fired between his own legs to take him down.

Each time his shots struck home, he felt a piece of himself die. It was one thing to kill someone like Bard. He was a traitor who had made it clear that he didn’t mind killing innocents to get the world he wanted. Maybe these men were the same. Maybe they were evil people who bought into some terrible ideology and didn’t care that it meant they had to kill innocents.

But if they weren't, if they were just soldiers following orders who believed Jake was evil, then Jake was sending good men to their graves. It didn't make him feel better at all that he had no choice.

The bar was in chaos now. Civilians screamed and ran blindly for the exits. The other soldiers pulled back and found cover, realizing that Jake was too dangerous to attack head-on. Jake crouched behind the remains of the oak table and assessed his situation.

Not good. The nearest cover was fifteen yards away behind a partition in the wall where a quieter enclave of the bar catered to guests who wanted more of a restaurant experience. There was no chance he made that without getting shot to pieces.

Staying here wouldn’t be any better. If they had heavy weapons—hell, even if they didn’t—then they would eventually get to him. Max was still in the bar when he walked in. It would take time for him to get set up. As for Garnet, he had no idea if she would follow him or how effective she really was in a firefight.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and spun around.

Too late. The attacker parried his handgun out of the way and thrust toward Jake’s throat with a knife. Jake was forced to release his weapon to catch the knife, and the soldier spun it around and aimed at Jake. Jake had to release the knife to avoid a gunshot, and the soldier followed through with the knife, burying it in Jake’s shoulder.

Jake cried out and bucked his hips, throwing the man off balance. He rolled him off and wrestled his handgun away, but the man stabbed once more with the knife. Jake threw himself backwards, avoiding another wound, but that put him out of cover.

He twisted in midair, but two of the several shots fired from the other Green Berets struck him, one in the left thigh and one in the right bicep. He hit the ground and tried to crawl out of the door, but he knew he wouldn’t make it. Garnet was right. He was stupid. And now he was about to be slaughtered because he had allowed sentiment to outweigh logic.

Then Garnet stepped through the door. Firing quick, efficient bursts with her MP5, she took out the knife-wielding soldier and two more before the remaining half dozen retreated back to cover. Jake got to his knees, and she grabbed him with one hand and dragged him out the door, firing with the other hand.

She threw him to the side of the bar, then dove to the other side. Jake pressed himself against the wall, grimacing against the pain, and took stock of his wounds. None of them were deadly by themselves, but all three of them together would kill him via blood loss within an hour if they weren’t tended to.

Of course, if they didn't kill these soldiers, then he wouldn't have an hour to bleed out. Unfortunately, having a bullet in his leg meant he also couldn't move well, and having a bullet in his right arm meant he couldn't shoot well.

Or at all, since he didn’t have a weapon.

A woman ran out the door, shrieking with fear. She looked to be about fifty. She made it two steps past the door before a burst of gunfire from within shredded her. Jake counted eight bullet strikes before her body hit the ground.

His grief turned to anger instantly. These men weren’t innocent. They weren’t misinformed. They were traitors, and they had just killed an innocent woman.

A submachine gun barrel poked through the door. Jake thought quickly and shouted, “Hey!”

The soldier stepped forward and aimed at him, only for Garnet to shoot him in the back. Another stepped through, aiming at Garnet, but Jake grabbed his legs and pulled. His shot went wide, and Garnet shot him in the head.

A loud report echoed through the air. A rifle shot. Another echoed, then another. A final shot echoed out, and Jake heard a thump behind him and turned to see a Green Beret that had fallen through the open window behind him. He had a knife in his hand and had apparently been planning to stab Jake in the back with it.

Jake’s phone buzzed. Max. That’s all of them.

Jake breathed a sigh of relief and passed the news along to Garnet. “That was Max. We got ‘em. It’s over.”

“Well, we got ‘em,” Garnet agreed. “But it’s definitely not over.”

 

***

 

“You’re an idiot, you know that?”

Max delivered the reproof gently as he bound Jake’s wounds, and Jake knew his old mentor understood the struggle Jake faced. Still, Jake felt a need to say it out loud. “I had to give them a chance. They’re Americans, Max. Soldiers. They were only following orders.”

“Those orders included shooting six civilians,” Garnet reminded him.

After the battle, they had found five more civilian victims, all dead at the hands of the Special Forces unit sent to kill Jake.

“I know,” Jake replied. “I don’t feel guilty anymore. But…”

“But you got yourself badly injured,” Garnet said. “If I had been a second slower, you would have gotten yourself killed. Then you would have no one to protect your family.”

“He’ll always have someone to protect his family,” Max said firmly. “And while I agree with you, Miss Garnet, I also understand how shitty it is that we just killed twelve brothers in arms.”

Garnet’s expression suggested she didn’t share their feelings, but she was wise enough to let it go. “It’s important now more than ever that we get off the grid,” she said. “We need them to think you’re dead. At the very least, we need them to be unable to find you.”

Jake nodded slowly. “I agree. I made a mistake trying to talk to them first, but that was still too close for comfort.”

Max finished with Jake’s bandages. “The good news is that your wounds aren’t as serious as they looked at first. You’re going to be sore for a while, but you’ll be able to function.”

Max stood and looked around the bar. He walked to one of the dead soldiers and looked him over. “This one looks a lot like you.”

Jake limped over to the man. He wasn’t a dead ringer for Jake, but to someone who wasn’t close to him, the resemblance was enough to pass. “I’ll leave my ID with him,” Jake said. After a moment, he added, “And my wedding ring.”

Max nodded. “I can tell Sheila that you’re still alive.”

“Jess needs to know too,” Jake said. “So does Art, Munoz, Presley and Gaetano.”

Garnet chuckled and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Christ, Jake. You are terrible at being undercover.”

“We might need them to help us with this investigation,” Jake said. “I need to be able to communicate with them. Especially Jess. She has eyes and ears in almost every corner of Washington. That will be invaluable to us.”

“No need to explain to me,” Garnet said. “I’ve given up trying to stop you.” She laughed. “I can totally see why Kay liked you, though. Sitting here bleeding out, and your mind goes right to the next step of the mission.”

“I’m no longer bleeding out,” Jake said, “and who’s Kay?”

“Miss Topaz. She told me that if you weren’t smitten with the First Daughter, she would have loved to date you.”

“Really?”

“Well, no. She used some very specific terms to describe some very specific acts. But forget about it. She’s not here to kick my ass for spilling her secrets, so we’ll let them remain buried with her.”

“I thought you said you only knew them by reputation.”

"I lied. Wipe the frown off your face. I didn't lie to you about anything mission-critical. I'm CIA. You need to get used to the fact that you'll only learn what you need to learn from us. Besides, you've ignored all of my good advice so far and not only nearly died for your trouble but also nearly compromised potentially the most important mission in our history. And come on. Do you think Mr. Quartz really gave you a magical CIA number that gives you a fairy god-agent? It was his own personal number, and he left me the phone it goes to when he died along with an overview of who had it and why."

“This is a lovely conversation,” Max interrupted, “but someone has no doubt called emergency services by now, and they will no doubt be here any minute. You two need to be gone before then.”

“Good idea,” Jake agreed. “I don’t suppose you have a car we can take? I parked the Honda in a somewhat permanent spot for a sedan on street tires.”

Max hesitated, then sighed. “Yeah, I have a car,” he said reluctantly.

“The Bronco?”

Max had a 1996 Ford Bronco that he’d taken loving, nearly religious care of after buying it new. He loved that car, and Jake knew it would kill him to risk losing it.

“It’s fine,” Jake said, “We’ll take one of the cars on the lot and switch to something else in D.C.”

“No, you can take it,” Max said. “You’ll need it. Just… if you can avoid destroying it, please do your best. I mean, save the country first, but if you can managed to also not destroy it, that would be nice.”

“I will,” Jake said. “Thank you.”

“Screw you.” Max’s face softened, and he said, “Be safe, okay?”

“I will.”

He gave Jake the keys. “She’s out back. She’s all gassed up too. Be gentle with her.”

“I will. Thanks again, Max. For everything.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Come on, Jake,” Garnet said. “We need to move. And you have a haircut waiting for you.”

Jake frowned. “What happened to grabbing your kit?”

“You decided to get into a firefight with a team of Green Berets instead. Hope Sheila likes bald men.”

Jake grimaced. “I think I’d rather be shot again.”

“Keep testing me, and you might get your wish.”

Flashing lights sped up the road toward the bar as the two of them drove the old SUV out of the lot and headed deeper into the forest. Jake thought of the dead they were leaving behind. Some were innocent, and some were not, but all had families out there who would mourn them.

War was awful in all of its forms. Maybe one day, he’d live to see real peace, and he wouldn’t have to worry about taking people away from their families anymore.

But he wasn’t holding his breath.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Katelynn Worrel had ambitions to become the first female President of the United States. For the first few years of her political career, that had seemed like a real possibility. She'd won election to the California State Assembly at the age of twenty-four. Eight years later, she was elected to Congress, and only four years after that, she defeated a twenty-year incumbent in a shocking upset to become the junior Senator from the most populous state in the Union.

And then her career had ground to a halt. The information age arrived in full force, and with it a whirlwind of change in values, goals, and aspirations that had flipped the political landscape on its head. Some lawmakers managed to adapt to these fluctuations and come off better for it. Katelynn… had not.

She was popular enough to retain her seat in the Senate, but on her more honest days, she would admit that it was the unpopularity of her opponents more than her own popularity that kept her in office. For a while, she tried to make a case for herself as a candidate for higher office, but each time, she was rebuffed. She was laughed at when she suggested herself as a candidate for President, and gently told that it wasn’t the right time when she tried to run for Governor. To rub salt into the wound, the candidate her party put forward was easily and embarrassingly defeated in that race.

She tried again four years later, only for her party to punish her soundly for refusing to endorse their preferred candidate. She managed to pull down ten percent of the vote during the primary and lost her seat in the senate due to focusing on governor rather than re-election.

A bitter race two years after that saw her barely defeat her opponent in the race for the other Senate seat. Her very first day back in office, the chairman of the party, the Senate majority leader and the Senate whip all visited her and made it very clear that if she wanted their support, she was to stop acting like a maverick and start accepting that she wasn’t a viable candidate for higher office.

That was fifteen years ago. Now, at age seventy-five, Katelynn was looking back at a long life of bitter disappointment. Three years ago, she’d been named President Pro Tempore of the Senate, a great and prestigious accomplishment bestowed upon her for the wonderful accomplishment of being the longest-serving senator in the majority party. In other words, she’d gotten the powerless, pointless, tedious job of pro tempore because she was old.

She hated it. No one knew who she was. No one would ever know who she was. Junior congresspeople from California had to visit baseball games in disguise so they weren't mobbed in the stands. Meanwhile, she routinely traveled across the country with no more than a token plainclothes escort, and not one person recognized her. Not even in California.

This wasn’t supposed to be her life. She was supposed to be President. She was supposed to have a legacy. Future generations of women were supposed to look up to her and want to be her. She was supposed to have her face on the damned quarter. Instead, Susan B. Anthony and Sacagawea got that honor. For what? Sewing a flag and acting as a guide?

So when she was approached with a plan that would see her named President within a matter of days, she’d leaped at the chance. She felt no guilt whatsoever either. Bryan Jackson had utterly screwed up his second term. He’d let terrorists run rampant, he’d been soft on Russia, he’d basically let China win the trade war, and he’d made it very clear that his bleeding heart was meant for foreign nations more than for the U.S.

She’d fix all of that. She’d be the best damned President this country had seen in decades, and when the time came to run a real race, she’d already have proven that she could do the job.

It was her last chance, and by God, she was taking it.

“Ma’am, you should come inside.”

She turned around and scoffed at her Secret Service bodyguard. “No one’s coming for me. I’m not important enough.”

In fact, no one was coming for her because she needed to survive to run the country after they completed their coup, but this asshole didn’t need to know that.

He frowned. “Ma’am, you’re a high-value target. You need to come inside. Now.”

Anger flared in her eyes. “Don’t tell me what to do. I tell you what to do. Why don’t you run to the convenience store and buy me a pack of cigarettes? And a beer. A good one, not that cheap swill.”

He sighed. “Ma’am, that’s not my job. My job is to keep you safe. Standing on the balcony facing a half-dozen possible sniper locations is not safe. Please come back—”

“Read my lips,” she interrupted. “Go to hell.”

She loved the anger that flushed the agent’s cheeks, loved the fact that he couldn’t do anything about it. She was in charge, and he had no choice but to listen. God, she couldn’t wait until she could do that to literally anyone she wanted.

She turned back around just in time for something to strike her in the abdomen. She staggered backwards and looked down in shock at the blood spreading across her stomach.

“Get down!” the agent shouted, rushing toward her. He made it far enough to get a hand on her shoulder before the second shot blew out the back of his head.

She stared at the body, confused. What were they doing? Didn’t they know who she was? She was supposed to be safe. She was supposed to be the next President. She—

The final shot tore her throat out. Mercifully, she was unconscious before she could fully process the fact that they never actually intended to let her live.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Jake looked at himself in the mirror and grimaced. “Oy.”

The two of them were in a high-rise apartment in the city barely a mile from the Capitol. Miss Garnet assured Jake that the safehouse was unknown to the CIA and as secure as possible. Jake wasn’t sure if it mattered where they were, but one place was as good as any. At least this place was close. They could be on scene at any attack within minutes.

He still wished he hadn’t had to cut his hair.

“I think it looks good,” she offered.

“I think you’re lying to me.”

“Yeah, well… it’ll grow back.”

Jake had never realized before now how much of a difference hair made to his appearance. He couldn’t recognize himself. Which, he supposed, was the point.

Still, “Oy.”

“Oh, get over it. Jeez, you wouldn’t last a day in the CIA.”

“There’s a reason I never joined.”

“They wouldn’t have accepted you. You’re not cold enough. Have you heard from Max yet?”

“He texted me a few minutes ago. They’re on the move again. Sheila and Beau are doing okay. No sign of pursuit.”

In light of the close call at the bar, Max had elected to move Sheila and Beau deeper into the wilderness. Max had another cabin eight miles farther from civilization that was much harder to find and much easier to defend in case of a fight. Jake knew Sheila could handle the strain of roughing it, but he was worried about Beau. He was so young. This would very quickly stop being fun, and he wouldn’t understand why they had to keep hiding anyway.

“Good,” Garnet replied.

It took Jake a second to remember that she was answering his reply, not his internal monologue. “Yeah. Good.”

“Okay,” Garnet said, sitting in front of one of the safehouse’s computers. “We know there’s a military component to this conspiracy now. So we need to start digging into some records and see where the order to kill you came from. That’ll tell us who at least one of our baddies is.”

“I should have Jess work on that. She has more computer power than you do.”

“I’m going to look anyway,” Garnet said. “I only have one job right now. She has plenty on her plate.”

“Well, I’m going to call her anyway.”

“Suit yourself.”

He reached up to tap his earpiece, but Jess’s voice came over the radio first. “Jake, are you there?”

“I’m here. I’m at a safehouse in an apartment building at forty-four Second Street.”

“Jake, the President Pro Tempore of the senate was just assassinated.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “What? When?”

“Five minutes ago. Kaplan just called me. She and Special Agent Booth were just taken out by a sniper. Kaplan confirmed they were deceased, then called nine-one-one and sent them to the office building the sniper fired from. He’s waiting for the police right now.”

“Get him out of there. If the police make a stink, they can call me.”

“You think the police are involved in this too?”

“For all I know, the damned hot dog guy is involved in this. Just get Kaplan out of there. Senator Worrel is dead. There’s no reason for him to keep risking his life.”

“All right. How are you doing?”

“Well, I just went from bad to terrible.”

“Yeah. I get it.”

Jake collapsed onto the sofa and rubbed his temples. “Have you heard from the VPs team?”

“They’re all still alive right now.”

“Okay. Get the Vice President to Camp David. Let’s get the Speaker of the House somewhere safe too.”

“I was thinking Andrews.”

“No. Not a military installation. We think there’s a chance the military could be involved. Contingents of the military, anyway.”

"Well, there really isn't anywhere else to go. I could send him to another safe house."

Jake sighed. "Can you send him to a safe house outside of the D.C. area?"

“Sure. There’s a place in Philly that’ll work.”

“Good. Make it happen.”

“I will. Stay safe, Jake. Um… Sheila and Beau know you’re alive, right?”

“Yes. All of the important people know I’m alive. The hope is that the bad guys think I’m dead. We want it to look like they got me.”

“But it’ll look like someone else got the rest of them.”

“Yes. We’re hoping they can’t track down Max.”

“Got it.”

Jess didn’t sound particularly confident in that plan. Jake honestly wasn’t very confident himself, but they were rapidly running out of options. This whole situation brought new meaning to the term grasping at straws.

“Call me when this is all taken care of. Garnet and I are trying to figure out who put out the hit on me. We might be able to track the communication back to the source and see if we can identify some of the players.”

“Sounds good. I’ll reach out soon.”

She clicked off, and Jake let his head drop into his hands. God, he was so tired. He’d been up for… was it only thirty-six hours? He checked his watch. Yep. Only about thirty-six hours. It felt like three times that long.

“You should get some rest,” Garnet told him.

He shook his head. “I won’t be able to sleep right now even if I try. Not until we have some answers.”

"Once we have answers, you won't be able to sleep. You'll want to act on that information right away."

“Yes, that’s exactly what I want to do. This is moving too quickly. In less than two days, we have almost twenty embassies demolished and two high-ranking public servants assassinated.”

“And you need to be sharp if we’re going to stop this before it goes any further.”

“How long have you been awake?” he challenged.

She frowned. “Fine. Can you make some coffee then?”

“Sure. Where is it?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Where in the kitchen?”

She rolled her eyes. “Somewhere in between the floor and the ceiling.”

Now, it was his turn to roll his eyes. "Cute."

He walked to the kitchen and found a bag of ground coffee next to a drip maker on the counter. “Found it. It was next to the coffee maker.”

“Imagine that,” she called back drily.

He sighed and grumbled. “I liked Li better.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

He started the coffee and while it brewed, he warmed up some microwave burritos. It galled him to be sitting here waiting for answers when terrorists were out there wiping out the Executive Branch, but he didn’t know where to go, and running around like a chicken with his head cut off wasn’t going to help anyone.

He returned to the living room a few minutes later, setting a burrito and a coffee mug in front of Miss Garnet and keeping one of each for himself. He settled into the chair next to hers and asked, "So, do I get to know your real name, or do I have to wait for you to die first?"

“What is this, a date?”

He rolled his eyes. “Sure. It’s a date. I thought I’d treat you to a ninety-nine-cent burrito and a cup of coffee so generic the bag literally only said coffee.”

“I’m touched. And you don’t need to know my real name.”

“All right, Miss Prickly. I just thought as long as we were working together, we might as well be friendly.”

“I work with a lot of unfriendly people.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Meh. It makes Christmas’s easier. Fewer people to send cards to.”

"I guess that's one way to look at it. So, have you found anything yet?"

“Nothing yet. We should have taken a few of their cell phones with us. Without anything from their bodies, I’m forced to do a very broad search of SF unit mobilizations within the past twenty-four hours.”

“You can do an internet search for things like that?”

“Not an easy one.”

“Right.”

He sipped some of his coffee. It tasted exactly like he would expect “coffee” brand coffee to taste. “Who are you looking at right now?”

“Right now, I’m looking at the major players in the intelligence community: CIA, NSA, DIA, I&A, and U.S. Army Intelligence. Are we certain those guys were Green Berets?”

“Not certain, but it’s a pretty good guess. Max knows what he’s talking about.”

“I really don’t like relying on hunches.”

“Neither do I, but we’re flying blind right now. I’ll take anything we can get.”

“Can’t fault you for that.”

They fell silent for a while. Jake watched Miss Garnet’s screen as she probed different clandestine databases. Her server hummed loudly as the processor struggled to keep up with the flood of encrypted data it was deciphering.

“I’m going to get Jess working on this,” he finally said. “She should have pieces moving in response to the pro temp’s assassination by now. She has probably a few hundred times the computing power you do.”

She sat up straighter. “Got something.”

“Or forget everything I just said,” he quipped, straightening in his own seat. “What is it?”

“It’s a memo from the Deputy Director of the CIA. The group is listed as Project Threevee.”

Jake frowned. “Threevee? What’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Third Voice?”

“I don’t know. Does that mean something different where you work?”

“Because Third Voice is a—”

She turned to him. “Jake, please. For the love of God. Stop talking for ten seconds.”

He frowned but fell silent while she pulled up the memo. She turned her screen to him and said, “Okay, read this.”

The memo was brief and seemingly nonsensical, which was probably typical of intelligence memos. “‘Baby Daddy is not a deadbeat,’” he read aloud. “‘Collect at the lodge then send the primary on vacation.’ Yeah, I have no idea what that means.”

“It’s an unnecessarily cute way to say that you’re dedicated to your job, so they need to kill you at the lodge—I’m guessing the Sniper’s Den, since it’s got a hunting-slash-outdoorsy theme—and then kill the First Daughter too.”

“You’re sure of this?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, I recognize the code. The Deputy Director was a case officer for ten weeks. Long enough to think he’s a badass but not long enough to realize that cereal box codes are stupid.”

“Cereal box codes?”

“I’ll explain later. The point is this confirms the fact that there are elements in the CIA involved in this conspiracy. Which sucks like hell, but I’ll deal with my own emotions later. Let’s trace these email addresses and see who our would-be killers were. From there, we might be able to discover who the military component of this conspiracy is.”

“That sounds amazing to me.”

“Glad one of us is happy,” she groused.

She clicked on the first recipient, and her computer churned for several seconds as her tracing program followed the email back through several false channels until it determined the true recipient.

A face popped up, and now neither of them were happy.

“That son of a bitch,” Jake growled. “That fucking asshole.”

The smiling, smug, pompous face of Gavin Merchant, Director of the Secret Service, greeted Jake’s glare. Jake only knew the director in passing, but he had a poor impression of the man, who was—as Art often said—more concerned with politics than the Service’s mission.

And now it looked like he was a traitor.

“I guess we were right earlier,” Garnet said. “This conspiracy has tendrils throughout Washington.”

Jake’s hands closed into fists. This bastard had consented to a hit out on Jake. One of his own agents. He’d consented to a hit on Sheila, the President’s daughter. He was complicit in the assassinations of numbers three and four in the Presidential line of succession.

He looked at Garnet and saw the same anger in her eyes and the same grim determination. They had just learned that leaders in their organizations were traitors. And neither of them would rest until those traitors and everyone who worked with them faced justice.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Jess was currently using nearly all of her considerable computing power to try to figure out what happened to the Secretary of State and the President Pro Tempore. Well, not what happened. She knew that. What she didn’t know was how it happened.

Hell, she didn’t know how any of this happened. When Eli Bard and Trident first waged war against the current administration, the Secret Service had gone over four decades without an attempt on a sitting President’s life, and they had never encountered anything like the threat Trident represented. Trident’s early near misses revealed a great deal of holes in the Secret Service’s policies, procedures and resources. She and Jake and to a lesser extent Art and others had learned from those mistakes to almost entirely rewrite the book on Presidential security.

And it was a good book. A damned good book. The President once more became essentially impossible to reach on U.S. soil. There had been attempts, but none of them had succeeded. Hell, the closest they came to succeeding was when Trident stole bleeding edge drones and dropped actual missiles on U.S. territory, and that was more the military’s mistake than the Secret Service’s.

But they were being made to look like fools now. Two high-ranking public servants assassinated within twelve hours, not by state-of-the-art drones, not by exotic bioweapon attacks, and not by any betrayal within their team either. The Secretary of State had been felled by a car bomb, and a damned sniper had shot the President Pro Tempore on the balcony of their safe house.

These things weren’t supposed to be possible anymore. She couldn’t wrap her head around how things could have gotten this bad without them knowing it.

But she had to wrap her head around it really soon, or it would keep happening. The President was already champing at the bit to get back to the surface where his wife, daughter and grandson were still in danger. Eventually, he’d have to get back to the surface, or the nation would quite literally fall apart.

And Jess was almost certain that as soon as he showed his face aboveground, it would be blown up or shredded by a bullet. She hated that. She was supposed to be certain there was no chance of that happening.

On the extraordinarily dim version of the bright side, it looked like the news had picked up the story that Jake had been killed at Max’s bar, so that was good. If the attention was taken from Jake, he could move more freely up top, and that was probably their best chance at getting to the bottom of this thing. Still, it would be very nice to find some answers without waiting for a miracle.

There was a knock on the door, and she turned around to see Munoz. He lifted a paper bag with a golden double arch logo and a paper cup bearing the same logo.

Her eyes widened. “When did you get McDonalds?”

“What would you say if I told you there was a McDonalds in Checkpoint Delta?”

“Seriously? How did I not know that?” She took the bag and sighed. “Oh, Munoz, I love you. How did you know that I love Big Macs?”

“Do you know people who don’t love Big Macs?”

“Jake doesn’t. He doesn’t understand the brilliance of the third bun.”

“Jake was born a ninety-year-old grandpa,” Munoz said, taking the chair next to Jess.

She bit into the Big Mac and rolled her eyes in satisfaction. “God, this is delicious. Seriously, though, McDonalds has employees here?”

“No, it’s run by Secret Service agents. The President before Bryan liked McDonalds and added it as a line item to the Service’s budget.”

“Seriously?”

“Hey, I’m not complaining?” His smile faded. “Well, not about the McDonalds, anyway.”

Her own smile disappeared. “Yeah.”

“Have you learned anything yet?” Munoz asked.

She sighed. “Not that we don’t already know. I’m trying to follow the car back to determine when the bomb could be planted, but the GSA records system is a nightmare.”

“Typical of vehicle records systems,” Munoz quipped.

“Well, it would be nice if this one Agency wasn’t a convoluted mess. I haven’t heard anything about the sniper either. Baltimore police found nothing at the site Kaplan identified, and they’ve scoured every other building within a thousand yards that has a view of the balcony. Nothing.”

“Security footage didn’t pick anything up?”

“Nothing that stands out.”

“Jesus. Who are these people?”

Jess sighed and took a far less satisfying bite of her burger. "Unfortunately, it looks like they're us. U.S. soldiers, agents, whatever. But ours. And not civilians with a couple ex-military here and there. I'm talking top-tier fighters. Jake was just attacked by a contingent of Green Berets."

Munoz’s eyes snapped to Jess. “They were Green Berets?”

Jess kicked herself. Munoz was a Green Beret before joining the Secret Service and fiercely proud of the unit. “Well, we’re not a hundred percent sure. Max—that’s Jake’s friend—he guessed they were Green Berets.”

“Not a chance,” Munoz said firmly. “There’s not a single Green Beret on Earth who would obey any order to overthrow a sitting U.S. President or harm a member of his family. I love Max, but he’s mistaken here.”

Jess chose not to argue. “I hope you’re right. But the downside to that is we still don’t know who it is.”

Munoz’s brow furrowed. “Yeah. This whole thing is fucked.” He crossed his arms and sighed. “I can’t believe anyone in the Special Operations community would be involved in this. The men and women who take those oaths are selected for integrity, not just for skill. I’m talking beyond ninety-ninth percentile in trustworthiness.”

“So are Secret Service agents,” Jess replied. “But we still had an Eli Bard.”

Munoz scowled and didn’t say anything.

Jess sighed. “I hope you’re right, though. I hope this turns out not to be what it looks like.”

Her earpiece chirped three times rapidly. “That’s Jake,” she said. She tapped it and said, “Hey, Jake. I have Munoz with me. Can he hear what you’re about to tell me?”

“Yes. He needs to. Actually, put Presley and Gaetano on too. Not the others, though. Just us leaders.”

Jess complied and shared a sober look with Munoz. Jake sounded very unhappy. That meant more bad news.

Of course it does. Why would I have expected otherwise?

“Go ahead, Jake.”

“Gentleman—and lady—we’ve identified some of the key players in this conspiracy. I’m sorry to say the news is very sobering. It appears as though executive leadership of many autonomous agencies is involved. This includes the Deputy Director of the CIA, the Assistant Director of National Intelligence for Analysis, the Director of Homeland Security’s Office of Intelligence and Analysis, the Director of the FBI… and the Director of the Secret Service.”

Jess gasped. “Merchant?”

“Yes. We’ve confirmed that he was involved in the hit on me and intended to have Sheila and Beau executed as well.”

“Son of a bitch,” Munoz whispered.

“Holy shit,” Presley agreed.

Jess wouldn’t in a million years have believed someone as highly placed as Merchant could be involved with a conspiracy like this, but now that it was out in the open, it made a perverse kind of sense. The President’s popularity had been in free fall for months now and declining slowly for years before that. People were fed up with what they perceived as a soft stance on terrorism. It was shocking, but the more she thought about it, the less surprised she was.

“Goddamned bastards,” Gaetano growled. “I can send people to bring Merchant in right now, sir.”

“Negative. We still don’t know how far this reaches. Until we know the full extent of this conspiracy, I want our enemy to think we know nothing. We made a mistake in Turkey revealing our knowledge of the Third Voice prior to understanding how widespread it was. This time, we want to destroy the whole group instead of driving them underground to emerge even stronger next time.”

“That’s taking a big risk, Jake,” Jess said. “They’re growing bolder by the minute. The longer we refrain from acting, the more comfortable they’re going to feel.”

“I know. But we need to know at least what they’re planning next and how they plan to accomplish it.”

“If we arrest Director Merchant, we can get him to talk,” Gaetano offered. “Trust me.”

The venom in his voice suggested to Jess that Gaetano intended to use some very firm methods to get Merchant to talk. Maybe it was evil of her to think this, but she didn’t mind that idea one bit.

“I understand how you all feel,” Jake said, “My immediate reaction was to want him roasted over open coals too. But before we make a move, we want to know who the big boss is. 

“The list of possibilities is very short and very uncomfortable. Jess, I want you to look into the cabinet and see if there’s anything at all suspicious from any of the Secretaries.”

“It’s that bad now, huh?” Presley said softly.

“Yes,” Jake confirmed. “It’s that bad.”

The five of them fell silent for a moment, each processing the seriousness of the situation. The Secret Service was in the process of investigating sitting members of the United States government for crimes of high treason. It hit Jess that however this turned out, whether they were victorious or not, the nation would be shaken powerfully by the fallout.

No matter what happened, the terrorists would succeed in sowing lasting terror. She hated that.

“Jess, I’m also going to send you the names of the strike team sent to kill me. We looked them up, and they’re definitely not Green Berets.”

Munoz released a ragged sigh of relief. Jess gave him a brief smile and said, “All right. I’ll get started on that.”

“Do so and get me that information ASAP.”

“There’s never any other timeframe,” Jess agreed.

“No, I guess not. Keep up the good work, guys.”

He clicked off, and Munoz said, “Well, that’s…” he chuckled. “Yeah, I guess it’s not good news, actually.”

“It’s better than it could be,” Jess offered.

Jake texted the names, and Jess began looking into each one. “Huh. Funny thing. They’re all Army, but I don’t see an MOS for any of them.”

Munoz frowned. “That’s odd. Even Delta Force has an MOS.”

“I know. I wonder if these records were fabricated?”

“If so, then why? And by whom?”

“That’s an excellent question.”

She cross-referenced the records with multiple databases. All of the databases contained matching information. The Army’s personnel records confirmed their time of service.

“Here’s something interesting,” Jess said. “All twelve of them were discharged within ten days of each other ten years ago.”

Munoz raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound like coincidence.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

He leaned forward, a thoughtful expression on his face. “So they were all ex-Army. Not active duty. Can you figure out what they did when they left?”

“Let me see.”

Her fingers moved over the keyboard, and different records popped up: driving records, tax records, addresses. Nothing about employment, though. Even their tax records didn’t have any information on that end.

“Nothing. I’m guessing they were employed by the terrorists.”

“Well, clearly, but not for ten years.” Munoz leaned closer. “What was the code on their discharge papers?”

She frowned. “I don’t know. Let me see.”

She pulled up the discharge paperwork for each of the dead terrorists. “Umm… it looks like… J7.”

Munoz’s eyes widened. “Shit.”

“What? Shit what?”

He stood. “We need to move the President now. We’re in trouble.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Bryan hated this. He hated being shuttled away to a bunker while his country was in crisis. It was bad enough that his legacy was tarnished by more terrorist attacks than the rest of U.S. history prior to his presidency. It made things a thousand times worse that he had a reputation of running and hiding whenever it happened.

He didn’t give a damn what people thought about him. He’d gotten his second term. No matter what happened, he was out of office and doomed to fade to instant obscurity the way every other President in history was. He’d show up in history lessons and special interest pieces, but for all practical purposes, the nation would move on from him in eighteen months no matter what.

But each time a crisis like this happened, each time the U.S. government was disrupted by existential threats, the world was sent a very loud and very clear message. WE ARE VULNERABLE.

This was why he had fought so hard not to go underground the first time. This was why he’d told Jake over and over that he had to stay strong, had to stay visible, had to lead his people, not hide underground and make pointless speeches and delegate people from a box. The proper way to respond to terrorists is to not allow them to terrorize you. Hiding in a hole was the easiest way to make it clear to them that you were terrified.

He understood Jake’s point of view. He was a Secret Service agent. His job was to make sure the President survived, no matter what. He was also a former soldier. Tactical retreats were part of the job. As long as you won the campaign—and they had won every campaign so far—it didn’t matter if you had to pull back for a little while.

The problem was this wasn't that kind of war. There was a reason the United States lost in Afghanistan and Vietnam before that, despite suffering no meaningful battlefield retreats. They'd lost because the guerillas had worn them down. They had made every victory costly, not just in lives but in the hearts and minds of the American public. They had made people start to question the purpose of the war, made them stop caring if America "won" a foreign war on a foreign land for some dubious benefit to a "foreign" people.

The situation was similar here. Jake had once told Bryan that his greatest concern was that they had to win every battle while the terrorists had to win only one.

The truth, unfortunately, was even worse than that. The terrorists didn’t need to win any battles. They could lose every single fight and still win as long as they swayed the hearts and minds of the people.

These terrorists were swaying the hearts and minds of the people. Sixty percent of the population of D.C. had fled the city after the President’s evacuation, an evacuation taken before the threat even materialized. Yes, the threat turned out to be legitimate, but that wasn’t important. What was important was that people saw the President run, then things went south.

He needed to project strength, but hiding here projected weakness, and that was a victory that would last even if every member of this conspiracy died.

The door to his private office burst open, jarring him out of his reflections. Presley walked in with the fourth member of his security detail. The two agents in the room with him were so startled that they reached for their weapons, assuming they were under attack.

“What’s going on, Presley?” Bryan asked.

“We’re moving you, sir. We have reason to believe that this checkpoint is under imminent threat.”

“What? What threat?”

“We’ll explain as much as we can on the way, sir. But we need to move now.”

Bryan frowned. “Presley, you need to tell me what’s going on. I can’t keep running away with my tail tucked in between my legs every time there’s a whiff of danger.”

Presley regarded him with the same stone wall stare that Jake wore every time Bryan tried the same argument. They were trained too well. President in danger, therefore, remove him from danger. That was as far as it went for them.

“Sir, I will explain on the way,” Presley said firmly. “But we are moving you.”

Bryan hesitated a moment longer, seething with anger. The helplessness he felt boiled over, and he said, “Let me guess. I come quietly, or you drag me.”

Presley reddened with annoyance and embarrassment. Rather than directly answer the question, he said, “I will ensure that you’re protected at all times, sir.”

Bryan chuckled bitterly. “And what about the nation, Presley? What about the people?”

“It’s my job to protect you, sir.”

“Right. Of course it is.” He sighed. “Where are you taking me?”

“Somewhere safe.”

“I can’t even know where it is?”

“I’ll explain on the way, sir.”

The door opened, and Munoz, the paramilitary agent, glared into the room. “What’s the holdup? Does now mean something different to you, Presley?”

“It’s my fault, Commander,” Bryan replied. “I’m exceedingly unhappy that as the leader of the free world, I’m representing our nation by fleeing with my tail tucked in between my legs. But I guess I’m only the President when things are safe. Lead the way, Commander-in-Chief Munoz.”

Presley reddened further, but the veteran Munoz took Bryan’s irritation in stride. “Let’s go then.”

Bryan allowed the agents to lead him from his office. As his anger faded, grief took its place.

They would win this battle. He’d been in enough shitty situations to have no doubt that he would survive this latest threat. Jake would pull a miracle out of his ass again, and he’d waltz back into Washington a few days later like nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Something was happening again. Each time Bryan ran from danger instead of facing it, a little bit more of the foundation of American strength faded. One day, it would crumble completely. Then, it wouldn't matter where he was or even whether he was alive or dead.

The terrorists would win.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“The unit was called Valkyrie,” Munoz told Jake. “It was a double black unit intended to be solely under the control of the Pentagon. As in, the President was not to be aware of it.”

He stood in front of Jake and Garnet with his arms crossed, his lips pressed together in a thin line. Jake rarely saw Munoz rattled, and he wasn’t encouraged to see the fear in his best agent’s voice right now.

Jake frowned. “That’s treason.”

"The decision was justified because of perceived threats from Russia, Iran, North Korea, and China. At the time, military leadership was convinced that the United States was under imminent risk of attack from nuclear powers. The President at the time was soft on foreign threats. It's actually funny to me that people think President Jackson is soft. How quickly people forget."

“Focus, Munoz.”

“Right. Well, the point is that Valkyrie undertook missions that the President would never have authorized, but they were necessary missions. Let’s just say that the perceived threats weren’t all just perceived. They probably stopped nuclear war.”

Jake read between the lines. “You were one of them, weren’t you?”

“Briefly, yes,” Munoz admitted. “I left the unit after we returned home from a mission in China. I had a close call there and decided I had risked my life enough. Thought I was going to raise a family, but it turned out my wife was cheating on me the whole time I was… anyway, that’s neither here nor there. The point is, these guys are good. Damned good. Don’t be fooled by the fact that you took a dozen of them out at Max’s bar.”

“I get that they’re tier one,” Jake said, “but I fail to see why this is a reason to move the President to Outpost Gimel.”

In addition to the underground Checkpoints, the Secret Service had Outposts outside of Washington in case of severe circumstances like full-scale invasions or the utter destruction of Washington. They were also failsafe in case any of the infrastructure that supported the Checkpoints was compromised.

“It’s not safe for the President in Washington,” Munoz said. “Period. It’s not safe for him anywhere. We’ll need to keep him moving frequently. Valkyrie had one more mission, a mission that eventually led to its disbandment when Brougham took over as Secretary of Defense. He deemed it too dangerous of a mission to justify the unit’s existence.”

“What mission?”

“To assassinate the Executive Branch in case the Pentagon determined that the sitting administration was a threat to democracy.”

Garnet, who was listening in next to Jake, stiffened.

“In other words, the Pentagon had a contingency plan to stage a coup.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And it looks like Valkyrie still exists. Meaning the Pentagon is currently planning to stage a coup.”

“Someone is. It could be the Pentagon, but if the unit is anything like it was when I served with it, it has connections throughout Washington. It doesn’t necessarily need to be the Pentagon.”

A wave of exhaustion washed over Jake. His entire worldview was being ripped away from him now. Well, not his entire worldview, but… “God in Heaven. We’re supposed to be better than this.”

“I wish to hell that were true, sir,” Munoz sympathized.

Jake shook his head. “We need to get ahead of them. We know who they are. Now we need to know what they’re planning.”

“There might be a way to do that.”

“Hell, don’t leave me in suspense. Any silver lining is worth it right now.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“When is it ever easy?” Jake said. “Tell me what to do.”

“You have to break into DARPA.”

Garnet got to her feet and put her hands on the back of her head. Jake heard her chuckling softly in disbelief as she paced the room.

So much for a silver lining, Jake thought. Out loud, he said, “Is this the same DARPA I’m thinking of, or is it a different and much easier to access DARPA?”

“Well… it’s a different DARPA location.”

Jake slumped. “Where?”

“It’s an underground bunker below the aboveground headquarters.”

“Where the supercomputers are kept?”

DARPAs exceptionally powerful supercomputers were kept in an underground bunker hardened against nuclear attack and accessible only through multiple forms of identification including iris imaging, fingerprinting and facial recognition. It was considered to be one of the top five most secure locations in the United States.

“Below that.”

“Okay, is it even remotely possible to break into this place?” Jake asked.

"No. But we don't have a choice. I'm leaving Shao in charge here and coming with you. If your CIA agent is willing to come, too, I could use her code-cracking ability. Jess offered to come, but I think it's better if she stays with the President."

“I agree,” Jake said. “If I don’t make it, then she needs to be alive to run things.”

“Full disclosure, Jake: there’s a very good chance we don’t make it.”

“A near-certain chance,” Garnet said. Then, a little louder so Munoz could hear, “Walk me through the infiltration plan.”

As Munoz explained the tactics he suggested for breaching this facility, Jake tried to wrap his head around the newly revealed state of the world.

In the past several years, he'd become aware of many of the world's dirtiest secrets. He'd interacted with spies from various agencies and seen glimpses of the dark world through which they moved. He'd learned, of course, just how precarious the balance of power was and how easily one event could tip that balance in favor of one faction or another.

But lately, he’d been learning just how much lay beneath the surface. The layers of intrigue and conspiracy that defined the modern world was nearly impossible to comprehend. A DARPA underneath DARPA? A tier one unit whose mission was to overthrow the legitimately elected United States government? An intelligence community conspiring with leaders in the Secret Service to support that coup?

And these weren't even the leaders. Valkyrie was little more than the Third Voice's errand boy. Director-level leaders in multiple U.S. agencies were the middle managers.

So who the hell was the leader? Who was the mastermind?

A part of Jake almost missed Bard. He seemed like such small fry compares to this current threat.

“Understood,” Garnet said. “We’ll meet you there.”

“Sounds good,” Munoz replied.

“Ten-four,” Jake added.

He tapped his earpiece and Garnet said, “You didn’t hear a damned thing he said, did you?”

Jake shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I was… well, overwhelmed is a word for it.”

“We’re meeting him at an abandoned farm in Sterling, Virginia, then backtracking to Arlington. There’s a very specific route we have to take to avoid detection and a very specific way we have to get into the building and then down to the vault. He also wants us to know that he’s only guessing that it’ll have the information we need. There’s a very good chance that we won’t actually learn anything.”

“Wonderful.”

“Yep. Also, it goes without saying that if we’re caught, we’ll be facing the most dangerous warfighters on the planet.”

“We took them out once before,” Jake said. “We’ll take them out again.”

“I love your optimism,” Garnet replied drily. “But you need to focus. You can’t afford to daydream right now. The world is dark and scary, but tough shit. We have to face it anyway. Right?”

Jake took the gentle rebuke in good grace. “Right. I guess…” he chuckled and rubbed his face. “I guess I was foolish enough to believe we were different from other nations. I didn’t think we’d have this kind of intrigue and…”

“Sociopathy?”

He chuckled again. “Yeah. That’s basically it.”

“That’s the beautiful and terrible thing about being American. We’re human, just like everyone else.”

“Did you never believe humans were good at heart? Like, sure, we’re not all heroes, but…” He lifted his hands and let them drop.

“The way I see it is a bell curve,” Garnet replied. “Most humans are either generally decent or generally in the category of vices I lump together as annoying. The closer you get to the ends, you end up with people who are really good, like Doctors Without Borders or Peace Corps types. And on the other end, you have people who are really bad, like murderers, traffickers, drug kingpins, et cetera. Then, at the very tips of the spectrum, you have people like President Jackson who are beacons of light that lead the world into a brighter future despite the storms raging all around them. Unfortunately, for every President Jackson, you have a Mr. O.”

“A what?”

"A Mr. O. Like Omega. You know, Alpha and Omega? President Jackson is a Mr. A, as in Alpha. Big Bad is a Mr. O as in Omega. Or Mrs. O. You get the point."

“So this Mr. O or Mrs. O or whoever is the antithesis of Bryan, and they’re trying to what? Drive the world into chaos?”

"That's my philosophy. Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe there's no real pattern to everything, and things are just screwy for no reason. That's probably the truth, but it's easier for me to believe that it's just a fluke of genetics that leads some people to a level of evil that's unfathomable, just like it leads some people to a level of good that earns them the Nobel Peace Prize."

“Yeah. That sounds plausible.” He stood. “Okay, then. Let’s get going.”

“Call your family first,” she said firmly. “Let them hear your voice. Hear their voices.”

She didn’t need to tell him that this could be the last time he ever spoke to them. A lump formed in his throat as the thought solidified in his mind. “Right. I’ll do that.”

He dialed Max’s number. A moment later, his friend answered. “Hey, Jake. How goes the war?”

“Not good, my friend. Not good.”

“Uh oh. What happened?”

Jake gave him a brief rundown on Valkyrie and the mission they were about to undertake. When he finished, Max was silent for a while. When he finally spoke, Jake could tell that the shock affected Max as much as it affected him. “God above.”

“I sure hope there is,” Jake said. “Because I could really use some divine intervention.”

Max was silent again for a moment. “Hold on. I’m going to have you talk to Sheila and Beau.”

The lump tightened in Jake’s throat. “Yeah. Thank you.”

A moment later, Beau’s voice came over the phone. “Daddy?”

Tears welled in Jake’s eyes. He swallowed and took a deep breath to contain his emotions, then said in a cheerful voice, “Hi, buddy!”

“Hi, Daddy!” Beau said.

“How’s your vacation?” Jake asked.

“It’s good. How’s your work?”

“Oh, it’s… it’s good, buddy. I miss you.”

“Miss you too, Daddy. Can we have ice cream when you get home?”

Jake chuckled. In the background, he could hear Sheila laughing too. “Sure, buddy. We can have a pizza and ice cream movie night.”

“Yay!” Beau cheered.

Jake laughed again. “I love you, buddy.”

“I love you too, Daddy.”

Jake hesitated for a moment. More tears welled in his eyes. “You be a good boy, okay, Beau? You stay strong. And you stay kind. No matter what happens in life, no matter… just promise me you’ll be kind, okay? That’s the most important thing. You have to be kind to everyone.”

“I will, Daddy.”

“Good boy.” He pressed his hands to his eyes and moved the phone away so Beau couldn’t hear the sob that escaped his mouth. When he put it back, he said, “Can… Can I talk to Mommy, please?”

“Sure. Love you, Daddy!”

“Love you too, buddy.”

“Bye!”

“Goodbye.”

A moment later, Sheila said, “Hey, baby.”

Jake had to take a moment to stifle another sob. “Hey.”

Sheila, of course, immediately detected that something was amiss. “What’s wrong? Jake, are you okay?”

“I’m good, baby. Just hearing your voice is the best thing that could happen to me right now.”

“Jake, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”

He swallowed again. “I just miss you.”

“Don’t lie to me. What’s going on?”

He took a deep breath. "I can't tell you. But I can tell you that I love you so much and that no matter what happens—"

“Jake—”

“Sheila, please,” he pleaded. “Please. I can’t tell you. Just please listen, okay?”

There was a pause on the other end, and when Sheila finally broke the silence, Jake could tell that she was crying to. “Okay.”

“I have been so privileged to love you. So privileged to be your husband and to be Beau’s father. I chose a career that… well, we both know what the risks of this career is.”

A sob came over the phone, and fresh tears streamed from Jake's eyes. "And I stand by my choices. And whatever happens, I will hold my head high, knowing that I—and you—were right to keep this job even in the face of the greatest danger. But by far the best thing I've ever done, the most meaningful thing, was starting a life with you. Whatever happens, I want you to know that. I want Beau to know that. Will you tell him for me?"

“Jake…” She couldn’t manage to get any other words out.

“I love you, Sheila.”

“I love you too. I love you too. So much. And I would choose you a thousand times over if I had to. Even knowing… no matter what.”

He smiled through his tears. “I know.”

They stayed silent for a while, neither of them able to put their feelings into words. Words fell so short in moments like this.

Finally, Jake said. “I’ll call you when I can, all right?” He hoped desperately that wasn’t a lie.

“All right. I love you, Jake.”

“I love you too.”

A moment later, Max came back to the phone. “Jake, before I let you go, I want to tell you one thing.”

Jake smiled. Max was like a father to him. They’d rarely admitted the strength of their feelings for each other, but considering that Jake was unlikely to survive the next few hours, he understood why Max was allowing some sentiment right now. “What is it, Max?”

“Suck it the fuck up. You’re a Marine, not a bitch.”

Jake blinked. He assumed that was a joke, but… it didn’t sound like a joke. “O…kay?”

“I mean it. You don’t get to assume you’re going to die. That’s not what I taught you. Suck it up. Also, stop acting like you’re the only Marine on Earth.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “What exactly are you telling me, Max?”

“I’m telling you it’s time to get the band back together.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “You mean…”

"Yes, dumbass. I mean, you and your Secret Service buddies aren't going in alone."

“Max, you can’t come with me. You’re too old. I’m sorry to be an ass, but—”

“Not me, idiot. I mean the Pretty Boys.”

And now Jake understood. "Ah. Well, that's a damned good idea."

“No shit, Sherlock. You’re not the one who needs to be worried. It’s those terrorist bastards who need to count their days.”

Jake grinned. “You know what? I think you might be right.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“So these Pretty Boys,” Garnet asked. “Who are they exactly?”

The two of them sat in their car outside of a drive-thru café, eating hamburgers and drinking coffee. The Pretty Boys would meet them here, then they would all meet Munoz in Sterling. Ideally, they would reach DARPA before sunrise, but according to Munoz, it didn't really matter when they got there. Security at DARPA was twenty-four-seven.

“They’re my graduating class from sniper school,” he replied. “We were unique because we all had specialties other than marksmanship.”

“That’s unique?”

“Yes. Snipers are… well, not to brag, but we’re royalty. Our job is to be incapable of missing a shot. It’s literally all we do. That and endurance testing so we can be on station for days at a time and move long distances. The point is yes, usually sniping is what snipers do. The specialty is so important that there are equally specialized Marines who are trained only as spotters for snipers.”

“But you guys generalized.”

"Yes. We were one of very few graduating classes who had the capacity to meet standards as snipers and also in another specialty. Mine was close-quarters combat. They called me Javelin because you can use a spear up close, and you can also throw it."

“Clever.”

“Yeah. Anyway, we had a guy who was good with handguns.”

“Let me guess: his name is Sixgun.”

“Yep.”

She laughed. “That’s amazing. Who else?”

“Blade was the knife fighter. Not an official specialty, but she was damned good at it.”

“Less clever, but okay.”

“Ali. He was the Corps boxing champion. Heavy Hitter is certified with MANPADS and antitank weaponry. Jerry is our vehicle expert.”

“Jerry?”

“Yes. From the song Jerry Was a Racecar Driver.”

“Never heard it.”

He flipped his hand. “Don’t worry about it. The band sucks.”

“Okay. So we have Javelin, Sixgun, Blade, Ali, Heavy and Jerry. Is that everyone?”

“Well, Airhead, but he was shot down over Afghanistan.”

“Ah. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. We pour one out for him every year when we meet up.”

She lifted her coffee. “Here’s to not needing others to pour one out for us.”

“Hear, hear.” He put his coffee to his lips.

Then rough hands grabbed him from behind and pulled him from the car. He reached for his handgun only to feel a knife at his throat. “Damn, son,” a familiar voice said. “You’re slow as shit.”

Jake rolled his eyes, but inwardly he was grinning. He’d seen the Pretty Boys here and there since leaving the Corps, but he had no idea if they were still sharp. Having proof that they could still hang with the best encouraged him. God knows they’d better be good if they were going to have a chance at completing this mission.

“Ha ha.,” he replied. “Nice to see you, asshole.”

Blade—whose real name was Gabrielle Mendoza—laughed and pulled the knife away. “What’s with the long face, man?” she asked, clapping Jake on the shoulder. “You should be smiling. We’re gonna play tonight!”

“Maybe let’s not do this in a parking lot under lights,” another familiar voice said. “Not that I have a problem with giving Javelin a hard time, but we don’t want someone to report us for suspicious behavior.”

Jake grinned. “I see Ali’s still the nervous wreck of the group.”

A hand smacked him lightly on the back of the head. “Still the unarmed champion too, in case you need me to prove it.” He grimaced. “Eww. What’s with the cue ball, Javelin? You look like my grandpa’s ball sack.”

“How do you know what your grandpa’s ball sack looks like, Ali?” Sixgun challenged.

The bravado and jocularity was common to many of the men and women Jake had served with. So were the steel-hard eyes and the understanding behind their smiles that they might not make it out of this alive.

“Who’s the woman?” the rough, gravelly voice of Esau Blaine—known to his comrades as Heavy Hitter—asked, gesturing to Garnet.

“That’s the spook,” Blade reminded him. “Javelin told us, remember?”

“Miss Garnet,” the CIA agent replied. “And I agree with Ali. We should have this conversation elsewhere.”

"Lucky for you two, we brought a van," Ali said. "Do you want to leave your car here, or park it somewhere else?"

“We’ll leave it here,” Jake replied.

“It’ll look suspicious if we abandon our vehicle here,” Garnet warned.

“We’ll have to take that risk,” Jake said. “We’re running out of time.”

“And they say I’m the nervous wreck,” Ali jibed.

“If you’d seen the things I’ve seen,” Jake remarked.

Ali led the group toward a waiting Ford Econoline van. On the outside, it looked like an ordinary old van, but Jake knew that Jerry had tinkered with it until the only original parts were the seats. Even the body was a custom-made polymer that was twice as strong as Kevlar and bulletproof against anything short of a twenty-millimeter cannon.

“Jerry’s in the van, I’m guessing,” Jake said.

“Where else?” Heavy replied drily.

“It’s no wonder Jerry’s marriage didn’t work out,” Blade opined. “Jerry can’t handle being more than ten feet from the van.”

Jake looked around at his old comrades. They were all in excellent shape. Blade had the lithe, toned body of a dancer. Alie still looked like he could float like a butterfly and sting like a bee. Heavy still had the massive chest and tree trunk legs of a powerlifter.

They all wore their age in their faces though. Behind the swagger and the confident grins, Ali and Heavy both showed tension and a weariness that wasn’t physical. Jake understood the feeling all too well.

The door to the van opened, and a man who looked more like a tax attorney than one of the most dangerous men Jake had ever met grinned at them. "Well, well, well, look who it is. Javelin finally decided to let us come along on his little adventures."

Jake returned the smile and the embrace. “How are you, Six?”

“Sexy and ready,” Sixgun—real name Francis Van der Beek—assured him. He looked at Miss Garnet. “Not as sexy as this one, though. This must be the CIA babe.”

Garnet took the frat boy attempt at flirtation with good grace. “Nice to meet you all.”

A strikingly beautiful woman with flowing red-brown hair that framed her face like a model’s poked her head out of the window. “Are we driving somewhere, or what?”

Jake waved at her. “Hey, Jerry. How’s Gertie?”

Jerry—known to everyone who wasn’t one of her comrades in arms as Joy Hopewell—flashed Jake a smile that had once had every recruit at Parris Island begging. She reached through the window and patted the van’s door affectionately. “She’s purring like a kitten. How are you?”

“Been better,” he said, climbing into the van. “But I’ve been worse.”

“Same,” Jerry said, pulling her head in through the window and settling into the driver’s seat. “Everyone buckled?”

“Jesus Christ, Jerry, hold on a second,” Ali said, climbing in next to Jake. “We’re not even in the van yet.”

“Well, move your asses. You’re Marines, right?”

Ali—the only one of the group whose nickname matched his real name—smiled sweetly and offered Jerry a choice finger.

Heavy lumbered into the back row while Sixgun and Blade sat in the row behind Jake and Ali. Miss Garnet sat on the other side of Sixgun and Ali closed the door.

Jerry started the engine and grinned as the motor rumbled to life. She looked around expectantly and sighed when she realized that no one else was showing the same reaction to the burly engine that she was.

“Is that a GM motor?” Jake asked to be polite.

“Yep. Vortec 8100 with Edelbrock fuel injection, Magnuson supercharger, Magnaflow race exhaust and a K&N cold air intake.”

“I’ll pretend I know what all of that means and say cool.”

Jerry gave Jake a smile that was more shark than supermodel. “Means she’s bitchin.’”

She gunned the motor, and the big van shot forward. Garnet cursed softly as she sped out of the parking lot, the engine noise lifted to a roar as the motor propelled the massive people-mover with the acceleration of a sports car.

Fortunately, after the brief show of acceleration, Jerry calmed to a reasonable and very legal speed and driving demeanor. “So what are we looking at, Jake?”

“We’re going to meet up with my buddy, Commander Munoz.”

“Munoz is coming?” Blade said. “Hell yeah! He still single?”

Heavy chuckled, a sound like boulders scraping together. “I heard he was banging your mother, actually.”

“My mother’s fine as hell, Heavy, so if he is, he’s a lucky man.”

“Focus, children,” Sixgun called.

“Right, right, I’m sorry. Go ahead, Jake.”

“Well, we’re going to invade a sublevel of DARPA that doesn’t exist and try to find out how a double-black tier one unit plans to overthrow the U.S. government.”

“Sounds like fun,” Ali said.

After that, the jocularity disappeared as an unspoken understanding passed through the group.

It was time to be serious now. They had work to do.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Heavy sighed and rubbed his chin. “Fuck me.”

Munoz smiled tightly. “I don’t blame you for saying that. This is going to be a tough one.”

The group was meeting in the abandoned barn. Munoz had just gone over the plan to infiltrate the DARPA facility, and they were all processing the danger they would have to face.

“This is going to be a lot more than that,” Six said quietly. He twirled his handgun and said, “Be honest, do you think we can take these guys?”

“I only know most of you by reputation,” Munoz said. “But based on what I’ve heard and based on what I know about Jake, I think we have a very good chance if we take them by surprise.”

Miss Garnet frowned. “We’re not trying to kill them, though. We’re trying to discover their plan.”

“If they’re dead, their plan won’t really matter,” Blade offered.

“They almost certainly won’t all be there,” Munoz said. “Garnet’s right. We need information more than we need a battle.”

“But there will be a battle,” Jerry said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” Munoz admitted. “We’ll have to fight.”

"So, do you think we can take them?" Ali repeated. "We're in all the way, but I need to know if I should call my family before we head out."

Munoz sighed. "Yes. We can take them, but also, yes, you should call your family. It could very easily go the other way."

Ali nodded, then stood and stepped to a corner of the barn to make his phone call. Heavy crossed his arms and said, “Like Ali said, we’re in all the way, but I do have to ask: are we sure this is the only way to learn what they’re planning?”

Jake answered that. “We don’t have time to be sure. We know this is one way. We don’t have time to check our options. The President is in extreme danger, as are the Vice President and Speaker of the House. The President Pro Tempore and the Secretary of State have already been assassinated. The embassy bombings and the panic in the nation are only exacerbating the problem. We can’t let them keep the initiative.”

He looked around at his worried comrades. “If you don’t want to be a part of this, I won’t—”

“If you finish that sentence, I’ll cut your balls off,” Blade interrupted. “We’re in. We just needed to be sure.”

Jake smiled. “In the interests of keeping my balls where they belong, I’ll finish with this: thank you. It means a lot to me that you’re all here.”

“Wouldn’t want to be anywhere else,” Jerry said.

The others affirmed their support as well. Ali returned to the group, crossed his arms and said, “All right. Are we fighting or what?”

Munoz nodded. “Let’s suit up.”

 

***

 

Jerry parked the van in a shopping mall parking lot, and the team walked behind the building. Munoz led them to a manhole, and Heavy lifted the cover off, moving the hundred-pound slab of metal as though it were as light as a sofa cushion.

“Crawling through shit once more,” Blade said. “Just like back in the Corps.” She clapped Jerry on the shoulder. “Sorry about your hair, Jer.”

Jerry shrugged. “If God wanted me to be pretty, he wouldn’t have made me a car girl.”

“I’ll pretend I know how that makes sense,” Sixgun quipped.

“Masks on,” Munoz instructed.

The team pulled their respirators over their faces. According to Munoz, there was a possibility that DARPA might defend its most secret of secret facilities with chemical weapons. International law, it seemed, didn’t apply to every arm of the U.S. government.

The team climbed down the manhole. The respirators helped with the smell, but the feeling of the sewage made Jake’s skin crawl, even though he was wearing waterproof combat boots.

“Lights,” Munoz called.

The team switched their flashlights on, and the group moved through the tunnel.

“Why would they have an access route through a public sewage line?” Ali asked.

“At the time this facility was constructed, closed systems still weren’t perfected. There was only so much they could do about the waste produced, so they chose sewage as the one waste they weren’t keeping within the system.”

“Not that I love wading through crap,” Blade said, “but isn’t sewage the easiest waste product to reclaim?”

“It’s the simplest to reclaim, but also the most space-consuming,” Munoz explained.

“Got it.”

The team moved through the sewage tunnels in silence for a while. From time to time, Munoz would lead them into access shafts with ladders that dropped them to lower levels of the system. Jake counted four ladders and estimated they were about fifty feet underground when they reached a massive titanium vault.

“All right,” Munoz said. “Past this point, things get dangerous. This is the least likely route to be monitored by detection systems of people, but that’s saying very little. Weapons ready.”

The team quickly checked their weapons. For this mission, they all carried HK416 sub-compact carbines with eleven-inch barrels. The weapons were ideal for close quarters combat and favored by special operators for their reliability, simplicity and accuracy.

“Kinda wish we all had our rifles,” Blade opined.

“They wouldn’t work for this mission,” Ali offered. “We need speed and mobility, not range.”

“Gee, really? Thanks for stating the completely obvious, dumbass.”

“Quiet,” Jake said. “Place your charges.”

The team complied, each placing a single shaped charge of C4 in a ring around the vault. They backed away three yards, then Munoz pressed the detonator. A small flash of light and a muffled cough indicated that the charges had detonated. The vault door tilted slowly toward them. Heavy stepped forward and caught it, grunting and straining with the weight of the massive door as he lowered it to the ground.

The team walked through the opening into the deepest heart of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency.

They were in.

 

***

 

The interior of the facility was bright and clean. That made sense, but it was still a bit of a shock after the path they’d taken to get there.

It was also empty. That made no sense. The team was on edge as they navigated through corridors and down staircases, moving deeper and deeper underground. Each yard they moved without seeing an enemy made them even more anxious.

“Is it normal for there to be no one here?” Jake asked quietly.

Munoz shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s been a long time since I was here.”

“But you’re sure Valkyrie’s here?” Jerry asked.

“I’m sure this was our best chance at getting to the information we need to accomplish our mission,” Munoz said, “and it still is. Let’s look at this as a silver lining. If they’re not here, it means no firefight. If there’s no firefight, then we have a better chance of getting what we need and getting out without anyone getting hurt.”

“I don’t like this,” Heavy said, frowning as they emerged from yet another staircase into an empty hallway. “The lights are on, so there’s someone here. If they can see us, and we can’t see them, they could just trap us underground.”

Jake stiffened. That was a risk he hadn’t considered. It was also the easiest tactic their enemy could use to keep them off of the battlefield.

But it was too late now. “Let’s not get pessimistic yet. Garnet and I killed twelve of these guys with help from the Old Man. If they want to try us, let them try us.”

“That doesn’t really address my point,” Heavy said, “and also, how are your injuries?”

“They hurt,” Jake said, “but I’ll deal with it.”

“Do they hurt, or will they slow you down, Javelin?” Jerry pressed.

“I’ll be fine.”

They didn’t press him any further, but Jake was worried too. The wounds were fine now, but it would be very easy for him to reinjure himself. In a firefight with Valkyrie, that potential would rise to nearly certain.

Munoz stopped them behind a set of double blast doors. “Okay, kids,” he said softly. “This is where shit really hits the fan. Behind this room is a data storage unit that contains the information on Valkyrie and a lot of other pet projects that the civilian government doesn’t get to know about. I know it goes without saying, but I’m going to say it anyway. We’re here to learn about Valkyrie. As hard as it is, you need to ignore everything else.”

The team—Jake included—all looked at Miss Garnet. Garnet’s lips thinned, but otherwise, she didn’t react. It probably wasn’t fair to assume the worst of the CIA, but if there was an Agency that was fond of hiding things from the American public, it was Garnet’s own agency.

Still, like Munoz said, that wasn’t what they were here for.

“All right, boys and bitches,” Blade said. “Time for fun. Munoz, open the—”

Before she could finish her sentence, the door blew outward. Jake shielded his head as he slammed into the wall and fell heavily to the ground.

Shouting and gunfire came through the door, and Jake felt a huge hand lift him off of the ground and carry him away from the line of fire. A moment later, Heavy set him down and said, “Bogeys, Javelin. Look alive.”

Jake shouldered his rifle and returned fire at the black-clad operatives behind the door. He didn’t like the way his left leg felt, but he didn’t have time to check for reinjury—or hell, maybe new injury—just yet.

“Shit!” Jerry cried. “Bastards!”

“What’s going on, Jerry?” Jake called, dropping a Valkyrie agent who got too cocky and tried to rush their position.

“Asshole cut my face!” she spat, dropping another agent who didn’t quite conceal himself well enough. “I swear to God, if I end up with a scar, I’m going to resurrect him and kill him again!”

“Do you have any idea how hot you’d look with a scar?” Ali asked.

“You want me to tell your wife you said that?” Jerry quipped, dropping another assailant.

“She has a scar on her face, and it is easily the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Boys want Barbie dolls. Men want women.”

“We need to get inside,” Garnet called. “We’re pinned down.”

Sixgun beamed at her. “Allow me.”

He set his rifle down and drew two M1911A1 clones that he had modified himself. “One blockade bust coming right up.”

He walked through the door, firing his weapons simultaneously and independently. Valkyrie agents that Jake hadn’t even seen cried out and fell with every shot. The team moved behind him, dropping those few fighters Sixgun didn’t have a shot on, but most of the carnage happened courtesy of Sixgun.

When he emptied his clips, he tossed the guns into the air, pulled two clips from his belt, and slammed them into the pistols as they fell. Then he spun around, caught the guns again and shot two Valkyrie agents who had managed to get behind the group. The last agent fired a single shot that knocked Six’s hat off of his head before hitting the wall behind him.

Sixgun holstered his weapons and calmly retrieved his hat. “Son of a bitch poked a hole in my favorite hat,” he remarked, setting it on top of his head.

The others—Jake included—stared at him in open-mouthed shock. “Damn,” Munoz whispered reverently.

“No fair,” Blade whined. “I wanted to be the one to show off.”

“Next time,” Sixgun promised.

“Which computers have the data?” Garnet asked, sitting at one of the now-empty computer terminals.

"The data's distributed throughout each server, so hacking into one won't release any complete files," Munoz said. "Fortunately, I brought a cheat code of my own."

He unshouldered his pack and removed several cylinders about the size of a smoke grenade. Jake recognized them immediately as larger and presumably more capable versions of the universal scanning tool Jess had created to siphon data from any computer system on Earth.

Munoz tossed one to each of the team and said, “Pick a server and stick these into a USB port. Don’t worry about the weight. They’re gyros will keep it balanced so it doesn’t strip the port.”

“I feel like I’m in a sci-fi movie,” Ali opined as he plugged his tool into the server next to Miss Garnet.

Except these are Americans, not aliens, Jake thought morosely as he looked around at the fallen Valkyrie soldiers.

A hand squeezed his shoulder, and he looked over to see Jerry smiling sympathetically at him. Blood welled from a cut leading from her left temple to the corner of her mouth. It probably would scar, unfortunately. “Sorry about that,” Jake said, gesturing to the wound.

She shrugged. “Meh. It is what it is. And we’re doing what we have to do. Right, Javelin?”

He lowered his eyes. “Yeah. Just sucks.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “I know.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

“Okay, we’re getting something,” Garnet said, watching the monitor as the scanning tools slowly worked their way through the encryption software and collected the data. “I’m getting more communications like the one we found from the Deputy Director.”

They had been underground for four hours trying to crack into the most secure computers on Earth. Strictly speaking it was a good thing that no one had ambushed them or tried to stop them, but as before, the team was getting anxious at the lack of activity. It could mean that the enemy didn’t know they were there. It could be that they didn’t have the resources to address them yet.

Or it could be that whoever was behind this was perfectly happy to let them waste their time.

“Anything you can interpret?” Jake asked.

She shook her head. “Not yet. The messages are still fragmented. They don’t appear to be in code, though. They’re not from the Intelligence Community either.”

“Where are they from?”

“The addresses contain Pentagon prefixes. I can’t tell exactly who, but these are definitely military communications.”

Munoz swore. “So the military is involved.”

“I don’t think so. These don’t look like official communications. They look more like hidden messages sent through encrypted channels in the Pentagon servers.”

“You can tell that by reading them?” Heavy asked.

“No, but the scanning tools display the code too. I’m not a tech whiz like Jess appears to be, but the little I can make sense of suggests that the senders are using backdoors to avoid detection by… oh my God.”

Everyone instantly focused on her. “What?” Jake asked. “What did you see?”

Garnet’s normally stoic voice was wavery when she said. “They knew we were coming here. The soldiers we killed… they volunteered for a suicide mission.”

“Wait, they knew they were going to die?” Ali asked.

“They knew that a team of high-level former operators known as the Pretty Boys would assault this location. According to this, they knew that we’d likely retrieve the information we needed. So… hold on.”

The team waited, holding their breath while the rest of the message loaded. After a moment, Garnet continued. “So speed is more important than stealth. All units not assigned to occupy the Pretty Boys would move to Camp David immediately to eliminate the Priority Two target.”

“Son of a bitch,” Jake swore. “They’re going after the Vice President.” He tapped his earpiece. “Jess, come in. It’s Jake.”

No answer. A chill ran down his spine. He tried again. “Jess, come in. Jess!”

No answer. He met Garnet's eyes and saw the same fear on her face and the same anger.

They’d been fooled.

 

***

 

The van drifted around a corner, the police lights Jerry had installed flashing and the siren blaring. She kept the drift around a second corner, then downshifted hard, launching the van forward.

The team all wore the same expressions, jaws set, eyes staring intensely through the windshield, bodies ready like coiled springs for the fight ahead. Jake’s wounds ached, but he didn’t care about that right now. They had been fooled and had wasted hours underground, meanwhile the Vice President could already be dead.

The sun was high in the sky. Dawn had come while they were under DARPA, and Jess still wasn’t answering her damned earpiece. Either they were being jammed, or something had happened. Had they hit the President too?

“Bastards,” Jerry whispered, shifting gears again and weaving through traffic as they accelerated toward the secure facility where Jake had hoped the second-in-command of the nation would be safe.

“Cowards too,” Heavy growled.

“How far away?” Jake asked.

“One minute,” Jerry whispered. “Will they let us in?”

“If someone’s still there to ask if we belong there, that’s a good thing,” Munoz said. “The bad news is if… Damnit! Up ahead!”

Jake looked to see the Camp David guards futilely firing their fifty-caliber machine guns at a tank that was approaching the gate ahead of them. He watched in horror as the tank fired an explosive shell that turned the gate, the guards and five feet of steel-reinforced concrete fence on either side to rubble.

“They have a tank?” Sixgun exclaimed.

“They’re the damned military,” Heavy replied. “Of course they have a tank.”

“What’s next,” Ali griped. “Air support.”

“You shut up,” Blade said. “Javelin, what’s the plan?”

“Stop that thing,” Jake said.

“How?” Munoz asked. “We can’t even call for backup right now.”

“I don’t care,” Jake said. “We find a way.”

The tank drove through the rubble it had created. Inside, guards and Secret Service agents scrambled to address the threat. Jake’s heart sank as the tank’s machine guns shredded them like paper.

Jerry pulled the van off of the road and concealed it within the trees. “Come on,” she said. “There’s grenades in the back. If we can put it under the treads, we can destroy it. Not even an Abrams can handle a busted axle.”

The team quickly jumped out of the van.

And into another firefight. Jake cried out and barely lifted his rifle in time to shoot an attacking soldier in a ghillie suit. Sixgun released a similar cry and quickly dispatched three others.

Then, the enemy returned fire. Ali shouted as a bullet hit him in the shoulder and threw him to the ground. Blade dragged him behind the van while Munoz covered them.

“Assholes!” Jerry shouted. “Don’t you dare shoot my van!”

The enemy, of course, didn't care in the slightest about Jerry's van. Rifle fire pinged off of the bulletproof body and spiderwebbed the windows. She swore and fired back, dropping one more terrorist.

One more soldier. One more American soldier participating in a coup against the legitimately elected government of the United States.

Sixgun dragged Jake to the ground, pulling him from his thoughts. “Get behind the door. There’s too many to fight in the open.”

Jake looked around. Dozens of men in camouflaged suits converged on their position. The armored van offered some protection, but the sheer volume of fire the enemy laid down forced the team to remain behind cover, unable to return fire effectively.

Within the camp, another loud boom reminded Jake that there was still a tank to deal with if they managed to get through this alive.

The back door to the van opened, and a grenade sailed through the air. The enemy cried out and hit the deck, but another grenade followed the first, then another, then another.

Jake lifted his eyes and saw multiple explosions rippling through the air. The enemy tried to return fire, but each time someone aimed their rifle, a grenade went off within a few yards of them. He looked at the back of the van and saw Miss Garnet launching the handheld explosives at equal intervals throughout the enemy formation.

A few soldiers broke through, but without an overwhelming blanket of rifle fire suppressing them, Jake and his team were able to stop them with ease.

Finally, Garnet jumped down and ran for the gate. “Come on! We need to hurry!”

“That’s an understatement,” Munoz muttered. Louder, he said, “Go! I’ll cover you!”

Jake and the Pretty Boys ran for the open gate. Munoz’s rifle cracked as he took care of surviving attackers who tried to stop them.

The camp was in shambles. Bodies of dead defenders lay everywhere, many of them half-buried under piles of rubble from the buildings the tank had already destroyed. The tank itself was a quarter mile ahead of them, moving slowly, but each shot punching a hole in another facility.

The bunker lay ahead, within reach of the tank’s guns. Jake’s eyes widened when he saw the massive turret aim toward it. They had no grenades anymore, no heavy weapons, nothing that could stop this.

“Forget the tank!” Jake said. “We need to get the Vice President out of here!”

The team sprinted, taking a wide arc away from the tank to stay out of range of the machine gun. The tank ignored them. Jake doubted it didn’t see them. It just didn’t consider them important.

The tank fired. A hole opened in the second floor of the bunkhouse. Impotent rage flooded him as he realized they might already be too late.

“They’ll take him out the back!” Munoz said. “Or underground! He could still be alive!”

Any hope those words might have brought Jake was stopped when the front door opened and a Secret Service security detail walked out of the building, leading the Vice President. They ran toward a waiting vehicle, but the tank destroyed the vehicle just before they reached it.

The Vice President fell to the ground, staring in disbelief as the flaming truck broke apart. His security detail pulled him to his feet and dragged him away.

Just in time. A tank shell sailed behind them, blowing another hole in the building.

Jake and the others reached them. One of the terrified agents aimed his handgun at them, but Jake identified himself just before the agent could fire.

“It’s me! Mercer!”

“Oh. Oh, shit,” the agent said. “Um…” He gestured around. “Well, you can see we’re in deep shit right now, sir.”

“I see it,” Jake said. “Keep moving,”

“Right!” Heavy thundered. “Go right!”

The agents held to their training, immediately veering right in spite of their fear. The shell that would have blown all of them to pieces hit the ground just in front of them. Shrapnel caught two of the agents, and the blast wave knocked the survivors to the ground.

The surviving bodyguards threw themselves on top of the Vice President, but Jake pulled them off. “Keep moving!”

“Where?” one of them demanded.

“Anywhere!”

The rumble of the tank’s engine filled the spaces between cannon fire as the massive vehicle began moving towards them. Jake saw the machine gun training on them and changed his mind.

“Okay, not anywhere. Go left now!”

The team complied, but a cannon shell turned a massive oak tree into splinters in front of them. The Vice President cried out and clapped his hands to his eyes. Jake saw blood trickle out under his palms.

“Keep moving!” he commanded. “Don’t stop!”

They continued to zigzag, narrowly avoiding the cannon rounds. The Vice President’s security detail had to half-carry the blinded executive, but even if they had been sprinting at full speed, the inevitable would still occur.

The tank was gaining on them. Its cannon was ill-suited for antipersonnel work, but the fifty-caliber M2 Browning machine gun would work just fine, as would the two thirty-caliber machine guns.

Already, Jake could hear the loud bark of the fifty as it opened fire from the limit of its effective range. Two more Secret Service agents fell, leaving only the agent Jake had first talked to and Jake’s team.

“We need something that can take out that tank,” Heavy said. “We won’t make it on foot.”

Jake thought quickly. “There’s an armory in the camp, but it’s at least two miles away.”

“Why didn’t the soldiers here think of that?” Heavy asked.

“They were hit too fast,” Ali replied. “They probably would have gone for the heavy weapons if they had time, but Valkyrie wiped them out before they could react properly.”

“Guys, focus,” Jake interrupted. “How do we take advantage of that armory now?”

“We’ll split up,” Munoz suggested. “You, me, and Heavy to the armory. The rest of you escort the Vice President away.”

“Got it,” Blade said. “On me, everyone.”

The group split up, and Jake cast a look over his shoulder and prayed that he would see his friends again. The tank ignored them, concentrating on the Vice President. Jake could only pray that they would be able to return in time to help.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

A stitch formed in Jake’s side as they sprinted for the armory. Two miles wasn’t far, but he was injured and had just endured two firefights.

His anxiety definitely didn’t do anything to ease his tension. Even at their top speed, it was still ten minutes to get to the armory. Then Heavy needed to find a weapon and take the tank out without hurting their guys.

And all of this needed to happen while the rest of them didn’t get cut down by the now active heavy machine gun or otherwise torn apart by a freaking tank.

“Heavy weaponry will be in room one-thirteen,” Munoz said, also breathing heavily.

Oddly enough, Heavy was the only one not breathing heavily. In fact, his energy seemed to have picked up at the prospect of using his favorite tools. Hopefully, that excitement would make him more effective.

His earpiece chirped, and his heart leaped. “Jess?”

“Nope, Jerry,” the Pretty Boy driver replied. “We found a tunnel system. We’re taking the Veep underground.”

“Bad idea,” Jake said. “Then Valkyrie can use the cannon to bury you.”

“Valkyrie’s already killed the last Secret Service agent with the fifty,” Jerry told him. “And those thirties will be within range soon. We don’t have a choice. You guys need to take them out before they trap us.”

Jake swore. “All right. But keep moving. Don’t stay in one place.”

“We won’t. But if that tank lasts more than a couple of minutes longer, we’ll be in many different places, if you catch my drift.”

“I know. Just do your best.”

“What are you, my English teacher? Screw my best and yours. Let’s get the job done.”

I wish it was that easy. “Will do, Jerry.”

They reached the armory, and Jake fumbled with the keypad until he heard a roar and saw Heavy throw himself through the glass window to his right.

That works too.

Alarms blared as the other two climbed into the armory. Heavy looked around at an array of small arms. “Where did you say the big guns were?”

“One-thirteen,” Munoz said. “Follow me.”

The two of them followed the CAT agent out of the room and down a narrow hallway. One-thirteen was at the end of that hallway. Heavy steadied himself in front of the door, lifted his right leg and kicked it in with a grunt. If Jake wasn’t busy being terrified that the Vice President, his CIA partner and most of his friends were about to be buried under a pile of rubble, he would have been in awe of the big soldier’s strength.

This room contained everything from crewed weapons like miniguns to recoilless rifles to MANPADS to shoulder-launched antitank missiles. Heavy grabbed one of the antitank missiles launchers and growled. “You two, grab ammo.”

Jake and Munoz shared a look, then grabbed a tube each and followed Heavy outside. The weapon was an FGM-148 Javelin, a tried-and-true weapons system that could stop a tank literally in its tracks with a good shot on target. The missiles were packed into single-shot disposable tubes. That allowed the fire unit to last longer since it was shielded from most of the force of the launch.

Three missiles should be more than enough to stop the tank. The question was could they stop it in time.

They stepped outside just in time to see a blast of fire from the tank’s muzzle. Rubble shot into the air from a newly formed crater in the ground.

Jake swore and tapped his earpiece. “Jerry? Are you all right?”

“We’re alive,” she told him. “But that was close, and we don’t have anywhere else to go. The next one’s going to kill us, Javelin.”

Heavy chuckled. The sound was so inappropriate that both Jake and Munoz could only stare at him.

Heavy hefted the missile launcher onto his shoulder and said, “I was just thinking how I’m firing a Javelin at the tank.” He grinned at Jake. “Just like you.”

Jake shook his head. “You have a special sense of humor, Heavy.”

“Have to, man,” Heavy said. “This is heavy work we do. Pun not intended.”

“Good point,” Jake said.

He and Munoz stepped away as Heavy lined up his shot. He took a deep breath, then pulled the trigger.

A loud shriek filled the air as the missile sped toward the tank. Jake and Munoz cheered when the warhead impacted the treads, a direct hit.

“Hell yeah!” Munoz cried. “You got the bastard!”

 Jake grinned, but his grin faded when he saw the tank turret turning toward them. Heavy had stopped the tank's movement, but he hadn't destroyed it yet.

Munoz swore and handed Heavy his tube. Moving as gracefully as Sixgun had earlier, Heavy discarded the old tube, loaded the new one, and fired again.

Once more, it was a direct hit. The missile impacted the side of the turret, blowing a massive chunk away.

But the turret still moved. Jake tossed the last missile to Heavy, but it wouldn’t be in time. The turret was already zeroing in on them.

“We have to move, Heavy,” Jake said.

“So move,” Heavy replied.

He loaded the third missile without budging.

“Heavy, we’ll get them again. We’ll—”

“No, we won’t. Not without losing too many people, including the Vice President.”

“Just carry the weapon. We’ll shoot them from somewhere else.”

The tank fired. The round split the air and hit the armory. Only a miracle kept it from exploding behind them.

“Or they’ll get us before we can get them,” Heavy said. “It takes time to set up these shots. I can’t risk it. You can’t risk it. I knew when I signed on the dotted line that I might one day need to give up my life for my country. I’m prepared to do that.”

“Heavy, damn it!”

Jake stepped forward, intending to grab the burly Marine and drag him away. Instead, Heavy shoved Jake hard, lifting him off of the ground. Jake landed hard, grimacing as his injured shoulder took the brunt of the landing. He looked up to see Munoz sprinting towards him.

“Get up!” he told Jake, yanking him to his feet and pulling him along. “We need to get out of here!”

Munoz was smaller than Jake and didn’t possess the unfathomable strength that the massive Heavy Hitter did. In ordinary circumstances, Jake would have been able to out fight him, but injured as he was and winded from Heavy’s throw, he could only resist weakly as Munoz dragged him to safety.

Heavy lined up his shot. The tank adjusted its aim. Heavy fired just as the tank did.

The cannon shell hit the armory, and this time, it found the ammo. Jake and Munoz were both lifted off of their feet and tossed through the air. Jake watched in horror as the fireball engulfed Heavy.

Then he hit the ground, and everything went dark.

 

***

 

“Jake!” a voice called. “Jake!”

“Javelin! You still with us, bro?”

Jake stirred. He groaned and tried to get to his feet, but a wave of dizziness washed over him, and he fell back down. Strong but soft hands caught him, and he looked up into the concerned faces of Blade and Jerry.

Past them, Munoz and Garnet were tending to the injured Vice President. Sixgun and Ali were nowhere to be seen.

Jake looked toward the tank and saw twisted and scattered pieces of metal in a roughly thirty-yard-wide circle. Heavy’s last shot had hit the tank’s magazine.

Heavy.

Jake’s throat constricted. He turned around and found Sixgun and Ali. The two of them were staring at the conflagration behind them. Somewhere in that fire were the ashes of their friend, the second member of their group to suffer a violent death in service of his country.

Jake sighed. Blade squeezed his shoulder and said, “He died a hero. He rescued the Vice President.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “I know. I’m proud of him, but…”

“Yeah,” Jerry agreed. “Me too.”

He got to his feet and this time managed to keep them and approached the Vice President. The Vice President’s right eye was a mangled mess. As Jake watched, Miss Garnet carefully wrapped gauze from Munoz’s medkit around the Veep’s head.

The Vice President stared blankly ahead with his left eye. He was in shock. Jake wasn’t sure how much he’d pick up from what Jake had to say, but he said it anyway. “We’re going to get you to a secure hospital, sir. We’ll make sure you receive medical care, and then we’ll send you to another safe house.”

The Veep blinked. He met Jake’s eyes with his remaining one and said, “Secure? Safe? What’s more secure and safe than Camp David?”

“I know a place,” Garnet replied. “It’s off the grid. It has enough medical supplies to care for him until we can get him to a proper hospital.”

Jake frowned. “He needs real medical care, not just enough supplies to tide him over.”

“I think we need to be realistic right now,” Munoz said softly. “We need him hidden. Off the grid.”

Jake sighed. “Yeah. You’re right. Okay, Garnet, we’ll follow your plan.” He turned to Jerry. “Is the van still operable?”

“It was when we left it,” she said, “and it better still be, or there will be a special place in hell for every Valkyrie bastard I meet from here on out.”

There was no teeth to her threat, though. The words came to her habitually, but her expression was full of grief for Heavy more than concern for her vehicle.

A wave of guilt washed over Jake. He’d led them into this. He’d pulled them from their lives and forced them back into the fight. It was his fault that Heavy was dead.

“I’m sorry,” he told them. “I shouldn’t have—”

“If you finish that sentence, I’ll cut your balls off,” Blade said.

Like Jerry, there was no teeth to that threat. Jake stopped anyway. He could worry about apologies and amends later. They still had a job to do.

They met up with Sixgun and Ali, and after a brief pause to honor their fallen comrade, they returned to the van. The roughly three-mile journey took the better part of an hour, mostly because the Vice President couldn’t move any faster than a brisk walk and needed help from  Munoz and Garnet to avoid tripping and falling.

“We need to call the President,” the Veep said. “He needs to know I’m still alive.”

Assuming he’s still alive, Jake thought glumly. He still hadn’t heard anything from Jess.

When they reached the van, they found the rear passenger side tire shot out. Fortunately, Jerry had a full-size spare, and when she started the engine, the motor roared to life, none the worse for wear. Several of the windows, including the back glass, were spiderwebbed, but the bulletproof material meant that no bullets actually penetrated the cabin.

Munoz helped Jerry replace the tire while he and Garnet folded the rear seats so the Vice President could lie down while they traveled. Fifteen minutes later, they were on the road.

“Nothing from Jess yet?” Munoz asked as Jerry accelerated down the Camp David access road?

“Not—”

Jake’s earpiece buzzed. “Jess? Please tell me that’s you.”

Both he and Munoz pumped their fists when Jess said, "Jake! Oh, thank God. Where are you?"

“We’re on our way from the ruins of Camp David. The Vice President is alive, but he’s badly injured. Miss Garnet knows a place we can take him that should be undetectable to the enemy.”

"Oh, good. The VP is still alive. I'll let the President know."

“Yes. Score one for the good guys, right?”

The pause that followed was longer than Jake liked. “Jess? What is it?”

“The Speaker of the House is dead. He was murdered by his own bodyguards forty-five minutes ago.” 


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Secretary of Defense Gilbert Brougham fought mightily not to smile as he prepared to make his address. Things had gone exactly the way they were planned. Even the things that hadn’t gone according to plan had created the same results they were supposed to. The nation was in terror. The Executive Branch was dead or scattered. Their opponents had mowed through quite a few of Valkyrie’s units, but not enough.

He was winning.

And now he was bout to strike the death blow. After this, all that was left was mop up. Then he could go about rebuilding democracy.

It was so stupid. All Bryan had to do was take a stand. All he had to do was stop acting like the U.S. didn’t have balls. Like it didn’t have power. Like their enemies could do whatever they wanted. It was a joke. The debacle in Tanzania had concerned Gil deeply, but at the time, he thought it was only a fluke. He thought that perhaps the President was concerned about being accidentally harmed in an airstrike. That was foolish, but understandable.

But then China had kidnapped his daughter, and he’d done nothing. Turkey had kidnapped him, and he’d authorized only a minimal show of force.

It was embarrassing. He could see the mockery on the faces of other world leaders. He could hear the snickering when he addressed the U.N. He could sense that they cared nothing for the warnings he gave them about responding to terrorism in their own countries, the warnings that further aggression against the United States would not be tolerated. Because it would be tolerated. Because Bryan preferred to bend over rather than show some damned backbone.

He'd fix that. He’d remind the world that the United States was the most powerful and most dangerous military on Earth. He’d bring this nation back to the position of leadership it was supposed to hold in the world.

The door opened, and he turned in annoyance to the newcomer. “Can it wait? I’m preparing to drop the bomb.”

Mr. O smiled, a look that, as always, reminded Gil of a hyena’s grin. “I’m only here to congratulate you.”

“Bullshit. What do you want?”

“My, my,” Mr. O teased. “We’re aggressive now that the danger is passed, aren’t we?”

Gil reddened a little but kept his cool. “Is this important?”

“Critically. I’ve come to offer one piece of advice.”

“And what is that?”

“Don’t forget who your friends are.”

Gil’s lip curled up in contempt. “Really? That’s what you’re concerned about? You’ll get what’s coming to you. Don’t worry.”

“I admit that I have a flair for the dramatic at times,” Mr. O said, “but I didn’t say that to beg you to remember me once you’re rich and famous. I said that because people who suddenly gain power sometimes forget that it wasn’t entirely their own efforts that put them in that position. Such a mistake could prove deadly. I would hate to see you fall prey to that trap.”

A chill ran down Gil’s spine, and he hated Mr. O for making him feel afraid. It was true that Mr. O’s manipulations behind the scenes were what allowed Gil to take leadership of this coup, but there was a reason why Gil and not Mr. O had to be that leader. Mr. O should worry about falling prey to arrogance, not Gil.”

He smiled at him, trying to sound haughty when he said, “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t forget your part in this fight. You’ve done exceptionally well. I appreciate all your help.”

He clapped Mr. O on the shoulder and headed to the stage. His bodyguards walked alongside him, their anxiety betrayed in their stiff postures and furtive eyes. They had nothing to worry about, but they didn't know that, of course. They didn't know that the man they were protecting was the man behind all of these killings, and thus, they were completely safe.

Lights flashed in his eyes, and he adopted the expression of grave concern that he knew the nation needed to see. He allowed a pregnant pause of several seconds before he spoke.

“Citizens of the United States of America. I need not explain at length the crisis we face. You are all aware by now of the threat we’ve encountered, a threat that threatens to undermine the very fabric of our nation, the very fabric of democracy itself.

“I, like you, have trusted in the structures we have in place to protect us from such threats. I, like you, have watched while those structures have consistently failed to protect us. The President is in hiding. The Vice President is presumed dead. The President Pro Tempore and the Secretary of State are dead. Just recently, I’ve received word that the Speaker of the House is also in hiding. Hundreds are dead in our own nation. Thousands of Americans are dead worldwide. And still, we don’t know who is attacking us.”

He paused, partly for effect, and partly to gather himself. Everything hinged on what he said next.

“I would be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed in the President right now. I recognize how disrespectful it is of me to say this, but the nation is under fire. We need a leader to lead. To stand in front of us, not to cower in darkness while we fight and die.”

He shook his head. "I can't cower. I can't wait while others cower. Too many lives are at stake. We need to meet this threat head-on, not run from it."

He took a deep breath. “As of right now, I am declaring martial law in the District of Columbia. I am mobilizing the National Guards of D.C. and the states of Virginia and Maryland. Until our President chooses to return to his place at the head of our nation, or—and I hope this will not happen—we find that he too has fallen victim, I am assuming the role of Head of the United States Government. We don’t have time to follow the rules that have left us in this situation to begin with. We must act now.

“And I intend to act.”

Applause followed that announcement. Gil straightened and puffed out his chest, once more fighting to keep from smiling.

It was so easy. He should have done this years ago.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Sheila watched the news broadcast in silence. In the living room of the small cabin—the second they’d stayed at since leaving Washington with Max—Beau watched a cartoon, blissfully unaware of the fact that the free nation he was supposed to grow up in was crumbling around him.

Max chuckled bitterly behind Sheila. “I should have known it was him. The moment Jake said it was DARPA, I should have pegged Gil for this."

The two of them were watching the broadcast on a smaller TV in the cabin's kitchen, a portable unit Max had brought with them so they could keep up with the news while occupying Beau with cartoons. The Secretary of State was in the middle of telling the nation how disappointed he was that Sheila's father didn't stay in Washington while all of this was going down.

Yeah, I’ll bet you’re disappointed. Because you can’t kill him too.

“Have you heard from Jake?” she asked.

“He sent me a text that the VP was being moved. He’s alive. He didn’t tell me anything else.”

Sheila crossed her arms and listened to the Secretary of Defense declare martial law. “Can he do that?”

“Hell no. But he’s going to. And people will go along with it. That’s the shitty thing about terrorism. The goal isn’t to win wars or even to win battles. It’s to scare people. When people are scared, they make bad decisions. Like giving away their freedom to a megalomaniac psychopath who only wants power for himself. I guarantee you, there are a lot of people listening to this who are upset about what Gil just said. But they won’t do anything. And if the fighting stops, they’ll decide he was right. And if tanks patrol the streets of D.C. and people are ‘disappeared’ with no explanation, the wider world will go on believing that it’s justified. Not forever, but… well, I’m talking too much.”

“We should tell Jake,” Sheila said. “We should tell him so he can stop the Secretary.”

Max smiled. “You want me to get your husband to assassinate a sitting Cabinet member?”

Sheila stiffened, but she didn’t deny her desire. “I think we’d be better off without him, don’t you?”

"In the short term, yes," Max agreed. "But… I don't know. The more I think about it, there was a good reason I didn't peg Gil for this. He's not smart enough. He would be the guy to bring tanks and bombers and a full division of soldiers to stage a coup. Everything that's happened so far shows finesse. Gil's not a finesse guy."

Sheila made the leap. “You think there’s someone else calling the shots?”

“I do,” Max confirmed. “I think Gil here is too stupid to realize it, but he’s nothing more than a puppet.”

Sheila shivered. “So even if we stop him, something like this could happen again?”

Max’s words were far from encouraging. “I hope not.”

 

***

 

Mr. O watched the speech, grateful that he was in a room alone so he didn’t have to hide his contempt. What a pompous ass. A stupid one too. He knew Gil was a temporary stopgap, but he’d hoped Gil could retain his usefulness for a while longer.

He was beginning to think he’d made a mistake selecting him as the next leader. He wanted Gil in charge of the country, but only if he was going to act in the way Mr. O needed him to act. He needed Gil to know that he was in charge.

Unfortunately, it seemed the little bit of power he had had all gone to his head. He was acting like Mr. O was the lackey. Worse, he was acting like Mr. O was disposable.

Mr. O rolled his eyes. You’ll get what’s coming to you.

Pathetic. Like a villain from a children’s movie. Like he wasn’t hiding his intentions at all.

Still, Mr. O couldn’t entirely dismiss the threat. Gil was a fool, but Valkyrie was loyal to him, as were the other leaders of government Mr. O had recruited to the cause. Perhaps it had been a mistake to paint himself as a subordinate of the Secretary of Defense.

The speech concluded, and Mr. O left. He didn’t want to be around to hear the man gloat.

He’d have to remove Gil sooner than he wanted. That was annoying. Gil was supposed to see the U.S. through the coming instability and establish the government Mr. O needed his most powerful nation to have. Mr. O would have to select a new leader, arrange for a transition of power, cover up Gil’s death, and establish this person without shattering the stability the nation would desperately need after all of this. He could do it; it was just… annoying.

Oh well. You couldn’t build a new world order without breaking a few heads of state.

He stepped into his car and pulled smoothly out of the parking lot. He hoped to be out of Washington before the National Guard could lock down the streets. It would be easier for him to work if he didn’t have to rely on Gil’s pleasure for mobility.

As he drove, his mind drifted to the other threat, the Secret Service agent Jake Mercer. Mercer wasn’t acting alone to foil his plans, but he was the common thread in all of Mr. O’s failures.

He fascinated Mr. O. He was nothing more than a glorified bodyguard, but he had managed to stop Mr. O from gaining any traction until Mr. O stopped worrying about setting things up and just went for the throat. Even now, it was concerning that he’d managed to save the Vice President.

The CIA Deputy Director was the one who warned Mr. O about Jake, warned him that he and his team were likely to succeed at infiltrating DARPA, and suggested planting false information.

She was smart. She was unambitious. Hardly charismatic, but she was strong. Perhaps she could replace Gil.

But not yet. Let Gil finish what he had started. Then Mr. O would show him the true meaning of his advice earlier.

Don’t forget your friends.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

“Citizens of the United States of America. I need not explain at length the crisis we face. You are all aware by now of the threat we’ve encountered, a threat that threatens to undermine the very fabric of our nation, the very fabric of democracy itself.

“A threat that threatens,” Blade said. “Good speech, buddy.”

The team was back at the safehouse in Washington. The apartment was crowded with the Pretty Boys joining Jake and Garnet, but the missing presence of Heavy Hitter was a massive hole in the group.

Munoz was missing, too, but not because he was dead. He had remained with the Vice President as his personal bodyguard. If all was going well, they would be in Kentucky right now in a decommissioned CIA safehouse that Garnet assured them was off the books.

“I would be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed in the President right now. I recognize how disrespectful it is of me to say this, but the nation is under fire. We need a leader to lead. To stand in front of us, not to cower in darkness while we fight and die.”

“What a pathetic little bitch,” Ali sneered. “He’s going to act all tough when he’s sending other people to die?”

“Typical brass,” Jerry opined. “Talking about their own sacrifice and bravery while wearing a fitted suit in an air-conditioned building.”

The others chuckled, but everyone was stunned into silence by the Secretary’s next words.

“As of right now, I am declaring martial law in the District of Columbia. I am mobilizing the National Guards of D.C. and the states of Virginia and Maryland. Until our President chooses to return to his place at the head of our nation, or—and I hope this will not happen—we find that he too has fallen victim, I am assuming the role of Head of the United States Government.”

“Seriously?” Sixgun exclaimed. “He doesn’t think he’s gonna get away with that, does he?”

“I’m pretty sure he does,” Jake replied, probably not very helpfully.

“People aren’t going to go for it,” Blade said. “He’s going to end up with a Civil War on his hands.”

“People are scared,” Garnet said. “If he was trying to institute martial law nationwide, he might have trouble, but in D.C.? Most people here aren’t actually here anymore, and the ones that still are just want to be safe.”

“Even if it means giving up their freedom?”

Garnet smiled bitterly. “Yes. Most people aren’t willing to pay a price for their freedom.”

“Then what the hell did we fight for?” Jerry snapped. “Why is Heavy dead if people are just gonna roll over and take it from that douchebag?”

“Because we signed an oath,” Jake reminded her. “We would protect those who can’t protect themselves.”

“Oh, bite me, Javelin,” Jerry said. “I know we took a damned oath. It would just be nice to know that oath wasn’t pointless.”

“Are you dead?” Ali asked. “‘Cause I’m not. So my oath isn’t pointless.”

“Was Heavy’s oath pointless?”

“That’s enough,” Jake snapped. “All of you. We lost a battle. The war’s not over. We need to look at the positives here.”

“The positives? What the hell are the positives?”

“He’s showed his hand,” Garnet said. “He’s named himself as the new leader of the country. He’s claiming to have good intentions, but if we can provide proof that his intentions aren’t good, it’ll become clear to everyone that he just orchestrated the most destructive attack on the U.S. government in the nation’s history. Everyone who isn’t already a part of the conspiracy will turn on him when he does that.”

Jerry lifted an eyebrow. “Okay. That’s pretty positive.”

“We have the communications, right?” Sixgun asked. “We can prove that he’s a traitor.”

“We can prove that some people are traitors, but we don’t have anything specifically connecting the Secretary of Defense to the crisis. We need something concrete.”

“Do we really, though?” Jake asked. “You don’t think the underlings will point fingers and people will believe it?”

“I think the underlings will all die the moment one of the underlings opens his mouth. I think the Secretary can still use the ‘you’re all safe’ card and do damage control on any accusations. It’ll be a lot harder for him, but considering what he’s managed to accomplish so far, I wouldn’t put it out of reach. We need something beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

“Did he even leave anything beyond a shadow of a doubt?”

Garnet sighed. She leaned forward in her chair and rubbed her temples. “I don’t know, Jake. I’m just thinking out loud. What’s your idea?”

Jake pursed his lips and said nothing. A moment later, Ali said, “We’re all upset. We had a tough day. Let’s have some dinner and get some rest. We’ll approach this problem with fresh eyes a few hours later.”

“We can’t afford to rest. We don’t have time.”

“We can’t afford not to rest,” Ali countered. “There are still six of us. We’ll eat, then sleep in shifts. While we eat, we’ll work on deciphering some more of the data on those scanning tools. But you and Garnet are at sixty-hours-plus. You need to sleep.”

“I did sleep.”

“Being knocked unconscious for a few minutes after an explosion body-slammed you is not the same as sleep.”

Jake wanted to argue back, but he knew Ali was right. He had handled the lack of rest well so far, but even he had limits. He sighed. “Fine.”

“Cool. Miss Garnet, what do you have to eat here?”

“A whole lot of bland, filling stuff,” she said.

“Perfect. Just like the Corps.”

While Ali made dinner, Jake sent a text to Jess. Look through data transmitted from DARPA. Need proof of SecDef’s connection. Going to nap soon. Call if emergency.

“You know, more of an emergency than normal,” he muttered.

He sent a text to Sheila as well. So far so good. Still alive. Working to stop this. Stay safe. I love you. Give Beau a kiss for me.

A lump formed in his throat, but he forced it away. The best thing he could do for his family right now was succeed, and to do that, he needed to stay in control of his mental state.

The spaghetti and meatballs Ali made were actually pretty good, but Jake barely tasted them. He tried to keep himself upbeat, but it was hard. All of their effort last night, all of their effort today, seemed to be a waste. They had saved the Vice President, which was technically a victory, but it was a Pyrrhic victory. The enemy was now in command of the nation. They weren't fighting to defend Washington anymore but to take it back.

Jake had been right from the beginning. This time, the enemy had all of the resources. They were the little guys struggling to slay the giant.

And it would take a lot more than a sling and a stone to slay this giant.

 

***

 

Forty miles away, in a top-secret bunker known to a very few as Outpost Gimel, Jess woke from her own nap just as Jake reluctantly lay in bed to start his. Her body was refreshed, and her mind was definitely sharper, but Jess wouldn’t say she was rested.

The news broadcast earlier that evening had sent the President into a rage. He demanded to be allowed to return to Washington, and for the first time in Jess’s experience, the President of the United States had been physically restrained by Secret Service agents.

It was necessary, but it felt gross. Almost like they had helped with the coup. That was a stupid thought, but…

She sighed. “I just hate all of this.”

She started coffee in the pot and three burritos in the microwave. Her computer screen told her nothing she didn’t already know. Munoz and the VP were in Kentucky somewhere about ten miles of hard wilderness from the nearest sign of human civilization. The Secretary of the Treasury was on a farm in Pennsylvania, housed in a grain silo that was actually a missile silo. The President was all but locked in his room, and the Secretary of Defense was strutting like a peacock while officially mobilizing U.S. soldiers on U.S. soil. She wondered how long it would be before the Fourth Amendment was repealed or just outright ignored.

Jake had texted her earlier. She needed to find something to prove the VP's involvement in this conspiracy. That was a good idea, but it still frustrated Jess.

They were switching strategies. Instead of beating the enemy in combat, they were trying to expose him. It was the same as admitting that they couldn’t actually beat the enemy but had to plead with the American public to reject their new leaders.

And what if the enemy didn’t accept that? What if the people who worked under him didn’t mind that their boss was a psychopath? They’d been operating under the assumption that most of the military and intelligence community wasn’t aware of what their leaders were doing, but what if they were wrong about that too? What if they did know and just didn’t care?

Three days ago, this entire thought process would have seemed absurd to Jess. Now, it made a disturbing amount of sense. Bryan had grown increasingly less popular over the past several months, ever since the issue in Tanzania. If enough people were angry enough, then enough other people might be apathetic enough to let the chips fall where they may.

They had saved Jake’s life, which was good. They had saved Sheila and Beau too. They had saved the Vice President, too.

So they hadn’t been beaten at every turn. It just didn’t matter that they were winning.

That’s what it was. Jake always said that the biggest problem with terrorism was that the Secret Service needed to win every battle to protect the President while the terrorists only needed to win one. But they didn’t need to win one. They had won some battles, but the battles they had lost had damaged the nation just as badly as the battles they’d won.

Presley called her over the earpiece. “The President wants to make a statement to the nation. Can we allow him to do that?”

“Yes. I don’t know if it’ll make much of a difference right now, but sure. The encryption here is too strong for them to trace, and Munoz said Valkyrie doesn’t know about the Outposts, so we should be all right.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

The call went silent for several seconds. Then Presley said in a subdued voice, “I’ll get it taken care of, Jess.”

He clicked off, and Jess took a deep breath. Her microwave beeped, and she jumped, then sighed and got to her feet. “At least Jake wasn’t here to see that.”

She ate her food and drank her coffee, tasting none of it. The data from the upgraded scanning tools she'd given to Munoz was heavily fragmented and encrypted. Even with her considerable computing power, it would take a while to get anything off of it.

And then she had to hope that what she got was useful.

And that it reached Jake in time for him to do something about it.

And that the Secretary of Defense didn’t find them before he could do something about it.

And that if all of that worked out, people would fight to preserve their freedom.

Jess finished her breakfast and sighed. “What a day to be an American.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Jake didn’t want to admit it, but he woke feeling a thousand times better than he had when he went to nap. His wounds still ached, and though the fresh bandages had managed to stop the bleeding, he could feel that they would reopen at any second.

But he wasn’t exhausted. His thoughts weren’t jumbled, and his emotions weren’t running wild. He could think clearly.

And his thoughts told him that they had to act soon. Whether they had all of their evidence or not.

As though to emphasize his point, Miss Garnet said, “We have tanks outside.”

Jake frowned and set his coffee cup on the kitchen counter. He looked out the window and saw infantry fighting vehicles moving down Second Street toward the Capitol. For a terrifying moment, he thought they were actually going to launch an assault on the Capitol, but then he saw that other IFVs had already arrived and were stationed in a box surrounding the building, their weapons facing outward.

“Those are IFVs, not tanks,” he said. “They’re guarding the Capitol.”

“Yeah, they’re freaking tanks,” Garnet insisted. “They have tracks and a turret. It’s a damned tank. And I know they’re not attacking the Capitol. I’m only pointing out that martial law is in effect.”

The two of them were alone right now. The others were sleeping in the apartment’s bedroom. Jake poured a cup of coffee for Miss Garnet and said, “We knew it was coming.”

“Should I dance for joy about it?” she asked.

He chuckled. “No, you should not.”

“We need to blow the lid on this,” Garnet said, “I don’t think we have time to wait for an explicit connection after all. I thought we did, but now I don’t know.”

“I agree with you,” Jake said, “What have you gathered so far?”

She chuckled. “Nothing. The data melted my processors. I know you called Jess, so we’re hoping she comes through. I just… Honestly, does it even matter? There are tanks in the street now. Are we even going to make a difference if we come forward?”

“With evidence, yes.”

She sighed. “So we’re back to waiting for evidence.”

“Looks that way.”

Garnet shook her head. “Lovely. I really hate being on the losing side.”

“Me too.” He stared dejectedly at his coffee. Maybe the rest hadn’t helped him as much as he thought it would. He had decided to act immediately a few minutes ago, then talked himself out of it just as fast.

“What if we tell them everything, and it doesn’t work?” Garnet asked. “What if we tell the nation that the SecDef planned all of this, and they just shrug their shoulders and say, ‘Oh well. Doesn't have anything to do with me?"

"I've been wondering the same thing," Jake said, "but I've decided to have more faith in the American people than that. It's true that, to a point, people will allow fear to keep them from acting, even in their own best interests.

“But it’s also true that the United States has remained a free nation in the face of threats that have crumbled other nations. We’ve stood up to tyranny many times before. We’ve stood up to tyranny from within many times before. We’ve faced worse than Gil Brougham and come through united. We’ll come through united again.

“It would be nice to win this thing easily. It would be nice to wrap this thing up before we descend into something as catastrophic as a second Civil War. But if the cards aren’t in our favor, we’ll survive that war too. And we’ll win. Maybe we won’t be around to see it, but that’s the sacrifice you risk when you’re sworn to defend our nation.”

He met her eyes. “But we will win. I haven’t lost faith in that.”

She smiled at him. "Well, put. But if it's all the same to you, I'd really like to win this easily. Well, more easily than the Civil War.”

Jake lifted his coffee mug. “I’ll drink to that.”

His earpiece chirped. “Hey, Jess. What do you have for me?”

“I have it!” she said. “I have everything!”

Jake pumped his fist. “Garnet, switch on your earpiece.”

“It’s on,” she said, her voice barely containing her own excitement.

“I have everything,” Jake repeated. “I have all of the communications between the Secretary of Defense and everyone else involved. And holy hell, are there a lot of everyone else’s. It’s basically a who’s who of who’s who in Washington.”

“What about the military?” Garnet asked. “What assets do they have?”

“Other than Valkyrie, it doesn’t look like any units are in the light. The Combatant Commanders are complicit, though.”

Jake flinched, nearly spilling his coffee. “Seriously? The Combatant Commanders?”

“That would explain why no one’s questioning his use of resources,” Garnet remarked. “That’s a good sign, though. That means once he’s exposed as a traitor, unit commanders will refuse to follow his orders. You have explicit proof that he’s involved?”

“I do. I have emails and texts between him and terrorists worldwide who conducted the embassy bombings. Turns out most of them were Valkyrie agents too. I have an audio recording of the meeting where he actually planned the attacks, along with security camera footage of him exiting and entering the meeting place.”

“Can he claim that it’s all false?”

“He can, but it’ll be damned hard to prove, especially when we start talking to everyone else. They’ll be falling all over themselves to name him the leader of the whole operation.”

Jake sighed with relief. “Wonderful. Can you send the data to us?”

“I would, but it looks like your computer’s melted.”

Jake frowned. “Right. Okay, then broadcast it yourself. Put it out on the internet, TV, radio, passenger pigeon, whatever you can."

“Right on it.”

“What’s with all the noise?” Jerry asked, stepping into the living room. “You guys get sleep, but we don’t?”

“Jess got proof of SecDef’s involvement,” Jake told her.

Her eyes popped open. “No way!” She ducked her head into the bedroom. “Hey guys! We have the proof!”

A chorus of cheers and affirmations echoed through the door, and a moment later, the others ran out, grinning with the excitement of their victory. “So what do we need to do?” Blade asked.

“Nothing yet. Jess is putting the information out there. We’ll see how the powers that be and the power that tried hard but will never be respond. We’ll go from there.”

“Aww, we don’t get to fight anymore?” Blade whined. “I wanted to do some cool stuff with a sword.”

“You could swallow it,” Sixgun cracked.

“That’s what she said,” Ali added.

“Okay, children,” Jerry said, rolling her eyes, “Let’s save the locker room jokes for later.”

“Agreed,” Jake said. “But if you want to toast our victory with some coffee, feel free.”

Blade's nose wrinkled. "Coffee? You're joking, right? That's slang for Tequila. It's gotta be.”

“Coffee now, tequila later,” Jake said. “Just in case the bastard decides to go down with a fight.”

“Umm…” Jess said. “So we have a problem.”

Jake frowned. “A problem? What?”

The others heard him, and the celebration died before it began. They tapped their earpieces to listen in, and Jess said, “One of the co-conspirators is the Chairman of the FCC, and he’s blocked the ability to upload anything to the internet or broadcast anything by radio or television. The President tried to send a message to the American people earlier, and we’ve just learned that none of it went through.”

“What?” they exclaimed as one.

“He can do that?” Jake asked.

“Well, he can when the Combatant Commanders are in on the coup and interpret martial law to also mean control over communications. So yeah, nothing I’m doing is working. The only reason we can still talk is because I tweaked the encryption after we lost contact during the VP assassination attempt so we wouldn’t lose each other again.”

“So what do we do?” Sixgun asked.

“I… I don’t know,” Jess admitted.

“This is bullshit,” Jerry said. “There has to be a way to override this. Some way to get the message out no matter what they do.”

“What about the emergency alert system?” Jake asked. “Is that being jammed too?”

“No, that’s what the Secretary is using to broadcast to the American people. It’s the only channel that isn’t jammed.”

“The emergency alert system?” Blade asked. “Like those texts that get sent to my phone when there’s a tornado warning or something?”

“Yes. There’s a TV component, a radio component, a cellular component, and an internet component."

“That’s where we’ll go, then,” Jake said. “Jess, if we can get these scanning tools into the WFED building, can you broadcast the data from them?”

“Yes! I can do that! That’ll only broadcast over the radio, though. But if Miss Garnet can use her scanning tool to communicate with my servers about what the encryption signal looks like, then I can check that against the encryption on the Internet and cellular. It’s not a guarantee, but I’ll do my best.”

“Either way, this will get the news out to a lot of people and make things a lot more difficult for the secretary,” Ali pointed out.

“Then that’s what we’re going to do,” Jake said. “Jess, keep monitoring our signal, okay? We’re moving out ASAP.”

“Will do. Good luck, Jake. Be safe.”

“Not that I’m not a hundred percent gung-ho for all of this,” SIxgun said, “but we have soldiers crawling the streets. How are we going to get to WFED?”

Jake thought for a moment. “Well, I have a way, but I don’t think you guys will like it.”

The group frowned at him. Then their eyes widened. “Aww, man,” Blade complained. “This is my last change of clothes.”

“I’ll buy you another outfit,” Sixgun said.

“Yeah, I’ll bet you will,” she quipped.

“Suck it up, Marine,” Jake said. “Besides, what kind of an op would this be if we didn’t wade in some shit?”

“I don’t think I like you anymore, Javelin.”

“Fine with me. Just wait to cut me until we finish the job.”

“Forgive me for being the only non-Marine here,” Garnet said, “but specifically, what do you plan to do?”

“We’re going to sneak into the alley behind this building and get to the sewers again. We’re going to follow the pipes to the WFED building, infiltrate it, and broadcast the data that proves the SecDef is involved in these attacks and has been planning a coup. At the same time, we’re going to help Jess crack the encryption so we can send this data nationwide and give the President a chance to speak. Basically, we’re going to win.”

“You had me at crack,” Sixgun quipped.

The others rolled their eyes. “No wonder you never get a date,” Ali said.

“I’ll be a hero after this,” Sixgun said. “People will forgive a poor sense of humor for a chance to sleep with a hero.”

“You keep telling yourself that,” Jerry said. “No chance we can just drive there?”

“You want Gertie blown to pieces by a Bradley?”

She paled and shook her head. “Never mind.”

Jake laughed. “When this is over, I’ll let you give my son a ride.”

Jerry brightened. “Ooh! Okay! That’s good enough for me.”

“All right then. Let’s suit up everyone.”

The team quickly donned their body armor and respirators. Once more, they carried compact weapons. This time, however, they carried smoke grenades rather than frags. They also brought goggles, just in case they needed to use the smoke grenades. The last thing they needed to do was blow up the radio station before they could get their message out.

That brought a new concern to Jake’s mind. Once the Secretary realized that proof of his evil was being sent to the general public, he could send forces to destroy the station. Possibly even an airstrike.

But that was a risk they would have to take.

Once everyone was ready, they started downstairs. There were no more smiles. Once more, everyone was impressed by the seriousness of their undertaking. Jokes could wait. They had work to do.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

The journey to WFED took longer than their previous trek. The D.C. sewer system was both more complicated and harder to navigate than the one in Arlington. In order for them to remain underground on their way to WFED, they had to utilize multiple different utility tunnels: sewer, electricity, water, and even natural gas.

“Weapons damned safe around here,” Ali muttered as they navigated the first of the gas tunnels. The gas pipeline hummed softly to the left of the access walkway they used.

“I think we’re all professional enough to keep from blowing ourselves to smithereens,” Jerry replied.

“Why haven’t we seen any maintenance workers?” Sixgun asked.

“Martial law,” Garnet reminded him. “No one’s allowed outside of their homes.”

“Oh yeah.”

“Hey, Six, serious question,” Blade said. “How do you not fall down more?”

“I’ll fall right on my knees for you, baby,” he replied.

Blade chuckled. “I walked right into that one.”

“That’s what she said.”

The joking once more stopped when Jess announced that they had gone as far underground as they could.

“We’re under WFED already?” Jake asked.

“Um… no. You’re a thousand feet away.”

“What? Where? In the street?”

“In the parking lot of the Auto Palace.”

Jake blinked. “You sent us to an auto parts store?”

“This was the closest I could get you.”

“There’s an Auto Palace a thousand feet from the WFED building?” Jerry asked.

“Not important right now, Jerry,” Jake snapped. “Okay, so what does it look like outside?”

Jess didn’t answer right away. When she did, it was to reluctantly say, “Not good.”

Jake shared a sober look with his team. “How not good?”

“There are two tanks on either side of the WFED gate, and it looks like there are machine gun emplacements on the tower.”

Jake sighed. “Okay. Is there anywhere else around the building where we might have a better chance at getting in?”

“Why would I lead you to the most dangerous spot?” Jess said tersely. She sighed and said, “Sorry, I’m just nervous.”

“We’re all nervous,” Jake told her. “But we all need to keep it together. I’m guessing that’s a no.”

“No. This is your best shot.”

He nodded. “Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to toss a smoke grenade to our left. Then we’re going to wait ten seconds and climb like hell up this ladder one at a time. Once we’re all out, we’re going to start toward the building, using smoke grenades to cover our advance. We’ll use our goggles so we can see, obviously. Once we’re inside, we make our way to the control room as fast as we possibly can and attach our scanning tools to the computers and control panels.”

“So we run headlong into the pillboxes,” Ali summarized.

“Yes. Basically.”

They all fell silent for a moment. Left unspoken was the fact that they were all most likely going to die.

“All right,” Sixgun said. “Works for me. I’ve always wanted a Charge of the Light Brigade.”

“I’ve always wanted to watch you die,” Blade quipped.

“Do we really have to be that morbid, guys?” Jerry said. “I for one plan on surviving this.”

“Me too,” Garnet said.

“I appreciate the optimism,” Jake replied. Wish I could share it. “One last thing. I want to do everything we can to avoid killing the defenders. These aren’t Valkyrie agents. These are American soldiers who are only following what they believe to be legitimate orders. If we have no choice, we’ll do what we have to, but let’s try our best.”

The others nodded, their faces showing Jake that they all wanted to avoid killing Americans as much as he did. It was bad enough to kill traitors, but killing innocents would make it seem like the terrorists had won a little in the end. They’d had enough victories as far as Jake was concerned.

“Okay, everyone,” he said. “Respirators off, goggles on.”

The team complied, and Jake said, “Me first, then Ali, then Blade, Six, Jerry, and lastly, Garnet. She’s the VIP because she can help Jess decrypt the jamming, so if any of us get to survive, she does.”

“You got it, boss,” Ali agreed.

The others acknowledged, and Jake pulled a smoke grenade. “Okay. Here goes.”

He climbed the ladder and carefully lifted the manhole cover, moving slowly to avoid attracting attention. He drew a smoke grenade and tossed it to the left. Three seconds later, it began to hiss as it released its smoke. Four seconds after that, machine gun fire split the air, aimed at the smoke cloud. Jake crawled through the manhole and hit the ground, rifle at the ready.

The others followed one at a time. They all made it without being seen, but this was where the fun was going to end. The defenders were focused on the smoke, but as soon as the team started moving, that would change.

Jake had a plan to deal with that, but it was a shaky plan. He tossed another smoke grenade, and said, “Follow me!”

He ran straight ahead, toward the billowing smoke. The Bradleys turned their turrets toward them. At the last moment, Jake veered to the right. The gunfire from the autocannons crisscrossed through the air behind them, narrowly missing them. “Six!” Jake called. “Grenade!”

Six tossed a smoke grenade ahead of them. This time, Jake led them straight into the smoke. He counted to three, then veered left. The tanks shredded the smoke just after the team escaped into clear air.

Seven hundred feet to go.

They threw four more grenades and managed to make it to within two hundred feet of the fence, but now Jake saw another problem. There was no door on this side of the fence.

The others saw the problem too. “Damn it!” Garnet swore. “Jake, we’ll be sitting ducks out here!”

Jake looked back at the Bradleys, which were quickly moving into position to cut off their escape. He thought quickly and came up with an even worse plan.

I do surprise myself, he thought drily.

He stood in front of the fence, shouldered his rifle and fired at the lead Bradley. His 5.56 rounds were less than nothing to the thick armor on the infantry fighting vehicle, but that was the point.

“Javelin!” Jerry cried. “What are you doing?”

“Use your smoke grenades and stay out of the way!” he called back.

“What?”

Garnet’s eyes widened with recognition. When Jerry started toward Jake, Garnet grabbed her and pulled her away.

The Bradley aimed at Jake, and Jake threw himself to the right. The cannon fire blew past him and shredded the civilian-grade concrete wall behind him.

“Now!” he called. “Through the gate!”

He fired at the IFV again, emptying another clip into the armored side of the vehicle. The rest of the team rushed into the opening made by the first fighting vehicle.

The issue now was the second fighting vehicle. It had picked up on the movements of the team and was moving to get a shot at them as they made their way onto the WFED property.

Jake pulled his last smoke grenade and tossed it in between the two Bradleys. He ran into the smoke and saw with relief that the first IFV continued to track him.

He dropped to the floor, narrowly missing being crushed by the treads of the second vehicle. The first Bradley fired, and its cannon shells impacted the narrow gap in armor between the gun turret and the chassis. A loud explosion sounded, and shrapnel rained down on Jake, but he suffered only a few minor scrapes.

Thankfully, the Bradley had suffered a worse fate. It slowed to a halt, fire pouring from the inside. Better yet, it blocked the opening the first Bradley had created.

Jake got to his feet and sprinted around the vehicle. He climbed in through the hole, and when he heard the voices of the escaping IFV crew behind him, he released a sigh of relief. No Americans dead yet.

“Javelin! Ten o’clock!”

Jake tossed himself to the right on instinct, just in time to avoid a burst of machine gun fire from the towers. He looked up to see Ali nursing a wound on his right arm. Apparently, he had been caught by an earlier burst.

Jake got to his feet and tried to run toward the team, but another burst forced him to drop to the ground. Sixgun pulled his pistols and ran out from cover. He took careful aim at the machine gunners and fired twice from each weapon. Jake watched the gunners cry out and stagger backwards, their arms limp at their sides.

“They’ll need a lot of surgery, and those arms will never be the same,” Sixgun said, “but they’re alive.”

“I’ll take it,” Jake said, “but they can also call for help. Let’s get moving.”

The team entered the building. The reception area was manned by a single soldier sitting behind the desk. The soldier had headphones in and didn't realize he was under attack until Ali came around the counter. He jumped to his feet and reached for his weapon, but a powerful jab from the former Marine Corps boxing champion laid him out.

“Take his weapons,” Jake said, “but don’t bother to tie him up. Jess, are you there?”

“I’m there. You have a lot of tanks coming your way.”

“They’re not tanks, they’re—”

“They’re freaking tanks, Jake. They’re armored, they have treads, and they blow things up.”

“Yes, but they also—”

A burst of machine gun fire exploded through the door, and Jake dropped to the ground. “Carry infantry,” he finished. “Understood, Jess. Where is the control room?”

“It’s at the back of the building you’re in right now.”

“Okay. We’ll get there as soon as we can.”

The infantry broke through the door, and Blade finally got to do something cool with swords. Well, knives, anyway.

Sixgun’s feat at the DARPA lab with his handguns was one of the most terrifying and impressive things Jake had ever seen. Somehow, this was even more terrifying and impressive. The infantry rushed in, looking for targets, but the smoke from the grenade Blade tossed blocked their aim.

Jake only caught glimpses of movement through the smoke at first, but when he put his goggles back on, he saw Blade moving from man to man and severing tendons in their arms and legs. He felt a pang of guilt watching this happen to soldiers, but as Six had said earlier, at least they weren’t dying.

It was over in less than a minute. The soldiers were crying and screaming in shock and pain, and the team was moving through the building again.

“Those injuries can all be repaired,” Blade said, “They look worse than they are.”

Jake could hear in her voice the same guilt he felt. “You did good, Blade. Let’s put an end to this so we don’t have to hurt anyone else.”

“I can think of one person I want to hurt,” she said darkly.

“Well, no more innocent people, anyway.”

They reached the control room a few minutes later. Jake kicked open the door and immediately regretted his decision when a waiting soldier shot him in the abdomen just below his vest. He cried out and fell to the ground.

“Javelin!” Jerry cried.

She glared at the soldier, and when he turned his weapon to her, she kicked it from his hands and swept his feet from under him. “You motherfucker! You’re working for a traitor!”

The soldier blinked. “But… he’s…”

“Jerry!” Jake growled. “Start the broadcast!”

“What?” the soldier asked. “I don’t under—”

“Shut the hell up and listen,” Jerry barked, attaching her scanning tool to the control panel. “You’ll figure it out soon.”

The others did the same, and Jake tapped his earpiece. “Okay, Jess,” he said hoarsely. “Go now.”


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Gil entered the senate floor with a bounce in his step that he hadn’t had in forty years. Today, the senate would authorize his emergency powers, an important step toward allowing him to “handle” this “crisis” and eventually be sworn in as the next President. It was a problem that the Vice President was still alive, but it wasn’t a huge problem. He could arrange for them to be not alive soon enough to prevent any serious challenge to his rule.

Once he was in charge, he would start fixing things. By the time the actual election cycle began, he would have done enough to show that he was the best choice for President, so winning the election outright would be easy.

And finally, the nation would be run the way it was supposed to be run. They would return to the glory days of Gil’s youth when no one, not even the Soviets, could challenge American global hegemony. American industries would recover from the damage done by thirty years of overbearing fiscal policy, the borders would be secure at long last… Everything would be better.

He climbed the steps and allowed his secretary to adjust his microphone. A glance at the camera room informed him that the ceremony was about to be broadcast. A television screen next to the camera room showed the broadcast to those seated on the dais. Gil could watch himself sworn in as the Acting President. Well, not officially. That wouldn’t come until it was confirmed that the Vice President was dead, but this would make him President in all but name.

The Senate Majority Leader—acting in stead of the recently deceased President Pro Tempore—called the proceedings to order. Gil tuned this part out. There would be a bunch of official things, then he would be called forward to take his oath.

He looked around for Mr. O and frowned when he didn’t see him. He kicked himself for not taking care of that problem earlier. Mr. O had clearly outlived his usefulness, and he was the sort of thorn that Gil didn’t need in his side. He’d make sure to have Mr. O eliminated ASAP as well.

Finally, the Senate Majority Leader called Gil to the platform. Gil stood and solemnly approached the podium. He laid his hand on the Bible—why did they still require such an outdated custom?—and the Senate Leader began.

“Mr. Secretary, do you solemnly swear that you will faithfully and responsibly exercise the emergency powers granted this day to you by the Senate of the United States of America on behalf of its people?”

Gil opened his mouth to say, “I solemnly swear,” but no sound came out. His eyes were riveted on the broadcast screen. It showed him, all right, but not here in this room. The image on the television was of a different meeting three weeks ago when he had encouraged the other dissidents to stay strong as they overthrew the current United Sates government to establish their own.

Everyone was visible there. Himself, the Intelligence Community members, the Combatant Commanders, the Senators and Congresspeople who supported him: everyone was visible except for Mr. O. His face remained obscured in shadows.

That bastard. He betrayed me. He—

“Mr. Secretary?”

Gil blinked. This could be dealt with. He would immediately release a statement after his affirmation denouncing the heinous lie and promising to punish those responsible for besmirching his reputation. And when he found Mr. O, he would personally—

“Mr. Secretary, is everything all right?”

He blinked again and smiled at the Majority Leader. “Yes. Right. Of course.” He cleared his throat. “I solemnly—”

The Senate chamber doors burst open, and a gaggle of terrified aides rushed to the six senators who were among his conspirators. The senate floor broke into aghast murmurs at the breach of decorum.

The senators turned irritably to their aides, but their irritation turned to horror when they were informed of what was happening. Their faces snapped up to the screen, and the other senators followed.

More murmuring occurred, still aghast but for a far different reason. They looked questioningly up at Gil, and Gil felt his knees begin to tremble.

There’s no sound! There’s no sound, idiot! Cut the broadcast, finish the swearing-in and handle this!”

“Cut that broadcast,” he said, allowing a touch of righteous anger into his tone. “We’re in the middle of a critical—”

“What we will do in the coming days will change the course of history, not only for the United States of America, but for the world. It’s no shock to any of you to hear me say that our nation has fallen far from the ideals we once held dear. We are no longer strong. We are no longer brave. We are no longer an example to the world. We are very rapidly losing our independence. It can be argued that we’ve already given away our leadership. Yet the current administration not only refuses to recognize this but actively enables the rot that erodes our very foundations.”

Now his knees were definitely shaking. His voice was unmistakably coming from the speakers. And he recalled vividly what he said during this meeting.

“How are the speakers working?” he said hoarsely. “I mean… they’re… how are they showing the broadcast over the speakers?”

He was dimly aware that his question was phrased confusingly, but he was too stunned to know how to correct it. The only clear thought in his head was this wasn’t supposed to happen.

“We have to be willing in some small ways to debase ourselves that we might lift America from the muck. We have to lie. We have to undermine. We have to take by force. We have to hold by force. And unfortunately, we have to temporarily suspend the right of self-determination which we hold so dear.”

More cries erupted from the Senate floor. Half of the room called for Gil to surrender.

“Traitor!” “Coward!” “You’re not an American!”

The other half argued that what Gil had done was necessary. “Someone had to take charge!” “You all saw what was happening!” “We need strength now, not appeasement!” “Bryan Jackson was never willing to fight for America, only to bow to our enemies!”

Gil might have stayed to help sway the crowd to his side, but the doors opened, and National Guardsmen stormed in, their faces set in grim determination. The jig was up. Those men had been ordered to fight and kill Americans on Gil’s orders. They would arrest the entire Senate to get to him if they had to.

For a split second, Gil’s rage almost gave him the courage to stand and fight. Then prudence overcame his anger. He left the podium and ran. If he could get out of the building, he could call Mr. O and get extracted. They could continue the fight from the outside. There were many who still believed in their cause. He would have to apologize for his attitude with Mr. O before, but Mr. O was smart. He knew he needed Gil for his plans to work. He’d understand, and he’d forgive Gil.

He ran into his office for the phone he used to contact Mr. O but stopped when he saw Mr. O standing in the middle of his office. He stood with his feet shoulder-width apart, the right slightly in front of the left. In his hands, he held a katana, the blade gleaming and razor-sharp.

The blood drained from Gil’s face. He swallowed and said hoarsely. “Please. I can still help. If you get me out of here, we can still reach our goal.”

Mr. O smiled almost sympathetically. “I warned you, Mr. Secretary. You were handed power, and you made the mistake of thinking you obtained it yourself.”

“But we can still win!” Gil pleaded. “We can still establish our new world order.”

Mr. O’s smile widened. “My new world order.”

His smile disappeared in a vicious smile. Gil felt electric heat move through his neck. He looked at the blade in Mr. O’s hand and had just enough time to wonder why blood was now dripping from its edge before the world faded to darkness.

 

***

 

Jake felt his body temperature drop. He didn’t have long. The bullet to his abdomen had nicked an artery. He was bleeding out.

His team stood around him, glaring at the soldiers who had gathered in the room and were now listening to the broadcast in shock. The man who had shot Jake was weeping, collapsed to his knees with his head in his hands. Jake recognized a technician’s uniform. The poor kid had probably never seen combat in his life. The time comes when he has to stand in defense of his country, and he summons the bravery he needs only to find that he was fighting against his country. Jake hoped he would be able to forgive himself for his well-intentioned mistake someday.

He hoped equally that Secretary Brougham would never be forgiven for his actions. What he did wasn’t a mistake. He knowingly pitted the nation at war with itself. He deserved everything he was going to get.

“Got the encryption signal,” Garnet called. “Are you ready for it, Jess?”

“Shoot it over,” Jess said. “Jake, how are we looking?”

“Never better,” Jake said.

“Okay, are you lying to me? Because you sound like shit. Jerry, is he lying to me?”

“Yes,” Jerry said. “He needs medical help now.”

“I’m a medic,” one of the soldiers said, lifting his hand. He looked to be maybe twenty-five at the most and was as pale as the white in his medic’s armband.

“Fix him,” Ali growled.

The medic nodded and dropped to Jake’s side. He looked at Jake’s wound and whispered a curse.

That’s not good, Jake thought.

He chuckled at that, a laugh that ended in a coughing fit. He felt lightheaded and realized it was the blood loss making him feel that way and also making everything seem funny.

Sheila. He needed to call Sheila.

“Okay,” the medic said, “I did what I could to stop the bleeding, but we need to get him to a hospital ASAP.”

“I’ll call ahead to Walter Reed,” a somewhat older man wearing the stripes of a First Sergeant replied. “We’ll take him by helicopter.”

He pulled a radio out and called for the bird. Jake frowned and looked down at his abdomen to find it bandaged already. That seemed really fast. Had he gone unconscious?

“ETA two minutes,” the First Sergeant said. “Get him outside.”

The medic and three other soldiers moved to pick Jake up, but the Pretty Boys shoved them away. “Back off!” Blade barked. “Not one of you fools touched him!”

“Go easy on them,” Jake wheezed. “They were only following orders.”

“They’re alive,” Sixgun said dangerously. “That’s easy on them.”

Jake let the argument rest. He shared a look with Garnet and got a thumbs up from her. Her face showed concern, too, but she understood that the critical piece of the mission had been accomplished. The coup had been defeated.

“Jake, I see movement,” Jess said over his earpiece. “Are they taking you to a hospital?”

“Yes,” he said. “Walter Reed. I need to call Sheila.”

“Who’s Sheila?” one of the soldiers following them asked.

“That’s his wife,” another soldier replied. “He’s Jake Mercer.”

The soldier’s eyes popped open. “The Jake Mercer?”

“You know any other Jake Mercers who could take out two Bradleys with a carbine and a smoke grenade?”

The first one looked at Jake in shock. “Holy shit. He could have killed us all.”

Jake shook his head. “No. You’re Americans, and you didn’t betray your country. I didn’t want to kill you.”

“Lucky us.”

“I’m going to call your cell phone,” Jess said. “Hand it to the medic.”

“Will do. Jerry?”

“Got it.”

She reached into his pocket and handed the cell phone to the medic. When Jess called, he answered. Jake couldn’t hear Jess’s side of the conversation, but the medic’s responses made the gist clear. “Yes, he’s going to make it. The helicopter can give him some blood, and he’ll be in a hospital bed in fifteen minutes.” He paused briefly, then said, “Sure.”

He pressed the speaker button, then held the phone up. “Jake, you can call Sheila after the doctors make sure you survive. I’ll call her and let her know you’re alive.”

Jake smiled. “Thank you, Jess.”

“Thank you. Once again, you’ve saved the nation.”

“Team… effort,” Jake replied.

“Okay, Army boy, give him his phone back. And thank your lucky stars that he’s gonna make it.”

“Believe me, ma’am, I am very much thanking them.”

He handed Jake’s phone back to Jerry, who put it in Jake’s pocket and smiled down at him. “Still got it, Javelin.”

He pumped his fist weakly. "Ooh, rah."

The Pretty boys cheered, and even the soldiers grinned. They had a rough road ahead, but the United States remained a free nation. That was worth everything Jake had suffered.


 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

“I would be lying if I denied the heaviness in my heart today. So many people, men and women I counted as friends, leaders I believed had the best interests of the nation at heart, instead have shown their lack of faith in the very institutions that make America the great nation we are.”

Sheila held Jake’s hand while the two of them watched the broadcast from his bed in Walter Reed Medical Center. Beau was out to lunch with the Pretty Boys, who had immediately adopted him as their collective nephew. Jake was pretty sure he would come back with a crew cut and a globe and anchor tattoo.

"No words can make up for the tragedy we've experienced as a nation. No words can soften the blow many of you have felt personally. You've lost loved ones. Your livelihoods have been impacted. Your sense of safety and security has been compromised. I am sorry for it, but I know that my sorrow won't bring family and friends back.

“What I can promise, what I do promise, is that we will rebuild. We will restore. As we always have and always will, we will overcome.”

Applause rang from the crowd gathered in front of the White House. The news feed cut to the reporter, who began to list the casualties sustained in what was being termed the Washington War.

Sheila turned the TV off. "You don't need to hear all that right now."

Jake appreciated the thought, but he had been a Marine and an agent long enough to know that the memory of each death would linger in his mind for the rest of his life. It was one of the sacrifices you made when you chose to serve.

“How are you?” Sheila asked. “Really? Are you all right?”

The answer to that was more complicated than anything he could say right now, but he got the most important point across. “I’m so happy to be with you and Beau again.”

Sheila smiled, tears swimming in her eyes. She leaned down to kiss Jake, but before their lips touched, the door burst open.

“Hi Daddy!” Beau said. “I got you some stuff to make you feel better.”

The two parents smiled at their son, who trotted up to Jake and handed him a card. It had a picture of a cartoon sea lion on it. The caption said, I HOPE YOU SEAL BETTER!

Okay, so it was a seal. Jake could never remember how to tell the two apart.

“And I got you a stuffy too,” Beau said.

Blade handed Beau a stuffed penguin with a heart in the middle that said, I <3 you. He gave the penguin to Jake and explained, “His name is Snowy, and he’s going to cuddle with you so you don’t feel sad.”

“That’s wonderful, Beau,” Jake said. “Thank you.”

“Mmhmm. I also got you some chocolate because I know you like chocolate, and I got you a picture of a motorcycle because I know you like motorcycles. And Dr. Um, Dr…” He tugged on Sheila’s dress. Sheila leaned over, and he whispered, “What’s the doctor’s name, Mommy?”

“Dr. Nguyen,” Sheila responded.

“Dr. Noon said we can watch movies in here if you want. I know you like the dinosaur movie, so we can watch that movie and eat ice cream too.”

“That’ll make me feel a lot better,” Jake agreed. “Thank you.”

“And here’s the most important thing,” Beau said. He climbed up on the bed and wrapped his arms around Jake’s neck, pressing his soft little cheek to Jake’s. “A big hug.”

“Yep,” Jake said, blinking back tears. “That is absolutely the most important thing.”

Beau squeezed tight. “I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too, buddy.”

He released Jake and frowned. “Why is Mommy crying?”

The adults in the room chuckled. Sheila wiped tears from her eyes and said, “Sometimes grown-ups cry when they’re happy.”

Beau’s brow furrowed. “You’re supposed to smile when you’re happy.”

“I’m smiling too.”

Beau shrugged. “Okay. Daddy, do you want to open one of your chocolate bars?”

The adults laughed again. Jake smiled at him. “You know what, I’ve never had this kind of chocolate before. I don’t know if I’ll like it. Can you try one for me and tell me if I’ll like it?”

Beau brightened and nodded. Jerry solemnly opened one of the Hershey bars and handed a piece to Beau. Beau chewed thoughtfully and nodded. “Yeah. It’s good. You’ll like it.”

“Oh, good. Thank you, buddy.”

He shared the chocolate bar with Beau while the Pretty Boys shared stories of their day with Jake. Jerry was especially excited that Beau liked the new paint job for the van.

“You painted it already?” Jake asked. “I’ve only been here for one day.”

“I’m surprised she waited to get you into the helicopter,” Sixgun quipped.

“She didn’t wait long,” Ali added. “As soon as the door closed, there goes Jerry sprinting back to her beloved van.”

“Hey, I visited him here before I painted it.”

“Knock knock,” a voice called.

Miss Garnet entered the room a moment later. Beau, with all of the tact of a not-quite-three-year-old, asked. “Who’s this lady?”

“She’s another friend of mine,” Jake said.

“She’s another Pretty Boy?”

“No, but she’s a friend.”

“Why are some of the Pretty Boys girls?” Beau asked.

“That’s a good question,” Jake replied. “I think they were so cool that we had to make them part of the club even though they were girls.”

“What’s her name?” Jake asked, pointing to Miss Garnet.

“Why don’t you ask her?”

Beau turned dutifully to Garnet. “What’s your name?”

Garnet smiled. “I’m Miss Garnet. What’s your name?”

“I’m Beau Mercer.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Beau.”

“Are you going to stay and watch the movie with us?” Beau asked.

“Well, if you’re Daddy says it’s okay.”

“Sure,” Jake agreed. “We’ll all have a good movie night.”

“Yay!” Beau cheered, pumping his little fists in the air.

Garnet smiled again. “Okay. Then I’ll watch the movie with you guys.”

“Where’s Jess,” Sheila asked Jake. “Has she come to visit yet?”

“Right here!” Jess’s voice piped up from just outside the suite. “Sorry, I had a lot of stuff to do with the Service. Bunch of cleanup and stuff, but I’m here now.”

“Jess!” Beau cried, throwing his arms around her.

“Hey, buddy!” Jess said. “Guess what? I brought some more friends!”

Jake looked around at the crowded room. “The doctors let everyone in here?”

“Try telling Munoz and Max they can’t see you right now,” Jess told him. “The only reason Presley isn’t here too is that he’s hoping someone gets stupid and tries to kill the President.”

Sheila cleared her throat and glanced at Jake. Jess reddened and said, “Right. Sorry. Hey, who wants pizza for dinner?”

They all cheered, and a moment later, Max and Munoz joined in on the fun. The Pretty Boys took Beau to get the pizza and ice cream while the others visited with jake. With his son out of the room, Jake could follow up on some important pieces of business.

“How’s Bryan doing?” he asked.

“He’s…” Sheila pressed her lips together. “It’s going to be rough for him. He… well, I’ll just leave it at that.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Jake said. “What about security?”

Munoz took that one. “Well, the White House is about as secure as anything that isn’t a Checkpoint or an Outpost right now.”

“Speaking of Checkpoints,” Jess said, “we’re making some upgrades so they’re not vulnerable to attack by any other teams or agencies. Munoz is helping to make sure that even Valkyrie can’t get through.”

“There’s no way Valkyrie still exists after this,” Jake said.

“Something will,” Max replied. “There’s a lot of rebuilding to be done after this, but I guarantee there will be a unit like Valkyrie included in that rebuilding. It’s human nature not to trust, and it’s also human nature to believe that the same thing can’t happen twice, even when it clearly can.”

“The point is, we can keep Bryan in the same cage next time,” Jess said. She grimaced. “Wow. I really wish I hadn’t said any of those words.”

“We can always hope that they’re never more than words again,” Jake said. But I’m not holding my breath. He turned to Miss Garnet. “Thank you for your help. I know you stuck your neck out for me, and I appreciate it.”

“I stuck my neck out for Ethan and Kay,” Garnet replied. “But now that I know you, I’ll stick my neck out for you if I have to. Like she said, though, let’s hope we don’t have to.”

“Ethan. That’s Mr. Quartz?”

“That’s him,” she confirmed. Her smile faded. “Was him.”

Jake felt a wash of grief at that, remembering the comrade he had lost. Sheila squeezed his hand and said, "He did the same thing you would have done."

It was common for civilians to think those kinds of phrases comforted soldiers who had lost comrades. Jake had long since learned to accept the meaning gracefully and forgive civilians for sometimes poor word choices. “He did. He was a good man.”

“You going to the memorial?” Max asked.

“I’d love to see someone try to stop me,” Jake said.

Max chuckled. “Well, we’ll hold off on it until you’re released.”

“Oh, you mean that memorial. Well, I’m going to that one too.”

“Right on. Munoz, you and Garnet are invited too. You fought alongside him in the battles of DARPA and Camp David, so you count as comrades. Jess, you provided radio support, so you’re in too.”

He didn’t invite Sheila, but Sheila didn’t look disappointed. She knew that combat veterans needed time that belonged only to them and not to civilians.

The room fell silent for a moment, and they remembered their fallen comrade. "Has anyone talked to his family yet?" Jake asked.

Max nodded. “I called them last night. Jerry and Ali have been in pretty constant contact with Taylor, and the other two sent their condolences too. It looks like the family’s going to do a private ceremony, but they said they’d let me hang his rifle up in the bar.”

Jake understood that too. Families needed private gatherings just like comrades in arms did. He, Sheila and Beau would have their own private celebration once he returned home.

But for them, it would be a celebration. For Taylor and her children, it would be a time of grief.

Jake was glad to come home to his wife and son, but he would never forget that he came home to them because of Heavy’s sacrifice. Esau’s sacrifice.

Beau’s voice echoed through the hallway. He was telling the Pretty Boys how much they were going to love the dinosaur movie. Jake looked at Sheila, and they both smiled.

There would be time for mourning. Right now was a time to celebrate. They were alive. The nation was free. The terrorists would pay for their crimes. Jake was with his family and friends, and they were about to enjoy pizza and ice cream and watch a movie about dinosaurs.

Life was good.


 

 

 

 


EPILOGUE

 

 

Mr. O watched the news broadcast from his office, one of many he kept in many cities around the world. In this case, the office was in Ado Ekiti, Nigeria, a state capitol that was policed well enough that with a relatively inexpensive bribe, Mr. O could ensure his safety. More importantly, it was far from a metropolis and thus nowhere someone would think to look for him or his companion.

“The nation faces serious questions as it attempts to rebuild from a crisis that some are saying is even greater than the attack on the White House nearly four years ago that revealed the existence of the domestic terrorist organization known as Trident. Officials were quick to remind Americans that Trident no longer exists and that it’s founder, former Secret Service agent Eli Bard, was killed last year after a failed attack on Jake Mercer, the current head of the Secret Service’s Presidential Security Division. However, this fact has only served to increase some people’s worries, as we must now grapple with the possibility that there is another, even more deadly terrorist conspiracy.

“Here with me today is Dr. Robert Holman, an analyst with the University of Colombia who believes that there is another mastermind in the vein of Eli Bard conspiring to overthrow the United States government. Dr. Holman, thank you for joining us today.”

“Thank you, Sandra.”

“Is this going to be a problem?” the other in the office asked Mr. O.

“It’s already a problem,” Mr. O replied. “The fact that people are talking about it doesn’t make it any more of a problem. Secretary Brougham made an egregious mistake, and that forced me to take decisive action.”

“And that action was to throw the entire plan under the bus?”

“Regrettably, yes. My mistake was to select Secretary Brougham as the new acting President. I greatly underestimated his hubris.”

The man sitting next to Mr. O pressed his lips together and looked away. He clearly agreed that it was Mr. O’s mistakes that led to the unfortunate circumstance in which they now found themselves but was too afraid to admit it.

He needn’t have been afraid. Mr. O wasn’t ashamed. Frustrated, yes, but not ashamed. He was trying to overthrow the entire world order. Mistakes were bound to be made.

Still, they had come so close this time. Had he placed a better figurehead in command of the coup, he might have cleared the biggest roadblock to establishing the type of world he wished to lead. He could not make that mistake again.

“So what now?” the man finally asked.

“Now we move forward with plan B.”

“Seriously? Doesn’t that seem a little… well, I don’t want to say the word.”

“It’s drastic, yes,” Mr. O admitted, “but we came too close to success this time. We have pushed the nation to the brink of collapse. It will be years before the United States recovers, perhaps decades. Just as a bone that is broken and sets badly must be broken again and reset, we must break the world and reset it.”

“And if we fail?”

Mr. O rolled his eyes. “What do you think?”

“We… Well, we fail fail.”

“Not necessarily,” Mr. O replied. “But yes, it will be far more difficult for us if we fail plan B.”

“Why don’t we just assassinate him? That was Plan A, wasn’t it?”

Mr. O rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was very difficult for him to be patient when he had to answer the same foolish questions over and over. “Yes,” he said. “That was the plan. It failed. So we’re using a different plan.”

“Yeah, it’s just… so…”

“Drastic. Yes. Desperate times call for desperate measures. This setback has made times desperate for us, so our measures must be desperate.”

“Okay, but…” He sighed. “I know I’m freaking out more than I should. I just don’t like this.”

Mr. O relaxed a little. This was why he liked his new chief conspirator. He wasn’t afraid to admit when his feelings were irrational. “I don’t blame you. I don’t like this either. But we know that we’re working toward a better world, right?”

“Right,” the other said firmly.

“Then this is a case where the ends justify the means. Terrible means though they might be.”

“How do you plan to incriminate the President, though? This is the opposite of his personality, his platform… I’m sorry. I know I’m asking a lot of questions right now. It just seems… a lot.”

“It is a lot. And I don’t have all of the answers yet myself. But I will have them. And we will succeed.”

He stood and walked to the service on the other side of the room. As he poured two shots of scotch, he asked, “Are you a spiritual man?”

“Um, no,” his companion replied. “Not really. Are you?”

“Not exactly,” Mr. O said, replacing the decanter and returning to the desk. He handed his companion the shot of whiskey and said, “I do, however, believe in something that could be called fate. I believe that when people of vision partner with people of action to achieve an aim that they believe in wholeheartedly, then they will succeed regardless of setbacks and regardless of opposition.”

He took his seat and met his companion’s eyes. “I am a person of vision. You are a person of action. We believe in this aim wholeheartedly. So we will succeed. Not today, unfortunately. Possibly not even tomorrow. But we will succeed. Do you believe me?”

The other nodded. “I do.”

Mr. O smiled. “Then it’s only a matter of time.” He lifted his glass. “To a brave new world.”

His companion lifted his glass. “To the Third Voice.”

They drank, and Mr. O turned his attention back to the news broadcast. Dr. Holman was now explaining how the President’s ability to execute his office was being called into question by concerned citizens who interpreted his radio silence during the crisis as cowardice.

Mr. O sipped more of his whiskey and sighed contentedly. They had lost the battle, yes, but they had wounded the beast.

As he'd told his companion, it was only a matter of time before the beast bled out. Then, the Third Voice would usher in a new era of peace and prosperity.
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ABSOLUTE WAR

(A Jake Mercer Political Thriller—Book #12)

 

“Thriller writing at its best.” 

--Midwest Book Review (Any Means Necessary)

⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐

 

From the #1 bestselling and USA Today bestselling author Jack Mars (with over 10,000 five-star reviews) comes a groundbreaking new political thriller series: when the President of the United States or his family are threatened, it is up to Jake Mercer, former Marine sniper turned Secret Service agent, to protect them from dangers—both foreign and domestic.

 

When the President's nuclear football—a briefcase containing launch codes—is stolen during a European trip, Secret Service Agent Jake Mercer must recover it before catastrophe strikes. With global warfare hanging in the balance, Jake races against time while protecting the President in an increasingly unstable situation.

 

“Thriller enthusiasts who relish the precise execution of an international thriller, but who seek the psychological depth and believability of a protagonist who simultaneously fields professional and personal life challenges, will find this a gripping story that's hard to put down.”

--Midwest Book Review, Diane Donovan (regarding Any Means Necessary)

⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐

 

“One of the best thrillers I have read this year. The plot is intelligent and will keep you hooked from the beginning. The author did a superb job creating a set of characters who are fully developed and very much enjoyable. I can hardly wait for the sequel.”

--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Any Means Necessary)

⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐

 

ABSOLUTE WAR is the twelfth book in a new series by #1 bestselling and critically acclaimed author Jack Mars, whose books have received over 10,000 five-star reviews and ratings. The series begins with ABSOLUTE THREAT (book #1).

 

A gripping and unpredictable political thriller, the Jake Mercer series is a page-turning action series that will leave you unable to put it down. This fresh and exciting action hero will have you turning pages late into the night, and fans of Brad Taylor, Vince Flynn, and Tom Clancy are sure to fall in love.

 

Future books in the series are also available!
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Jack Mars is the USA Today bestselling author of the LUKE STONE thriller series, which includes seven books. He is also the author of the new FORGING OF LUKE STONE prequel series, comprising six books; of the AGENT ZERO spy thriller series, comprising twelve books; of the TROY STARK thriller series, comprising eight books; of the SPY GAME thriller series, comprising ten books; of the JAKE MERCER thriller series, comprising twenty books (and counting); of the TYLER WOLF thriller series, comprising seven books (and counting); and of the new LARA KING thriller series, comprising ten books (and counting). 

Jack loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.Jackmarsauthor.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!
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