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PROLOGUE
 
 
The key to a successful disguise was consistency. In nature, this was achieved through stillness. An octopus or a chameleon would change its skin tone and texture to simulate an inanimate object such as a rock or a tree and remain there until prey came within striking distance. Then, it would move quickly and just as quickly return to stillness.
In human society, this was the best method as well. Spies were typically unassuming people who lived ordinary lives wherever they were assigned. They had ordinary jobs and ordinary homes, ordinary friends and often even families. But when the opportunity came, they would cultivate an asset and then trap that asset in a web of deceit or blackmail and use that asset to gain information their home nation could use to gain a political or military advantage. All the while never changing their outward appearance of utter forgettability.
But sometimes, stillness wasn't an option. In those cases, the key was constant movement, constant change. It was far more difficult not to attract notice when one was moving, but if one could change one's appearance between the first glance and the second glance, then that notice would fade quickly.
Gerard preferred stillness, but he was exceptional at movement. And this assignment required movement. The frequent failed attempts on the President’s life meant the man was now shielded behind several layers of protection, all of which were very effective. Waiting for him to come to Gerard wasn’t an option, so Gerard had to get to him.
The best way to do this was to attack when his protection was weakest. Oddly enough, that was when he was in the White House. Despite the well-publicized attack on the building that had reduced a third of it to rubble and resulted in dozens of deaths, the Secret Service still believed that it was an impregnable fortress. They had even reinstated civilian tours recently.
And that is how Gerard Lavoisseur managed to walk right through the doors of the White House fully intending to kill the President of the United States without so much as a second look from the security officers guarding the entrance.
Gerard patiently attended the entire tour, taking pictures and chatting with his fellow tourists—not a lot, but enough to establish that he was there. When the tour ended at the ubiquitous gift shop (he had to chuckle at that. Even in the seat of government, there was always a gift shop), he slipped from the crowd into an empty hallway.
He tried the doors to each office he came across. When he found one that opened, he walked calmly inside. A young man in his early twenties looked up in surprise. “Hey, Who—”
Gerard snapped his neck in a smooth, effortless movement. It was messy, but he couldn’t risk the man waking up and sounding an alarm. He gently lowered the body to the ground, then locked the office and closed the shutters in the window.
He quickly changed into the aide’s outfit and just as quickly adjusted his makeup to appear fifteen years younger. The young man’s hair, fortunately, was a similar shade and cut to Gerard’s own, so he didn’t need to do anything else.
He left the office, locking the door behind him, and proceeded down the hallway. The President was in the Oval Office right now, meeting with the Secretary of State. He needed to change disguises again, but he would do that when he was closer to his goal.
The chance came when a single Secret Service agent, probably just relieved of duty, crossed his path. He nodded professionally at Gerard. Gerard looked over the agent’s shoulder and gasped as though he’d seen a threat.
The agent instantly spun around toward the indicated threat, hand diving into his jacket for his weapon. Gerard quickly snapped his neck and pulled the body into a nearby storage closet.
He changed into the man’s uniform and took his weapon—the one he would use to assassinate the President. He adjusted his makeup again, then removed the wig he wore and pulled on another with much shorter hair.
He left the closet, locking it behind him as he did the office, and walked purposefully toward the office. When he approached, the two agents guarding the door frowned. “Jones?” one of them—the younger—asked. “What’s going on?”
“We need to evacuate the President urgently,” Gerard said, “He’s in grave danger.”
The older agent’s eyes widened. He reached for the door, but the younger one stopped him. He met Gerard’s eyes and said coldly. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”
Gerard blinked. This wasn’t supposed to happen. “Sir, we need to—”
The younger man drew his gun, and Gerard stared in surprise. “Sir, what are you doing?”
“You’re under arrest,” the agent said, “Malvern, get the President out of here.”
“Yes, sir. Checkpoint Alpha?”
“Yes. Use the back door.”
“You got it.”
Malvern opened the office and walked inside. Gerard waited until the door closed, then lunged.
He was fast. Snake-fast. He had killed the other agent effortlessly.
But this one was faster. He didn’t even have to fire his gun. He simply sidestepped and jammed the barrel into Gerard’s throat, crushing his windpipe.
Gerard opened his mouth, but all that came out was a burbling choke. His last moments alive were spent staring into the cold eyes of the young agent.
“Sorry, buddy,” the agent said. “Not your day.”



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Secret Service Security Analyst and former Special Agent Jake Mercer sent the last report, leaned back in his desk and sighed. “Another day, another dollar,” he muttered.
“Before taxes, right?” a boisterous voice replied right before erupting into an equally boisterous laugh.
That would be Gary, also an analyst, though in his case, a financial analyst and budgetary consultant. Jake smiled politely at Gary and stood. “Well, see you tomorrow, Gary.”
“One more leg of the rat race, right?”
“Right again, Gary.”
He accepted Gary’s fist-bump and hoped his distaste didn’t show on his face. Gary was a good guy. It wasn’t his fault that Jake hated his job.
For years, Jake had been a part of the President's security detail. Then he was head of the security detail. Then, when a former Secret Service agent created a domestic terrorism agency and initiated a series of major attacks on the President, he had been a director-level head of Presidential Security. In all three cases, he spent most of his time in the field facing threats head-on.
And now he was flying a desk. God, he hated it.
But this was what Sheila wanted, and it was what Jake needed to do. He had a wife and a young son to care for. He couldn’t be out there risking his bacon every single day. He had made a promise, and he needed to keep it. Even if keeping it meant working the least fulfilling Secret Service job Jake could possibly imagine.
Hell, at least the janitor gets to be on his feet all day.
He started toward the elevator. At least he could go home and get a break from the drudgery for a few hours.
The elevator door opened before he reached it, and his old partner and best friend Special Agent Jess Foster walked in. The attractive and athletic Jess was a tech wizard the likes of which Jake had never seen. Her communications and technical expertise had allowed the two of them to perform literal miracles more than once when they were partners.
Jess was accompanied by a tall, muscular young man maybe fifteen years younger than Jake who looked like he’d walked off of the cover of GQ. Did people still read GQ?
The point was he looked like a movie star mixed with a professional fighter, and the blush in Jess’s cheeks along with the giggles she released—very much unlike her—told Jake she was very much aware of that fact.
She turned to him, and her eyes brightened. “Jake! Good, I caught you! I want to introduce you to my new partner and the new head of Presidential Security—Special Agent Cyrus Kane. Cyrus, this is—”
“Oh my God!” Cyrus cried out. “Jake Mercer!” He rushed forward, grabbed Jake’s hand in both of his and pumped it up and down rapidly. “It’s such an honor to meet you sir!”
Jake smiled slightly. “Good to meet you two, Cyrus.”
Jess chuckled. “Well, I was going to say this is Jake Mercer, the greatest field agent in the Service in his day, but I guess you figured that out.”
Jake flinched and was grateful that Cyrus attributed the movement to his overeager handshake and not Jess’s words. Cyrus released Jake’s hand and grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I know I’m fangirling, it’s just…” he gestured to Jake, “you’re Jake Mercer!”
“So they tell me,” Jake said.
“Wow. You’re a huge inspiration to me, sir. I’m so glad I finally get to meet you! Hey, Jess and I are going to grab a beer before we head home. You should join us!”
“Maybe next time,” Jake demurred. “I told Sheila I’d be home in time for dinner.”
“Oh. Sure, yeah, another time.”
Jess clapped the almost comically disappointed Cyrus on the shoulder and said, “Jake’s a lot less fun in his old age. But he’ll be at my birthday party on Saturday, and I’ll make sure he tells you some tall tales there.”
Cyrus brightened again. “Sure. That’ll be fun. I’ll see you later, Jake. It was nice to meet you.”
He pumped Jake’s hand again but caught himself after a few hearty shakes and released the hand.
Jess led Cyrus away, giving Jake a grin and a wink as she moved the hunky young agent toward her office. Jake made it to the elevator and was relieved when the doors closed without anyone trying to enter the elevator with him.
His shoulders slumped. “His day.” “Old age.”
Jess’s words really shouldn’t affect him this much. She had teased him like that almost constantly when they were partners.
The difference was that they weren’t partners anymore, and he really did feel old. He was flying a desk now. There would be no more adventures for him, no more fights, no more danger. Just nine-to-five Monday through Friday and jokes about taxes with Gary until he got old enough to collect his pension and drink beers in front of the TV for the rest of his life.
But it was worth it. For Sheila’s sake and for Beau’s sake, it was worth it.
Or so he told himself, at least.
 
***
 
Beau squealed and ran away from his father. His little feet slapped adorably on the floor as he tried to avoid the swooping arms that picked him up and tickled him mercilessly.
“I’ve got you now!” Jake growled. “I am the tickle monster! All shall face my wrath!”
Beau squealed again and managed to point his squirt gun—empty per Sheila’s rules—at Jake’s face. He made soft explosion noises and Jake gasped and gently lowered him to the gown before jerking backwards with each fake shot.
“No! No! Stop! You can’t defeat me! I’m the tickle monsteeeeeerrrrr!”
He lowered himself slowly to the ground, arm outstretched in a claw as Beau finished him off. When he closed his eyes and stuck his tongue out, Beau giggled and said, “Yay! I win!”
That sentence, along with no, Dada, Mama, Please (pronounced “pease”) and more were the extent of the young toddler’s vocabulary, but he was learning more and more every day. Jake couldn’t believe how fast the time moved. One moment, Beau was a tiny little baby smiling and cooing in Sheila’s arms, and the next, he was—
"Oof!" Beau said, planting his little butt firmly on Jake's face. Jake, not expecting the movement, flinched to Beau's great delight. He bounced his diapered derriere gleefully up and down on Jake's face, giggling at Jake's discomfiture.
Well, he was still pretty small.
Jake picked him up and held him upside down, blowing raspberries on his tummy while Beau squealed and pretended to shoot him with the squirt gun again.
“Could you not teach him to shoot people, Jake?” Sheila’s exasperated voice called.
Jake turned around to see his wife walking through the living room, picking up the various toys and articles of clothing Beau had left scattered around. He flipped their son right side up and set him on the ground again.
“I didn’t teach him how to do anything,” Jake protested. “He picked that up all by himself.”
Sheila gave him a look and said, “Can’t you guys play farm or doctor or… bus driver or something?”
“Bus driver?”
“Yes. It’s a good career.”
“I didn’t say it wasn’t. Just… where did you come up with that?”
Sheila lifted her arms in exasperation. “I don’t know, Jake. Just not… fighting, please.”
Jake’s smile faded. He and Sheila had gotten into serious fights over his career back when Jake was a field agent. He understood her reasons for wanting him out of the field. As the President’s daughter, she had been caught up in several assassination attempts, and aside from nearly facing death herself, she had seen Jake severely injured more than once. She tolerated it while they were alone, but now that they had a son, she hated anything that reminded her of her husband's old career.
And he hated that he didn’t still have that career.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
He met her eyes and smiled again. “Yeah. Fine. Come on, Beau, let’s go play bus driver.”
Beau, unfortunately, had noticed that his favorite TV show—something about cartoon Australian dogs—was on. So there would be no more playtime for Jake.
He looked at Sheila, who smiled at him with a mixture of worry, guilt and frustration. “I’m fine,” he repeated. “I promise. Never been better.”
She took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay. Dinner’s ready in an hour. Mac and cheese with sausage.”
He grinned and pulled her close. “And dessert?”
She pushed him away. “Dessert will be the precious hours of rest I get after putting the monster to bed.”
“I’ll put him to bed if you let me put you to bed.”
She chuckled. “I’ll put him to bed.”
He shrugged. “Worth a shot.”
“Whatever you say, old man.”
He managed to keep his expression neutral this time, but her words cut even more deeply than Jess’s did, because she enjoyed him like this.
That wasn’t fair. She liked that he was safe. That was perfectly understandable.
But God, Jake wished he could go back in time and unmake his promise to stay out of the field.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
The next morning found Jake in a better mood. It wasn’t like he was going through anything different from what billions of other people had gone through before. He was at the beginning of a new stage in his life, and it was hard for him to adjust. He just needed time.
Except that he’d had a year. Really two and a half years if he counted the year and a half between the Russian attack that had ended with Sheila injured and half of Trident’s leadership dead and the most recent attempt on the President’s life when advanced Air Force drones were stolen and used to chase the President through the Virginia forest a year ago.
Two and a half years, and the only time Jake felt fulfilled was when he was protecting the President from those drones.
Not the only time he was happy. He was happy being a husband and father, and it wasn’t a lie to say that they were the most important parts of his life.
But he didn’t feel fulfilled. He didn’t feel like what he did mattered. He knew it did, but knowing wasn’t enough to shake the feeling that he had passed his expiration date and was now just being kept around out of respect for who he used to be and not who he was anymore.
It was Kane. That's what had thrown him off. The hunky, athletic young agent reminded Jake of his former self back when he was the best of the best of the best. Back in "his day," as Jess said.
Her words were what really threw him off. Jess didn’t mean them to be hurtful, but it was clear that she looked at Cyrus and saw the future. Meanwhile, she looked at Jake and saw the past.
He parked his car—not his motorcycle, another thing he had given up for Sheila—in his reserved spot in front of the Secret Service Headquarters and heaved a sigh.
Another day, another dollar, he thought glumly. Before taxes.
He walked inside to find the office in a state of high alert. Instantly, his hackles rose. He stopped one agent and asked, “What happened? What’s going on?”
“The President was attacked yesterday,” the agent informed him. “The security detail is meeting with him now.”
“What room?”
The man frowned. “I don’t think we’re allowed in there.”
Jake stifled a flash of irritation. “What room?”
“Um… I think Conference Room Twelve?”
Jake released him and strode toward the room. Through the door, he could see President Bryan Jackson—his friend along with being the leader of the free world—sitting at the head of the table, flanked by Jess on one side and Cyrus Kane on the other.
Jess saw Jake approaching, and her eyes widened. She said something to the President and quickly left the room. She smiled at Jake and said, “Hey, Jake! Good to see you!”
“You too,” he said, “What’s going—hey!”
Jess caught his arm and turned him firmly around, then led him away. “The President was attacked yesterday, but it’s nothing to worry about. Cyrus handled it. The assassin was stopped before he ever entered the Oval Office.”
“What time yesterday?”
“Three o’clock. It was when he was meeting with the Secretary of State.”
“Three o’clock? But you and Kane went to have a beer at six o’clock.”
“That’s true. Oddly enough, those two events are unrelated.”
“But… Jess, stop!”
Jake pulled his hand from hers and turned her to face him. “You’re telling me that Bryan was attacked yesterday afternoon, and you didn’t think that was something I should know?”
“No one knows. We kept it out of the news because the threat was dealt with before the President was in any danger. Considering how many times the President’s life has been threatened recently, we thought it was best to keep a tight lid on this one.”
“And that tight lid includes keeping it from me?”
Jess bit her lower lip and looked away. “Let’s go talk in my office.”
“No, let’s talk right here. Tell me right now, why—”
“My office!” Jess snapped. She stepped closer and said softly, “Come on, Jake. Please don’t make a scene.”
Jake looked around to see several agents and analysts looking their way. They looked away quickly when Jake’s eyes met theirs, but he could tell they were eavesdropping. He sighed and said, “All right. You’re office.”
He followed Jess to her office, a computer room that Jess had commandeered and personally retrofitted to become probably the nation’s most comprehensive data collection and communications hub not located in a CIA or NSA black site. When the door closed behind them, Jess breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Look, it was no big deal, okay? Some dipshit tried to sneak into the Oval Office in a Secret Service uniform. Cyrus stopped him and no one was hurt except for an aide and an agent who were killed by the attacker earlier.”
Jake blinked. “That’s not a big deal? This guy got within ten feet of the President and killed a Secret Service agent and a White House employee on the way, and it’s not a big deal?”
“No! It isn’t! We handled it!”
“I call bullshit, Jess. If it’s not a big deal, then why is Bryan hear meeting with the security team? Another detail you neglected to mention to me?”
Jess sighed and met Jake’s eyes. “Are you going to make me say it, Jake?”
“Say what?”
Jess sighed again. “I didn’t mention it to you because you’re not cleared to know about it.”
The room fell silent save for the soft hum of the server stacks and CPUs behind them. Jake stared at Jess, unable to think of something to say. He wasn’t sure what hurt worse, the sympathy in her eyes or the undertone of annoyance that she couldn’t quite bury deeply enough that he wouldn’t notice it.
“Not cleared?” he finally asked.
“No. Jake, you’re not part of the security team anymore. The meeting is only for that team. We’re discussing plans to keep the President safe during the upcoming tour he has planned. It’s all boilerplate stuff, but… well, it’s classified. You’re the one who made the rule that only the security team and specific need-to-know individuals could be included in those plans.”
“Yeah, but…”
He left the thought unspoken, but Jess caught it. “That includes you, Jake,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but… Look at it this way. You’re out now. You’re free. You did your job, and you did it better than literally anyone ever. Seriously, you foiled more attacks on Bryan than there have been assassination attempts on every single President in the nation’s history combined. You are the original badass. But you’re done now. You have a family now, and you’re doing the right thing. You left the field, and you’re focusing on being as badass a husband and father as you were a field agent. That’s a good thing, right?”
“Yeah, but…” he pursed his lips. But it’s not. It’s not enough. It should be, but it isn’t.
Jess smirked. “You said that already.”
They both chuckled nervously. Then Jess squeezed his arm. “Hey, I get it. It sucks getting old. I’m not trying to be an asshole saying that. I understand. But you should hold your head high. Cyrus wasn’t pretending to worship you yesterday. The man seriously has your poster taped to the wall above his bed.”
“Really?”
“I don’t know, but it wouldn’t surprise me.”
He grinned. “You don’t know yet, you mean.”
She chuckled and rolled her eyes. “Well, he’s hot. I won’t pretend I don’t spend quite a bit of time in my own bed thinking about him, but he’s also my partner, and I want to stay away from catching feelings for my partner. That doesn’t usually end well.”
“Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “Um… I’m sorry. You’re right. I just started working on instinct when I heard Bryan was attacked, but I need to let you guys do your job. I’m the retired guy on the sidelines now, right?”
Jess smiled, and once more the sympathy in that smile galled him. “Right.” She squeezed his arm and kissed him on the cheek. “You did good, Jake. Okay?”
“Okay.”
She released his arm and said, “Feel free to chill in here if you want. My porn collection is under the folder labeled Bake Sale Ideas. It’s fucking epic, and I won’t tell Sheila.”
He chuckled politely and said, “I appreciate the offer, but Art wants me to finish up my recommendations for new Combat Action Team equipment, so I should get started on that.”
“Laser guns and flamethrowers,” she said as she walked out of the office. “Lots of flamethrowers.”
“Noted.”
The door closed behind her. Jake lowered his head and spent a long moment feeling sorry for himself.
His day. Old age. Not cleared. Retired. On the sidelines.
This was a good thing. He’d done his job and left it with all four of his limbs and one hundred percent of his brain. He knew dozens of people with his background less fortunate than that. He’d buried dozens more. This was a good thing.
But God, it hurt like hell.



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Sheila sighed and rolled off of Jake, “Forget it. A for effort, but I don’t think it’s happening tonight.”
Jake stared up at the ceiling and mumbled, “Sorry.”
Sheila didn’t answer. Never a good sign. Rather than feeling ashamed or sheepish, though, Jake felt resentment bubbling up inside of him. He fought that feeling mightily. Aside from the fact that Sheila hadn’t done anything wrong, fighting with her right now wouldn’t help anything, either in the bedroom or outside of it.
So, he stood and started to dress instead. Sheila remained where she was, and Jake stole a glance at her.
God, she was beautiful. Jake had known many beautiful women in his life, but Sheila was by far the most attractive of them all. Staring at her body made him wish desperately he could forget about everything else and just enjoy her. Heaven knew those opportunities came rarely enough now that they had Beau.
But he couldn’t. The past two days had thrust his uselessness right under his nose, and he couldn’t shake that feeling.
She noticed him looking and offered, “We can try again in a few minutes if you want.”
He wished to hell he could agree to that, but he knew better. “I don’t think so. Not tonight. Sorry, honey.”
She shrugged. “I’m fine. I just don’t want you to get grouchy.”
“I’ll be okay.”
He resumed dressing, avoiding her eyes. If he looked at her, she’d be able to tell he was lying.
Sheila, of course, had no trouble telling that he was lying even without seeing his eyes. "No, you won't."
He paused briefly with his shirt over his head, then pulled it down. “Sure I will. It’s just been a tough couple of days at work. I’ll pull through.”
“Because they didn’t include you in the security plan for Dad’s tour?”
Jake pressed his lips together. For Christ’s sake, Sheila knew, and he didn’t? “Who told you?”
“Dad. He called and asked how you were doing. He said Jess had to intercept you before you walked into a classified meeting, and Jess told him you were down in the dumps about being out of the loop.”
Jake sighed heavily. “Lovely. I’ll make sure to thank Jess and Bryan for choosing to share that detail with you and not me.”
“They didn’t mean anything by it, Jake, they’re just worried about you.”
“Well, they didn’t feel like telling me.”
“That’s what it is, though, isn’t it? You’re upset about not being part of the team anymore.”
“No, I’m upset that my best friend and my father-in-law feel more comfortable talking about me to my wife than to me.”
“You didn’t even know about that until ten seconds ago, but you’ve been upset since yesterday.”
Jake sighed and got to his feet. “It’s no big deal, Sheila. I’m happy where I am. I told you I was happy to leave fieldwork behind, and I am.”
"No, you're not."
Jake pressed his lips together. "Well, gee, that's good to know. I guess I don't know myself nearly as well as other people do. Jess, Bryan, you—all of you know me so much better than I do, so why don't you tell me exactly how I feel and why? Clearly, I don't know what I'm talking about."
“I’m not trying to fight with you.”
“I’m not trying to fight either!” he retorted. Realizing that he had shouted, he lowered his voice and said, “Look, I… I just had a rough couple of days. It’s different, you know? I’m not ‘the guy’ anymore. And that’s fine! Everyone gets old, everyone moves on. I have a family now, and I’m in a different stage of life. And it’s a good thing. I’m not in danger anymore. I’m not getting called away at odd hours. I’m not spending days and weeks away from home. I get to be here for you and Beau, and that matters more to me than anything else. It was just a couple of bad days.”
He risked a look at Sheila and regretted it immediately. She wore that distant expression she always got when she was coming to conclusions about Jake that she reached and would hold onto no matter what he said. He felt resentment bubble up again, but before he could snap at her, she said, “I think you should go back out in the field.”
For the second time that day, Jake was shocked into silence. When he finally managed to speak, all that came out was, “What?”
She sighed and crossed her arms. The instinctive move to cover herself stung him. “I think you should go back out in the field. You’re not happy. You haven’t been happy since you quit. You weren’t happy when I was pregnant and Beau was a baby, and you aren’t happy now. The only time since we married that you’ve been happy was when that Russian arms dealer stole our drones and you had to protect Dad.”
“That’s not true. I love you two. I love being home with you.”
“I know, Jake,” she said, somewhat irritably. “But you’re not happy.”
He opened his mouth but closed it without saying anything. She was right. He didn't feel good about himself admitting it, but there was no more hiding it. He had tried that already, and he had failed. He couldn't even blame Jess and Bryan for telling Sheila about what happened this morning. She was his wife, and she could see past the front he put up.
Still, he tried. He had nearly lost his marriage over this very same argument a year ago, and he didn’t want to risk losing it again. “Look, it’s just a phase. There’s a new kid running the security detail, and he’s young and hot and—”
“Hot?”
She smirked at him, and his heart leapt with hope. If he could get her to tease him, then maybe she would forget about the argument. He could segue from teasing into picking up where they left off. Even if his body didn’t cooperate, he could still please her.
This plan rushed through his head in a quarter second. He grinned and said, “Oh yeah. He looked like that movie star you really like, the uh, the superhero one.”
She chuckled. “Very specific. So you saw this hot kid, and you’re bummed out about being the old man.”
“Yes.” He sighed with relief. He would get out of this. “Yes, exactly. I’ll be over it by tomorrow. That’s probably why… things didn’t work out earlier.”
She laughed. "No, that's not why. Things didn't work out because you're not happy. I've known you for years, Jake. I've been married to you for almost three of them. You could work with a sea of athletes and supermodels and never feel insecure. You're not threatened by this kid, you're unhappy that you're not 'the guy.' More specifically, you hate flying a desk, and you want to be in the middle of the action again."
“That’s…”
His voice trailed off, and after a moment, Jess said, “Thank you for not trying to lie to me.”
Jake looked away from her. They were silent for a long time. Eventually, Sheila uncrossed her arms and crossed the bed. She grabbed his hand and pulled him onto the mattress, then embraced him and laid her head on his shoulder. “You should go back. It’s okay. I won’t be mad at you.”
“I’m happy here,” he insisted.
“I know you love us,” she replied. “And I know you’ll do anything for us. But you’re not happy, and I can’t spend my life with you knowing that you’re choosing to be unhappy for my sake.”
“That’s not… it’s not like that, Sheila.”
She sighed. “All right. But you should still go back.”
Jake didn’t reply. Part of him worried that agreeing with her right now was agreeing to the slow death of their marriage. He could see Sheila pulling away from him, distancing herself little by little so that the inevitable death she imagined for him wouldn’t crush her as much as she feared it would until finally, she was no longer in love with him.
The other part of him wanted desperately to be back out there. He was still fit. He was still strong. He was still capable. He could be the guy again. He could still be out in the field. And even though the logical part of his mind screamed at him not to fall into the trap, his soul screamed louder to grasp any chance he had to once more be the person he dreamed of being.
Those two sides fought a brief war in his mind, and when that war was over, Jake said, “Okay. Thank you.”
Sheila stiffened slightly, just barely enough that Jake noticed it. His heart sank to his feet. He had failed the test. Sheila would start to pull away from him now. He had sentenced his marriage to a slow death.
“You’re welcome,” she replied.
Then she kissed him behind his ear. Her hands began to move over him as she let her kiss travel slowly down his neck. He fought mightily, knowing that if he gave into this now, it would be the final nail in the coffin he had fallen into.
But the excitement of getting to do what he loved had broken down whatever wall prevented him from being able to give Sheila what she now asked for, and when her lips pressed against his chest, he gave up trying to pretend.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
“Well, I think I’ve stroked his ego long enough,” Deputy Director of the Secret Service Art Davis said. “So I’ll just end this by saying, welcome back to the field, Jake!”
The room erupted into applause. Jake smiled and nodded at the agents cheering him. Many of them were familiar to him, veterans he had worked with over the years. Many more were new faces who had recently joined the Service or transferred into Presidential Security from other arms. All wore similar looks of admiration, and Jake had to admit, it felt damned good to be admired.
His gaze fell on Jess and Cyrus. Both of them grinned and cheered with the rest, but Jake could see the resentment underneath Jess’s eyes. It surprised him a little to see no resentment from Cyrus. After all, Jake had been reinstated as co-head of Presidential Security, and that basically meant head of Presidential Security since his years of seniority and his legacy with the service easily outweighed Cyrus’s one feather in his cap.
Jess’s resentment hurt, though. The last time Jake had rejoined the team, she was overjoyed. Ecstatic, even. And he had proven that he was still capable of doing the job. Besides, her career was in no way threatened by his return. She had shown no ambition to move up, and if she did, her skill set was far outside of Jake’s. She’d be just fine no matter what Jake did.
So why was she upset? Was she upset for Cyrus’s sake?
“I hate to cut the celebration short,” Art said, “but you jumped right into the frying pan, Jake. The President was attacked two days ago, and he’s about to go on a legacy tour. I need all hands on deck, and since you decided two of those hands should be yours, I need you and Cyrus to work with your team and make a plan for the upcoming event. I need that on my desk yesterday. You know the drill. Once the President is done kissing babies and giving speeches, we’ll throw a real party complete with alcohol and war stories, but right now, we’re all business.”
The mood in the room shifted instantly. The Secret Service was perhaps the most professional organization in the United States government. It had to be. So when playtime was over, there was an instant shift to work.
And Jake was finally a part of it again.
Cyrus stood and said, “Okay, guys, let’s all convene in Room Twelve. Jess and I will meet you there in a few minutes. We just need to get Jake caught up on what’s been happening so far.”
The agents filed out. A few of them gave Jake a brief word of welcome on their way out.
When they had the room to themselves, Jess punched Jake’s arm lightly. “Welcome back, big guy?”
He smiled at her. “Good to be back.”
The resentment was still there. What was her problem?
Cyrus stuck his hand out. “I’m so glad to work with you, sir. I know I’m going to learn a lot.”
Jake turned to the younger agent. “I look forward to working with you. I’ll teach you everything I know. And I’m sure I’ll learn a lot from you as well.”
Cyrus chuckled. “I doubt it, but I appreciate the compliment. Anyhoo, what we know so far is that a gentleman named Gerard Lavoisseur tried to kill the President two days ago. He joined a tour group and took the entire tour. Then, when they were in the gift shop, he slipped away from the crowd and infiltrated an aide’s office, Victor Mullein. Snapped the aide’s neck, took his clothes and made his way to the West Wing. Once there, he ran into Jones. Tricked him into turning around, then snapped his neck too.”
“Sorry, who’s Jones?”
“Special Agent Jones. He was one of my hires. Good man.”
“Ah. I’m sorry to hear about his loss.”
Cyrus shrugged. “Part of the job, right?”
Jake was a little taken aback by that. He had lost many agents during his tenure, but he’d never been that flippant about it. “Well, I wouldn’t say that, Special Agent Kane. It’s a tragedy to lose an agent.”
Cyrus blinked. “Yeah. Of course. I was devastated. Still am. I had to call his wife two days ago and tell her what happened. I’m only saying that we have to be able to work through those tragedies.”
“Absolutely right,” Jess said.
She gave Jake a hard look, and he pursed his lips. “Yes. You’re right. Continue, please.”
Cyrus nodded. “So he killed Jones, dragged him into a closet and switched clothes with him. Then he walked to the Oval Office and tried to convince us that we needed to evacuate the President. I recognized the voice was different from Jones and sent Malvern inside to escort the President to Checkpoint Alpha. I attempted to place Lavoisseur under arrest, and when he resisted, I was forced to terminate him.”
Jake frowned. “You sent your backup into the office and left yourself alone with a terrorist who had already killed another agent?”
Cyrus blinked once more in surprise. “Well… I had him at gunpoint, and I didn’t think he’d try anything.”
“Why didn’t you just use your radio to tell the in-room detail to get the President out of there? Then you and Malvern could have dealt with the threat together.”
“Well,” Jess interrupted. “God only knows how many times you went cowboy and ignored protocol completely, right Jake?”
Jake’s lips thinned. “Right,” he admitted reluctantly.
“Guess you two have that in common,” she said. “Anyway, Cyrus and I have outlined a plan for the commemoration event in New York tomorrow.”
“Commemoration?”
“Yeah,” Cyrus echoed. “They’re unveiling a statue of Bryan at his alma mater: the State University of New York at Albany. He’s showing up to give a speech. We’ll have the usual setup—unique way from Air Force One to the University, two decoy motorcades, air support, countersnipers, a Combat Action Team waiting in the wings to provide SWAT support if needed. There will be four agents on the President at all time, and since the First Lady is staying home this time, we’ll be able to keep all of our attention on him. Albany PD is assisting with ground security, but we will have four agents with the police in absolute command.”
“You got Bryan to let Carrie stay home?”
Cyrus frowned. “Bryan?” Then his eyes widened. “Oh, that’s right, he’s your father-in-law. I forgot that you married the President’s daughter. Yes, she’s staying home.”
“Damn. Good job.”
Jake was honestly impressed by that. Jake had shouted at Bryan to leave his family home when he went on trips until he was blue in the face, but Bryan had never listened.
Cyrus beamed at Jake’s praise. “Thank you, sir.”
“I’ll be tech support, as usual,” Jess said. “Cyrus will be in the field providing front-end leadership. You’ll be in the command center with me directing and delegating. Sound good?”
“Sounds peachy.”
“Perfect. Let’s go let the guys know.”
The three of them started for the conference room, but Jess pulled Jake back until they were several paces behind Cyrus. When she was confident she wouldn’t be heard, she turned to him and said, “What the hell are you doing?”
Heat climbed his cheeks. “What the hell are you doing? I thought you’d be happy to have me back.”
She frowned. “You’re doing it for you this time, Jake. Last time you were doing it for you too, but there was a good reason. There was no one else who could do the job. There is now. Cyrus has this handled. You wedged your way in because you can’t stand getting older, and you’re making that everyone else’s problem.”
Anger surged through him. “Am I not welcome here, Jess?” he asked coldly.
“Stop being a dipshit,” she said. “You’re welcome here. You’re still my best friend, but as a professional, your presence worries me.”
He frowned. “I can handle this, Jess.”
“I know you’re capable, but I worry that your motives are selfish. Will you be willing to defer to me and Cyrus when you need to? To step aside and let others handle fieldwork when the time comes? To put the job ahead of your selfish need to be ‘the guy’?”
“You know I will. The job always comes first. That’s never changed.”
“Yes, but you have, Jake. Maybe you don’t see it, but I do.”
He sighed. "I'll be okay, Jess. I won't get in your way. Or Cyrus's. Or anyone's. I'm here to help, not here to step on toes. I just… I'm not cut out for desk work. This is where I belong."
She folded her arms and sighed. “It’s not about where you belong. Can I count on you to remember that?”
“You can count on me to protect the President to the best of my ability,” he said curtly.
She held his gaze for a long time before finally saying, “All right.” Then she smiled. “In that case, welcome back, asshole.”
“Pleasure to be back, bitch,” he quipped.
She punched his arm lightly, then led him from the room to follow Cyrus. Jake kept a positive expression on his face, but he couldn't help but wonder what Jess meant by saying Jake had changed.
Changed? Changed how? What had she seen in the last year that convinced her that he couldn’t do his job anymore?
He felt like the same man he always was, but then, so did a lot of people. Older athletes talked as though they were the same powerhouses they were in the prime of their careers. They actually believed that they were still as capable at forty as they were at twenty-five, even though everyone around them could see that they had long since lost their edge.
Had the same thing happened to Jake? What if Jess was right? What if Jake had changed and just couldn’t see it?
These thoughts continued to trouble him as they rejoined Cyrus and began to plan for the President’s safety.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Jake hated college crowds. A bunch of kids told by a bunch of academics that they knew the solution to all the world’s problems. Those same kids confusing protesting and virtue signaling for taking action to implement those solutions while those same academics sat in air-conditioned offices and talked about how wonderful it was that the young generation was standing up to the society that had oppressed them.
In a practical sense, he hated college crowds because they were riots waiting to happen. Every student body wanted to be the next group in the front page of the paper getting sensationalized for being arrested for protesting the hateful policies of whoever happened to be in charge at the time and standing up for real change. It seemed that every time the President visited a college, the group was just waiting for a chance to erupt into violence.
Never too much violence, though. That was the big, bright silver lining. College students didn’t really want violence. They weren’t willing to risk their lives or their freedom to stand for such amorphous things as “equal rights” or “meaningful change” or the everlasting favorite “a brighter future.” They just wanted attention.
So, they would have to deal with a few minor demonstrations, maybe arrest a few loudmouths and hand them to PD to spend a night bathing in the glow of their future online fame, maybe arrest a person or two for trying to bring an unloaded gun or a cheap folding knife into the event, but it wasn’t likely that anything serious would happen.
Still, even the prospect of minor action filled Jake with excitement. He was here! He was back in the game! He was in the field again!”
He tapped his earpiece and said, “Cyrus, how are we looking down there?”
“Looking good, Jake. Air support just confirmed they’ve got a birds-eye of the whole campus. PD’s not giving us any shit about telling them what to do, which is a pleasant surprise, and the personal security detail reports all clear at the airport. They’re on their way in right now.”
Jake frowned slightly. “Roger that. Hey, do me a favor, make sure air support keeps me in the loop, yeah?”
“Right. Yeah, I’ll… I’ll pass along what they say if they don’t buzz you in.”
That wasn’t good enough, but Jake could deal with that later. As long as he was aware immediately after that would be enough for now. He could iron out the chain of command issues after the event. “How about countersnipers?”
“Three snipers all responsible for a wedge of the courtyard. I’ve got them covering the President’s approach right now, but in full disclosure, the third one is too far away to be of more help than just spotting for the other two.”
“That’s still good enough,” Jake said. “Excellent job.”
He could practically hear the ear-splitting grin in Cyrus’s reply. “Thank you, Jake.”
He smiled a little. He was beginning to warm up to the kid. He was green, but he was willing to learn. And… well, he hated to admit it, but it felt good that the superhero lookalike Cyrus looked up to him.
“Jess? What about cameras and comms?”
“Comms are good, hence our ability to verify that all the pieces of the puzzle are in place. Cameras are good too, but if I’m being pedantic, I could wish we had more coverage of the walkway in quadrant four. There’s a solid thirty feet of space blocked by the roof of the promenade that I can’t see into.”
“Rerouting agents to get a visual on that walkway, Jess,” Cyrus replied.
“Good work, Cyrus,” Jake said. “ETA until the President arrives?”
“Five minutes,” Jess replied. “Just enough time to grab a Cactus Cooler and a bag of Fritos.”
“Eww,” Cyrus said. “You like Cactus Coolers?”
“Yes,” she replied in an injured tone. “What’s wrong with Cactus Cooler?”
“They taste like someone melted an orange lollipop into carbonated water.”
“What? You’re crazy! Jake, back me up.”
“Have to go with Cyrus on this one, Jess. Cola and lemon-lime are the only two flavors any soda should have.”
She sighed. “See? I knew this would happen. Now the boys are ganging up on me.”
Jake laughed. “All right, kids. Let’s go to radio silence unless it’s official business. I don’t want Art thinking I’m a bad influence on you.”
“You are, though. I warned you, Cyrus. He’s going to ruin you.”
“Radio silence, Jess,” Cyrus echoed.
“Ugh! Fine.”
Jake chuckled and grinned at Jess, who just so happened to be sitting fifteen feet to his left in the same conference room in which he stood. She glared at him and offered him a finger. He bowed, and she rolled her eyes and turned back to her computer monitors.
Jake laughed and scanned the monitors himself. The crowd was fairly light, maybe three hundred people. Bryan was more than halfway through his second term, and staging a protest against an administration that by constitutional law had no future wasn’t that much fun. This should be fairly straightforward.
The President arrived right on time. Jess zoomed in with one of the monitors and Jake saw him and the four agents plastered to his side moving steadily forward behind a half-circle composed of eight other agents. His eyes moved to another monitor that covered the crowd gathered in the courtyard. A group of fifteen or so students halfheartedly held signs and chanted something, but it was clear their heart wasn’t into whatever protest was happening.
Cyrus’s voice came over the speaker. “Got some kids shouting stuff about Russia. Should we disperse them?”
“Negative,” Jake replied. “They’re not hurting anyone. We don’t want to risk feeding them attention and making them think we actually give a shit.”
Cyrus chuckled. “Fair enough. In other news, air support… well, I’ll let them tell you.”
A moment later, a somewhat awkward voice said, “Uh, this is, uh, this is air support. Is this Jake, uh… Special Agent Mercer?”
“It’s me,” Jake replied. “Go ahead.”
“I have a vehicle that’s been cruising around the campus for the past ten minutes or so. They’re staying two miles outside of the perimeter, but they keep circling.”
Jake frowned. “Get a PD unit to pull them over. Jess, scan radio frequencies and see if any of them are occupied. Those guys could be communicating with someone on the inside. Cyrus, see if you can find anyone with a radio or a walkie of some kind.”
“Will do.”
The President began his speech. Jake scanned the crowd, looking for anything out of the ordinary. There was a group of bored protesters. There was a sorority club who appeared to be trying to convince some of their pledges to flash their breasts at the stage. A few yards from them, a fraternity appeared to be goading their pledges to streak in front of the stage. Jake debated warning Cyrus about the streakers, but they weren't really threats, and it would become clear pretty quickly if they decided to follow through on the dare.
The rest of the crowd appeared the typical mixture of bored, genuinely interested and just happy to have a break from class. No one showed any signs of suspicion.
“Jess, can you get me some panoramic closeups?” he asked. “I want to see if anyone’s giving off a nefarious vibe.”
She chuckled, but to her credit, she kept her tone professional. “Roger that, Jake. Looking for nefarious vibes.”
Several of the monitors zoomed in on various portions of the crowd. Jake’s eyes flicked back and forth among the screens trying to identify anyone who gave him a bad feeling.
Jess muted her microphone and asked, “Do you see something?”
He shook his head. “Not so far, but I’m worried about that loitering vehicle. That was the start of the White House attack three years ago. Oh my God, was it three years ago?”
“Three and a half,” Jessie confirmed. “And it looks like PD has the vehicle pulled over.”
“Confirmed,” Cyrus said. “I’m on the horn with the captain. The driver and passenger are cooperating. Nothing on the initial search, but they’re waiting for K9s.”
“Okay. Tell them to be careful. We want to avoid infringing on rights, but if the subjects are cooperating, then I would like that search.”
“Roger that. So far so good.”
Jake began to relax. It looked like there was nothing to worry about after all. Probably, those two were just cruising around the campus looking for girls to pick up or something. Unless that was another old-person thing that kids didn't do anymore.
He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. A middle-aged man, average height, somewhat round middle, was pushing his way through the crowd. It looked like he was moving away from the President, but he was clearly putting as much effort as possible into getting away from the stage.
A warning flashed in Jake’s mind. “Cyrus, quadrant three, Caucasian male, late forties, gray hair, five-foot-six or so, overweight. He’s speeding his way out of Dodge.”
“Roger. I’ll send agents after him.”
“Negative. He was close to the stage, and he’s moving away fast. Get the President off the stage. We could have a bomb threat. I’ll pursue the suspect.”
“Shit. Roger that.”
“Jake,” Jess called. “This is exactly what we talked about.”
“Call PD,” Jake replied. “Have them close the perimeter. This guy will have nowhere to go. I’ll chase him right into their arms. No crazy stuff, okay?”
She sighed and shook her head. “Okay.”
He left the room, his heart leaping with excitement. Granted, this wasn’t really much in the way of action.
But it was something. He was doing something. Right now, that was enough.



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Jake rushed down the stairs and out into the hallway. Ahead of him, he could see the police perimeter. One of them raised a hand and called for him to halt.
“Special Agent Jake Mercer,” he replied. “Let me through.”
“Credentials, please,” the officer—a sergeant around Jake’s age—replied.
Jake nodded approvingly. “Good work, sergeant.” He pulled out his ID and waited while the officer scanned it.
After a moment, the sergeant handed the ID back. “Clear. Good luck, sir.” He smiled slightly. “Don’t hit him too hard. We want his head working well enough to interrogate.”
Jake chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”
He moved through the gap the officers created and rushed toward the quadrant where the suspicious person had been identified. The crowd wasn’t panicking, but they were definitely disturbed by the abrupt end to the speech and the speed with which Cyrus’s team escorted the President off the stage.
Seeing a rough-looking man in body armor with a handgun and a taser running toward them didn’t help. A few people began to cry out and start running, and Jake cursed inwardly. He should have thought about that. With the police occupied with the perimeter, there was no one to provide crowd control.
He tapped his earpiece, but before he could speak, he heard Cyrus say, “I need twenty officers for crowd control. Escort the students away in an orderly fashion. Suspect is an old fat guy with gray hair. If the civilians don’t look like that, let them through.”
“Hey,” Jess quipped. “Don’t talk about Jake like that.”
“Very funny,” Jake said, weaving through the worried students. “Maybe quit joking and tell me where the old fat gray-haired guy went to.”
“About forty yards ahead of you and twenty yards to your right. He’ll reach the… oh shit.”
Jake frowned as he switched directions. “Oh shit what?”
“He’s heading for the maintenance elevator.”
“The what?”
“The maintenance elevator. That’s why he’s not worried about the police cordon. He’s going to go underground.”
Jake swore. Another oversight, but a potentially critical one. Damn it, Cyrus was supposed to cover those gaps.
A part of Jake, tiny but not silent, felt satisfied that Cyrus’s prowess didn’t replace his expertise. He was still the most capable security officer in the Secret Service.
He pushed this thought and the guilt that accompanied it away. “All right. Give me two officers at each maintenance exit on campus.”
“That’ll stretch them too thin to keep the blockade,” Jess warned.
“Then screw the blockade. We’re looking for one man, and he’s about to slip through a gap in the net.”
“Got it. I’ll let them know.”
Jake sprinted toward the man. The maintenance elevator opened, and he watched as the suspect sighed with relief and walked into the elevator. He pressed a button and looked up.
Just in time to see Jake rushing toward him. His eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open. He pressed buttons rapidly, but Jake made it inside before the doors could close.
The man cried out and punched Jake. It was a weak blow and didn’t come anywhere close to causing damage, but it landed. Jake stopped, amazed that the suspect actually managed to put his hands on him. He had really slowed down if some chubby dude off the street could hit him.
The suspect landed another blow while Jake was distracted, and Jake decided it was time to put a stop to this. He grabbed the suspect by his collar and pulled him until he was only inches from Jake’s face. “That’s one more than I’ve ever allowed anyone else. You sure you want to try a third one?”
The man's eyes widened. He calmed down, and Jake nodded. "All right then. You want to tell me your name?"
The elevator came to a stop, and instead of answering, the suspect bolted for freedom as soon as the doors opened. This time, Jake was prepared. He stuck his foot out. The suspect tripped heavily and fell to the ground, landing with a solid “Oof.”
He tried to get to his feet, but Jake tackled him and held him down with a knee on his belly. “Relax, buddy,” he said. “You have any weapons on you?”
“Fuck you! Help! Help!”
Two police officers approached, and the man waved them down. “Help! This maniac’s attacking me!”
The officers looked at Jake, and one of them asked. “Do you want help with this man?”
“He’ll be all yours in a second,” Jake said. “Right after he tells me why he’s leaving the party so fast.”
“Nothing!” the man said. “No reason! I just want to go home!”
“By taking the maintenance elevator underground?” Jake challenged. “Come on, man. Spill it.”
The man struggled to get up, so Jake grabbed his arm and twisted it behind his back. He screamed in pain and shouted, “Hey, you can’t do that!”
“Maybe,” Jake allowed, “or maybe we find out what your deal is without you cooperating, and whatever I do to you gets swept under the blanket of protecting the President by any means necessary. See”—he pointed at the waiting officers—“they’re Albany PD. They have rules to follow. I’m Secret Service. Want to know what my rule is? Protect the President by any means necessary. Want to guess why I repeated that phrase?”
He twisted the man’s arm again, and the man screamed. “A bomb! There’s a bomb! It’s under the stage!”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Where? Where under the stage?”
“I don’t fucking know, I just put it under the stage!”
He cursed and got off the would-be terrorist. “Cuff him and take him wherever you want, but don’t book him. We want him when the situation is under control.”
“Understood, sir,” one of the officers said.
Jake rushed back toward the ground floor, taking the stairwell rather than the elevator. He tapped his earpiece and sprinted toward the stage. “Jess! We have a bomb! Underneath the stage. Get this crowd out of here now! Cyrus, talk to me. Where’s the package?”
“The package is safe, currently en route to Air Force One,” Cyrus replied. “As for the bomb, don’t worry about it. I located it and disarmed it about two minutes ago.”
Jake blinked and slowed to a jog. He looked up to see Cyrus on top of the stage, proudly lifting an object that from a distance looked to be a homemade pipe bomb.
“What the hell are you doing?” he hissed into his earpiece. “Put that down, carefully, and establish a perimeter. Jess, have Albany PD send the bomb squad.”
“Belay that order, Jess,” Cyrus replied.
“You got it,” Jess agreed.
“What?” Jake thundered. “Are you serious?”
By now, he was close enough that Cyrus could talk to him without using the earpiece. “I’m a certified EOD tech,” he told Jake. “US Army and US Navy accredited. Gotta say, BUD/s really was hell.” He grinned. “Glad I opted to stay a civilian, so to speak.”
Jake glared at him. “That doesn’t mean you can wave a fucking pipe bomb around like it’s a glowstick. If you’re certified, you should know that.”
Cyrus’s smile vanished. His shoulders slumped, and he lowered his eyes. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Jake.”
Jake sighed. With the threat resolved, he found he couldn’t be as angry as he wanted to be. “It’s all right. Good work finding the bomb and even better work disarming it. No harm, no foul. Let’s just make sure we save the gloating for the interrogation room, yeah? Speaking of, we got the guy.”
Cyrus brightened. “You got him?”
“Yep. Albany PD’s gift-wrapping him for us. As soon as we have things cleaned up here, we’ll go wherever they’re taking him and see what he has to say.”
Cyrus lifted a finger. “On that note: I can call bomb squad if you want, but that’s at least five hours of paperwork. Are you sure you want me to do that?”
Jake pressed his lips together. “Good point. You swear on the Bible you’re certified?”
“I swear on my mother’s grave.”
“Jesus,” Jess remarked over the earpiece. “You don’t need to get crazy with this.”
Jake chuckled softly. “All right. In that case, if you’re confident, you can pack that thing and hand it to our CAT for disposal. Then meet us at the station. I want you to take a crack at interrogating our guy.”
Cyrus’s eyes popped open. “Really?”
“Yes, really. You’re co-head of this unit, and I want you to have real-time information. What better way to do that than to let you obtain that information yourself?”
Cyrus grinned. “Excellent point. I’ll get this taken care of right away. You want to handle the nuts and bolts?”
“Sure thing. We’ll reconvene when we talk to the old fat gray-haired man.”
He left Cyrus to handle the bomb and tapped his earpiece. “Okay, everyone. Good work. Let’s wrap this up and go home. Air Force One, what’s our status?”
“Package is onboard. We’re taxiing to the runway now.”
“Excellent. Feel free to take off. We’ll find our own way home.”
“Understood, sir.”
Jake took a deep breath and grinned as the smell of victory wafted across his nostrils. What an excellent way to start his comeback. Might not be a grand slam, but it was an extra-base hit, at least.
It was a good day.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Jake and Jess watched from behind a two-way mirror as Cyrus sat across from a very nervous suspect. The man rocked back and forth softly and looked everywhere but Cyrus’s eyes. Cyrus let him stew for a moment, leaning back in his chair with arms crossed as he regarded the man.
The “man” was Marvin Hayword, fifty-one. His fingerprints were all over the bomb Cyrus had defused, and upon further investigation, security cameras had caught images of him with said bomb in his satchel when he entered the campus. How he had made it so close to the President, Jake didn’t know, but he was glad that he had a good Secret Service team to make up for the incompetence of local police.
“You want to talk to me, or what?” Cyrus asked.
Marvin shook his head, still refusing to make eye contact.
“You sure about that, Marvin?”
Another head shake.
Cyrus leaned forward and folded his hands on the table. “We have a search warrant for your home, Marvin. We have people there right now: Secret Service, Albany police, dogs. You want to tell me what we’re gonna find?”
Marvin paused for a moment. “Well,” Jess observed, “we know he has something to hide now.”
Marvin spoke for the first time. “I have nothing to say to you. Not without my lawyer.”
He tried to sound forceful, but he only came across as terrified.
"Yeah, we're not really lawyer people," Cyrus said. "Don't get me wrong. You can have a lawyer, and frankly, you need a really, really good one, but we're not the police investigating you for ripping off a jewelry store, you understand? We're the Secret Service interrogating you after gathering pretty damned conclusive evidence that you intended to assassinate the President of the United States. I'm sure you can imagine how seriously we take that, considering the events of the past few years."
“I’m not talking to you.”
Cyrus lifted his hands. “I get it. But as long as I’m talking to you—”
“Ooh, good one,” Jess muttered.
“—don’t talk to us, then it looks really, really bad. If you talk to us, it just looks bad. Trust me, Marvin, you want to look bad a lot more than you want to look really, really bad.”
Marvin took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I worked alone.”
Jake frowned and uncrossed his arms. That was an interesting thing to say.
Cyrus picked up on it too. “I didn’t ask you about that. You’re choice to volunteer that information suggests to me that you are working with someone. Who?”
“No one.”
“Now, see, lying is really, really, really bad, Marvin. That’s the last thing you want to do.”
“I’m not lying,” Marvin insisted. “It’s just…” he took a deep breath and released it slowly. “You’re going to find some things on my computer, but they don’t mean what you think they mean, okay?”
“What are we going to find, Marvin?”
Marvin didn’t answer.
Cyrus smacked the table, causing Marvin to jump. “What are we going to find?” he demanded, his voice suddenly stern.
No answer.
“Last chance to change your future, buddy,” Cyrus said. “If you don’t want to spend the rest of your life in a very dark hole, it’s time to talk. What are we going to find on your computer? Who are you working with?”
“I’m not working with anyone,” Marvin insisted.
Cyrus sighed in frustration. “All right. Your funeral, pal.”
He left the room and joined Jess and Jake. “To state the obvious, he’s working with someone. He won’t say who, but he all but admitted the computers will reveal that. You want them to come straight to you, Jess?”
“Yes,” Jess and Jake said simultaneously.
“I can get inside faster than local cybercrimes can,” Jess explained. “And whatever’s inside might not be information we want the general public to be aware of.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” Cyrus said. “I’m going to let him stew a while. Hey, while we’re waiting, should I be worried about the lawyer thing? Technically speaking, all conversation stops until the lawyer arrives, right?”
“That rule means exactly jack compared to a threat to the President or the nation,” Jake replied. “Pre-Trident, yes, that would be an issue. Post-Trident, we have a domestic terrorist who just tried to assassinate the President who all but revealed that he’s part of a cell or terrorist group. He can wait for his lawyer.”
Cyrus nodded. “I agree. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t screwing over our case or anything.”
“If what we find on his computer is bad enough, he’s not going to have a ‘case,’” Jake replied.
Cyrus folded his arms across his chest and frowned pensively. “Let me call Richardson and get an ETA on those computers. It shouldn’t be taking them this—”
Before he could finish, the door opened, and two agents walked inside. One carried a desktop tower computer and the other carried a monitor, keyboard and mouse.
“We scoured the place,” the man holding the tower said, “No sign of external hard drives or flash drives or SD cards. No sign of any kind of data storage other than the internal hard drive. We’ll do a deeper dive if we need to. He might have hidden something in his mattress or sewn it into the lining of his chonies or something, but I figured we’d bring you this for now.”
“You figured right,” Jess said. “Hold off on that deep dive until I get this open. We may have different priorities depending on what we find.”
“Yes, ma’am. What should we do now?”
“Get some food,” Cyrus replied as Jess attached her laptop to the tower and booted it up. “Get some for yourself too.”
The man who brought the tower—Richardson, Jake guessed—nodded. “I say a sub place on the way over here. You want something from there?”
“If they have a real Philly cheesesteak—the cheese whiz kind—then I’ll take that. If not, then I’ll take an Italian club.”
“Same for me,” Jake said, “but ixnay the cheesesteak. Club all the way. Jess will have a green salad with no dressing.”
Jess lifted her middle finger and said, “You get me something green, and I’ll fire you, Richardson. I want a meatball on wheat with extra cheese.”
“You got it, ma’am.”
The agents left, and Cyrus explained. “I figured we should be the first people to see what’s on that computer and figure out how much we want to share after that.”
“You thought right,” Jake said. “I have a bad feeling about this. Whatever’s on that computer, I… well, I just have a bad feeling.”
Cyrus frowned. “You don’t think… I mean… it can’t be…”
He didn’t finish the thought, but Jake knew where he was heading. “I’ve said those words before, and it’s worked out poorly for me,” he said, “So I’d rather find out for sure than cross my fingers and hope.”
“Yeah. For sure.”
Jess gasped, and even before he asked the question, Jake knew the answer. “What? What is it?”
Instead of replying, Jess turned her laptop so the other two could see. The black logo of a three-pointed spear with the sun’s rays shining from its center confirmed to Jake that coming back to active duty was the right choice.
He left the room and barged into the interrogation room without a word. He could hear Cyrus following him, but the younger agent didn’t say anything to the terrified Marvin Hayword, content to let Jake take the lead.
Marvin shrank back, trembling with fright. Jake leaned into that. He wanted this man afraid. He wanted him very afraid.
“Trident,” Jake said. “Talk now, or you will spend a very long, very painful life somewhere so classified I’m not even cleared to know about it.”
Marvin whimpered. “I’m just a fan. I don’t know them. I just like their work.”
“Their work?” Jake thundered. “What work is that? The literal thousands of civilians they’ve killed? The virus they released in Paris? The attack on the White House that left dozens of innocent people dead? The drone attacks on U.S. soil? The hundreds of soldiers who didn’t go home to their families?”
“Yes!” Marvin shouted. “Yes, that! They tried to change something. Instead of sitting on their asses, they got up and did something about this bloated cesspool of a nation.”
“Where are they?” Jake demanded. “Who’s your contact?”
“I told you, I don’t know them. I just admire Eli Bard and Andrew McNeill and all of those guys. They’re doing real good in the world, or they were until you shut them down.”
“And if I told you that you’re going to go right now to a black site at the bottom of an ocean trench that hasn’t been named yet, and the CIA is going to test new methods of interrogation on you until they find one that works, your answer is the same?”
“Do your worst!” Marvin challenged. “I worked alone.”
Jake’s lips thinned. On one hand, Bard had never worked with someone who was so amateur before. On the other hand, Bard’s statements to the media and the brief snippets of communications they’d obtained from him hinted at his desire for Trident to be perceived as a grassroots movement. Was Marvin the first true example of that grassroots movement?
“All right,” he said softly. “But you’re going to wish you had made a different choice before this is over. Cyrus, call the CIA. Tell them we have a present.”
“You got it.”
The two men left the room and rejoined Jess. “Do you really want me to call the CIA?” Cyrus asked.
Jake sighed. “No. I really want him to talk to us. But since he won’t, then yes, call them. We have an agreement with them that means they handle difficult subjects.”
Cyrus paled a shade. “Jesus.”
Jess smiled tightly. “Welcome to the big leagues kid.”
Cyrus’s face suggested he would much rather have stayed in the minors. Jake didn’t blame him.
Once more, the specter of Trident had reared its ugly head. God only knew how many would die this time before it was put down again.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Jake was in a bad mood. Actually, that was an understatement. He was in an infuriatingly awful mood. Three days of around-the-clock work, and they had found absolutely nothing that could lead them either to Trident or to any other fellow admirers who might have worked with Marvin on the assassination attempt.
The "deep dive" search to which Richardson had alluded had now concluded. The house was gutted inside and out, along with every single piece of furniture. They had even dug through the front and back yards and scanned the lot with metal detectors designed by the Air Force to find underground bunkers thirty meters under the surface.
Nothing. Not a thing.
Jess’s search wasn’t any better. The tower essentially confirmed Marvin’s story. There was a ton of one-sided fan mail that he had sent to chat rooms known to be frequented by Trident agents back when the organization was active, but there was nothing to indicate a response. There were snippets of an exceptionally poorly written manifesto that Jake guessed was Marvin’s attempt to slide into some leadership role of a new Trident that had never gotten off the ground, mostly due to the fact that Marvin had gotten cold feet whenever he wanted to reach out for converts. But there was no sign that Marvin had ever interacted with Bard or anyone else from Trident.
The final nail in the coffin came when the CIA contacted Jake that morning to let him know that Marvin had been “thoroughly interrogated,” and the CIA was confident that he had “no pertinent information” as to the whereabouts or current activities of Eli Bard or the Trident terrorist organization.
But Jake didn’t buy it. The bomb was real. What’s more, when Jake took a look at it, he could tell it was sophisticated. The casing was homemade, constructed of materials you could find at any hardware store, but the explosive material itself was weapons grade C4, the kind you could only get from military supply depots—real ones, not surplus stores.
The detonator was equally sophisticated. It used a combination of vacuum-sealed pressure tubes and sliding mechanical locks activated by a simultaneous burst from three different electrodes to detonate a starter charge of black powder. The explosion from that charge would detonate the C4. Cyrus had disarmed the weapon by carefully removing the black powder before snipping the wires. Since the ends were attached to the black powder and not the C4, any errant current wouldn’t detonate the bomb.
But it was a damned good effort for someone who supposedly was just an armchair fan. Jake didn’t buy it. He knew something. There was something else to this. This wasn’t just a one-off.
“What’s wrong, Jake?” Sheila asked. “You’ve been moody all day. Talk to me. What’s going on? Is it something with work?”
Jake sighed and looked down at his untouched plate of gnocchi. He was so caught up in his thoughts that he had forgotten for a moment that he was at home eating dinner. Supposed to be eating dinner, anyway. “Sorry.”
He took a bite of gnocchi and looked up at his son. Beau was staring at him with the innocent concern of a toddler, but as soon as his father’s eyes met his, he lit up in a smile. Dad was moving again, so he must be okay.
Jake returned the smile and said, “You eat your food too, little man, or no ice cream for you.”
Beau might have a very limited speaking vocabulary, but like most children, he understood the words ice cream. He gasped in excitement and concentrated on his dinner. Jake laughed and ate another bite of gnocchi. “This is really good, Sheila.”
Sheila folded her arms. “You’re avoiding the question, Jake.”
He sighed. “I can’t talk about it. It’s all classified stuff.”
“Trident?”
Damn it. Sometimes, Jake forgot that Sheila had suffered as much at Trident's hand as he had. His eyes drifted to the prosthetic fingers on Sheila's left hand. He was wrong. She'd suffered more than he had. He felt a pang of guilt and decided he needed to be honest with her. "Yes. I think so."
She lifted an eyebrow. “You think so?”
“I really can’t share much,” he said, “but our suspect is a big fan of Trident. There’s no evidence linking him to them as anything more than an admirer, but… he used some materials in his bomb that an armchair anarchist can’t get unless he has a cousin in Special Operations Command who really hates his CO.”
“This is the bomb that Cyrus disarmed?”
“Yes. Actually, that was really impressive. He disarmed the weapon in less than five minutes. It would have taken me three times that long.”
Sheila brightened at that, and Jake’s brow furrowed. “It excites you to know that Cyrus is a better bomb guy than me?”
She shrugged. “Well, I know it’s selfish of me, but I’d rather someone else was disarming bombs than the father of my child.” He looked away, and she quickly said, “I didn’t mean anything by that. I’m fine with you being back in the field. I wouldn’t have said that if I didn’t mean it.”
“Yeah, I know. And I’m glad that Cyrus is good at his job. I just… I don’t know. When we were going after Marvin, I felt…”
He stopped himself before finishing that story. It probably wasn’t a good idea to tell his wife that a fifty-one-year-old backyard terrorist had managed to punch him twice before he even thought to react. She was worried enough about him working active duty.
And he was worried enough that his reflexes had fallen off so far. He could have stood still all day and let Marvin hit him and not been in danger, but what if he was facing a real fighter? What if someone with a skillset attacked him?
Sheila sighed and put her hand over his. “It’s okay to get older, Jake. I’m not saying you should leave the field, and I’m not telling you that you’re not capable of doing your job, but… maybe it’s not a bad thing that Cyrus is a better bomb guy than you. Maybe it’s okay that you have other people following Dad around and other people leading the CATs. You’re still in the field when you’re in the command center issuing orders, right? That’s still fulfilling, right? To direct everyone like a general?”
Her voice was almost desperate with hope, and Jake sighed. “Yeah, no, that’s… that’s good. I like running the show.”
“Exactly. So don’t look at this as a bad thing. It’s a good thing. You can still do what you love, and you don’t have to worry that maybe not being quite as superhuman as you were in your twenties will render you unfit for duty.”
“You didn’t know me in my twenties,” he reminded her.
She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”
“Yeah, I do, I do. I just…”
He met her eyes but didn’t finish the thought. She wanted so much for him to accept getting older and stop putting himself in harm’s way, but Jake didn’t know if he could do that. How could he lead others to harm if he wasn’t willing to risk his own life? How could he say he deserved the blessing of a family and a safe future if he wasn’t willing to fight for them?
But on the other hand, how could he fight for them if he had slowed down this much already? How much more could he afford to slow down before age took the question out of his hands and forced him to accept the only answer that remained?
Beau called out and waved his empty plate to show his parents he was ready for ice cream. The two of them stood quickly and tripped over themselves to get the ice cream, both grateful for the chance to leave this conversation behind.
Jake could leave that worry for another day, but the real worry remained. If Bard was back in action and Trident was operational once more, then it didn’t matter how old he was or how capable Cyrus was. He’d need to be at a hundred percent to stop Bard. And if he couldn’t be at a hundred percent, then Bard might finally succeed where he had failed so many times.
Without Jake to stand in his way, what was to stop him from killing the President? Who was to stop him from killing far more?
Jake kept the façade of the happy family man until Sheila went to bed, but he spent most of the night staring up at the ceiling, wondering if he had come back to active duty only to have it proven in the worst way possible that his day had passed him by.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
“The GSPR is being real stubborn about letting us take lead on the President’s safety,” Cyrus said. “They want everything other than the President’s immediate security detail in their hands.”
“That’s cute,” Jake said. “If only I gave a rat’s ass.”
The other two chuckled, but it was more due to formality than because they actually saw humor in the situation. “I’m just concerned about causing a diplomatic incident,” Cyrus said. “The President is really concerned with taking this opportunity to strengthen ties with France. Things have been a little strained since Paris three years ago, and he wants us to be ‘accommodating.’”
The next stop on the President's legacy tour was a diplomatic visit to France to commemorate the third anniversary of the viral attack that had failed to kill the President but succeeded in killing nearly two-thousand Parisians. The joint efforts of the French and American governments had resulted in the virus being cured within weeks, and the man directly responsible for its creation—a megalomaniacal mad scientist named Vincent St. Clair—disgraced and eventually killed when his Hail Mary attempt to kill the First Family failed. It had also severely weakened Trident, and most analysts believed that the damage done to Bard's organization as a result of this failure contributed greatly to Trident's eventual dissolution.
This was meant to be a celebration of a great victory, but Jake was still wary after the events in New York. Jess and Cyrus seemed to share his concern, and there were no smiles in the situation room aboard Air Force One as the plane cruised across the Atlantic.
 “Accommodating takes a back seat to the President’s safety. We’ll stay in our lane, but we control every aspect of our lane. That means we have people watching the destination and people along the route before the President leaves Air Force One.” He met Cyrus’s eyes. “We do have people there, right?”
Jess answered that. “I called our buddies in the CIA and the Marine Corps. You didn’t hear me say what I’m about to say, but they’ve arranged for a lot of Marines to be ‘on leave’ in Paris during the President’s visit, and the CIA is going to be hacking into a lot of things that Paris probably won’t be happy about if they find out.”
"So make sure they don't find out," Jake said. "That's your number three job. Number one, of course, is keeping an eye out for threats to the President, and number two is communication and coordination."
Cyrus pursed his lips. “Jake, I really think we need to be prudent about this. I don’t want to perpetuate the narrative that the United States doesn’t respect the sovereignty or the capability of its allies.”
“Fuck the narrative,” Jake replied bluntly. “That’s someone else’s job. Our job—our only job—is the President’s safety. We do that job at all costs and let someone else deal with the repercussions.”
“The President won’t like this,” Cyrus warned.
“Then be grateful you have me on your side. He’ll pitch a fit with me, but he’ll listen to me. Tell him I forced your hand. I don’t mind being the lightning rod.”
Cyrus looked at Jess, who confirmed, “He really doesn’t. Sometimes I think he married Sheila just to remind the President who’s really boss.”
Cyrus chuckled. “All right. Well, I can see I’m outvoted, so I have no choice but to defer to your experience, Jake. So we’re taking charge through deception and force. Where does that leave the actual immediate security of the President?”
“I want you in the SUV with the President,” Jake said. “You and the three agents you’d trust your kid’s lives to if you had kids.”
“Where will you be?”
“I’ll be in the motorcade behind you guys riding a motorcycle.”
Jess grinned at him. “You just wanted an excuse to ride a motorcycle.”
Jake returned the grin. “What Sheila doesn’t know won’t hurt her. You didn’t hear that, Cyrus.”
“Hear what?” Cyrus asked innocently.
“Exactly. I knew there was a reason I liked you.”
“So we have the SUV, two decoys and a dozen motorcycles, six ahead and six behind,” Jess summarized. “Paris PD gets to have two cruisers behind the procession so they get to feel included. GSPR doesn’t want vehicles?”
“No, but when we get to the Luxembourg Palace, they want us to wait outside except for the four people attached to the President,” Cyrus replied.
“And that’s not gonna happen. Jess, you and I get a room inside the building.”
“Um, I have a thought,” Cyrus interjected.
Jake frowned, but he had committed to letting Cyrus have equal footing, so he fought back his kneejerk reaction to dismiss the argument out of hand. “What is it?”
“The SUV has a damned good sensor suite. I think you designed it, right Jess?”
“I did,” she confirmed. “And the CIA will be watching from above.”
Jake could see where this was going. “So you think we wait in the SUV and eavesdrop so we can avoid singeing egos.”
Cyrus shrugged. “Could be the best of both worlds.”
Jake sighed. “In my experience, the best of both worlds is really the worst of both worlds. But…” he sighed again. “You’re probably right. We don’t have time to argue about this. The President’s only here for a day.” He shook his head. “Fine, we’ll play nice. Jess, would you swear on the lives of your kids—”
"Jesus, yes," Jess interrupted. "I can tell you what color boxers the French President is wearing if you need to know, but quit it with all the morbid swearing on the lives of your kids stuff. For God's sake, having a son was supposed to lighten you up, not turn you into a prophet of doom."
Cyrus laughed, and Jake smiled. “Okay. Works for me. If you guys want to rest, do it now. We’re four hours out from Paris, and once we touchdown, it’s unlikely we’ll sleep until we take off the following morning.”
“Will do,” Cyrus replied. “Too bad we don’t have time to find a good éclair shop while we’re in Paris. I’m a sucker for cream-filled chocolate.”
“If I weren’t so tired,” Jess replied, “I would have so many jokes about that.”
“I think we can fill in the gaps,” Jake said drily.
 
***
 
“Okay, Jake,” Cyrus said, “the package is en route. How are we looking back there?”
“Sexiest ass I’ve ever seen,” Jake replied.
He gunned the throttle of his motorcycle but kept his acceleration smooth when he started after the SUV.
“Really? I never pegged you for a Chevy guy.”
“That’s a GMC.”
Cyrus scoffed. “Same difference. Just nicer seats.”
"Much nicer seats. Also, better suspension and noise dampening. Better brakes too, but I think that's because it's an armored vehicle so it needs better brakes."
“The suspension is proprietary too,” Jess added, “not that it matters because really? You called a car’s ass sexy?”
“I wasn’t talking about the car. I was talking about the motorcade. We’re all good back here.”
“So you were talking about your own ass,” Cyrus inferred. “Got it.”
“You wish you had an ass like mine,” Jake retorted.
“That’s a song, right?” Jess asked. “Ass like me. Or ass like that. Something like that.”
“Sure,” Jake replied. “But lest I be named a hypocrite, let’s keep the channel clear and professional for the remainder of the journey.”
“You got it,” Cyrus replied.
“You give up too easily,” Jess groused. “You need to stop being intimidated by him.”
“I’m not intimidated by him!” Cyrus protested. “I respect him.”
“Guys,” Jake interjected.
“Right. Sorry.”
The motorcade proceeded smoothly out of Charles de Gaulle Airport. There were a few small clusters of people gathered along the street to watch the motorcade, but interest here was far less than it would have been in the United States.
That was an odd characteristic of visits to allied nations. The populace in those nations tended not to care much about the U.S. President. Contrast that with their visit to Russia two and a half years ago, where there were crowds sometimes hundreds of thousands strong blocking the roadway between the President’s hotel and the Kremlin. It was odd how much more their enemies cared about them than their allies. One of these days, Jake would work out why that was, but right now, he was just grateful for smooth sailing.
And smooth sailing it was, all the way to Luxembourg Palace. When the motorcade stopped and the door to the President's SUV opened, Jake released a sigh of relief. "Excellent work everyone. Now we'll—"
“Mr. President!” Cyrus cried, “Get down!”
He tackled Bryan, bringing him to the ground just before a bullet spiderwebbed the glass of the open door. Jake swore and looked around for the shooter as the other agents swarmed the President. He heard a motorcycle engine rev and snapped toward the sound to see a man riding away from the frantic crowd.
“Cyrus, get the President out of here!” he called. “Jess, I have eyes on our shooter! I’m in pursuit!”
He gunned the throttle, and the motorcycle shot forward into the traffic of Paris.
Once more, Jake was fully aware of the seriousness of the situation.
Once more, he felt a rush of excitement unlike anything he’d felt outside of active duty.
Let’s see if this old dog still has it in him, he thought as he pursued the fleeing shooter through the crowded Parisian streets.



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
The English language, like all languages, was filled with idioms and colloquialisms unique to the various cultures who spoke the language. Jake wasn’t much of a linguist himself, but as he raced through the avenues and boulevards of the French capital, one phrase in particular came to mind.
Just like riding a bike.
It had been nearly three years since Jake had ridden a motorcycle. Back in the early days of his career, before Trident arrived to make what should have been a simple semi-retirement job the most stressful employment of his life, he owned a 2008 Harley Davidson Fat Boy. It was big, it was loud, it was American, and it made Jake just about as happy as anything did before he met Sheila.
He had sold it two and a half years ago after not riding for six months and agreeing to focus on his family and stop putting his life in danger. He didn’t really think cruising around on the Harley counted as dangerous, but Sheila disapproved, so he sold it and used the money as a down payment on a 2014 Toyota Sienna that was safe, comfortable, reliable and boring as hell.
But jumping back on this motorcycle and chasing a bad guy through the streets of Paris was just like riding a bike. The BMW police model he was on right now might not have the raw, thundering appeal of his old Harley, but it was quick and nimble and allowed Jake to easily keep up with the shooter as he weaved through the mid-morning traffic.
His earpiece chirped. “The package is outbound under heavy police escort,” Cyrus said. “We’re taking the direct route to Charles de Gaulle. I figured speed was more important than stealth right now.”
“You figured right,” Jake said. “Get him airborne ASAP. Let me know when you’re in the air.”
“Got it. You don’t want help on the ground?”
“No, I want you at the President’s side.”
There was a brief pause. “About that. I’m en route to the hospital.”
Jake’s eyes widened. “Wait, you were actually”—he paused, twisting the handlebars and narrowly avoiding being sideswiped by an oncoming truck—“you were actually shot?”
“Yeah,” Cyrus chuckled. “Yeah, he got me.”
"Shit. Okay, then, who's with the President?"
“Everyone but me. I have two Paris police escorting me.”
“Okay, second question: why are you talking to me and not someone else?”
“I don’t know. Jess said she was having trouble getting through to you, so she called me and asked if I could pass the message along.”
“Tell her to go to our private frequency.”
“You two have a private frequency?”
Jake gunned the throttle and leapt around a compact car that had squealed to a stop when the shooter sped in front of it. “Yes. Tell her to give that a try and see if it still works. You focus on getting better.”
“It’s going to be hard to focus when I don’t know if the President is safe,” Cyrus replied.
“Fair enough, but let Jess take over communications. If you’re not with the President, then your information is secondhand, even if the gap is only a few seconds.”
“Understood.”
Jake gunned the throttle again. He was gaining on the shooter. He was only thirty yards or so behind him now, and they were in the middle of a large thoroughfare. If he could play his cards right, he could catch up to the shooter before the terrorist had a chance to evade down one of the narrower side streets.
He plotted his moves and began weaving through the traffic. Each movement brought him closer to the shooter. He was close. Just a few more seconds and—
“Shit!”
He twisted the handlebar hard just before the terrorist fired the submachine gun that had materialized in his hand seemingly out of nowhere.
Out of nowhere? Of course, he had a gun, dumbass! How else did he shoot at the President?
The motorcycle leaned to the side precariously, tires screaming. The volley passed harmlessly over Jake’s head, and the shooter had to face forward again to keep from plowing into the sidewalk.
His earpiece chirped. “Jake?” Jess asked. “Can you hear me?”
“I can hear you. You’re the point of contact from now on, got it?”
“Got it. Sorry. I didn’t think to just call you directly. I’ve been used to working with Cyrus, and I just—”
Jake frowned. “Cyrus said you couldn’t get through to me.”
A brief pause. “I… I just… I just called Cyrus because—"
“Save it,” Jake snapped, more harshly than he intended. “From now on, I hear everything Cyrus hears. We’re both in charge.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I—”
“Forget it,” he said, this time modulating his tone. “Just tell me when the President is—fuck!” He weaved out of the way of another volley of gunfire. “Just tell me when he’s airborne!”
“Got it. Are you okay?”
He avoided a third volley, but the evasion forced him to grip the brakes and weave carefully around several slow-moving vehicles, widening the distance between Jake and his quarry.
“I’m being shot at right now,” he said. “So yeah, I’m wonderful.”
“Should I send backup?”
“No. Focus on the President. I’m assuming Paris Police is at least competent enough to be sending officers after the idiot who just shot at a foreign leader yards away from their own President. They’ll have a blockade up somewhere. Besides, this guy’s not a great rider or a great shot. I’ll get him.”
“Be careful, Jake. You’re not as young as you used to be.”
Jake took a moment to process the hurt those words caused him. Then he said, “Let me know when the President is airborne,” and tapped his earpiece to close the connection.
He gunned the motor again. He was now sixty yards behind his quarry. Rather than try to speed up, though, he simply maintained the distance. On a moving vehicle against a target that was also moving, it would be very difficult for the shooter to place a solid shot with his short-barrel, high-recoil machine pistol. Hopefully, he would be too stupid to realize this and waste his ammo. Jake figured he had three more bursts left before he’d run empty. Then Jake would close in.
The shooter fired one more of those bursts, but Jake’s trained eye could tell that the shots would go wide. He felt a moment of nostalgia for his rifle. He rarely carried it with him on assignment since there was rarely a situation that called for the use of a long-barreled sniper rifle in the Secret Service, but he wished he had it now.
Not that he’d be able to fire his M40 from the back of a motorcycle. Still, he allowed himself a brief fantasy of placing a shot in the engine of the terrorist’s motorcycle and watching him fly head over heels to the ground when the bike exploded from underneath him.
The shooter seemed to realize that he wouldn’t be able to shoot Jake from this distance, so he focused on flight instead. He put his weapon under his vest and veered to the left. Jake watched as he disappeared into a narrow alley.
He swore softly. Either the killer was stupid, and he was going to keep going as fast as he could down the alleyways, or he was smart, and he was going to lie in wait until Jake appeared around the corner where he could shoot Jake much more easily. If Jake guessed wrong, then he would lose the attacker and possibly his life.
He decided to bank on smart, not because the terrorist had shown much intelligence thus far but because he was clearly intent on killing Jake, and he would probably grab any chance to do that. So, Jake pulled the motorcycle to a stop in front of the alley but just out of sight. He could hear only the sound of his own bike’s engine, so he knew he had guessed correctly.
He parked the bike but kept the engine on to mask the sound of his movements. Then he drew his weapon and considered his next move.
He needed to know where the terrorist was. At the very least, he needed to know which direction to aim.
Time for the oldest trick in the book.
He took his jacket off and tossed it in front of the alley. Instantly, a burst of gunfire shredded the coat. The angel told Jake the terrorist was firing from his knees.
Jake rushed around the corner, aimed and fired in the space of a split second. The round struck the terrorist exactly where Jake wanted it, in the shoulder. The wound was enough to cause him to drop the weapon, but it wasn’t fatal.
Jake said a silent prayer of thanks that after the last attack on the President, he’d begun practicing with his handgun as regularly as with his rifle. He rushed the terrorist and tackled the man to the ground.
“Fuck you!” the attacker shouted in flawless American English.
Well, that answered one question.
He rolled the man over and cuffed him, then called Jess. “Got the terrorist. I’m going to hand him over to Paris Police, but once the President is airborne, it would be nice if he wanted to put some pressure on France to get him shipped to the States ASAP. He and I are going to have a little conversation.”
“I’m not telling you shit!” the man shouted.
“Oh, I think you will,” Jake said. “I can be very persuasive when I’m given the chance.”
“Fuck you!”
“I’m good. Thanks for the offer, though.”
“Got your message,” Jess replied. “Sorry, we were boarding Air Force One when you called. Bryan, er… the President says good job.”
Jake grinned. “Tell him he owes me another one.” He heard sirens approaching and hauled the terrorist to his feet. “All right, buddy. You and I are going to have a little talk.”
The terrorist coughed. Jake chuckled. “You’re fine. I didn’t hit you that—”
The terrorist coughed again, this time spewing blood and white foam from his mouth. Jake’s smile vanished. “Shit!”
He turned the terrorist over so he could vomit, but the man began to convulse. It was too late.
“Jake?” Jess said. “Jake! What’s wrong?”
Jake lowered the terrorist’s body to the ground. “Our guy’s dead. Looks like he bit down on a cyanide capsule.”
“Oh. Damn it.”
“Damn it is right.”
Jake watched the Paris Police vehicles screech to a halt, his thoughts dark. There could be no doubt now. Whatever Bard was planning, it was something big.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Jake stepped into the hospital room and smiled at Cyrus. “Hey, kid. How are you feeling?”
Cyrus returned the smile and said, “Well, I’ve had better days, but I’ve had worse days.”
Jake chuckled. “Yeah, I understand the feeling. How’s the arm?”
“It’s fine. Through-and-through. Doc said I was lucky. The bullet missed the brachial artery by about an inch. Otherwise, this would be a different conversation.”
"Yeah, I'll bet. Are they giving you any good painkillers?"
Cyrus laughed. “Well, they offered me some, but I declined. I don’t want my head foggy. I have a feeling this isn’t going to be the last time some jackass comes after the President.”
Jake’s smile faded. “No. I don’t think so.”
Cyrus grew serious. “Is he safe?”
“He’s safe. They landed an hour ago, and he’s being held at Checkpoint Delta until they confirm there are no threats in the White House.”
“Bet he’s thrilled about that.”
“Oh yeah. Just overjoyed.”
They both shared a laugh. Bryan was notoriously grouchy whenever the Service insisted he stay away from the White House and refrain from public appearances after an attack. Jake had to admit that he had a point. The American people needed to see that their president was strong and unmoved by terrorist actions. The problem was that watching him get executed in public was a very bad way to show that.
“He’ll get over it,” Jake added. “He knows we’re right.”
“Well, I’m glad we have you back on the team. He doesn’t listen to me the way he listens to you. I wanted him in Delta after the attack last week, but he flat-out refused. It took a ton of effort to get him to agree to go to Alpha.”
“That’s the most important lesson you’re going to learn as a Secret Service agent,” Jake told him. “You are in charge of the President’s safety, not the President. If you say he goes to Delta, he goes to Delta whether he likes it or not. I know it seems odd, but in that specific scenario, we get to boss around the President.”
Cyrus nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.” He smiled ruefully. “I guess I still have a lot to learn.”
Jake shrugged. “You’ll get there. You’re kicking ass so far.”
Cyrus brightened at his idol’s praise. “You think so?”
“I do.” Jake squeezed Cyrus’s good shoulder. “I’m glad you’re with us.”
Cyrus looked like a kid getting a puppy on Christmas. “Thank you, Jake. That means a lot. I know it probably feels weird that someone else is running your show, but… well, I always looked up to you. You’re the reason the President is still alive. Hell, you’re the reason a lot of people are still alive, not to mention the fact that your actions have prevented a few major wars.”
“Not just me,” Jake corrected. “It’s the team. I’ve always been fortunate to have a lot of good people on my team. Jess, Commander Munoz, Dawson...”
His smile faded as he remembered his previous protégé. Dawson was the former head of the President’s personal security detail. He had been killed during the drone incident a year prior. Jake had set up a fund for his family that ensured they would never need to worry about money again, but that couldn’t even come close to replacing the husband that Marla Dawson had lost.
Cyrus guessed the reason for Jake’s grief. “I remember hearing about Dawson. I’m sorry. It hurts to lose someone on your team.”
“It does,” Jake agreed. “I hope you never have to experience it again.”
Cyrus nodded. “On that note, I wanted to apologize for my behavior about Jones. I didn’t mean to come across like I didn’t care. I just… I have to block it out, you know? Otherwise, it’ll overwhelm me, and then I won’t be able to do my job.”
Jake waved the apology away. “You don’t have to apologize. I should apologize. Everyone handles grief differently. I tend to let those losses fuel me and give me an extra boost of determination when it counts, but the flip side of that is that I carry that grief a lot longer and a lot heavier than I probably should. I think it’s good that you can allow yourself the grief, then allow that grief to float away once you don’t need it anymore.”
“Yeah. It’s funny, but I really didn’t think the job would be so hard. I mean, I didn’t think it would be easy, but I thought it would be straightforward. I mean, you basically destroyed Trident twice already. I didn’t think it was possible that they would come back.”
“To be fair, we still don’t know for sure that they’re behind this,” Jake pointed out.
“They have to be,” Cyrus replied. “There’s no other explanation for it. I mean, I guess it can just be two random incidents, but that doesn’t make sense. Marvin Hayword had military-grade C4 in his pipe bomb. You don’t just make that in a backyard from fertilizer and chem lab supplies.”
“No,” Jake agreed. “You don’t.”
“And this shooter… is he still here, by the way?”
Jake’s smile faded. “No. He bit down on a cyanide capsule before we could take him in.”
Cyrus sighed heavily. “Shit.”
“Yeah. That’s what I said.”
“How does Bard convince people to do this?”
Jake sighed and took a seat next to Cyrus’s bed. “I don’t know. Bard is a known murderer. He’s been proven willing to sacrifice people who work for him. He’s shown his darkness. Maybe that darkness is frightening enough that people would rather take matters into their own hands than leave it in Bard’s hands.”
“Better the devil you don’t know, huh?”
“Maybe. The good news is that our job doesn’t change either way. We make sure that the President is safe and let other people figure out the rest.”
“I understand that, but it feels a lot like reinforcing the strongest part of the dam.”
Jake nodded. “Yeah. It sure does.”
The two agents fell silent for a while, each weighing the dangers they had faced so far, each wondering if the dangers to come would grow even greater. Cyrus broke their silence when he smiled and said, “Well, they’re oh for twenty-nine or something right now. We’ll just keep striking them out until they run out of bats.”
Jake smiled. “That’s the spirit.” He stood and squeezed his shoulder again. “I’ll let you get some rest. I just talked to the doctor, and it looks like they’re airlifting you back to Washington tomorrow. You’ll have that arm wrapped up for another week or so, but since it’s a through and through, you should be back to one hundred percent soon.”
“Good. I’ve discovered that I really don’t like lying down.”
Jake laughed. “That part never gets easier. Still, as your co-team leader, get some rest. We need you at a hundred percent.”
“Understood, Jake.”
Jake left Cyrus in the room and headed toward the waiting car. He would return to the U.S. tonight. They couldn’t wait for Cyrus to recover to figure out what was behind the resurgence in attempts on the President. Three attacks in ten days wasn’t a fluke, and there was no way the attacks were unrelated. Either Bard was back or someone else had taken up the mantle of Trident.
Either way, Jake wanted this problem nipped in the bud before it blossomed into an even greater threat than before.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
“Well,” Jake said. “Our shooter offed himself, which sucks. Any thoughts on what that might mean?”
“I think he was worried about the CIA,” Jess replied.
Jake shook his head. “How does Bard intimidate these guys so much? I mean, maybe I’m missing something, but what does it take to convince someone that biting down on a cyanide capsule is the best option left to them?”
“Between you and me, I’d take anything over a black site prison,” Jess replied, “but I don’t think Bard’s intimidating them. I think he’s indoctrinating them. I scoured all of the evidence we pulled from Marvin Hayword’s computer. There’s nothing there that can prove that he worked with Bard, but it’s pretty damned clear he admired the guy. He talked about him the way people talk about religious leaders.”
“Vitriol, hate and a desperate focus on his faults?” Jake quipped.
“Yeah, I wish. But you get the point. You know how powerful religion can be as a motivator.”
“I think everyone does,” Jake replied. “But Bard’s not trying to establish a religion, he’s trying to establish a new government with him at the top.”
“It’s the same idea. Revolutionaries promise the reward of a better life if people will follow their leadership without question. Just like messiahs and prophets do.”
The door to Jess’s office opened, and Art walked in. “Let’s save the philosophy for another time. I’m a lot more concerned with taking Trident down than speculating on how Bard can convince people to kill for him.”
“Good point,” Jake replied. “Have we gained any information on our shooter, Jess?”
“Name is Arthur Godfrey, age thirty-six. Despite the very British name, he’s American through and through. Born in Iowa, raised in Kentucky and up until his little excursion to Paris, the farthest-flung shore he’d ever visited was Hawaii.”
"Technically, Hawaii is farther from Kentucky than Paris," Jake pointed out.
“Yeah, ‘cause that’s important,” Art snapped. “So he’s a domestic wacko.”
“Yes.”
“Any connection to Trident?”
“My contact in the NSA is digging through his internet and phone history. The FBI has a minor criminal record for him, mostly drunk and disorderly and minor assault when he was in his early twenties. Nothing that indicates radicalism.”
“There never is, is there?” Jake observed. “What made the change?”
"That's what we're trying to figure out. Whatever it was, it was abrupt. He quit his job two weeks ago, and last week, he closed all of his accounts except for his checking. He transferred twelve thousand dollars into that account, so it looks like he knew he wasn't going to stick around for long past the assassination."
“Twelve grand won’t get you far,” Art observed. “That’ll pay for his flight to Paris, and a flight to wherever he might have hoped to disappear, but that would only leave him a month or so of income.”
“Maybe he planned to hire himself out as private security for some crime lords,” Jake offered.
“With no experience?” Jess asked.
“I can’t imagine that military training is a requirement for drug lords.”
"You'd be surprised," Jess replied. "I dated a guy in the DEA for a while, and he told me that the big cartels often hire former special operators and pay them exorbitant wages. That's part of the reason why third-world governments have so much trouble getting to these guys. Some of them really do have private armies."
“Well, this guy didn’t make it that far,” Art replied, “I guess we have you to thank for that, Jake. I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sure how much you had left in the tank when I took you back, but I’m glad to see the old dog is still kicking.”
“Thank you, sir,” Jake said drily. “Would this be a bad time to point out that I’m still twenty years younger than you?”
“No, but I’m not running around acting like I’m Rambo. My thought when I brought you back was to have you oversee while Cyrus handled the cowboy stuff.”
“Cyrus is doing well,” Jake admitted. “With some time, he can be an excellent leader.”
“‘With some time,’” Art repeated. “Christ Jake, calm down. I was complimenting you. You look fucking terrible in green.”
“I thought I looked pretty good when I was a Marine,” Jake retorted.
“You were a Marine a long time ago,” Art reminded him. “All I’m saying is that I’m glad you can still fight. But, you’re not a spring chicken anymore, so please understand that it’s your experience and intelligence that we need, not your biceps.”
“Is this your gentle way of telling me not to go out into the field anymore?” Jake asked.
“Well, I’d be blunt, but you’re clearly sensitive about it.”
Jake sighed. “I’ll tone it down, sir. But since we’re talking, I’d like to remind everyone present that I only go into the field when it’s necessary.”
Art and Jess looked away and said nothing. Jake felt heat climb his cheeks and insisted. “It’s true! I always start in the office supervising. It’s only when shit really hits the fan that I jump in. What am I supposed to do, sit behind a computer while other people put their life on the line?”
“We’ll talk about that later,” Art replied. “You’re doing good work now. I was only trying to cheer you up. Christ, you’re worse than my wife.”
Jess lifted an eyebrow. “What was that?”
“A comment about my wife, not you, so save whatever woke comment you’re about to make. I’m going home to said wife, but I want an update from both of you as soon as you have information. Got it?”
“Sir, yes, sir,” Jess replied.
Art rolled his eyes and left the office. As soon as the door closed behind him, Jess turned to Jake. “How are you feeling, big guy?”
Jake sighed. “I’m fine. Why does everyone keep talking to me like I’m an invalid grandpa? What’s changed in the past year that makes me suddenly this old, decrepit has-been? I get that the Virginia wilderness might not quite be a jungle, but I ran through it pretty well last year even though I was out of the game for a little while beforehand.”
“So not good,” Jess concluded.
Jake rolled his eyes. "I just… I'm fine. I can do this. I can handle being in the field. I'm not even forty, for God's sake. I have a lot of miles left in the tank before I need people to hold my hand and help me sit. I don't get why everyone's pressuring me to stop all of a sudden."
“We’re just concerned,” Jess insisted. “And it’s not all of a sudden. How many times have I told you to stop going rogue and putting yourself in danger? How many times have you been injured or literally dying but you ignore our warnings and run off by yourself like you’re Batman, and it all comes down to you? This isn’t a new thing, Jake. It’s a longstanding issue with you, and… well, I guess with Cyrus, we got used to someone who didn’t feel a need to beat his chest and act like an action hero.”
That took the wind out of Jake’s sails. He hadn’t realized how much it bothered everyone that he used to be so active when he was in charge of Presidential Security.
Jess sighed and placed her hand over his. “We’re glad you’re back, Jake. Please don’t misunderstand. I’m glad you’re back. I just… Look, maybe not today, but someday you will be too old for this. I worry that you won’t be able to accept it when that day comes, and… I don’t want you to die before you have the chance to watch Beau grow up.”
“How about you let me worry about my family?” Jake snapped.
Jess flinched and withdrew her hand. Before she could reply, though, her phone rang. She tapped the button and said, “Go ahead, Mike.”
“Hey, Jess. We found something. A lot of somethings, actually.”
“Is that your NSA guy?” Jake asked softly.
Jess nodded. “What did you find?”
“A satellite phone that your shooter bought last year. He used it to receive calls from one number, but we ran a vocal analysis on the guy on the other end, and it came back a match for Eli Bard.”
Jake and Jess shared a look. So it was confirmed now. Bard was back, and Trident was active.
“Any mention of Trident?” Jess asked.
“Not under that name, but Bard frequently referenced ‘our organization’ and ‘the group’s mission.’ It looks like they’ve been planning these attacks since your boy Jake stopped all those drone attacks earlier.”
Jake frowned. The news wasn’t surprising, but it was disturbing. What really disturbed him was the fact that he hadn’t stopped the drones. Petrov did. The man who had stolen the drones in the first place had crashed them into the Atlantic when he had the entire nation at his mercy and no one could stop him. Since Bard hadn’t made a move since then, Jake had stopped wondering what Petrov’s motives might have been, but he wondered now.
Maybe Petrov had acted alone. Maybe he had gone against Bard’s orders, and now Bard was taking matters into his own hands. But if that wasn’t true, then what could Bard be planning that was worse than firing supersonic bombs at Washington, D.C.?
What really frightened Jake was that he could think of quite a few answers to that question.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Eli Bard smiled at the server and thanked her for the drink. The girl blushed and said, a little suggestively, “If you need anything else, just let me know.”
“I will.”
The girl left, letting her hips sway a little more than was natural. Bard was man enough to admit it gratified him that he could still attract young women like that. Not that he would take advantage of the attraction. He had work to do, and that work mattered far more than sex.
And it was much more fulfilling.
It was a shame that Godfrey had been caught. He could have been useful during the later stages of the plan. Bard had few soldiers left, and each one was a precious commodity. Even that fool Marvin wasn’t expendable.
But Bard expected to lose both of them. Once he learned that Jake Mercer was back in active duty, he knew he would lose anyone he sent after the President.
But that was all right. He needed Jake back. In order for things to work out the way they needed to, he needed Jake back.
It was Jake’s fault, really. If Jake hadn’t so successfully stood in Bard’s way for so long, then killing the President would be enough to spark the chaos that was so critical to Bard’s rise to power. Now, though, the American public felt secure. If the President died, that would be bad, but as long as the institutions that provided that sense of security remained, they wouldn’t be moldable. In fact, they would retreat further behind the safety of the walls that the Secret Service and the CIA and other organizations provided.
Eli needed them ruined. He needed it to show that no one could protect them. Then he would step in and be that protection.
He finished his drink and asked for the check. The server tried to strike up a conversation and was clearly disappointed when Eli didn’t invite her up to his room, but she got over it quickly. She wasn’t looking for Bard, just for fun. She’d find it with someone else.
He headed to his room, a poolside suite he had rented specifically because it was conspicuous. Hiding in plain sight wasn’t especially difficult, but the details mattered.
So, he kept his curtains open and lounged on the balcony, watching other young people search for fun while he mulled over the future.
The big problem that faced him was how to convince people to trust him. His first spectacular failure when he attacked the White House years ago had spoiled his reputation. No one saw him as a messiah anymore. They saw him as a threat. A “bad guy.”
That would work to his advantage in the short run, but he would need to change that perception quickly if he was to remain in power.
That was a question for another time, though. He needed to create the power vacuum before he could worry about how to fill it. He needed to create chaos before he could bring order.
And if he wanted chaos, then he needed the organizations that provided order to be weak. He needed Jake Mercer to die.
The problem was that Eli was getting old. He would be fifty in ten months. He was in good shape but no longer in his prime.
It was unfortunate that good ideas came to old men. If Eli had thought of all of this in his twenties, he could have handled Jake Mercer easily, no matter how dangerous the man was. Of course, if he’d thought of this in his twenties, Jake Mercer would have been a teenager and not a threat at all.
Well, there was no point wishing for what wasn’t and could never be. He had to make the best out of the situation he faced.
And he would. And he was.
Trident was small, but its roots ran deep. He had few soldiers, but those soldiers were placed well. There were multiple avenues to the President. All roads led to Rome, as the saying went.
But only one road led to Mercer, and Mercer was the critical piece. Eli couldn't face him directly, but the soldier he had placed in close proximity to Mercer could. Ideally, there wouldn't need to be a fight. The soldier's instructions were to take Jake out without the veteran agent noticing the danger, but Jake's nose was notoriously powerful. So, Bard had placed a soldier who could face Mercer head-on and come out on top.
Everything is balanced on a knife's edge.
Bard walked inside and drew his curtains. He had made enough of an appearance that no one would wonder who that strange old man was who lurked all day in his room.
As he showered for bed, he thought of the days ahead. His soldier chafed at the waiting. He wanted to kill Jake now and get it over with, but that wouldn’t help. Jake’s reputation had faded with disuse. If his death was to have the impact Bard needed it to have, then it would have to come in spectacular fashion. It would have to come when the American people were watching. His fall would have to be complete in order for people to lose their sense of safety.
And Bard needed people to feel unsafe. He needed them to be desperate for any rope thrown over the edge of the cliff to rescue them.
Even if that rope came from the agent of their worst nightmares.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
“You look good,” Jess said.
The three of them were in Jess's office. Jess sat behind her array of monitors while the two men stood on either side of her.
Cyrus’s brow furrowed. “Really? I feel like I look like shit.”
Jess grinned. “I’ve always said I like the look of a man in bandages.”
Jake laughed, and Cyrus rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, don’t get used to it. The doc says this is coming off in a week, so that means I’m taking it off in three days.”
“The hell you are,” Jess said. “We talked about this. The one thing you’re not allowed to admire about Jake is his refusal to take care of himself.”
“There’s going to come a point at which these bandages are more restrictive than my injury,” Cyrus groused.
Jake looked at Jess and hooked a thumb at the recently returned co-head of Presidential Security. “He gets it.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “You’re both horrible people.”
“Aww, I missed you too,” Cyrus said, a twinkle in his eye.
Jake laughed again. “He really gets it.”
“All right, yuk it up,” Jess groused. “Get it all out of your system now so we can get back to work.”
“You know, you remind me of Art more and more,” Jake commented. “Except not nearly as pretty.”
He narrowly avoided the slap Jess sent his way.
“In all seriousness,” Jess said, “we do have a lot to catch Cyrus up on.”
“Oh yeah?” Cyrus replied. “Hit me.” Jess slapped his shoulder, and he said, “Ow! I didn’t mean literally.”
“You’ve got to learn to be careful what you say around her,” Jake told him. “Or else develop catlike reflexes.”
“Well, she said she was going to be serious,” Cyrus said ruefully.
“She meant she wants us to be serious,” Jake explained. “She’s never serious.”
“Got it. Well, seriously, though. What did we learn about the shooter?”
“He’s Trident,” Jake replied. “Officially.”
Cyrus’s expression sobered in an instant. “We know this for sure?”
“One hundred percent,” Jess confirmed. “We’ve got communications between him and Eli Bard.”
Cyrus’s eyes widened. “The Eli Bard?”
“Yep. Voice match confirmed it.”
“Shit.”
“Shit is right,” Jake agreed.
“What about Marvin Hayword? Do we have a connection with him?”
“Not confirmed via those communications. It looks like Bard has adjusted Trident’s MO to operate more like a traditional hub-cell terrorist organization. Bard’s the hub, and each individual operator is the cell.”
“We don’t know that for certain, obviously,” Jess said. “But we can make a pretty educated guess based on the attacks we’ve thwarted so far. We don’t have anything that indicates Gerard was working with anyone else, do we?”
“No,” Cyrus replied, “but someone had to be paying him. He never works for free.”
“Exactly,” Jake said. “Each operative is an island that isn’t aware of the others. That’s how Bard’s keeping this all secret.”
“Yes, but Gerard had to be paid. He was active for twenty years, and he never worked for anyone who couldn’t shell out for his expertise. He’s not an idealist, he’s a mercenary. Was a mercenary.”
“That’s one advantage of the ‘every man is an island’ approach,” Jake replied. “He can afford to pay a mercenary or two on the side without cheapening his reputation as a messiah among the fanatics.”
Cyrus frowned. “Okay. Good to know. Any idea who else might be on his payroll?”
“No,” Jess admitted. “That’s another advantage of the ‘every man is an island’ approach. Flattening a few islands might be simple, but getting to the hub is incredibly difficult. Odds are we wouldn’t be able to understand Trident’s scope even if we had managed to interrogate Godfrey.”
“But we might have found something that could get us to Bard,” Cyrus replied. “All right, well, we know more than we did yesterday. That’s a win, right? Let’s pass this along to the FBI and talk about plans for the next trip.”
Jake frowned. “The FBI?”
"Yes. They're taking the lead on the investigation. We're focused on the President's safety, as we should be."
Jake’s frown deepened. “Since when was the FBI taking over?”
Cyrus blinked. “Since… forever, I assumed. I honestly thought it was irritating that they were taking so long. That’s normal, right? I mean for the FBI to handle the investigation side while we handle the keep the President safe side.”
Jake sighed and shared a look with Jess. Cyrus was right, technically speaking. The Secret Service shouldn’t be the primary investigative body. They shouldn’t be the primary anything body if that anything pulled resources or manpower from the primary objective of keeping the President safe.
But with Trident, Jake had always unofficially taken the lead on both the protection and investigation aspects. He’d gotten used to calling all the shots, and more importantly, he’d gotten used to hearing any pertinent information the moment it was obtained.
Oddly enough, being lead of the investigation had bothered him in the beginning for specifically the reason Cyrus alluded to. He didn’t want to be a detective; he wanted to be a bodyguard.
Oh, how time changes you.
“All right,” Jake said reluctantly. “Who’s leading the FBI investigation?”
“The D.C. Field Office,” Cyrus replied. “I don’t know which agent exactly.”
“Call them, Jess,” Jake said. “We’ll bring them up to speed.”
Jess folded her arms and pursed her lips. Jake lifted an eyebrow. “What is it, Jess?”
She sighed and met Jake's eyes. "At the risk of hearing you say, 'I told you so.' I think we should still investigate this ourselves."
Cyrus’s eyes widened. “But that’s not our job. We protect, we don’t investigate.”
“I know,” Jess replied, “and I feel as shocked as you that these words are leaving my mouth, but… I think we need to be the ones looking into this. We’ll let the FBI help, of course. They have more resources and manpower than we do, so they’re an excellent tool for finding needles in a stack of needles, but we have experience. Jake and I do, at least.”
Cyrus pressed his lips together. “And with all due respect to your experience—both of you—I think it’s a mistake to have the Secret Service playing detective. I think we’re better off focusing on what we do best, not what the FBI does best.”
“Nine hundred ninety-nine times out of a thousand I agree with you,” Jess said, “but we know Bard and Trident better than everyone.”
“So we tell the FBI what we know. We give them everything and let them run with it.”
“We can give them information,” Jake countered, “but we can’t give them intuition.”
“Exactly,” Jess added. “There’s a sixth sense here that we can’t easily give to another organization. We’ve been foiling Bard for over three years now. We know how he thinks.”
Cyrus sighed and took a seat, rubbing his forehead with his uninjured hand. “I don’t mean to be an ass, Jess, but if you two knew how he thought, he’d be in prison right now.”
“He almost was in prison,” Jake pointed out. “It was another organization’s mistake that allowed him to escape.”
“I’m not saying we have omniscience on the subject,” Jess explained, “but we know a lot more than the FBI does. You follow baseball, right?”
“Sort of.”
“Okay, so you know how an experienced pitcher just knows how to get to certain hitters? Like maybe the guy has a three-fifteen average with forty homers a season, but he puts his thumb on the outside of the handle and that means he has trouble getting power on balls in the lower third of the strike zone?”
“I’ll take your word for it. Look, I get what you’re saying, but you and I talked about how one of the things we wanted to change about this unit was not stepping on toes the way Jake always did. No offense, Jake.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow at Jess, who was a couple shades redder than before. “None taken, I think,” he replied drily.
He thought he did a good job of hiding the hurt in his expression, but Jess must have seen some of it, because she lowered her eyes.
“We did say that,” she admitted reluctantly, “but this is a special circumstance. Bard is different from any other threat we’ve faced, not just recently, but in history. He managed to invade the White House, release a super virus in Paris, steal our drones, not once but twice, destroy the Western Wall, commandeer Air Force One after storming a CIA outpost and taking control of one of their satellites, and wage an actual private war in Virginia the second time he stole our drones. If you’ll forgive me for an analogy in very poor taste, he’s smarter than your average terrorist. Protocol won’t work with him. The way Jake and I work will. Besides,” she shoved him playfully. “We have you now. He won’t stand a chance.”
Cyrus sighed. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”
Jess grinned. “That’s bullshit, and you probably already know it.”
"Yeah, I do," he said. "All right. But we're still letting the FBI take the lead. We can run our own investigation on the side, but I want our primary focus to remain on the President's immediate safety, not trying to figure out Bard's nefarious plan. Can we agree on that, at least?"
“Absolutely,” Jake replied. “I agree wholeheartedly.”
“Seconded,” Jess added.
“Wonderful,” Cyrus replied. “I almost feel like a real democracy.”
Jake clapped him on the shoulder. “Jess, make the call. Cyrus, let’s you and I talk about the upcoming events. Then we’ll talk about what the three of us can do between now and then to figure out what Bard’s up to.”
“Just the three of us?”
“That’s the beauty of having a good team. Keeping the President safe isn’t easy, but it’s pretty straightforward. We can delegate the nuts and bolts to our individual team leaders while we spend the time we’re not spending overseeing everything looking for information.”
Cyrus nodded. “I’m beginning to understand why Art puts up with you two.”
Jess shrugged. “When you’re the best, you’re the best.”
“And we’re the best,” Jake added.
“We’re the best,” Cyrus agreed. “Okay. Let’s get this row on the shode.”
The three of them laughed, and Jake felt his spirits lift. They had a secret weapon this time. Bard didn’t stand a chance.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Jake reached down and caressed his son’s face. Beau stirred in his sleep, and a soft smile stretched his lips before he faded back into dreamland.
“He misses you,” Sheila mentioned.
“Yeah, I know,” Jake replied, straightening and leaving the room so they could talk without disturbing Beau. “I’m sorry. I know I’ve been pulling a lot of late nights. With Trident active again, we’re all working overtime.”
Sheila pressed her lips together and looked away. “I know. I’m not trying to say you can’t work, I was just letting you know. Are we not allowed to miss you?”
Jake was too tired to fight. “You’re allowed to miss me. I was just explaining that I’m working overtime.”
“I know. I get it.”
The two of them headed to their room, and Jake started undressing to shower. "Once this is over, we'll be back to a normal schedule."
“What’s a normal schedule?”
“Shifts. Taking turns supervising. Actually, with Cyrus, it’ll be less work than before Trident because there will be two of us capable of watching the unit.”
“Cyrus is capable enough to supervise?”
“Yes, actually. I was surprised, but he’s actually damned good at this. I didn’t think someone so young would have the maturity to handle the job, but he can handle it.”
“But not when the enemy is Trident?”
Jake’s lips thinned. “No, not when the enemy is Trident. Bard’s a different animal, Sheila. The guy was a god in the Secret Service.”
“As good as you?”
“Better than me. A lot of the rules we have about how to protect the President properly we have because of him. Granted, a lot of those rules had to change when he decided to become the most prolific domestic terrorist the nation has ever seen, but the point is he’s not just some rogue asshole bent on starting the next revolution. He’s smart enough and capable enough that he actually could.”
“And that’s why you had to go back?”
He frowned and looked at her. “You told me to go back.”
“I know, I know. I’m not telling you to stop, I just… I guess I was just wondering why you never talked about going back before.”
“What are you talking about? We had this same conversation last year.”
"Yes, but last year was Trident too. Before that, you spent a year and a half not mentioning anything about the Service. And you seemed happy. Not like lately when you were restless and moody and irritable, and I could tell you just weren't… well, weren't happy. It feels like after you guys figured out that Petrov was working for Trident, the old bug came back, and you had to be the one to go after him."
“Are you asking me why I’m back now, or are you asking if I’ll be done when we get Bard?”
“I’m not asking anything,” Sheila protested.
"Yes, you are. You literally asked if Bard was why I had to come back."
Sheila sighed. “Forget it. I don’t want to fight tonight. I just... I want to understand you, Jake, and I really don’t. I don’t understand why this is so important to you.”
“You can’t do this, Sheila. You can’t tell me to go back to work then get upset that I’m back at work.”
“I’m not upset, Jake, I just don’t understand it. I don’t get why you have to be in danger to feel like you’re doing meaningful work.”
“You’re changing the argument. First you ask if Bard is the reason I went back, and now you’re asking if I’m a danger junkie? You can’t be upset about one thing and then change it to being upset about something else.”
“I’m upset that you need to put your life in danger to be happy,” Sheila snapped. “Whether it’s because Bard is the reincarnation of Satan, and you have to be the guy to stop him or because you miss the glory days of being a Marine—”
“See? You’re doing it again. Now I wish I was still a Marine.”
“I don’t know what it is, Jake! That’s what I mean when I say I don’t understand you.”
“What’s so hard to understand? I want my family to grow up in a safe country. I want Beau to enjoy freedom opportunity. I want terrorists to not succeed at assassinating the President. Those all seem like pretty simple motivations to me.”
“But why you? Why still you? That’s the part I don’t understand. If Cyrus is good at his job, and Jess is good at hers, and you have an entire Secret Service full of capable agents, then why do you need to be out there? You were a Marine for ten years, and you’ve been a Secret Service agent off and on for ten years, right?”
“Close enough.” Sheila was off by a few years in both cases, but that wasn’t really the point.
"So, haven't you done enough?"
“What’s enough, Sheila?”
“I don’t know!”
She collapsed to the couch and pressed her hands to her face. She didn’t cry, but the tension in her body was somehow worse than tears. “I just…” she pulled her hands away from her face but refused to look at Jake. “I just want a normal life. I want a safe life. I want a husband who works nine to five Monday through Friday and watches football on the weekends with his loud, annoying but generally goodhearted friends. I want a few kids who go to school, play sports, have crushes, go to college and get normal jobs. I want to keep house and maybe have a part-time career to keep me busy, and I want to come home and have dinner with my family and take my husband to bed. I want to wake up in the morning, kiss him goodbye and not have to fucking wonder if today’s gonna be the day his head gets fucking exploded by a bullet. And I am sick of feeling guilty for wanting those things.”
Jake didn’t answer for a long time. None of this was news to him. The two of them had argued like this several times before. It always came down to this. Sheila wanted a normal life sheltered from the dangers of the world, and Jake wanted to be the reason other families could have that life. Sheila wanted to forget that threats like Bard existed, and Jake wanted to make those threats stop existing. Sheila could be perfectly content letting other people put their lives on the line, and Jake was incapable of leaving the job to others when he was still capable of doing it himself.
Is that why it hurt so much when Cyrus replaced you?
He didn’t want to face the answer to that question, so he only said, “You told me I could go back. No, you told me I should go back. When I repeatedly said I didn’t need to, and I was happy to keep my desk job.”
“I know,” Sheila said grudgingly, “and I feel like a bitch for going back on it now, but you weren’t happy, Jake. Whatever you said, you weren't happy. I just…" She met his eyes, and finally, tears began to shine in hers. "Why? Aren't we enough? Aren't Beau and I enough to make you happy? Can't you be a family man now and not need to be a superhero anymore? You got to do that for almost twenty years. Can't you be done with that now?"
Jake knew the answer to that question. He also knew the answer Sheila was looking for.
He should have known better. He did know better. He knew when he agreed to go back into the field and Sheila tensed like she’d been shocked. He’d failed her test, and now he was paying the price for admitting how he truly felt.
Marriages took sacrifice. His old friend and mentor Max Holloway had told Jake that when Jake told him he was going to marry Sheila. “Marriages take sacrifice,” he said, “and if you’re going to commit to spending the rest of your life with a woman, then you’d better be damned sure you’re willing to make those sacrifices. Otherwise, all you’ll do is break both of your hearts.”
Jake sighed. “I need to bring Bard in. I need to stop him. The reality is that no one else can. Not without my help. But once he’s no longer in the picture, I’ll step down for good and let Cyrus take over the team.”
Sheila sighed. “Don’t say that, because we both know you don’t mean it.”
A flash of anger coursed through Jake. He wanted to remind Sheila yet again that she was the one who pushed him to go back.
But he didn’t. He chose to sacrifice instead.
“I mean it. Bard is the thorn in my side, but once I pull him out, I’ll be willing to step back and let the next generation handle things. Bryan’s about to leave office anyway, and then I won’t have a personal reason to try to keep the President safe. I’ll stay home and write a book, interview with some podcasts, maybe get my picture taken with that one comedian who used to narrate MMA fights.”
Sheila chuckled. “Okay. If you say so.”
“What does that mean?”
She met his eyes and managed a watery smile. “It means I’ll believe it when I see it. But I appreciate the effort. Now come here and hold me because I’m emotional now, and I need you to make me feel better.”
Jake sighed and sat next to Sheila. She pulled him close and kissed him deeply.
By the time she drifted to sleep with her head on his chest, Jake was pretty sure she felt better.
But he didn’t. He wasn’t sure if he ever would.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
Jake hated to admit it, but the FBI certainly came in handy sometimes. Within two days of taking the official lead on the investigation, they had found a lead in the form of Lorne Brener.
Brener was a gun store proprietor in Maryland who had somewhat radical anarchist views. For most of his thirty-four years of life, he had kept his actions somewhat mild. A protest here, an online rant there, enough to put him on a watchlist but not enough to justify bringing him in for questioning.
But last week, he’d decided to make a satellite phone call to a man he addressed as Eli Bard, and since he was on the watch list, that phone call found its way into the FBI’s hands.
And now they were about to arrest him.
But first, Cyrus was going to talk to him. The three of them agreed that Jake was too recognizable, especially to someone who idolized Bard as much as Brener clearly did.
One weakness of Bard’s hands-off every man an island approach was that the islands weren’t always aware of the fact that they were supposed to be islands. In Brener’s case, Bard wanted him as a backup plan to snipe the President from a distance in case his primary plan failed, and they sent the President to Camp David.
Cyrus’s job was to figure out what that primary plan was before arresting him. If he could.
“Looks like we’re working with the FBI after all,” Jess pointed out.
She and Jake were in her office watching and listening in on the meeting via a camera and microphone embedded into Cyrus’s uniform.
“I never said we wouldn’t work with them,” Jake said, “I just wanted to leave the option of working not with them open.”
Jess chuckled. “Well, we owe them a bottle of Scotch because they got good information before we did.”
“It’s not a contest.”
“We still owe them Scotch.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. “Did you make a bet with someone?”
She grinned sheepishly. “I may or may not have spent a few absolutely wonderful nights with a certain hot FBI agent.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Seriously, Jess?”
“Hey, single people need sex too.”
“I thought you were into Cyrus,” he said.
“I told you, he’s off-limits. I’m not screwing my partner, or I would have jumped your bones when I had the chance.”
Jake lifted his eyebrow. “Really?”
“Shh, he’s about to meet with Lorne.”
Jake turned his attention to the screen to see a slightly distorted image of a skinny, long-haired man who looked like every stereotype of a backwoods militiaman. He looked Cyrus up and down and said in a thick drawl that was definitely not a Maryland accent, “Christ. They don’t make ‘em any bigger where you come from?”
Cyrus laughed politely. “I eat my spinach.” He made a show of looking around the shop. “Are we gonna talk here?”
Lorne gestured behind Cyrus with his head. “Turn that open sign to closed.”
Cyrus complied, and when he turned around, Lorne had a gun pointed at him.
“Shit,” Jake swore. He tapped his earpiece and said, “Send the team in now, Special Agent Gunderson.”
“No, don’t do that,” Cyrus said. “Come on, I’m legit.”
Jake hesitated and looked at Jess.
“Is he telling us not to send the team?” Gunderson, the FBI liaison, asked.
“You know that’s the truth,” Cyrus said immediately.
“You sure look good,” Lorne replied. “Based on what I seen so far. But I gotta be sure. So you’re gonna strip down and show me you ain’t wearing a wire.”
“Standby, Special Agent,” Jake said. He took a deep breath and looked at Jess again.
“I mean, I can do that if you want me to,” Cyrus said, “but I don’t want to make you feel like less of a man.”
“Easy does it,” Jake whispered. “Guys like this have thin egos. No need to set him off.”
Lorne only gave Cyrus a half-smile, though. “You can keep your drawers on. Just need to make sure your sword is the only thing you’re packing.”
“Sounds good, boss,” Cyrus replied.
The camera angle shifted sickeningly as Cyrus took his shirt off. It landed facedown, obscuring their view.
“Aww, damn it,” Jess said softly. “There goes my chance to see Cyrus shirtless.”
“Did you make sure to cut the radio connection before you said that?” Jake asked.
Jess paled, then reddened. Gunderson chuckled over the radio and said, “Don’t worry. I won’t tell Rafferty you said that.”
“See?” Cyrus said. “Nothing but good old American beef.”
Jake snickered, and Jess sighed. “And he had to ruin it with that joke. Why are the hot ones always airheads?”
“All right,” Lorne said, amused. “You can dress again. Sorry to be crazy, I just needed to make sure.”
“I get it. You owe me one, though.”
“If we get this done, I’ll make sure you get your chance.”
The camera angle shifted again before centering on Lorne once more. The man had set the rifle down on the counter and said, “Okay. So you’re the point man?”
“That’s me. Ideally, I’m the one who kills the President up close. You’re the failsafe. If I miss, or if the Secret Service gets to me before I can get to the President, then you need to take him out on his way to Camp David.”
“They gonna send him to Camp David? I thought they had some underground bunkers they would take him to.”
“I’m sure Bard has a contingency plan for that. He only told me about me and you.”
“Got it. So why did he tell you about me?”
“Because I have a buddy in the Secret Service.”
Jake frowned. “Bad idea, Cyrus.”
“A little too late now,” Jess observed.
“You know someone in the Service?” Lorne asked skeptically.
“Yes. He knows the routes into and out of Camp David.”
“And he just gave them to you?”
This was bad, and it was rapidly getting worse.
“Get off this subject, Cyrus,” Jake warned.
“Look, you can choose not to believe me if you want to,” Cyrus said irritably. “But Bard sent me here with information, so I’m going to give it to you. I’m not in the habit of pissing Eli Bard off.”
Loren narrowed his eyes but said, “All right. Tell me what you know.”
Cyrus laid a map on the table. Jake’s eyes widened when he saw that the highlighted routes really were the Secret Service’s preferred routes into and out of Camp David.
“We’re giving him the real routes?” Jess asked.
“There are three different routes,” Cyrus began.
“Three of the four, it looks like,” Jake replied.
“I don’t like this,” Jess said. “That leaves us only one good route.”
“We’ll have to make up some more,” Jake replied. “But yeah, Cyrus, clear this stuff next time, okay?”
"Okay," Cyrus said. "Route one is the direct route. That's the route he takes when there are no threats. Route two is a little more roundabout. Route three is shorter, but it uses backroads and four-by-four trails. It's hard to know exactly which one he's going to take, but I'd speculate the backroads involve military vehicles, so military-type threats. Route two is more the standard route for a standard assassination attempt."
“So you think he’ll take route two?”
“I think so, yes.”
Lorne sighed. “That’s hard to tell, though, isn’t it? Wouldn’t it be better to have a shooter at each route?”
“I only know what I’m told,” Cyrus said. “Like I said, I assume Bard has contingencies. I was actually hoping you might know what some of those contingencies are.”
“I might,” Lorne replied, “but I wasn’t told to go telling anyone.”
“Well, that’s a shame,” Cyrus replied. “Because that means we need to make you tell us.”
Jess threw up her hands, and Jake said, “Shit. Gunderson, go. Cyrus… well, we’ll talk later, but that is not the way to end an interview like this one.”
Lorne’s eyes widened. “Son of a—”
He reached for his gun, but Cyrus’s hand moved like a blur, catching him in the jaw and putting him out cold. He caught the would-be terrorist and said, “Relax. I wasn’t going to let him get away.”
“That’s still not the right way to handle things,” Jake insisted, “but we’ll worry about that later. Just give him to the FBI and clear the hell out of there.”
“Well, we know some things,” Cyrus replied. “We know that Bard plans to have someone up close and has—had, at least one backup plan. It stands to reason that he really is watching the other routes.”
“Let’s get some real information before we worry about the might-be’s,” Jake replied. “You made some mistakes, Cyrus, but overall, good work.”
“Thank you,” Cyrus replied. “Happy to help.”
Jake hung up and looked at Jess. “Was I ever that crazy?”
She only looked at him in response.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
Cyrus pulled the hood off of Lorne Brener’s head. The terrorist’s eyes widened when he saw Jake staring coldly at him. “Hey. I know you. You’re that Jake Mercer guy.”
“That’s me,” Jake agreed.
Lorne turned to Cyrus. “And you… You lying son of a bitch. You don’t have a friend in the Secret Service. You are the Secret Service.”
“Quite astute of you,” Cyrus replied.
“You don’t seem like the brightest bulb in any drawer,” Jake opined, “but I’m willing to bet you’re smart enough to talk to us instead of to our far less kind friends.”
Fear flashed across Lorne’s face, but he tried to put on a brave front. “Fuck you! I’m not saying shit!”
“We’ll see,” Jake said. “To start, how many other terrorists do you know working for Bard?”
“No one. Just me.”
“I find that hard to believe,” Cyrus replied, “because you weren’t surprised at all to hear about me.”
“Yeah, because I thought it made more sense to have someone assassinate the President in Washington D.C. than to wait around until he happened to go to Camp David.”
“Well, that’s the nice thing about terrorists,” Cyrus retorted. “You’re not the brightest bulbs in the drawers.”
“It’s the sharpest knife, dumbass,” Lorne spat. “Both of y’all are dumbasses.”
“Hmm,” Jake said, looking over at Cyrus. “Sharpest knife. That’s an interesting thing to say, considering.”
Lorne paled again. “Considering what?”
“Nah. Let’s not consider it. I’m sure we can keep things cordial. You just need to tell us every single thing you know about Trident, Eli Bard, anyone else working with him, and what they have planned for the President.”
“I told you, I don’t know anything. Bard just told me that I’m supposed to shoot the President if he heads toward Camp David.”
“Where?”
“What?”
“Where are you supposed to shoot him?”
Lorne blinked as though this was the first time the question occurred to him. Hell, for all Jake knew, it was. “I… I don’t know. I didn’t really think about it. I just figured… I mean, I live off of the highway, so I figured he’d be taking the highway.”
“Yeah, I doubt that,” Jake said. “Not even you can be that stupid. So either you have other instructions, or you were waiting for other instructions.”
Lorne’s eyes shifted to the left, and Cyrus said, “That one. You were waiting for other instructions. So what were your instructions?”
“Nothing,” Lorne whined.
“So when were you getting the rest of them?”
“I wasn’t… I mean… I’m not telling you anything! You might as well shoot me now, because I ain’t saying shit!”
He tried to stick his chin out defiantly, but the tremble in his lip made him look like a frightened, petulant child.
Jake stared at him coldly and waited for the color to drain from his face. “We’re not going to shoot you, Lorne,” he said softly. “We’re going to give you to our friends. See, if we play by the rules, we have to get you a lawyer and follow due process. Considering that you represent a direct threat to the President of the United States, we’re really not keen on the idea of due process. There are other organizations, though, that really don’t care about things like that. They just want to get information out of bastards like you, and they don’t mind breaking a few of the Geneva Convention’s rules to get it.”
Lorne flinched. “You can’t do that! I have rights!”
Cyrus laughed, and Jake leaned forward until his nose was almost touching Lorne’s. “Fuck your rights,” he said softly. “You planned to assassinate the President of the United States. I promise you, not a single person gives a single shit about your rights. Your choices are life in prison or life as a laboratory mouse for the CIA. We’re going to get the answers to our questions no matter what. We’re just giving you a chance to give them the easy way and save us a few minutes.”
Lorne swallowed. “And if I talk to you, what then?”
Jake suppressed a cry of triumph. “You get to spend the rest of your life in a cell.”
Lorne frowned. “I can’t make a deal or something?”
“The deal is you get to spend the rest of your life in a cell. Trust me, spending the rest of your life in a CIA black site is worse.”
“Lorne,” Cyrus said softly. “You planned to assassinate the President. You have to know what a serious mistake that is.”
Lorne looked between them, lip trembling. “I just wanted to make the country a better place. That’s all Bard wants to do. He just wants to clean out the filth in Washington and put people there who actually care about the country.”
“Word to the wise,” Jake said, “Terrorists lie. Now tell me what you know. I’m done playing.”
Lorne looked between both of them again, then sighed. “Okay. You’re right. We aren’t all working alone. We were, but Bard has an endgame planned, and he brought all of us in, or he was going to. I mean, I assume he still is, just not me.”
“How many?”
"I don't know. I just know that this guy was right." He thrust his chin toward Cyrus. "He's got a plan for every contingency. We were all supposed to meet to get our final instructions, along with instructions on how to support the other contingencies if things went wrong. I thought he was coming to give me those instructions and tell me where the final planning meeting would be."
Jake frowned. “What final planning meeting?”
“The meeting where we all get our final instructions. We’re all meeting each other, but we’re each being given a different location to meet someone to get our directions to the meeting.”
“So you don’t know where this meeting is supposed to take place?”
“No, not yet. I was supposed to meet someone tomorrow to get that information, but when he called me, I thought Bard had moved the timeline up.”
“Hold on,” Cyrus said. “So you were supposed to meet someone who was going to tell you where to meet everyone else so that someone else could tell you what you were supposed to do?”
“Yes. Bard said he had to make it all complicated like that to reduce the risk that he was caught and everything was ruined.”
“So Bard is going to be at this meeting?” Jake asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I assumed it would be some manager or something telling us all what to do.”
Jake sighed. “Okay. Where were you supposed to talk to this guy to get your meeting directions?”
“At my gun store. He was going to come in acting like a customer and then give me the information I needed.”
“And this is happening tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“I don’t know. Bard just said sometime tomorrow.”
Jake nodded. “Anything else you want to share with us?”
After a brief pause, Lorne said, “We’re not bad people, you know. Just try to think of things from our side. It’s getting harder and harder to live in this country, and politicians are only making it harder. Hell, I own my own business, and I can barely afford to make ends meet. What about the working-class stiffs who work night shift at shit retail jobs? What about the people who don’t have college degrees slaving away at multiple jobs just to barely afford rent at a crappy one-bedroom? What about people who have families and can’t afford health insurance for them? What are they supposed to do? It’s getting worse, not better. It’s getting more expensive, not less. We’re heading to hell in a handbasket, and something has to change.
“You don’t have to like me, and I’m sure you’re going to make some speech about how, ‘It’s still wrong to assassinate the President no matter what, blah blah,’ but you should know we won’t be the last ones. Even if you get Bard, we won’t be the last ones. Other people are sick of this shit too. We’re gonna keep coming for the regime over and over and over until things change. At this point, we don’t have any more choice than you do.”
“There’s always a choice,” Cyrus countered.
“And we made the right one,” Lorne insisted. “You’ll see that soon enough.”
Jake didn't feel like hearing a terrorist preach to him anymore, so he stood and said, "Okay. Thanks for the info, Lorne. If you think of anything else we should know, let your handler know you want to talk to us."
“Handler? What do you mean?”
“You’re going into FBI custody.”
He blanched. “What? But I thought you said if I talked you wouldn’t send me with them!”
“I said I wouldn’t give you to the CIA,” Jake clarified. “Believe me, the FBI is much better than the CIA.”
“You made the right choice,” Cyrus added, “like you said. You get to spend the rest of your life in… well, comfort might not be the right word, but not in pain. Count your blessings.”
They left him in the room and returned to the other side of the two-way mirror. Jess and a few FBI Special Agents led by the silver-haired Gunderson waited with sober expressions.
“So,” Gunderson asked. “What’s the plan?”
Cyrus and Jake shared a look. Then Jake met Gunderson’s eyes.
“We’re going to that meeting.”
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“I think we keep details out of the President’s hands,” Cyrus said. “What do you two think?”
Jess, Cyrus and Jake were back in Jess’s office at Secret Service headquarters. The FBI waited in the conference room for the three of them to join them and put together a plan for a sting operation, but Cyrus wanted to discuss a few things in private before they talked to the FBI.
“I think that’s a good idea,” Jake said. 
“Are you sure that’s wise?” Jess asked. “This directly affects the President’s safety.”
“Yes, but I think stealth is our best friend right now,” Jake insisted. “We don’t want to tip Bard off to the fact that we’re onto him. Honestly, the fact that we’ve shipped Lorne off to deep freeze is risky enough.”
“We don’t know exactly what the danger is yet, Jess,” Cyrus added. “We need that information before we can loop everyone in. Otherwise, we just have chickens running around with their heads cut off.”
Jess pursed her lips, but she didn’t argue further. “Okay, so how do we do that?”
“That,” Jake replied, “is a question, I think, for our friends.”
Jess nodded. “Well, so much for going rogue.”
“What can I say?” Cyrus said. “The FBI turned out to be pretty competent.”
“I’m just as surprised as you are,” Jake quipped.
“You guys are both cranky, grumpy old men,” Jess said, rolling her eyes. “But you have good points. Let’s see if the Bureau can help us figure out what’s going to happen.”
They joined the Bureau in the conference room. There were four Special Agents present. One of them was Gunderson. He was clearly the man in charge. Another was a good-looking young man who smiled at Jess when she walked into the room. That must be Rafferty.
Gunderson introduced them, confirming the good-looking one as Rafferty and introducing the other two as Carter and Davis.
“So what’s the thought, guys?” Gunderson asked when introductions were complete.
“We need to be in that meeting,” Jake said. “We need good intel so we’re not playing from behind again.”
Gunderson nodded. “I agree. So how do we get in?”
“Well,” Jake said, “We know that Lorne gets his instructions tomorrow. Ideally, one of us will get those instructions instead.”
“I’ll go,” Cyrus said. “No one else saw me earlier.”
“Negative,” Jess replied. “We don’t know that they don’t know what Lorne looks like. You very much do not fit his description.”
“Do we really think Bard is distributing photographs?” Cyrus asked.
“We can’t risk that he is,” Jake replied. “And we don’t need to. If we have someone who looks at least a little like Lorne, then we just put them in place and have them wear a wire just like you did.”
“Do we have someone who looks like Lorne?”
“We do,” Gunderson said. “Kid named Roman. He’s a little younger, but we can touch that up with some makeup.”
“So he opens Lorne’s shop and just sells guns all day until someone drops by and says, ‘Hey, terrorist meeting over here?’”
“You got a better plan?” Jake asked.
“No,” Cyrus admitted. “It just… It seems a little reactive.”
“I get it,” Jake agreed. “I’m not happy about playing from behind either, but we’re running out of time. According to Lorne, these plans are nearly ready to be set in motion. I’d much rather just snoop around and follow breadcrumbs until we find our killer, but if we have even the slightest chance of getting a solid understanding of Bard’s plans handed to us for free, then we need to take it.”
“And if it’s a lie and Lorne’s just trying to lead us on?”
Jake frowned. “That’s… a good point. Okay, so we get the President to safety. We send him to Checkpoint Bravo and have a CAT at Alpha ready to deploy on an instant’s notice.”
Cyrus nodded. “That makes me feel better.”
“Okay,” Gunderson replied. “Sounds like whatever happens, the FBI is handling the infiltration part.”
“Yes,” Jake confirmed. “Make sure your guy comes to us for equipment, though. We’ll fit him with the same camera we gave Cyrus.”
“Fine by me,” Gunderson said. “Meet here early tomorrow to pow wow? Then we go out and get the job done?”
“Say five?” Jake offered.
“Five works. We’ll be ready.”
“Wonderful. See you guys tomorrow.”
The FBI agents left, and Jess said, “Okay. Now that plans are made, who’s up for some coffee?”
“Coffee would be nice, thank you,” Jake said.
“And food,” Cyrus replied.
“Jesus, I just offered coffee. I didn’t mean to be the pack mule.”
“Should have thought of that sooner,” Jake quipped. “Two Italian clubs and two black coffees for us.”
Jess glared at him and said, “You owe me an even more grandiose birthday party than the one we had to cancel.”
“I’ll hire strippers,” Jake promised. “Hot ones with low inhibitions.”
“You better.”
When Jess left, Jake turned to Cyrus. The young agent was chewing on his bottom lip. “Everything okay?”
Cyrus sighed. “I just… It seems like we’re throwing all of our eggs in this basket. What if we don’t get the information we want? What if while we’re waiting for information, someone assassinates the President while our back is turned?”
“That’s why he’ll be in an underground bunker,” Jake replied.
“Sure. Yeah. I guess that makes sense. I think I’m just nervous because we’re finally getting somewhere.”
“That’s normal,” Jake said. “The closer you get to a goal, the more your mind wants to start thinking of every way it can go wrong. The trick is to keep going anyway.”
“How do you do it? How do you manage to avoid thinking of everything that can go wrong?”
“I think about it,” Jake said. “I think about it constantly. But I have to try. I have to fight anyway. We have to fight anyway.”
“Yeah. I know, it’s just…” Cyrus chuckled. “I guess I’m finally feeling the pressure.”
“You’ll do great. Don’t worry.”
Cyrus gave Jake a rueful stare. “Does telling someone not to worry ever make them stop worrying?”
“Not in my experience,” Jake admitted, “but I always try.”
The ghost of a smile crossed Cyrus’s face. “You’re every bit as annoying as Jess said you were.”
“And you love me just as much as she does.”
“Just a little bit less than a hemorrhoid,” Cyrus agreed.
Jake laughed. He wouldn’ta thunk it, but he actually liked Cyrus. Maybe he would be fine leaving the kid in charge of things and sliding into the role of mentor the way Art had.
When Jess returned, they elected to eat their dinner in her office rather than the conference room, where they could be interrupted at any moment. With little to do but wait until tomorrow, the three of them made small talk.
“So what are your future plans, Jess?” Cyrus asked. “What are you going to do when the great adventure of the Secret Service comes to an end?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t plan on leaving. I like my job. It’s the perfect line of work for me.”
“So you want to be the tech person at the Secret Service for the rest of your life?”
“Yeah. Why not? I’m doing some good in the world. I get good pay and good benefits. I have good friends. As the kids say, it’s all good.”
“I’m pretty sure the kids stopped saying that years ago,” Jake replied. “What about you, Cyrus. What’s your ten-year plan?”
Cyrus chuckled. “This was my ten-year plan. I just happened to reach it in three years.”
“No one likes a braggart,” Jake quipped.
“Hey, it’s not my fault you retired. The opportunity came, and I took it.”
“Where were you before?”
Cyrus reddened. “I don’t want to tell you.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. “What? Why not?”
“Because it’s embarrassing.”
“Oh, now you have to tell us,” Jess insisted.
“You kind of do,” Jake agreed. “You can’t tell us that you have something embarrassing to share and expect us not to pull it out of you.”
Cyrus sighed. “I was in counterfeit response.”
Jess and Jake stared at him for a moment. Then they laughed.
“See?” Cyrus replied, crimson as a tomato. “I knew you guys were gonna laugh.”
“We’re not laughing because you were in counterfeit response,” Jake said, “We’re laughing because it’s funny that embarrasses you.”
“It’s not embarrassing?”
“No,” Jess replied, “Why would it be embarrassing?”
Cyrus shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought… you know, since it’s not like a ‘cool’ job.”
“What’s a ‘cool’ job?”
“Like… guns and stuff.”
“Guns and stuff,” Jake said, nodding seriously at Jess.
“What are your thoughts about stuff and guns?” Jess asked Cyrus.
Cyrus crumpled up his sub sandwich wrapper and threw it at her. Jess gasped and said, “Hey! That’s disrespectful!” She turned to Jake and whined. “Da-ad, Cyrus threw trash at me.”
“Cyrus, be nice to your sister.”
In response, Cyrus crumpled up Jess’s sandwich wrapper and threw it at Jake. Jake caught the wrapper and laughed. “You’re fitting in just fine, Cyrus.”
“Yeah, yeah. So what about you, ‘Dad?’ What are your future plans?”
Jake’s smile faded. “Well… I’m going to help get Bard out of circulation. Then I’m going back to the front office.”
Both agents stared in shock. “What?” Cyrus exclaimed.
“You’re going to a desk again?” Jess added.
“Yeah. I think… I mean, I went back to active duty because I thought I missed it. I did miss it, but…” But I’m pretty sure my wife will leave me if I stay. “But I think I’m ready to just be a family man.”
“You can’t leave yet!” Cyrus insisted. “You just came back!”
“I know,” Jake said. “Part of me wants to stay, but… I think it’s time for me to be honest with myself. I’m not getting any younger.”
Jess lowered her eyes and flushed guiltily. “You’re not old yet, though.”
“No. But I want to grow old. I have a reason to grow old now. Not that I had a death wish before, but… well, I have a kid now. I can’t be John Rambo anymore.”
“I get that,” Cyrus said. “Still… I kinda liked being the Three Musketeers. I won’t lie, I was a little hurt when Art told me he was making you co-leader of Presidential Security. I thought it was the same as him telling me I wasn’t ready to do the job on my own. But… I really liked working with you. I’m learning so much.”
“I’ll still be around,” Jake assured him. “If you and Jess don’t mind including me on your little end-of-work dates, I’ll share a beer with you and give you any advice you need. I’ll also tell you very embarrassing stories about Jess.”
Cyrus brightened. “Ooh! I like stories!”
“Do you like keeping both of your nuts?” Jess warned.
“Me or Jake?”
“Yes.”
Jake chuckled. “I’m only saying that I think it really is time for me to hang up the gloves and be a mentor, not a maverick. I feel kind of like a boxer who decided to make a comeback only to realize how much younger and stronger everyone is than me now. I'll finish this exhibition fight, but then I'm letting the new generation take over." He screwed up his face and said in a coarse Brooklyn accent. "That's you, kid."
Cyrus chuckled. “Well, I hope I can make you proud.”
Jake smiled. “You will. You already are.”
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Jake took deep breaths and held them for several seconds before releasing them slowly. When that didn’t relieve the tension, he stood and started pacing back and forth in the Secret Service van parked near Lorne’s gun shop. When that didn’t help, he gave up and returned to his position behind Jess’s shoulder.
Cyrus stood on Jess’s other side, his face as pensive as Jake’s.
“Relax,” Jess said with a touch of irritation. “You two are making me nervous. It’ll be fine. The FBI does this stuff all the time. If Cyrus could pull it off, then they definitely can.”
“We don’t know that Bard’s informant will be as stupid as Lorne Brener was,” Jake reminded her. “In fact, we can be pretty sure he won’t be.”
“We can be equally sure that Special Agent Roman is better at undercover work than Cyrus is. No offense, Cyrus.”
“None taken, but I have to agree with Jake. We’re throwing a lot of eggs into this basket. I think I said that before when we were meeting with the FBI.”
“You did, and back then, Jake reassured you that everything would be okay. I want that confident Jake back.”
“I’m confident,” Jake said, “I’m just impatient. And I don’t like being in a room miles away from the action.”
“We’re in a van across the street from the action,” Jess clarified. “And if you’re serious about hanging things up for good when this is over, then you’d better get used to it. Relax, both of you. Seriously.”
“Okay,” Cyrus replied drily. “For you, Jess, I’ll relax. But only because you said it, and hearing you say it magically gives me the ability to do it.”
“I swear to God,” Jess said. “Ugh. At least shut up. Can you do that?”
“Yeah, that I can do.”
“God be praised,” Jess muttered. “Besides, Roman’s opening the shop now.”
The FBI agent was indeed young, not as young as Cyrus, but no older than Jessie for sure. Still, Gunderson vouched for him and promised that there was no one in the Bureau who could pull this mission off as well as he could. Jake would have felt more comfortable with a Secret Service agent in place of Roman, but he had to give credit where credit was due. Despite his earlier reticence allowing the FBI to handle the detective work, they had found answers before he even had a chance to get started.
Still, he was beginning to understand Cyrus’s worry. Facing Bard, it was dangerous to have so much depending on one operation. It was like hoping your safety could tackle the running back. If he did, then hey, it was all good. If he didn’t, then all that stood between that running back and six points was a wide-open field.
That wasn’t really a good analogy this time, though. There were dozens of Secret Service agents ranging from standard security to Tier One capable Combat Action Teams between Bard and the President. There was a good reason why Bard hadn’t succeeded in killing Bryan yet, and it wasn’t entirely because of Jake. The realistic worst-case scenario was that they just wouldn’t get Bard this time around.
But that was a pretty damned bad case. Jake didn’t look forward to finally hanging up his gloves, but he was willing to pay that price if it meant putting Bard away. He would never admit it to anyone, but deep in the dark recesses of his mind, he was starting to worry that he would get too old, that Bard would manage to elude Jake long enough for Jake to lose his edge. At that point, Jake would either keep fighting until he slowed down enough for one of Bard’s dogs to tear his throat out, or he would have to admit defeat and leave Bard for someone else to handle. As good as Jess and Cyrus were, they weren’t ready to handle Bard on their own.
He would have to truly take Cyrus under his wing. If he couldn’t get to Bard in time, then he needed to make damned sure Cyrus was ready to take the reins.
But that was a challenge for later. Right now, they were focused on this chance.
The hours wore on. Several people visited the gun shop. They chatted with Roman, but thankfully none of them seemed to be personal friends of Lorne, so they didn’t run into any awkwardness where Roman was expected to know something about Lorne that he didn’t.
None of those people offered instructions or directions to a meeting, though.
After a while, Cyrus pointed out, “We should have asked Lorne about code phrases. Like if the person bringing instructions was going to say something and expect Lorne to say something back. For all we know, Bard’s guy already showed up and figured out that Roman is a plant.”
Jake frowned. Cyrus was right. That was a glaring mistake on their part.
“We’ll keep the store open until closing time,” Jess replied. “If no one shows up by seven o’clock, then we’ll know we missed the window, and we’ll go to backup plans. The President is already at Checkpoint Bravo. If we need to, we can move him to Delta, postpone the legacy tour and hunker down until we figure out what’s going to happen.”
“Oh, he’s gonna love that,” Cyrus said ruefully.
“Remember what I said,” Jake replied. “We’re in charge of his safety, not him.”
“Still, we can’t keep him in a hole forever. If it becomes a waiting game, then Bard has the advantage.”
Jake didn’t reply, but his frown deepened slightly. That was the problem. Bard could lose a thousand times, but if he won just once, that victory would be complete. The Secret Service could win for the next twenty years, but all it would take to make all of those wins meaningless was one loss.
Jess broke Jake out of his musing. “Guys? We’ve got something.”
Jake pulled his attention back to the present. “What is it?”
“I think it’s the contact. He’s walking up to Roman now.”
Jake looked at the screen to see a man on Roman’s camera who looked completely normal everywhere but his eyes. Those eyes wore the stony thousand-yard stare that Jake had seen in the eyes of many soldiers. The stare indicated that the owner of those eyes had done unspeakable things for his cause and would do them again without hesitation.
He walked to Roman and said, “Come with me.”
Jake frowned. He’d thought the man would relay instructions for use at a later date. Was he just going to take Roman now?
“Are you the guy?” Roman asked.
The man turned and stared at him a moment. In a softer voice, Roman said, “All right. Coming with you.”
“Shit,” Jake swore softly. “They’re moving.”
“Hold on,” Jess replied. “Maybe he’s just talking with him outside.”
Then, the camera showed Roman getting into the passenger seat of an SUV.
“Nope, not just talking,” Cyrus said. “We’re moving. Shit.”
Jess tapped a key on her comm panel and said, “Gunderson, we’re moving. The contact didn’t issue instructions. He’s transporting Roman now.”
“Roger that,” Gunderson replied. “We’ll lock onto your van signal and keep our distance. Can you follow them?”
“Depends on where he’s going. That SUV is pretty serious. If they’re staying on graded roads, we’ll be okay, but if he’s going over rough terrain, we won’t be able to follow.”
“Damn it. All right, do your best.”
“Will do.”
She tapped the comm panel and turned to Jake and Cyrus. “Okay boys. Buckle up. It looks like we’re taking a ride.”
The two men sat in their jumpseats and fastened the lap belts that were all the protection they had in the back of the command vehicle. Both wore thin-lipped expressions, and both remained silent as the vehicle accelerated after the SUV. Things had just gotten a lot more precarious. If the SUV picked up on the van trailing them, then the entire operation would be blown. Their radar would allow them to keep a greater distance from the SUV than would otherwise be possible, but it wasn't a fail-proof solution.
Jake focused on his breathing and tried to tell himself that it would be okay. They had been in worse situations and come out on top.
But Cyrus’s observation had reminded Jake of the grim reality of their situation. Jake couldn’t do this job forever. They couldn’t bank on avoiding Bard for all time. Bard only needed one.
And Jake needed to deny him that one or all of the work he’d done during his entire career with the Service would be for nothing.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
The SUV drove for two miles before pulling off onto a dirt road. Jess cursed softly and tapped the comm panel. “Okay, Gunderson, we’re on dirt in about sixty seconds. I can’t see what the road looks like from here, so I have no idea if we’ll be able to follow them.”
"Roger that," Gunderson replied. "That's Mill House Road. It's bumpy, but the van should handle it. And, if I'm not mistaken, they're going to the old Fairhouse Mill."
“What’s the Fairhouse Mill?”
“Old lumber mill about five miles up that road. Owned by a land developer who keeps saying they’re going to do something with it, but they never do. We’ve kept them on a watchlist for exactly the reason we’re following them now: we suspected some sort of militia would end up using it. I’m going to take a gamble and call in some support through the back roads to see if we can pincer them. If the SUV changes direction, let me know.”
The van turned onto the dirt road, and Jess looked at the radar. “They’re holding this heading for the moment. I can see the guy on Roman’s camera. He looks like he hasn’t noticed us yet.”
“Good. Fingers crossed we can keep them guessing for another few minutes.”
They went to radio silence. The van bounced and jostled over the uneven ground, but as Gunderson promised, it managed to handle the terrain without losing control. Jake’s heartbeat increased, and he did some breathing exercises to keep himself calm. Cyrus followed suit, and the two men shared a tight-lipped grin.
For better or for worse, shit was about to hit the fan.
A few minutes later, Jess said. “You were right, Gunderson. Radar’s picking up a collection of buildings up ahead, and the SUV is stopped. We’re going to hold here and see what Roman picks up on his camera.
“Wonderful. We’ll have backup in place in two minutes.”
They turned their attention back to Roman's body cam. The terrorist who drove them there got out of the driver's seat and walked to Roman's side.
Then he calmly pointed a gun at Roman’s face and pulled the trigger.
“Shit!” Cyrus swore.
“Damn it!” Jess echoed. “Gunderson, he shot Roman. We’ve been made. Abort. Abort.”
“No!” Jake shouted. “Belay that! Go in now! Send everyone!”
“Jake, we don’t know if there’s anyone else there.”
“Let’s find out,” Cyrus replied.
Jess pursed her lips and hesitated a moment longer, but when Gunderson said, “I’m not leaving Roman’s body there, so we’re going in whether you guys follow or not,” she sighed and said, “All right. We’re following you.”
The driver, a CAT agent who had been listening in over the vehicle’s intercom, gunned the van’s motor. They covered the mile between them and the lumber yard in two minutes. Jake kept his eyes fixed on Roman’s body camera, but the terrorist had walked out of the camera’s field of vision after shooting Roman, and Jake didn’t know if he would still be there when they—
The van lurched, and Jake heard bullets pepper the armored side of the vehicle.
“Guess they’re still out there,” Cyrus muttered.
“Gunderson, we’re taking fire!” Jess called into the radio.
“We’re right behind you, Jess,” Gunderson assured them. “You have seven bogies, including the asshole who killed Roman.” A gunshot sounded over the intercom, and he said, “Now you have six bogies.”
Jake heard shouting outside, and a cry came over the intercom. Gunderson swore, and two more shots fired. "We have more coming from the building," he said. "Damn it, where's our backup?"
“I’m not staying in here,” Jake said. “Cyrus, cover me.”
“You got it.”
“Jake, no!” Jess shouted.
But Jake was already out the door. He made it two steps before a bullet slammed into his chest, knocking him off of his feet.
“Jake!” Jess cried.
“Hit the vest!” he called back. “I’m fine!”
Strictly speaking, he wasn't fine. The round had cracked the Kevlar plate in his vest, and the pain he felt when the round hit was sharp enough that he suspected a cracked rib as well.
But he could still fight, and that was what mattered right now.
Cyrus fired toward the SUV, and a terrorist cried out and fell backwards. The brief glimpse Jake caught of his face revealed the terrorist to be the man who had killed Roman.
“Got you back, you bastard,” Cyrus muttered.
Jake pulled him down just before a bullet slammed into the armored side of the van where his head stood a moment ago. “Come on. We need to get to cover.”
“You were behind cover,” Jess snapped over Jake’s earpiece.
Jake ignored her and led Cyrus forward. Both men fired at a terrorist who poked his head out of a doorway. One of the bullets caught the terrorist, and he fell back against the door, dead.
By the time Jake and Cyrus reached the SUV, the FBI had caught up to them. Two terrorists broke for the mill, but they were cut down before they reached it.
“We need some of them alive!” Jake reminded the enraged Gunderson. “We need to get to Bard.”
“He could be in that building,” Cyrus told Jake. “We need to get inside.”
“Agreed,” Jake replied. “But carefully. I don’t want to lose anyone else.”
No sooner had he said that than an object came sailing out of a window. It arced through the air, and as it started to descend, Jake recognized what it was.
“Grenade!” he shouted. “Move!”
The group split up, sprinting for the trees on opposite sides of the roadway. The grenade landed where the group had stood a moment ago and exploded.
“Shit!” Gunderson cried. He tapped his earpiece and said, “Howard, they have grenades. Exercise extreme caution when you enter that building.”
A voice Jake didn’t recognize replied, “We’re on our way in now. We have the element of surprise, so we can—”
An explosion cut him off, followed by the screams of several men. Jake couldn’t tell if it was terrorists or FBI agents screaming.
“Damn it!” Gunderson shouted. “We’re going in.”
He rushed forward, Jake and Cyrus at his side. Behind them, the FBI agents maintained cover fire as they too approached the building. The barrel of a machine gun stuck out of a window, but a quick shot by Cyrus toppled the gunner.
They nearly reached the door when a terrorist rushed forward and sprinted toward them. He was immediately peppered by multiple rounds from the charging FBI agents, but he kept moving forward for as long as he could until he collapsed.
“What the—” Cyrus began.
Then the terrorist exploded. Jake cried out as shrapnel bit into his thighs. He hit the ground just before another explosion caused his ears to ring.
Instinct allowed him to crawl behind a large aspen and take cover behind the trunk. His vision swam, but he saw Cyrus take cover behind another aspen.
As Jake’s head cleared, he examined his wounds. A few cuts but nothing debilitating. The angle at which the terrorist had fallen meant the two grenades he carried sent most of their shrapnel to the sides rather than directly in front of him where Jake and Cyrus had been standing.
However—
“Gunderson?” he asked Cyrus.
Cyrus shook his head.
Jake sighed and looked back toward the fighting. Aside from Gunderson, another FBI agent lay face down, the side of his head sheared off by more shrapnel.
This was a disaster.
But it was too late to turn back now. Jake spun around and rushed toward the building. His injured legs throbbed, and each movement sent a fresh stab of pain through his chest, further evidence of a cracked rib, but he kept moving until he entered the building.
The carnage inside reminded him of the battlefields in Afghanistan. The empty lumber mill wasn’t quite the same as the Afghan forests, but the darkness punctuated by bolts of light and the screams and shouts of the fighting and dying were spot on, as was the chaos. At least one FBI agent fell to friendly fire from the other side of the pincer as the agents, oblivious to Jake’s shouts to hold their fire, shot at everything in front of them.
Cyrus finally brought an end to the chaos by lighting a flare and tossing it into the middle of the floor. With the light finally identifying friend versus foe, the agents were able to direct their fire away from friendlies.
It also revealed that there were only three terrorists left. Seeing that they were utterly outnumbered, the terrorists threw their weapons down and surrendered, apparently unwilling to sacrifice themselves for their cause the way the man who had killed Gunderson was.
One of the terrorists grinned at Jake and said mockingly, “We surrender.”
Jake’s fingers tightened around the trigger of his handgun. His arm actually flinched upwards, but Cyrus put a hand on his shoulder, and he brought his emotions under control.
“It’s over,” Cyrus said softly.
But it wasn’t over. Unless Bard’s face miraculously appeared among the dead, it wasn’t over. Once more, the snake lived to slither another day, leaving the bodies of the innocent in his wake.
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Jake stood in front of the command van and watched as the surviving agents carried their fallen fellows and the terrorists they’d taken with them away from the battlefield. The agents were treated with reverence and laid carefully in a line to the left of the van. The terrorists were unceremoniously dumped in a pile on the right. No doubt someone would moralize over this someday and sip scotch in an armchair while explaining how the FBI wasn’t really any better than the terrorists they were fighting—just look at how they mistreated the bodies.
Jake couldn’t really care less. Maybe that made him a bad person, but as he watched the bodies pile up to his right, the only thing that angered him was the fact that none of them were Eli Bard.
He heard the soft crunch of footfalls and turned to see Jess approaching him. Her lips were pressed in a thin line, and her arms were crossed. Jake wasn’t sure if she was angry at him because he had ignored her command to abort or if she was angry at Gunderson for the same reason. Maybe she was just angry that this had turned out to be such a disaster. God knows Jake was angry.
“Six FBI agents dead, eight wounded,” she said. “Fourteen terrorists dead, three captured. No sign of Bard.”
Jake only nodded. “Have you told Art yet?”
She sighed. “Just got off the phone with him. He’s pissed. The FBI is going to be pissed too. They probably already are, but they haven’t told us so yet.”
“I’ll take full responsibility,” Jake said. “I insisted on attacking an entrenched enemy without proper preparation. It’s on me.”
“Gunderson would have gone with or without you,” Jess replied. “Everyone was angry over Roman. No one was thinking clearly.”
“You were,” he said, rather unhelpfully.
“For all the good it did,” Jess replied.
Jake heard more footfalls as Cyrus approached. He met Jake’s and Jess’s eyes briefly before lowering them. “The captured terrorists aren’t talking, obviously. They’re…” He clenched his fists briefly, then slowly opened them. “They’re laughing and joking like this is a victory. I guess they don’t care that fourteen of their fellows are dead.”
“That’s typical of fanatics,” Jake said. “Especially Trident fanatics. Bard has some kind of religious hold on them. They probably think that their fallen comrades are martyrs who get to spend an eternity in Heaven reaping the rewards of their sacrifice.”
“Instead of speculating, let’s get them back to headquarters and see if they’ll talk to us,” Jess said curtly.
Jake felt a stab of guilt. Jess was almost never curt. She was only like this when she was really angry.
Well, she had a right to be. They had fucked up. Badly.
“The FBI will want to talk to them,” Cyrus mentioned.
“The FBI will have to wait,” Jess snapped. “We’re leading this op, and we get to talk to the baddies first. That was the deal.”
“I think the FBI was technically in charge of the invest—”
“I don’t give a shit!” Jess shouted. “Put the terrorists into the fucking van, and let’s get back to headquarters. The FBI’s going to be furious with us, and once they get these guys, we won’t get them back. I would much rather talk to them now before they end up buried in bureaucracy, so stop arguing and get them in the van.”
Cyrus shared a look with Jake. Jake nodded, and Cyrus sighed. “All right.”
The two of them walked toward the stump where the three terrorists sat, guarded by two stony FBI agents.
"We're taking them with us," Jake said. "We're going to talk to them at Secret Service headquarters, then have them transported to the federal holding facility. You men focus on your dead."
“What do you want us to do with the dead terrorists?” one of the men asked.
“I say we burn ‘em,” his companion growled.
“Check them for IDs and then have them transported to the Medical Examiner’s office in D.C.,” Jake replied. “If we can get positive IDs on them, we might be able to use that information to figure out where Bard is.”
“We’re not gonna find Bard,” the first agent said with barely concealed contempt. “I doubt the guy even exists anymore. There’s probably a dozen people out there using Bard’s name to get people to do shit like this.”
The thought had crossed Jake’s mind more than once over the years he’d spent chasing Bard, but his instincts told him that wasn’t the case. He didn’t want to have that argument right now, though, so he only said, “Then we’ll find that out too. Either way, I don’t want them burned.”
“I wasn’t really gonna burn them, dipshit,” the second agent retorted. “I’m just mad. I’m sick of this shit.”
The first agent, evidently the senior of the two, laid a hand on his younger companion’s shoulder. “Easy, Simon. We’re all on the same side. And we’re all pissed off.” He looked at Jake and Cyrus. “If you two want these guys, you need to take them now. And you need to hurry with them. When the SAC hears about this, he’s going to take them, and he’s not going to give them back.”
Jake had come to the same conclusion. “We’ll be brief.”
He looked at the terrorists and frowned darkly when he saw them grinning.
“Aww,” one of them said, “Did we make you upset?”
Cyrus smiled coldly. “Keep yukking it up, assholes. That’ll make it all the sweeter when you end up dropped down a deep dark hole.”
“We knew what we risked when we bore arms against our oppressors,” another man said. “How does it go? When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another—”
“Don’t try to compare yourself to the founding fathers, asshole,” Cyrus interrupted. “Bard’s not Thomas Jefferson. He’s not even Robespierre. He’s a sick, twisted little man who thinks he can turn the United States into a tinpot dictatorship.”
“At least he doesn’t hide behind rhetoric to do it,” the third terrorist retorted.
“Or use lies to cover up the true purpose of American institutions,” the second added.
“Save it, boys,” the first terrorist interrupted. “These men aren’t interested in hearing the truth. They’re agents of evil.”
“Says the fuckwads who sent one of their own to blow himself up just so he could take some of us with him,” Cyrus retorted.
“Wouldn’t you sacrifice your life for your cause if you had to?”
Cyrus opened his mouth to argue again, but Jake put a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “Forget it. We’ll have a chance to disabuse them of their misconceptions when we get them to headquarters.
“Disabuse them of their misconceptions,” the lead terrorist replied. “What a beautiful turn of phrase. You know, Bard would like you.”
“More than he seems to like you,” Jake said as he hauled the man to his feet. “Funny how I never see him risking his life for his cause.”
The man’s smile faded slightly. “Hmm. Didn’t think of that, did you?”
Jake pushed the man forward. Behind him, Cyrus led the other two toward the waiting van. Predictably, when the terrorists saw Jess, they decided to catcall her. It was odd how so many terrorists descended to obnoxious behavior when they had been defeated.
Or maybe this was their way of gloating. After all, they hadn’t really been defeated. As long as Bard was still out there, they hadn’t been defeated.
Jess, to her credit, ignored the jeers and leers. She waited until the terrorists were shackled to the bench in the back of the command vehicle, then followed Jake and Cyrus into the van. Once the three of them were buckled into their jumpseats, she tapped the bulkhead between the command center and the cab and the driver smoothly turned around and accelerated back toward Washington.
They completed the journey in silence. There was another bulkhead between the prisoner’s compartment and the command center, so although Jake could see the grins and laughs of the terrorists, the soundproofed glass and steel of the bulkhead muted the noise.
Jess kept her eyes stoically ahead as they drove. Jake felt another stab of guilt. Strictly speaking, it might not entirely be his fault that things had gone so poorly. As Jess herself acknowledged, Gunderson was so angry he would have rushed the warehouse with or without them. Hell, he had said so himself.
But Jake hadn’t thought any more clearly than Gunderson had. He’d just wanted to win. He’d wanted Bard so badly that he willfully blinded himself to any arguments against fighting.
And they had won, technically speaking.
Except they hadn't. This was a Pyrrhic victory, if there ever was one. Six FBI agents dead and nothing of substance gained.
“At least we took out Bard’s operators,” Cyrus said. “He doesn’t have anyone to execute the President anymore.”
“Not yet,” Jess replied.
“That’s something,” Cyrus insisted. “It’s more than we had this morning.”
Jake tried to see the glass half-full the way Cyrus did, but all he could picture were those body bags lying in a row. Six good men who would never see their families again because of a botched operation that Jake had led.
And Jake could have been one of them. Beau could have been left fatherless. Sheila’s memories of him could have been poisoned by anger that his selfish—in her eyes—choice to return to the field had deprived her of her husband.
A memory flashed through his mind of a similar operation many years ago in Afghanistan. Back then, Jake had lost good men too, but at least they’d killed the leader they hunted. It wasn’t for nothing.
He feared that this time, they had gained nothing of value at the cost of good men who sacrificed their lives meaninglessly. Would he have so little to show for it when it was his own life that was lost?



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
“I told you, I’m the leader.”
Jake glared at the grinning terrorist seated in front of him. “I get that you think it’s funny to be difficult, but you and your buddies already waxed eloquent about how great Bard was, so we know you’re working with him.”
"Exactly. Just like Baptist preachers are working with Jesus. Hey, while we're on the subject, you might want to think about looking for him. I don't think anyone's gotten a good answer on the Crusades yet. A lot of people suffered during that one."
Jake sighed and rubbed his eyes. Cyrus tried to take the high road. “So you’re saying that Bard isn’t the real leader of your group, just the figurehead who inspires you. Like Marx was to the Bolsheviks.”
“I like the Jesus analogy better, but sure, whatever floats your boat.”
“See, here’s the thing, Kerry,” Jake said. “We know who you are. We know who all of you are. We can trace every conversation you’ve had with Bard.”
“Then why haven’t you found him?”
Jake frowned. It was true. They had managed to identify the three living terrorists and Jess had hacked into their social media accounts and cell phone records to pinpoint the communications between each of them and Bard, but she hadn’t found anything that indicated where Bard might be. She was trying to trace the origin of the communications, but they had been sent via multiple very sophisticated VPNs, and determining the origin was next to impossible.
“The point is we know you’re not the leader,” Cyrus explained. “Because you’ve been receiving your instructions from someone else.”
Kerry’s eyes widened comically. “I’m not the leader? Huh. You learn something new every day. Hey, while we’re on the subject, geniuses, the next time you send us a plant, try not to have him wear an earpiece. You don’t meet a lot of people in their twenties with hearing aids.”
Jake glared at the terrorist. “How do you think this ends? What do you think happens to you if you don’t help us out?”
“The same thing that happens to me if I do. Am I supposed to believe I’ll somehow walk free if I tell you guys where Bard is?”
“Honestly, Kerry, there’s a very good chance that you will walk free. That’s how much we want Bard. You change your tune and start playing nice, and we can get you a token sentence. The media talks about you for all of thirty seconds before every ounce of their focus lands on the most well-known terrorist since Osama bin Laden. We give them enough time to forget about you entirely, then give you a haircut and a shave, give you a new name, and release you into some quiet town in the Midwest where you can get an easy job and spend the rest of your life in comfort."
Kerry laughed. “Come on, Jake. You really expect me to believe that?”
“Like he said,” Cyrus echoed. “We really want Bard. I don’t think you understand how badly we want him. We’re willing to overlook a lot of things for someone who can give us useful information.”
Kerry nodded. “Okay, I’m convinced. You guys will really let me go free or at least give me something that looks like freedom if I help you figure out where Eli Bard is. The problem is that I really don’t give a shit.”
Jake and Cyrus shared a look. Kerry’s two companions had given them a similar answer, and from what Jess was able to glean from her sort-of boyfriend in the FBI, they weren’t being any more cooperative with Langley than they were with the Secret Service.
It was time for Jake to turn up the heat. “Have you ever been in pain, Kerry?” he asked.
Kerry scoffed. “What, you’re gonna torture me?”
“Me? Oh no. No, we don’t do that here. You know who does, though? The CIA.”
“Ooh, scary. Good thing I’m going to the FBI after this.”
“You’re going wherever we say you’re going after this,” Cyrus said. 
Kerry’s smile faded slightly. “Okay, so the CIA’s gonna waterboard me. I can handle that.”
"Then they'll find something you can't handle," Jake replied. "Then they'll find something else. Then they'll find something else. And when you finally break—when not if—they'll just keep playing with you. See, they operate far outside of the 'rules.' They don't care about things like the Geneva Convention or prisoner's rights or hell, even human rights. They're going to hurt you because they can. They'll get the information we need and toss it to us once they do, but that won't be the end for you."
Kerry’s smile had faded completely by now, but he still scoffed. “You guys are terrible at this. What, I talk to you, or I end up tortured in a hole by some mad scientist with a CIA badge pinned to his white lab coat?”
“That’s a lot closer to the truth than you’d like to admit,” Cyrus said.
“Yeah, I doubt it. This isn’t some cartoon from the forties. But let’s say you’re telling the truth. Let’s say that by not talking to you, I’m dooming myself to a lifetime of extreme pain.” He leaned forward and snarled, “So be it.”
Jake stared at Kerry for a long moment. A disturbingly powerful part of his brain wanted to start hurting Kerry now to test how firmly held his convictions really were. The urge wouldn't have been so strong, except that Jake and Cyrus really were exaggerating. Torture had a very poor track record when it came to extracting useful information from prisoners, and the so-called "truth serums" that the CIA really did use when they interrogated people didn't work much better. Hell, Marvin Hayword had managed to keep his mouth shut under CIA scrutiny. If he could do it, then it was almost a guarantee Kerry could.
Three fanatics. Three people brainwashed so badly that they really were willing to suffer anything so their messiah could succeed.
“Why are you here?” Cyrus asked out of nowhere.”
Kerry laughed. “What do you mean? You brought me here.”
“Yes, but why are you here? I mean, you could have fought to the death like all of your brothers in arms. So why are you here? Why did you three surrender? Are you cowards?”
Kerry sneered. “The real coward is sitting in a bunker somewhere while you and a bunch of other people risk your lives to keep him safe and in power proclaiming death and persecution and oppression on the innocents of the world. We decided not to die yet because we want to be around to see when Bard finally deposes that coward and ushers us into a new era of true peace and prosperity.”
“You’ll never see it,” Jake promised him. “Even if it happens, you’ll be spending the rest of your life in a concrete hole somewhere I’m not even allowed to know about. The outside world is going to stop existing to you about an hour after the FBI gives up on getting anything useful from you. So since you won’t talk to us”—Jake stood—“I suggest you talk to them. That will be your last chance at seeing any of the victories you seem so certain Bard will achieve.”
“Moses was denied entry into the promised land,” Kerry retorted, “but I’ll bet you anything he died with a smile on his face knowing he had led his people there.”
“Look forward to your smile then,” Jake called as he led Cyrus out of the door.
Jess waited for them behind the two-way mirror. The three of them watched as two CAT agents led the shackled Kerry from the interview room.
“So now what?” Cyrus asked when the door closed on the now-empty room.
Jake sighed. “Have you found anything online, Jess?”
Jess shook her head. “Nothing. We’re still looking, but I think it’s a waste of time at this point. Bard’s been very careful. He’s ensured that none of his communications point toward him. He’s making sure that nothing he does can be traced. As for these guys?”—she gestured to the empty room—“they might as well be robots. They’re fully indoctrinated. We won’t learn anything from them, even if the CIA decides to use ‘enhanced techniques.’”
“They won’t torture them,” Jake assured her. “I was bluffing.”
She chuckled mirthlessly. “Honestly, I don’t really care at this point.”
“We haven’t lost yet,” Cyrus insisted firmly. “We might not have gotten what we wanted from this op, but we’re still here, and we’re still fighting. Bard might still be at large, but the communications we found did corroborate Lorne Brener’s claim that these men were intended to assassinate the President, yes?”
“Yes,” Jess agreed.
“Well, they can’t now.”
“But someone can,” Jake replied. “Bryan’s insisting on giving the speech from the South Lawn tomorrow to commemorate the anniversary of the destruction of Outpost Aleph-19 by Bard’s drones.”
“Wait, what?” Jess said. “Seriously?”
“Seriously. Art texted me while we were talking to Kerry.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Cyrus insisted firmly. “We’ll win again. And then again. And then again. If you retire, then I’ll make sure we win. After me, someone else will. And then someone else. And then someone else. Bard, and everyone who comes after him will fail. We’re the immovable object, the impenetrable wall. They can rage against us all they want, but the United States and its elected leader will continue to stand strong no matter what. There’s a reason why even Eli Bard can’t get past us. I say let him try. We’ll be waiting.”
Jake appreciated the young agent’s courage and optimism, but he could only manage a tired smile in response. Jess gave Cyrus a similar look. They had both seen enough to know that the line between success and failure wasn’t a wall but a thread.
And that thread grew more and more frayed with each passing moment.



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
 
Jake winced as he shut the car door behind him. He sighed and waited for the pain in his chest to subside. As he had feared, his rib was cracked. The rib was set now, and his chest and thighs were cleaned and bandaged tightly. In a few weeks, the rib would heal, and he would be good as new.
But tonight, he had to walk inside his home and tell his wife that he would be protecting the President during a televised event moments after a failed operation left the greatest threat to the President's life still alive and at large. It was bad enough that Sheila's father was in danger. She'd have to come to terms with the fact that Jake was in danger. And he'd have to tell her about the botched operation today. That would do Nothing to ease her concerns about the event tomorrow.
He could tell her that he wouldn’t be at the President’s actual side. He could assure her that this time, he would stay in the command booth with Jess and Cyrus and not go cowboy. He would even mean that. Healthy, he was already seeing the signs of age: slowed reflexes, impaired judgment and greater fatigue. Injured, even his ego wasn’t big enough to convince him that he would be useful in a firefight.
But that wouldn’t be enough to calm her. He had already promised to stay away from the actual fighting, and he had already broken that promise. Now he would be coming home injured.
At least Beau was already asleep. Normally, Jake would be sad to come home and see his son already in bed, but this time he was glad for it. Beau wouldn’t understand the seriousness of Daddy’s booboos, but seeing their son express curiosity at the bandages would only intensify Sheila’s anger.
The door opened, and Sheila called, “Jake? Is everything all right?”
“Fine,” he called back. He turned to her and managed a smile. “On my way inside?”
She greeted him with a kiss, and he stifled the wince as he wrapped his arms around her. When she pulled away, she smiled and said, “How are you feeling?”
“I’m good,” he lied. “Long day, but I don’t have too many of those to look forward to, so it’s all right.”
Her eyes widened hopefully. “Does that mean that you know where Bard is? You can stop him soon?”
He sighed. "Uh, no. We didn't get any more information yet. But we will. We broke up a cell today that was planning to assassinate Bryan soon."
“At the event tomorrow?”
“We don’t think they were targeting the event specifically. To be honest, we were pretty sure the event would be canceled or at least held from one of the checkpoints up until Bryan got stubborn and put his foot down.”
Sheila frowned. “You can’t be more stubborn and put your foot down?”
“No, Art already caved. But it’s all right. We got the people coming after him, so there shouldn’t be anything out of the ordinary. We’re still going to tighten security until we figure out where Bard is and put a stop to him once and for all, but we don’t expect anything disastrous tomorrow.”
He really hoped that she couldn’t see the lie in his face as he led her back into the house and sniffed. “Mm. Lasagna?”
“Penne with meat sauce.”
“Just as good. Thank you, honey.”
She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his ear. "You're well—what's this?"
He stiffened. Her hand was over the bandage on his chest. “Just a scrape.”
She turned him around, and he could see in her eyes that lying wasn’t going to be an option for him right now. “Jake, don’t lie to me,” she said unnecessarily. “What happened?”
He looked away. "Just… It's Nothing."
“Jake—”
He lifted his hands and let them drop. "I caught one in the vest today. It cracked a rib, but it's minor. The rib didn't even crack all the way…" His voice trailed off when he saw the tears tracking down Sheila's cheeks. "Babe, it's Nothing. I'll be fine."
“You said you’d supervise,” she whispered. “You said you were done fighting.”
“I…” he didn’t finish his sentence. What was he going to say?
She opened her eyes and shook her head, looking over his shoulder. “Beau’s asleep,” she said tonelessly. “Make sure you say goodnight to him before you come to bed.”
“I’ll stay in the command booth tomorrow,” Jake promised. “I’m not cleared for active duty for the next six weeks so the rib can heal. Jess already said she’d make sure I don’t leave, so—”
“Will you listen to her?”
“Yes. I… and to you. I’ll—”
"That's good because you clearly won’t listen to me. I would think that a promise made to your wife would be important enough to keep, but if a promise made to your partner means more, then that’s fine with me.”
“It’s not like that, Sheila.”
She sighed and pressed her thumb and forefinger briefly to her nose, then released it. “Fine. Sounds good.”
“The situation got away from us today,” Jake explained. “Tomorrow will be different. We’re the ones defending, not attacking.”
“I don’t want to hear it anymore, Jake. I’m tired.”
She did, in fact, sound tired. Not even angry, just tired. The lack of anger hurt Jake far worse than rage would have. “Babe, I told you, I’m done for good after this. It’s not just for you. I realize that it’s time. I had a hard time dealing with getting older at first, but I understand now that it’s time for me to hang it up. I already told Jess and Cyrus. We just need to get Bard—”
“And then someone else. And then someone else. And then someone else. You’re not going to leave, Jake. I know you’re not. It’s not in your nature to quit. To fight until you die, yes, but not to quit. One of these days, you’re going to come home in a body bag, and that’s when I know for sure you won’t go out in the field anymore.”
“Sheila.”
“Don’t lie to me anymore,” she said. “Please. I can’t handle it right now. Just… eat your dinner, then shower and then come to bed. I’ll still be there next to you, and I’ll be waiting to pick up the pieces when they get shipped to me in the form of a folded flag. But don’t lie to me. At the very least, you can stop doing that.”
She left before Jake could respond. He stood in the living room for a long moment before trudging to the dining room. He wasn’t hungry after their argument, but he ate anyway, mechanically shoving forkfuls of the pasta into his mouth. He could hear Sheila moving upstairs as she got ready for bed. No doubt she would be asleep or pretending to sleep by the time he got up there.
Well, you’re taking your sweet time with this pasta, so you clearly don’t mind that, he thought irritably.
That thought ruined the rest of his appetite, so he pushed the plate away and sat, staring ahead at the wall. Had it only been a week ago that he and his wife and son were smiling and laughing around this dinner table? Had it only been a week ago that he truly thought he missed field work enough that he was willing to risk losing his family to go back to it?
Sheila was convinced that one of these days Jake wouldn’t come home to her. Jake was beginning to wonder how much more could go wrong between them before she stopped waiting at home for him.
That thought was too heavy for him to dwell on, so he stood and cleared his plate instead.
It just wasn't that simple. Damn it, it wasn't that simple! This was the problem with civilians. They thought that they lived in a bubble, that death war,, and terrorism existed outside of that bubble, and that the people who fought those threats chose that life because they craved it.
That wasn’t true, though. That “bubble” which protected the rest of the world existed because of people like Jake who were willing to fight to protect it. And Bard wasn’t just a garden variety terrorist. He was a threat unlike any the nation had ever seen.
And he wouldn’t stop with Bryan. If he got to the President, he would come for Sheila too. He would come for Jake, and he would come for Beau. Jake was staying to fight because he wanted the threat to democracy dealt with, but that didn’t mean the threat wasn’t personal. He had to stop Bard. The whole point of fighting the way Jake did was to allow his family a safe life. They wouldn’t have that without Bard.
He thought back to Cyrus’s earlier observation. In a waiting game, Bard had the advantage.
And in a waiting game, Jake stood to lose everything. Maybe it was selfish of him to even think like this, but he couldn’t help but fear that by the time he finally beat Bard, he would have lost everything that mattered to him.
As he suspected, Sheila was pretending to be asleep when he got into bed next to her later that evening. He let her pretend and stared at the ceiling, wondering how long he had left before the world he'd fought so hard to protect vanished.



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
Jake looked at the monitors Jess had set up in the small room they had chosen as a command center and wondered sometimes if Carrie was as furious with Bryan over these publicity statements as Sheila was with Jake over his field work. Bryan stubbornly insisted on demonstrating his strength and solidarity by not allowing a very real assassination threat to impact his public plans. Jake stubbornly insisted that only he could prevent Bard from succeeding in carrying out that threat.
Jake’s wife was incensed with Jake for his actions. Jake could only wonder if Bryan’s wife felt the same.
She had once. Aboard Air Force One when Trent and Merrill—two of Jake’s one-time friends turned traitors—had commandeered the aircraft, she had accused Bryan of putting his career ahead of his family. When Sheila was kidnapped by a former Russian KGB agent to try to goad the President into trading his life for his daughters, Carrie had all but accused him of not loving his family. Jake was honestly surprised that Carrie hadn’t divorced him after that.
But their marriage had held strong, and over the past two years, Carrie had seemed to come to terms with her husband’s career and the dangers associated with it. Jake could only hope that Sheila could do the same.
Then again, Bryan’s career would end in two years no matter what. Jake’s career wouldn’t end until Bard was brought to justice. That might happen soon, or it might happen sometime after Art delivered a folded flag to Sheila’s door.
“You hanging in there, buddy?” Jess asked.
Jake smiled at Jess. “Yeah, I’m good. Just going through my mental checklist.”
She gave him a smile that suggested she didn’t believe a word he said. Probably she didn’t. She knew him well enough to know the difference between work-related moodiness and personal moodiness. That knowledge likely prompted her gentle reproof/encouragement. “Keep your head in the game, big guy. We’ll be okay.”
He nodded. “Yeah, I know. Just making sure everything’s tidy. Let’s go through everything, all right?”
“Sure,” Jess replied. “Ask away.”
“The President?”
“Four agents plastered to his side, as always. Eight more agents forming a wall between him and the podium. A dozen more lined up in the White House to cover his route from the Oval Office to the South Lawn.”
“And the Lawn?”
“The lawn is being surrounded by sixty Capitol Police officers in riot gear. We have two SWAT vans at the entrance, and every single press agent that walks through here will be subject to a search that’s so invasive some prissy asshole pundits will no doubt comment on it tomorrow.”
Jake chuckled. “The CATS?”
“Two teams waiting in the wings plus a third in reserve. More police presence around the perimeter of the White House. Helicopters flying over the city monitoring literally every square inch of D.C. Snipers in every building with an angle on the President. Some of them looking for enemy snipers, others scanning the event itself. The National Guard has a full company of soldiers on call if we need them, and Eckersley Air Force Base is going to maintain a Combat Air Patrol with three flights of F-35s on rotation. There’s even an AWACs scanning for drones just in case Petrov didn’t ditch all of them last year.”
Jake grimaced. “Damn. Thank you for reminding me of that.”
“Relax,” Jess said, rubbing his shoulder. “This is the easy stuff. We’re entrenched, and we have resources to spare.”
“Right. I’d just really rather not have to spare any more resources that have families.”
Jess’s smile faded. “Yeah, I know. Me either. Would it reassure you if I told you that I can spy on every single cellphone conversation within ten miles of the White House and that I can look through every traffic camera and security camera that has an internet connection?”
Jake chuckled. “Honestly, part of me wishes that we weren’t so well-prepared. I want to flush Bard out so I can strangle him with my bare hands.”
"Bard probably isn't here," Jess said. "To be honest, I think Kerry might have been right. I think Bard might not even be in the country or even still alive. He's become a figurehead, a name, and Nothing more. I think someone else might just be using his name to try to inspire people to kill in his name, but I don't think he's actually still calling the shots."
Jake shook his head. “No, he’s still out there. No one in U.S. History has had his ability to manipulate his followers to become so fanatic. No one else could be calling the shots and enjoy the success Bard has.”
“I think there are plenty of people in history who are just as good at manipulation as Bard is. What sets Bard apart is his intelligence. His plans actually work.” She grinned. “Except they don’t. Because here we are stopping them yet again.”
Jake wasn’t exactly reassured, but he kept his concerns to himself when Cyrus approached. The young agent seemed just as optimistic as Jess. “Well, Jake, if Bard tries anything here, then he’s an idiot. We’ve got this place locked down tighter than a…” he glanced at Jess and finished with, “Um… tighter than a… uh…”
“I guarantee I can come up with a far more vulgar phrase than anything you can think of, little boy,” Jess teased.
Cyrus blushed beet red, and Jake laughed and said, “We’ll take turns making each other blush later. After we celebrate a very successful and safe event. Cyrus, I’m stuck up here with Jess due to the war wound, so you get to be ground-level again.”
Cyrus hesitated. “Actually, uh, I was hoping I could stay with you two. I’m putting Malvern in charge of the ground, but I figure with so much to look at, you two could use another pair of eyes.”
“We can handle it,” Jake assured him.
“Actually,” Jess interjected, “that’s not a bad idea. I’m going to be watching monitors, and it’s a lot of data to process. Maybe Cyrus handles communications, and you coordinate movement, Jake?”
Jake shrugged. “Sure. Fine by me. It’s not a bad idea for Cyrus to get some experience at cloud-level, anyway.”
“Exactly what I was thinking,” Cyrus said. “Anyway, if I’m on the ground, I can’t be aware of everything that’s going on, so if something happens and our communication gets cut off, I won’t know about it. Sure, the same thing could happen to Malvern, but then there’s two of us running around and shouting instructions instead of just one.”
Jake chuckled. “I think you’re overthinking it, but that’s fine.”
Jess scoffed. “He’s overthinking it? After you just grilled me like I’m a freshman turning in an essay?”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Whatever. T-minus five minutes, all right? Let’s get the jokes out of the way now because we need to be on our A-game when the event starts.”
“What’s the escape route?” Cyrus asked.
“Good question,” Jake replied. “I forgot to grill Jess about that.”
"Plan A is back into the Oval Office and into the tunnels," Jess replied. "Checkpoint Alpha, then Beta, and so on until someone says they can stop. Plan B is by vehicle escorted by Combat Action Team via Constitution Avenue with turn-by-turn facilitated by air support until the President can either get to a helicopter or another entrance to the underground tunnels. Plan C is a direct airlift. Marine One is on standby, and there are three other helicopters within four minutes of the lawn. One of them will be airborne at all times."
Cyrus’s eyes widened. “Damn. I don’t remember making all of those plans.”
Jess grinned. “I’m more than just a computer nerd.”
“Well, next time, clue us in,” Jake admonished. “I’m not much of a ‘surprise’ guy. Even when it’s a pleasant one.”
Jess turned to Cyrus and smiled coyly. “What about you? How do you feel about pleasant surprises?”
Cyrus reddened again, and Jake lifted an eyebrow at Jess. Had she changed her mind about not pursuing a romantic relationship with her partner? Or did she just like that Cyrus was still susceptible to her teasing?
Well, whatever. As long as everyone did their jobs, Jake didn’t care what their relationships looked like outside of work. Anyway, Cyrus was a good man, and though Jake would never risk saying this out loud to Jess, he always hoped she would stop serial dating and find someone she could get truly serious about.
Not that she looked very serious right now. She laughed at Cyrus and said, “Relax, I’m just messing with you. Besides, it’s t-minus three minutes now, so I’m going to run a few last-second diagnostics. Then we’re all game faces from here on out.”
“Works for me,” Jake said.
The three of them fell silent. Jake and Cyrus watched while Jess performed a few last-minute comm and camera checks. Jake folded his arms across his chest and took a deep breath.
Come on, Bard. Show yourself.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
The President was greeted with thunderous applause from the gathered reporters. Jake smiled a little at that. Prior to his re-election, Bryan’s treatment in the media had been scathing. People were quick to blame him for Bard’s terrorist actions and to suggest that his policies had left people feeling no choice but to revolt violently.
At the time, Jake had been infuriated by the suggestion that the terrorists were somehow justified in their actions, that killing hundreds of innocent people was somehow a perfectly reasonable political protest. Now, seeing the love Bryan received, he had a different opinion. The election was over, and there was Nothing sensational about attacking a President on the back half of his second term, especially considering how popular Bryan was after surviving the threat to himself and his family on Air Force One, and then a few months later in Russia.
So everyone loved him, and the attacks were reserved for the people considered most likely to run for his office in two years. The reporters weren’t fools, they were vultures.
His smile faded. Now that he thought that through, it made everything worse. They weren’t moved by the terrorists’ imagined plight. They were just capitalizing on fear to sell their product.
“All good there, big guy?” Jess asked.
Jake shook his thoughts free and said, “Yeah, I’m good. Just waiting to get this over with.” He turned to Jess. “Why do you call me big guy, anyway? Cyrus is bigger than I am.”
Jess shrugged. “Old habits die hard, I guess.”
“You never called me big guy before.”
“Okay, fine. All good there, little dude?”
Cyrus chuckled, and Jake rolled his eyes. "All good."
“That’s what you get for being grumpy,” Jess retorted. “Jeez, you are getting old.”
“Yeah, yeah. Be careful, or I’ll take Art’s job when he retires and make your life even more a living hell than it already is.”
“First of all, Art will outlive you if for no other reason than to spite you. Second, if you had his job, I would be making your life even more a living hell, not the other way around.”
“Good point,” Jake conceded.
“Besides,” Cyrus pointed out. “You get that cush nine-to-five schedule, more time to spend with your family, your wife stops giving you shit.”
Jake’s head snapped around, and Cyrus paled. “Sorry. I was just joking. I didn’t mean to say anything, uh… I didn’t mean to insult you.”
Jake sighed. "It's fine. Don't worry about it. It's no big deal."
He turned back to the monitor. Judging by his body language, Bryan was just about to finish his introductory statements and get to the meat and potatoes of his speech.
Jake was keenly aware of Jess’s stare. He resisted the urge to snap at her and kicked himself for reacting to Cyrus’s comment. It was just a joke. An immature and stupid joke, yes, but not a mean-spirited one. Besides, that kind of silliness was pretty par for the course among jobs like theirs. It was how they broke through the tension.
He sighed. Just get through the speech, get the President home safe, and then find Bard. Then, this will all be over with.
Jess’s voice replied in his head. A, that’s easier said than done, and B, you and I both know it won’t be over with. You’ll find some other reason to keep going, just like Sheila said.
“Shut up, Jess,” he hissed.
“What?” Jess asked.
Jake reddened and said, “Nothing. How are we looking outside of the White House?”
Jess paused briefly before saying, somewhat warily, “So far, so good. No suspicious vehicles. No suspicious people. No suspicious aircraft. All green.”
He nodded. “Okay, good. What about inside the perimeter?”
“Nothing from ground units,” Cyrus replied. “They all report no threat. A few of them have offered the opinion that perhaps the President should consider making his speeches shorter, but that’s about it.”
“Shorter?” Jess interjected. “It’s barely been five minutes.”
“He can be hard to listen to, actually,” Jake said. “He alternates between professorial and preachy, and it makes him sound like he loves the sound of his own voice a little too much.”
“Jesus!” Jess said, “That’s your father-in-law!”
“Not to mention your President,” Cyrus added with a chuckle. “Jeez, you really are getting old.”
“I’ll still kick your ass,” Jake quipped.
“Yeah? I guess we’ll see.”
Jake gave Cyrus a quizzical look, but Cyrus had turned his attention back to the monitors. Jake followed suit and sighed when he saw Bryan pacing back and forth on the stage, his hands clasped behind his back. “This isn’t going to be a short speech,” he observed.
“Well, it’s an important occasion,” Jess reminded him. “One hundred eighty-three U.S. soldiers died today.”
“I know. I’m not saying they don’t deserve to be remembered. I’m just saying our agents will have to stand out in the cold a little longer.”
“It’s not even that cold,” Jess scoffed. “They’ll be fine.”
The speech continued, and the press listened with rapt attention. It was another ten minutes before it concluded, which wasn’t really that long, Jake supposed.
“Okay,” he said. “Time to wrap it up. Take him to Alpha first, and then we’ll—”
“Hold on,” Cyrus interrupted. “He still has Q&A.”
“What? He’s taking questions?”
“Yes,” Cyrus said with a slight sigh. “Six FBI agents were just killed, and the President thought it would make sense to address that now while he’s memorializing others who have sacrificed their lives combating terrorists.”
“Why am I just hearing about this now?”
“I don’t know,” Cyrus replied. “I told Malvern to tell you.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Well… I mean, I thought you would know.”
“I didn’t know,” Jess replied. “When did the President tell you this?”
“He told me last night. I’m sorry, I really thought you guys knew.”
Jake sighed. “Cyrus, we really need to work on your communication. Any time you hear anything about the President’s movements or plans, we need to hear about it.”
“Why wouldn’t he tell us?” Jess asked. “We’re heads of his security team too.”
“I don’t know,” Jake replied, “but whatever. We’ll deal with it later. I’ll talk to Bryan, and Cyrus, for the love of God, put our numbers on speed dial.”
“You got it. Sorry.”
"Don't be sorry, just… Forget it. No harm, no foul. Hopefully, he limits it to a few questions."
Jess laughed suddenly, and Jake frowned at her. “Did I miss something?”
She pointed at one of the monitors in the upper right corner. The monitor displayed an image from a traffic camera overlooking a corner of the National Mall. Jake looked at it to see a man dressed in a suit made out of dollar bills. He looked back at Jess. “Really? What’s so funny?”
"He's paying for a hot dog with his suit!" she said. "Oh, come on, you don't think that's a little funny?"
Jake turned back to the monitor to see the man was indeed ripping dollar bills off of his coat and handing it to the proprietor of the hot dog stand. “I think you’re easily amused.”
“Oh, whatever. You’re just a scrooge. Hey, Cyrus, can you tell if those bills are counterfeit from here?”
Cyrus shrugged. “Beats me. I don’t know the first thing about counterfeiting.”
Jake frowned. “I thought you said you were with counterfeit response before you came to Presidential Security.”
Cyrus stared at him blankly for a moment. “Oh, I was, but… I wasn’t the guy who looked at the money. I was… uh—”
“Jake!”
Jake’s eyes snapped back to Jess. She pointed at another monitor. This one showed a man working his way through the small crowd of onlookers outside of the press cordon. He had his hand in his jacket, and when he pulled it out, Jake saw the outline of a submachine gun.
“Shit!” he tapped his earpiece. “Malvern, this is Mercer. We have a bogey just outside of the police cordon carrying a submachine gun. Take him out now.”
“On it.”
Jake watched on screen as two men in plainclothes moved swiftly toward the armed man. Jess and Cyrus watched in tense silence as the plainclothes agents approached the would-be terrorist.
The man stopped in front of the police cordon and hesitated. Evidently, he hadn't thought about how to get past the wall of police in riot gear.
“See if you can take him out quietly, Malvern,” Jake said. “If we can avoid a panic, that would be nice.”
“You got it.”
The two men struck like snakes. One of them tackled the terrorist while the other stripped his weapon out of his hand. The police officers in the cordon flinched and went for their own weapons, but the Secret Service agent held up a hand, lowered the gun, then retrieved his ID.
Jake breathed a sigh of relief. “Well done, Malvern. Excellent job.”
“Thanks for that,” Malvern said tersely.
Jake frowned. “Everything okay, Malvern?”
After a pause, Malvern said, “Permission to speak freely, sir?”
“Sure, what is it?”
“Could we not have scheduled this press conference for a later date?”
Jake sighed. “I apologize for that. I wasn’t aware of the Q&A session until a couple of minutes ago.”
“What? But Cyrus said it was your idea.”
Jake frowned. “What? Cyrus told me that the President…”
Jake’s voice trailed off. A horrible thought came to his mind. This wasn’t the first time Cyrus had dropped the ball on his communication. Jake had chalked that up to inexperience, but some other actions hadn’t made sense either. Sending Malvern into the Oval Office, then killing Gerard Lavoisseur supposedly when the terrorist attacked him was a big one. Jake had also chalked that up to inexperience, but if Gerard knew something about Cyrus that Cyrus didn’t want others finding out…
He shook his head. He was letting his mind run away with him. Cyrus was young, but he had a history with the Secret Service. Sure, so did Merrill and Trent, but they had been blackmailed into betraying the President. Cyrus came from counterfeit response. He wouldn’t have even been on Bard’s radar.
He came from counterfeit response but didn’t know the first thing about counterfeit money.
“Sir?” Malvern asked. “Is everything all right up there?”
“I’ll call you back.”
He heard a thud and turned around to see Jess sprawled on the floor unconscious.
And Cyrus stood in front of him, holding a gun to his chest.



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
Despite the arguments he'd had with Sheila and Jess recently and the few occasions where his reflexes hadn't been what they used to be, Jake didn't feel old. A little out of practice, maybe, but certainly Nothing a few weeks in the gym wouldn't fix. Hell, during their firefight at the hold mill, he had more than held his own, and his instincts had saved his and Cyrus's life more than once.
But as he stared at Cyrus and saw the gun aimed at his chest, he felt truly old for the first time. He had been duped, hook, line and sinker. It wasn’t the first time a traitor with a Secret Service ID had duped Jake, but somehow this hit Jake differently. He had been fooled, and now…
Now what?
“So are you working with Bard or are you moonlighting using his name?” Jake asked.
“Oh, Bard is very much alive and well,” Cyrus said. “The man Jess noticed was supposed to be wearing a press uniform and carrying a much smaller handgun. The President was supposed to be dead already, but he kind of fucked that up. See, that’s Bard’s problem. Finding good help. Except for me. Now move.”
Jake glanced at Jess, and Cyrus said, “She’s fine. You really think I’d kill that piece before I had a chance to taste it?” He grinned. “Come on, Jake, you see the way she looks at me. With you out of the way and the world collapsing, she’ll let me in. You know she will.”
“So who are you really?” Jake asked.
“I’m Cyrus Kane. I figured it would be easier to just use my real name rather than make one up. As far as my experience, Bard helped me out with that. He made me ex-counterfeit response because you would have picked up on it if I used a fake background in security. Anyway, I’d be happy to answer all of your questions, but it’s going to have to happen on our way out of here, okay?”
“Where are you taking me?” Jake insisted, remaining still.
“Wherever the fuck I feel like. Or you can watch me shoot Jess in the base of the spine. Won’t kill her, but you’ll hear her screams when she figures out she’ll never use her legs again.”
Jake started forward, but Cyrus kept his distance, and Jake was forced to head for the door rather than lunge for Cyrus’s weapon like he hoped.
“Good boy,” Cyrus said. “Head down the stairs.”
Jake’s earpiece buzzed. “Sir? Respond, please.”
“All good up here, Malvern,” Cyrus replied. “Jake had a bit of a bio-emergency, if you know what I mean. Let’s get that piece of shit out of here before Jake finishes disposing of his own.”
“Got it,” Malvern replied with a weary chuckle.
"Downstairs, please," Cyrus repeated.
Jake headed toward the stairwell and started down. He was on the fifth floor of the building. That meant maybe one minute before he reached the ground. He wanted to disarm Cyrus before then, but the fake agent kept himself well out of Jake’s striking distance.
“So what’s the plan? You kill me and then the President?”
“That’s the plan now,” Cyrus admitted. “Originally, you were supposed to die after the President, but we’ll settle for what we can get.”
Jake stopped moving. “Then you’ll have to kill me now. There’s no point in me going any further.”
“Sure there is. I’ll hurt Jess exponentially more for each ounce of difficulty you give me.”
“What happens when you’re seen?” Jake challenged. “They will see you.”
“I’ll escape during the chaos. Kind of sucks, because now that I think about it, I won’t get a chance with Jess. Oh well. There are other women.”
“Why?”
Cyrus laughed. “You have to be kidding, Jake. What answer does every single person give for that question? And let’s say I have a great answer. Are you going to agree with it?”
“I’m just curious.”
“Well, keep walking, and I’ll satisfy your curiosity.”
Jake started walking again, and Cyrus said, “The system is broken, Jake. Bard understands that. He’s going to fix it.”
“You can’t seriously believe that.”
“You can't seriously believe it. I can. Look, American democracy worked for a long time. It doesn't anymore. We need a strong leader, one who can truly control the forces vying for power in our society and use them for the benefit of everyone. Bard can do that. You've seen what America can do, divided and rotten as we are now. Imagine us all focused on common goals with a common dream. That's how we become great again."
“And you’re doing your part by eliminating me.”
“Bard was very adamant that you have to go, and that you have to go publicly. See, the problem is that when people are afraid, they cling to the familiar. The way to break through that is to take it away. You have, perhaps unbeknownst to you, become a symbol for the strength of the American institution. So has Bryan. We kill both of you, that institution is revealed as vulnerable, and then we can step in and offer people an alternative.”
“So people see me die, and what, they get scared and run into Bard’s arms? I don’t believe that.”
“Well, that’s good. That’s because it’s a lie.”
Jake reached the bottom of the staircase and pushed the door handle to find it locked. Cyrus laughed.
“I told you it was a lie. I just needed you out of the room. Here’s what really happened. A terrorist sneaked into our command center, knocked Jess out and killed you. I fought him off, but he escaped. I’ll probably have to injure myself, but that’s fine, I heal quickly. Sucks that the President lives to fight another day, but with you out of the way, Bard doesn’t have to hide in the shadows. We’ll get him eventually. Hey, maybe I’ll pay a visit to that pretty wife of yours. See if she’s as good in bed as Jess.”
Jake spun around. As he did, he dropped down and reached for his gun. Cyrus fired, and the bullet shattered the door. Jake pulled his weapon out and aimed it at Cyrus, but the terrorist kicked his wrist and sent the gun flying.
Jake launched himself at Cyrus, driving him to the ground. Behind them, he heard footsteps rushing closer as police responded to the sound of gunshots. His earpiece buzzed. “Jake, Cyrus, Jess, we have gunshots,” Malvern’s voice called. “First floor of your building. Capitol Police is responding.”
Cyrus tapped his earpiece and said, “I’m engaging the terrorist now! Shoot him! Quickly!”
“On the ground!” a police officer called.
“It’s me!” Jake called back. “It’s Jake Mercer! Cyrus is the terrorist!”
The police officer hesitated. “What? What the hell is going—”
Cyrus lunged forward, throwing Jake to the ground and rushing out of the building. Jake got to his feet and sprinted past the stunned officers, tapping his earpiece again and saying, “Malvern, get the President to safety and get a medical team to the command room. Jess is injured. I’m going after Cyrus.”
“Cyrus? Where’s Cyrus going?”
“He’s a terrorist. He hurt Jess, and he tried to shoot me.”
“What? Are you sure?”
“I’m sure!” Jake cried, shoving his way through the crowd, which had begun to panic and scatter. “Damn it, Malvern, trust me! I want the city on lockdown and Cyrus detained.”
There was a pause for the space of a heartbeat before Malvern said, “Understood, sir.”
Jake breathed a sigh of relief, but that relief was short-lived when he saw Cyrus throw a police officer off of his motorcycle and speed off. To the officer’s credit, he rolled to his feet, drew his weapon and fired at Cyrus. A bullet struck the terrorist in his shoulder, and the motorcycle veered, but remained upright.
"Damn it!" Jake called. He looked around for a vehicle and found another motorcycle parked a few feet away. The officer assigned to that motorcycle ran for it, but Jake reached it first. "Sorry," he told the officer, flashing his Secret Service ID. "I'm commandeering the vehicle for official use."
He sped off, leaving the stunned officer standing there, probably wondering why Jake didn’t just let him pursue Cyrus.
The answer to that question was fairly simple. Jake wanted Cyrus for himself. It wasn’t proper procedure. It wasn’t protocol. It wasn’t even the right decision.
But it was what was going to happen. Cyrus had deceived Jake, injured Jess, threatened Sheila and declared himself working with Bard. Jake wanted the traitor himself.
And when he found Cyrus, he would give Cyrus a choice. Tell Jake where Bard was or die.



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
Bard was a better motorcycle rider than Albert Godfrey. By the time Jake pulled behind him, he was at least a half-mile away. More to the point, he was aiming for the narrow side streets of D.C. rather than the massive, traffic-choked avenues. He could use those side streets to put some real distance between the two of them, and if he played his cards right, he might even find a hole in the police blockade forming around the city.
Jake tapped his earpiece. “Malvern, I’m on his tail. He’s fleeing through side streets. What’s the status on that police blockade?”
After a brief pause, Malvern replied. “They’re cutting off the Beltway. That’s the best they can do right now.”
Jake sighed. “That’s not good enough. There are too many holes for him to slip through.”
Malvern paused again, then said, “Sir… with all due respect, I served with Cyrus, not you. I know your reputation, but I know Bard’s reputation too. We’re going to put that blockade up, but their instructions are to bring both of you in until we sort this out.”
Jake pressed his lips together. “Talk to Art, Malvern. Tell him to look into Cyrus’s background. It was fabricated by Bard. His history is false, and if Art digs a little, he’ll find that.”
“That’s the idea, sir. We’re going to talk to Jess too. She’s still out right now, but the medic doesn’t think she’s concussed too badly. She’s receiving treatment, and we’ll ask her what happened when she wakes up, but… I don’t know. It’s hard to know who to trust right now. I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt because Cyrus is clearly fleeing, so I know he’s a terrorist. The thing I don’t know is if you’re chasing him or if you’re fleeing as well. I’m just saying, when the police stop you too, you should go quietly.”
Jake sighed. “Then you better make damn sure that you get Cyrus too, because if you don’t, I’m not going anywhere quietly. He threatened my family. I’m not letting him get away.”
As he said this, he gunned the throttle and began to close the distance between himself and Cyrus. Cyrus was an excellent rider, but Jake was an even better rider, and he was motivated. The image of Jess unconscious on the ground and the sound of Cyrus’s taunting voice as he threatened Sheila spurred him onward.
He should never have walked away. He should never have left active duty. He knew that Bard wasn’t finished. Petrov had told him as much when Jake encountered his secret airfield in Virginia. He should have stayed on the team until Bard was stopped once and for all.
Was that why Petrov hadn’t dropped the missiles on D.C. but instead had flown the drones harmlessly over the Atlantic? Was Bard setting this up so he could take personal revenge on Jake in addition to killing the President?
Damn it, Jake had screwed up badly. If he had been the head of Presidential security, Cyrus would never have gotten anywhere near the President. He would never have gotten anywhere near Jake. Jake would have vetted him and discovered the discrepancies in his past from day one.
That raised the question, though. Why hadn’t Cyrus already killed the President? He’d had chances. He could have gotten the job done. So why wait? Why wait until today?
He veered through the alleys and slowly gained on Cyrus while he pondered that question. Cyrus had suggested that Jake was supposed to die along with the President, that Bard wanted his death to serve as proof that the American people weren’t safe, but Jake didn’t believe that. It made no sense. Jake’s name was known to the public, but he wasn’t nearly important enough that his death could drive society to panic. And if it could, then why not kill him earlier?
Jake was tired of things not making sense. It felt as though Bard was just playing a game, but only he understood the rules. What went on in his twisted mind?
Well, Jake would find out. He would find Bard if it was the last thing he ever did, and he would get the answers he needed. Then, he would make sure that Bard didn't live long enough to act on them.
He was close now. Cyrus realized it, too. He turned to see Jake gaining and drew his weapon.
Jake veered to the left as Cyrus fired on him, easily avoiding the shot. Cyrus cursed and fired again, and once more, Jake avoided it, this time by turning down a side alley. He could hear Cyrus’s laughter as he sped away, but he didn’t know what Jake did. Jake turned right down another alley and opened the throttle all the way. These two alleys would merge, and if Jake timed it right…
Yes! He pulled out right in front of Cyrus. The terrorist’s eyes widened when he saw Jake leap from his vehicle and tackle him off of his bike.
Jake cried out in pain as they hit the ground. His cracked rib sent lightning bolts through his body, and he could feel where the bruises would form as his thighs and shoulders hit the pavement.
But he could handle pain. He’d dealt with pain before. He rolled to his feet and swung his fist at Cyrus. The blow caught the younger man in the midsection, and Cyrus gasped as the wind was knocked out of him. He parried Jake’s second blow, but his return strike went wide. Jake ducked under the punch and rocked Cyrus with an uppercut, then a left hook.
Cyrus’s teeth clicked together with each blow. He stumbled backwards, aiming another flailing blow at Jake, and Jake tackled him to the ground.
Cyrus shrugged off the blow and pinned Jake’s arms to his side and rolled over so he was on top of the older agent. Jake tried to buck him off, but Cyrus put his weight on Jake’s chest, and Jake cried out as a fresh wave of pain coursed through his body through his cracked rib.
“Fuck Bard!” Cyrus shouted, “I’m killing you right now.”
He wrapped his hands around Jake’s neck and squeezed. Jake tensed his neck muscles, but that wouldn’t hold for long against the bigger man. The gunshot wound to Cyrus’s shoulder didn’t seem to slow him down as much as Jake hoped it would.
Well, maybe Jake could change that. He stuck his thumb into the wound and twisted.
Cyrus shrieked and released Jake’s neck. He pulled his hand away and threw a hard jab at Jake. Jake saw the blow coming and rolled with it, but he hadn’t gained his feet yet, and the force caused him to stumble. Cyrus dove for his legs, and Jake sprawled, but Cyrus kept with the movement and threw Jake to the ground again.
He reached for Jake’s throat again. Jake grabbed Cyrus’s wrists and strained, but Cyrus was stronger than he was and slowly forced his hands closer to Jake’s neck. Jake snarled and bucked up. He managed to get his foot on the ground and shove Cyrus off of him, but instead of rolling over onto his back, Cyrus jumped easily to his feet and buried a vicious kick in Jake’s solar plexus.
Jake gasped and dropped to the ground. He tried to stand, but his body wouldn’t obey him. Get up. Get up, damn it!
Cyrus chuckled. He kicked again, and this time the blow landed on Jake’s jaw. He felt his head buzz, felt unconsciousness threatening the edges of his vision.
Sheila’s image flashed in his mind. Beau’s. His family. They were relying on him. If he didn’t stop Cyrus now, then Cyrus would kill both of them.
With a cry of rage, Jake rose to his feet. He stepped forward, throwing the hardest right hand of his life toward Cyrus’s jaws.
And Cyrus ducked out of the way easily and threw an overhand left that landed just behind Jake’s ear. Jake’s legs wobbled, and Cyrus’s right uppercut knocked him off of his feet. Before he could even hit the ground, Cyrus drove his knee into his groin. Jake doubled over, and Cyrus stepped back, lifted his leg and brought his heel down in between Jake’s shoulderblades.
Jake fell to the ground. His head smacked the asphalt, and everything seemed far away. He felt Cyrus’s next kick crack one of his ribs, but the pain seemed distant as well.
Cyrus laughed. “Damn. You really are slow. I thought you’d be at least a little bit of a challenge. Shit, I should’ve just beat you to death back at the command center.”
“No,” Jake growled.
He pushed himself onto his hands and knees. Cyrus laughed and jumped onto his back. Jake’s head slammed onto the asphalt again. He gasped, and Cyrus straddled him. He took a breath and then threw two hard, driving punches to either side of Jake’s head.
Jake’s vision went black. His hearing faded. He only barely felt his body roll over, and when Cyrus’s hands closed around his throat, he didn’t mind that he couldn’t breathe anymore.
I’m sorry, Sheila, he thought. You were right. I should’ve stayed away. I’m too old.
He kissed Sheila, and the world was perfect.
He held Beau and wondered how anything in life could be so wonderful.
He watched his wife play with his son and realized that there was Nothing on Earth as important as them.
These thoughts raced through his mind, but it was the voice of his old friend and mentor Max Holloway that finally saved Jake’s life.
Get your shit together, Marine! He won’t stop with you! Do you want your family to suffer the way you are now?
Almost without realizing it, Jake lifted his hands and pressed his thumbs into Cyrus’s eyes. He felt a pop, and Cyrus shrieked and scrambled off of him, clawing at his face.
Jake got to his feet, gasping and stumbling. The world was in pain.
He clutched his side and coughed through his wounded throat as he watched Cyrus flailing around. Cyrus tripped over his fallen motorcycle and fell heavily to the ground, where he remained, still flailing and clasping his injured eye. The other one opened and stared up at Jake with a mixture of fear and hate.
“You bastard! I’ll kill you!”
He lurched to his feet and rushed Jake. One eye gone or not, Jake wouldn’t survive another fight. He had to make this shot count.
He timed Cyrus’s rush and held his hand out, fingers extended. When he felt his hand enter Cyrus’s other eye, he drove forward and twisted. He felt another pop, and Cyrus jumped into the air, shrieking and clasping his face.
Jake stooped and picked up the handgun Cyrus had dropped. He walked to Cyrus and gritted his teeth. With a cry, he slammed the barrel down onto Cyrus’s head. The terrorist collapsed and lay where he fell, whimpering.
“Where’s Bard?”
“I don’t fuckin’ know!” Cyrus shouted. “Fuck! Damn it, I told him we should have just done this the easy way. I could have killed the President and you on the same fucking day if he’d just listened to me!”
“Why didn’t he listen to you?” Jake asked. “Why did he want us to die today?”
“He wanted it to be public. He… fuck, my eyes!”
“You’re still alive,” Jake reminded him. “For now.”
Cyrus began to weep, and Jake pulled the hammer back. “Keep talking.”
“Fuck you! Oh, fuck you! And fuck Bard. I don’t know, he… he said that people needed to see the President die. They needed to see you fail to protect him, then fail to protect yourself. He said that they needed to know that his rise to power was inevitable, that you and people like you could fight all they want but they’d still lose.”
“Didn’t work out for him, did it?” Jake asked drily.
“No, it fucking didn’t! God, I can’t believe I listened to him. I knew it was a stupid idea.”
“It is. For many reasons. Not the least of which is that it’s insane of Bard to think that freedom, safety and democracy are values that the President and I embody. We serve those ideals, we don’t encapsulate them. Bard’s chasing a dream that could never come true. He could kill Bryan, me, and everyone else in Washington, but the United States will never accept a leader like him.”
Cyrus laughed bitterly. “I don’t know, man. I accepted him. I think people will do whatever the fuck they’re told if they believe the guy saying it has their best interests at heart.”
“He doesn’t have their best interests at heart.”
“Well, they’ll listen if the guy talking has the biggest gun too. Maybe that’s the real reason. Maybe he just needed people to see him beat you. Out of sight, out of mind, right? But if they see it happen, if they see Bard win, then they have no choice but to accept what he can do. They can’t hide anymore. They can’t convince themselves that Jake Mercer and President Bryan Jackson can stop him.”
Something Cyrus said struck Jake. If they see it happen. If they see Bard win.
“Cyrus? Last chance. Where is Bard?”
Cyrus grinned at Jake. Behind his mutilated eyes and the blood coursing down his face, the smile looked like the rictus of a corpse. “Where do you think? He’s winning.”
Jake’s eyes widened. He barely heard the sirens as the police cars squealed to a halt in front of the alley and officers rushed forward to take Cyrus.
He didn’t have time to wait. He couldn’t let the police take him and sort things out later. He needed to get back to the President.
He grabbed his motorcycle and sped back down the alley. A pair of officers aimed their handguns at him and ordered him to stop, but he ignored them. His body screamed in pain from the worst injuries he’d taken since being stabbed by Vincent St. Clair while succumbing to the ravages of a supervirus in Paris.
He ignored the pain, too. He had to.
When he approached the cruiser blocking the alley, he tensed, lowered his body, then with a cry of effort, he jumped and lifted the front wheel off of the ground. The officers dove out of the way as the bike collided with the car.
Jake kept the throttle open and leaned forward. The back wheel hit the cruiser’s front driver side wheel and climbed up. Jake released the throttle and kept his weight forward. The bike teetered precariously, then fell back down onto both wheels.
“Hey!” the officers called. “Stop!”
Jake gunned the motor. The bike lurched forward and dropped to the ground.
Then Jake sped off down the street and back toward the White House.



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
 
Timing was everything. The future was decided in a matter of seconds. A second too early, and the deaths wouldn’t have been public. A second too late, and Bard would miss his chance yet again.
But he wouldn't be late. He would send his diversion. Then Cyrus would lead Jake to the open, in front of all of the television cameras. Then Cyrus would kill Jake, and Bard would shoot the President from his sniper's nest. Then, in the chaos, he would hack into the news media as he had before, only this time, he would be telling the truth. He would have won. He would have assassinated the President and publicly eliminated the President's paladin.
There would be chaos. There would be fighting. There would be pandemonium.
And during the chaos that separated Bryan Jackson’s death from the appointment of his incompetent Vice President, Bard would have sprung the many other traps he had set. More would have died: Generals, Senators, Secretaries, and Justices. Some of them, Bard would have replaced with puppets. Others he would simply have left for the shocked, terrified and crippled government to deal with.
Bard was no fool. He didn’t expect to kill the king and step into his crown right away. It would be years, decades even before Bard could finally, in the twilight of his years, see the full fruition of his plans.
But he would succeed. The two greatest obstacles to his success would have been removed, and he could finally move forward, knowing that there was no chance of being forced back.
But timing, it seemed, wasn't everything. One also had to rely on the competence of one's subordinates, and in that area, Bard had always had exceptionally poor luck, while Jake Mercer had always had exceptionally good luck.
Rather than lead Jake to the President, Cyrus had tried to kill him in a secluded area far from the public eye. He had failed, and his failure had allowed Jake to warn his men. They had removed the President, leaving Bard to stare in disbelief as, once again, the perfect chance was taken from him.
And it had all unraveled once more.
Bard sat in the booth at the restaurant and mused while the other patrons stared in fear at the sirens and lights and men and women in riot gear that moved down the street hunting for Bard’s latest mistake.
It was pointless. He sought perfection, but it would never come. He wanted his great and glorious victory, but he underestimated what that would require. He underestimated how tenaciously the fools in power would cling to it and how cunning they would be when they felt that power threatened.
It was pointless. Bard could try again, but he’d be stopped again. He could make another plan, but Jake Mercer would unravel it once more.
He frowned and sipped his water. He had made a critical mistake luring Jake back into the Service. He couldn’t blame it all on Cyrus. He could have waited a few years for Jake’s star to fade, for another President to take Bryan’s place. It would have been a little more difficult to cultivate the state of fear and despair he needed, but he could have done it.
Now that chance was lost. Jake Mercer would continue to block him at every turn, and until Bard was captured or killed, he would serve through as many presidencies as it took.
Jake was no longer young, but Bard was nearly old. In a waiting game, Jake had the advantage. Already, Bard doubted he would see the world he wanted before he was white-haired and frail. Now he realized he would never see it.
Rage filled him. If not for Jake fucking Mercer, he would already be well on his way to cementing his legacy! Now, his legacy was one of failure.
Well, he would get one victory. If all fate deigned to allow him was the death of the thorn in his side that had festered to the point of killing his chance at greatness, then he would pluck that thorn and cast it into the fire. And if he fell himself into that fire and lived only just long enough to see that thorn burn first, then so be it.
No more plans. No more schemes. No more future. Only a single, perfect moment of triumph.
Eli Bard would never be the President of the United States. He would never be the leader of a new and better world.
But he would kill Jake Mercer. He would see that bastard die. Then he would go content to whatever fate awaited him.



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
 
Jake reached the White House five minutes after leaving Cyrus behind. He pulled the hand brakes and turned the bike, tires squealing as he came to a stop. He jumped off and ran toward the cordon, pulling his ID.
“Special Agent Jake Mercer, Secret Service. I know you gentlemen have orders, but I need to speak to Special Agent Malvern ASAP. I have reason to believe that Eli Bard is on these premises and that the President’s life is in danger.”
The officers looked at each other for a moment before one of them said, "Um… the orders for your arrest were canceled two minutes ago. I don't know where, uh, Special Agent… I don't know where he is, but you're no longer a suspect, sir."
Jake sighed. “Thank God for small blessings. Thank you, officer, I’ll find my own way in.”
He tapped his earpiece, but once more, all he got was a buzzing sound. He had tried it three times while riding back to the White House and gotten Nothing. It must have broken during his fight with Cyrus.
The situation appeared contained. The Secret Service presence was minimal on the South Lawn, meaning they had done their jobs and followed the President wherever they had taken him. Assuming they had stuck with Jake’s original plan, that would be Checkpoint Alpha, but considering that up until a few minutes ago, Malvern thought Jake was a suspect, the plans could have changed.
“Sir!” a voice called.
Jake turned to see Malvern jogging toward him. The agent was pale, and his face was etched with guilt. “Sir, I’m so sorry. Jess woke up, and… I’m so sorry.”
"Forget it," Jake said curtly. He wasn't even a little bit happy that Malvern had questioned his loyalty, considering his years of nearly dying to save the President from disaster, but he didn't have time to deal with his hurt feelings right now. "Where's the President?"
“He’s at Checkpoint Delta. Jess told us to take him there and put him under Commander Munoz’s protection. It’s my understanding that CAT One is with him right now.”
“Good.” Thank God for Jess, at least. “Where is she?”
“Jess?”
“Who the fuck do you think?” he snapped.
Malvern flinched. “She’s with the President. She insisted on remaining with him until she got into contact with you. The President demanded that a medic join them, so—”
"That's fine," Jake said. "Listen, Cyrus suggested that Eli Bard was still here. Evidently, he wanted to kill the President personally. I want his description in the hands of every agency in D.C. You want to make up for the shit that just happened? Find Eli Bard."
“Yes, sir,” Malvern said, his voice barely a whisper.
“Do you have a spare radio I can use?” Jake asked.
“Um, I have my handheld. It’s on the same frequency as the earpiece.”
“I’ll take it.”
Malvern handed him the walkie, and Jake pressed the talk button. “Jess? This is Jake. Are you—”
“Oh my God!” Jess cried out, “Jake!” Jake heard a sound that Jess would never admit was crying, then Jess said, “You’re okay? Cyrus didn’t kill you?”
“He sure tried,” Jake said, “But I’m all right. Listen, Bard’s still out here. I don’t know where. I have Malvern looking for him right now. He was trying to kill me and the President in public. The guy with the submachine gun was just a diversion. Cyrus was going to kill me, and Bard was going to kill the President.”
“Jesus. Why? I mean… I don’t mean to give the baddies ideas, but why wouldn’t Cyrus have just killed you and Bryan when no one was looking?”
Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. I think… Cyrus said he wanted the public to feel unsafe. He wanted them to see him killing the institutions that protected the public from him so they would know he could do whatever he wanted.”
“What? Seriously?”
“I don’t think that’s all of it,” Jake continued. “I think he planned to make moves during the power vacuum. I think he wanted it to be public because he wanted the panic to slow things down. He wanted the government to have to deal with the public’s reaction and not have the chance to get ahead of the situation.”
“But… Look, not that I don’t think you’re important, but why you?”
Jake sighed. “According to Cyrus, I symbolize one of the institutions that keep people safe.”
“Jesus. That’s some seriously messed up thinking.”
“I’m sure that’s not the whole story. I’m obviously not the only reason Bard hasn’t succeeded, but I’m probably the most visible one. He blames me for his lack of success, and I think he wanted to show everyone he could beat me specifically.”
“Huh. Well… This is weird to say, but I guess we got lucky that Bard’s lost his marbles. I mean… I was completely taken in by Cyrus. If they’d been a little smarter…”
She left the thought unfinished. She didn’t need to finish it. Jake felt the same way. “Yeah. I get it.”
“How’s the situation up top?”
Jake looked around. The police had formed a barrier around the South Lawn. Beyond the wall, most of the police vehicles had begun to move away, leaving only one at each corner of the property. There were still a few onlookers, but now that it was clear the danger had passed, most of the civilians seemed to have lost interest as well. Jake would never cease to be amazed at how quickly people convinced themselves they were safe. Granted, they really were safe now, but still.
“Surprisingly calm,” he replied. “For all the mishaps we’ve just dealt with, we had the basics nailed. Malvern might be a mistrustful prick, but he got the President and you to safety with flawless precision.”
“He’s a good agent,” Jess said. “Go easy on him, okay? He knew Cyrus like a friend. This is almost as tough for him as if you found out that I was Bard’s partner.”
Jake grimaced. “Don’t even joke about that. But point taken. I’ll put a letter of merit in his file or something.”
She chuckled. “Now you’re starting to sound like Art.”
“More proof that I really am getting old. Hang on a second, Malvern’s coming back.”
The agent saluted Jake professionally. Secret Service Agents didn't salute, so that was a sign of Malvern's military background. Jake resisted the urge to say at ease and asked, "Anything?"
Malvern shook his head. “No sign of Bard or anyone matching his description. CPD and FBI are scouring camera footage, but the current opinion is that Bard lied to Cyrus and he and the shooter were the only two terrorists present.”
Jake pressed his lips together. It fit with Bard's MO to have others do his dirty work, but it didn't fit with his MO to lie to them. He was always upfront about his unwillingness to get his hands dirty, almost comically so.
Still, Jake doubted Bard had stuck around for long after things went to hell. He was probably halfway to Maryland by the time Jake hopped on the police motorcycle to chase Cyrus.
Speaking of Cyrus. “Any updates on Cyrus?”
Malvern’s shoulders tensed. Jake could see the anger and hurt in his eyes and felt a rush of empathy. He remembered how he felt when Trent and Merrill turned traitor. He squeezed Malvern’s shoulder briefly and said, “He fooled me too. And Jess. That probably doesn’t make you feel better, but at least you know you’re not alone.”
“It doesn’t make me feel better,” Malvern confirmed. “But I appreciate the thought.” He took a deep breath and adopted a professional demeanor again. “To answer your question, he’s been taken under guard to George Washington University Hospital to be treated for his injuries. He’s offered no resistance, which isn’t that surprising.”
“Is he talking?”
“Constantly. He’s telling us the same things he’s telling you. We think he’s telling the truth, but we don’t know if Bard told him the truth.”
“He did,” Jake replied. “I’m sure of it. But I think Bard probably gave up once your team got the President underground. Bard’s cunning and dangerous, but he’s one man, so he knows better than to try to fight through dozens of armed men by himself.”
“You think he got out of Dodge the moment shit hit the fan?”
“Exactly.”
Malvern nodded. “Well, we have the APB out and every law enforcement agency between Charleston and Philadelphia is looking for him, so we’ll find him.”
Jake didn’t share Malvern’s confidence, but he smiled and clapped him on the shoulder anyway. “Good man.”
Malvern returned the smile, but it quickly vanished in a look of concern. “If you don’t mind me saying so, sir, you should go get treated for your own injuries. You’re really cut up.”
Jake nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right. I’ll—”
His phone buzzed. Probably Sheila watching the news and texting to make sure he was all right. He pulled it out of his pocket, and all the blood drained from his face.
It was Sheila.
Specifically, a picture of Sheila next to Beau.
Both of them were bound and tied to the rails of their staircase.
The caption read Let’s finish this, Mercer. Come alone. If I hear a siren, I shoot first and ask questions later.
The sender didn’t identify himself, but Jake knew who it was.
“Sir?” Malvern asked. “Is everything all right?”
Jake took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Sure. I’m going to take your advice and go heal up.”
Malvern nodded, then saluted again. Jake returned the salute, then headed as casually as he could to the motorcycle. Fortunately, Capitol Police hadn't reclaimed it yet, so Jake was able to mount it and start toward home.
His heart pounded. He had been such a fool. Of course, Bard hadn't tried to flee. This was his magnum opus, his last attempt, and Jake had ruined it.
And now Bard was coming for his pound of flesh.
Jake sped toward home, and the only thought on his mind was Not them. Please God, not them.



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
Jake had imagined a scenario like this many times throughout his life. He’s made just as many plans for how he would handle it. When he was a sniper in the Marine Corps, most of those plans involved using thermal imaging scopes to locate the threats and placing shots on them from nine hundred yards before directing first responders into the home to collect his family. When he joined the Secret Service, his plans involved cordoning off the area and infiltrating the home with a team of highly trained agents to take the baddies out rapidly in close quarters.
He'd even made plans for this exact sort of “Come alone” scenario. In none of those plans did he actually come alone. There were aircraft monitoring the situation from miles away. Jess was in a command vehicle coordinating the efforts of Combat Action Teams, SWAT teams, uniformed officers, Secret Agents and military personnel.
But now that he was facing this exact threat, all of those plans went out the window. He was riding alone to face an entrenched enemy who was the biggest threat to national security since the Soviet Union because he was terrified that any misstep would result in his family’s death.
But what would happen when he arrived? Bard’s plan was obviously to kill Jake and his family. Maybe in that order, maybe not. But all three of them were intended to die. He wasn’t changing anything by coming alone.
Then again, if he came with the cavalry, they’d still die. Maybe Jake would live, but Sheila and Beau would die, and if they died, there was no reason for Jake to live.
He was trapped. For all of his convoluted and poorly thought-out planning, Bard had finally beaten Jake using the oldest and simplest trick in the book. Jake's only hope now was a miracle.
It concerned him to realize that was his plan. He was going to come home, go inside and hope that he could somehow gun Bard down before Bard killed his family in front of him.
If someone had asked Jake before if he’d ever been frightened, Jake would have said yes. When Vincent St. Clair held Sheila at gunpoint. When Nikolai held Sheila captive in Moscow. When Trent and Merrill had Sheila and her parents bound aboard Air Force One and announced their plan to deliver them to Bard.
But each time, Jake hadn’t been alone. He’d had a whole team of capable, dedicated people around him. This time, he didn’t have that. This time, he couldn’t have that.
He was alone.
He pulled to a stop in front of his house and switched the motor off. Each step up the drive was an eternity. Each step made him wonder what he would see when he walked inside. Each image that crossed his mind was worse than the last.
He stopped in front of the door, unsure if he should knock or just walk inside. Sneaking in wasn’t an option. No doubt Bard knew exactly where he was.
Bard confirmed that a moment later when his voice carried through the door. “I’ll need you to strip down, Jake. You can keep your boxers on, but otherwise, it all comes off. Sorry to disrespect your dignity like this, but I need to make sure you’re not armed when you walk in. You understand.”
Hearing that snake’s gloating voice sparked anger into Jake’s fear. “Where’s my family?”
“You got the text, right? So you should know the answer to that question.”
“I need to see them before I follow any instruction you give me,” Jake said. “I need to know they’re all right.”
Bard sighed. “Beau, it seems, is with his grandmother. I’ll have to deal with him later. As for Sheila, you either take your clothes off, or I’ll shoot her and let you walk in and see her body.”
Just as he finished that, Jake heard whimpering and recognized Sheila’s voice. It was muffled, but there was no mistaking the sound of his wife’savoice.
Rage coursed through Jake. “So help me, Bard, if you hurt her—”
“Christ, Jake, have some self-respect,” Bard interrupted. “If the situation were any different than it is now, you’d already be trying to kill me. So please don’t threaten me with something I already know. Five seconds.”
Jake began to undress, his hands shaking with emotion. “What’s the plan, Bard? You’re gonna kill me, and then what? You think getting rid of me will allow you to win somehow?”
"You evidently think that because you've retired twice and come back twice. I'm willing to bet that when you told Little Miss President that you were going back into the field, your argument was that you were the only one who could stop me. Does that sound about right?"
Jake said Nothing. He hated that Bard's guess was right on the money. It was an easy conclusion to come to, but it still felt as though Bard had been a fly on the wall when he and Sheila were fighting.
And now the worst-case scenario had happened anyway. His family was in danger despite his efforts. Going back into the field hadn’t saved them and could very well be the reason they were in danger in the first place.
Jake finished stripping down and said, “All right. I’m done.”
“Good. Come on in. Let’s you and I have a talk.”
Jake was almost certain this was going to be the end. If Bard retained any amount of sanity, he would shoot Jake the moment the door opened, and then Jake's only mercy would be that he wouldn't live long enough to see what would happen to his family.
He walked inside and prepared for the end.
It didn't come. Bard stood in front of Jake, his handgun aimed at the staircase, landing directly at Sheila's head. Jake looked at his wife. Sheila was crying. She shook with terror and tried to say something when Jake walked in, but the tape muffled her words.
Jake wanted to say something, anything. Anything that would reassure her and let her know that things were going to be okay.
But she wasn't going to be okay. And Nothing Jake said or did would change that.
Damn it, do not give up! You’re not dead yet, so Bard wants more than just your death. Keep him talking. If you keep him talking long enough, you can find a chance.
“You look good,” Bard said. “Actually, you look terrible. You’re beat to hell. But hey, you’re still alive and still alert, so there’s that. I thought age would have worn on you a little more. The way Cyrus talked about you, I half-expected a senile, gray-haired old man.” He grinned malevolently. “Guess we were both wrong about that.”
“Let Sheila go,” Jake pleaded. “Your fight is with me, not her.”
Bard laughed. Jake could hear the sickness in that voice. The madness. Bard was gone. Years of failure and defeat had finally taken its toll on the terrorist leader. He was no longer thinking clearly. He probably wasn’t thinking at all. He was clinging to one last dream, one last personal victory that would soften the blow of his constant defeats.
But his hand remained steady as a rock, and Jake’s trained eye could see that he was applying about four and a half of the five and a half pounds of pressure required to pull the trigger on the Glock 17 he aimed at Sheila’s temple.
Jake would need to get close. Very close.
“Killing people is easy, Jake. You know that. I don’t want to kill you. I mean, I do, but that's not all I want to do." His smile vanished, replaced by an ugly look of naked hate. "I want to hurt you, Jake. I want to hurt you badly. You took everything from me. Everything I ever wanted. Everything I was meant to be."
Jake took a tentative step forward, hands raised in a placatory gesture.
“It’s so annoying. I was supposed to be the next great leader of history. I was going to overthrow the corrupt system we have and replace it with something better, something stronger. But you… You of all people stood in my way. It's like… if some corporal in the British Army had sunk George Washington's boats in the Delaware. Or if some goat herd in Egypt spooked Napoleon's horse and caused him to fall and break his neck. If some kid in Persia had thrown a rock and cracked Alexander's skull. You're Nothing. So why the hell are you always in my way?”
Jake was close now. Only a few more steps, and he could make a move for the gun. If he could just keep Bard talking.
“That’s where you’re wrong, Bard. You’re not Washington. Washington was humble. He didn’t want to be king. He wanted his people to be free. Napoleon was beaten eventually, and so was Alexander. Their empires collapsed, not because of a goat herd or a kid with a rock.
"They collapsed because the people those men oppressed rose up in defiance and fought as one. It's more than me, Bard. It's always been more than me. There is an entire nation of people—an entire world—who will never allow a man like you to obtain any power. You could kill me today, and you'll still lose. You could kill the President tomorrow, and you'll still lose. Men like you always lose.”
Two more steps.
Bard nodded. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I will lose. But you won’t be around to see it. And neither will your wife and son.”
His finger tightened around the trigger. Jake shouted, “No!” and rushed for the weapon.
The gun went off just as Jake’s hand met Bard’s wrist.



CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
 
 
Bard cursed and fell backward. Jake tried to look to see if the bullet had hit Sheila, but in doing so, he took his eyes off of Bard and didn’t see the foot Bard planted into his waist. As Bard fell, he rolled backwards and kicked Jake off of him.
Jake cried out again as Bard’s wrist tore from his hand. He leapt to his feet and grabbed it again, yanking the barrel of the gun backwards as Bard fired another shot. He glanced at the landing to see Sheila still struggling. There was no blood. She was still alive!
Bard once more took advantage of Jake’s distraction to throw him over his shoulder. Jake rolled too far away to reach Bard before he fired again, so in desperation, he kicked at Bard’s ankles. Bard fell backward and his third shot also hit the ceiling.
He cursed and tried to aim at Sheila again, but Jake jumped on top of him and forced the gun down. He tried to pull it from Bard’s grasp, but the terrorist clung to the weapon with animal-like strength. With a snarl of rage, Bard drove his elbow into Jake’s injured chest. Jake felt the rib crack again and gasped as a spasm went through his arms.
The spasm weakened his grip, and Bard tore the gun away again. This time, Bard aimed at Jake. Jake parried the gun away right when Bard fired his fourth shot. He felt something hot sear his scalp, but he didn’t have time to check to see how serious the wound was.
He switched his grip, holding Bard’s wrist with his right hand and driving down on Bard’s elbow with his left. The movement forced Bard’s hand up, and when Jake dropped his weight, Bard was forced to his knees.
With a cry of rage, Jake stood up and drove his knee into Bard’s jaw. The terrorist’s head snapped back, and his grip on the weapon loosened. Gritting his teeth through the pain in his chest, Jake grabbed the gun and tried to pull it free.
Bard recovered just as Jake pulled the gun from his grasp. With another bellow, Bard drove his fist into Jake’s chest. Jake felt his cracked rib shift, and pain rocketed through his body. His arms spasmed again, and Bard slapped the gun out of his hand.
He kicked Jake backwards and rushed for the gun. Jake tackled him, but Bard’s outstretched fingers grasped the handle of the weapon, and he turned it toward Jake’s head again.
Jake was forced to let Bard go and roll to the side to avoid the shot. The fifth round slammed into the staircase below Sheila. Jake heard Sheila’s muffled screams, and a surge of desperation coursed through him.
He snarled and jumped on top of Bard again. Bard’s sixth shot found a home in Jake’s left shoulder, but Jake ignored the pain and twisted Bard’s arm viciously. He heard a soft pop as Bard’s shoulder dislocated. Bard screamed, and the gun slipped from his grasp.
He reached for it with his left hand, but Jake caught it at the same time.
The two men struggled for the weapon, Bard underneath and Jake on top. Jake’s adrenaline allowed him to fight through the pain, but the spasms from his injured rib and the damage to his shot left shoulder weakened him. It took all of his strength to keep Bard from pulling the weapon free.
“You fool!” Bard screamed at him. “I would have made this country better! I would have ended poverty, oppression, prejudice and hate! You never even gave me the chance!”
You’re a murderer who treated people like currency in your desperate grab for power, Jake thought.
He didn’t say it out loud, though. He was done reasoning with Bard. Only one fate was appropriate for a man like him.
With a yell, Jake tore the weapon from Bard’s gasp. In the process, a seventh shot went off and took a piece of Jake’s ear with it.
Jake stood and aimed the weapon at Bard. Bard tried to roll out of the way, but with his right arm useless, he couldn’t move fast enough.
Jake only needed one shot. The bullet pierced Bard just above his right eye. His jaw clamped shut, and his legs kicked as a seizure took hold of him. Then his eyes rolled back in his head, and after releasing a final reflexive sigh, Eli Bard—former Secret Service Agent, the most dangerous terrorist the world had ever seen—died.
When it was over, Jake stood above Bard for several seconds, almost unable to believe that it was done. It wasn’t until he heard Sheila’s muffled cries again that he was able to move.
He tossed the gun to the floor and rushed up the landing. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he untied the ropes that held his wife and pried the tape off of her mouths.
When Sheila was free, Jake pulled her immediately into his arms. The fear and anger he had felt vanished in a tsunami of relief. He began to weep, holding her close and saying her name over and over. "Sheila. Oh, thank God!"
“I love you, Jake,” Sheila said. “I love you so much.”
A ray of sunshine burst through the clouds in Jake’s mind, and slowly, his tears subsided. Behind him, he heard sirens approach. The neighbors must have called the police.
That was okay. Everything was okay. Bard was gone, and his family was safe. Everything would be all right.
 
***
 
Two weeks later
 
Jess grinned when Jake walked into the conference room. She and the other people gathered there shouted, “Surprise!” Jess added, “I mean, not really. I’m sure you saw this coming, but cake!”
Her comment earned a chuckle from the others gathered in the room. Jake smiled and accepted the congratulations and welcomes from the others. Besides Jess, there was Art, Malvern, Gary, and a few other analysts and agents Jake had worked with over the years. Bryan was there as well, and he greeted Jake with a hug that was tight enough that Jake grimaced. “Easy on the rib, sir.”
The President grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I’ve gotten so used to you being invincible that I forgot you were injured.”
Jake groaned. “I wish I was invincible. I really do feel like an old man.”
Bryan scoffed. “I’m fifteen years older than you. In other words, fuck you.”
That earned more laughter from the others in the room, especially Art, who was even older than Bryan. When the laughter subsided, Jess said, “All right, all right. Give the man some space. I desperately need to eat some of this cake, so let me get him his slice so I don’t have to wait anymore.”
Jess served Jake a slice of the chocolate layer cake and said, “I would tell you there’s more where that came from, but we both know this thing’s going to be gone in less than a minute.”
“Fine with me. Sheila’s going to give me crap if I eat too much cake, anyway.”
Jess got a look on her face, but she waited until the initial wave of excitement subsided and she could get Jake alone before she asked, “How is she, by the way?”
“She’s all right,” Jake replied. “I mean… not really, but she’s getting there. Bard’s gone now, so it’s an uphill climb. Or a downhill climb?” He shrugged. “She’s getting better is the point, but it’s going to take a while.”
Sympathy crossed Jess’s face, but a touch of concern did as well.
“Bard’s gone,” he said. ”So that’s what really matters. We’ll all be okay eventually. We just need time to heal.”
“Speaking of, if I ask you how you’re doing, will you be honest, or will you give me some bullshit ‘I’m fine’ dismissive answer?”
Jake chuckled. “I’m… Well, I’m happy Bard’s gone. That solves every professional problem I have and ninety percent of the personal ones. I’m very unhappy with the fact that Sheila and Beau have to carry these scars with them, but Beau’s will definitely heal, and Sheila’s will fade eventually. All in all, things have worked out as well as I can hope given the circumstances.”
Jess nodded. Then she looked away and pursed her lips, clearly struggling with whether she should ask the question she really wanted to ask.
Jake decided to spare her the need. “I’m not going back into the field, Jess.”
Jess lowered her eyes. After a moment, she nodded again. “Yeah, I figured. I mean… I won’t lie, I kind of hoped that with Bard out of the way, Sheila would think about letting you stick around, but that’s a horribly selfish thought. I get it.”
Jake lifted an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t want me to come back.”
Jess shrugged. "Well… I thought Cyrus was going to be able to take over for you, but since he turned out to be a Grade A-plus piece of shit, I don't know who Art will get to fill your shoes."
“He’ll probably oversee things for a little while until he finds a replacement.”
Jess smiled sadly at him. “There won’t ever be a replacement for you.”
“Sure there will. Despite popular opinion, I’m not a superhero.”
Jess’s smile widened slightly. “Despite your opinion, yes you are. And it’s going to be a lonely office without you.”
“I’ll still be here,” Jake replied. “Take a night off from dating everyone in Washington and have a beer with me every now and then.”
Jess laughed. “God, that sounds so… normal.”
Jake made a face. “Eww.”
“Exactly. Who wants that?”
They both laughed again. Then Jess sighed. “Yeah, we’ll still be friends, obviously. It’s just… the end of an era, you know?”
“Well, the good thing about the ending of one era is that it’s the beginning of another.”
She nodded. “I know. It won’t be the same, though.”
Jake smiled and was surprised to feel a trace of wistfulness in his smile. After dispatching Bard and rescuing his family, he thought he was ready to leave the field behind, but it seemed a part of him would still miss the excitement of being at the forefront of the Service’s mission.
But there were more important things now. It was time for Jake to stop putting his career ahead of his family. All good things come to an end, and as far as endings went, Jake was pretty happy with this one.
He lifted his glass, which was filled with some fruity liquid that Jess swore was alcohol but tasted like cotton candy. “To new beginnings.”
Jess lifted her own glass and grinned. “To happy endings.”
They drank, and Jake decided that both toasts were equally true.
 
***
 
Jake sat next to Sheila and sighed with relief.
“Beau’s asleep?” Sheila asked.
“Yep. Went out like a light as soon as I finished reading his bedtime story.”
“That’s good.”
“Yes,” Jake agreed. “It is good.”
They fell silent for a moment. Just like with Jess at the party earlier, they were avoiding a conversation they knew they needed to have but that neither were eager to approach.
This time, Sheila was the one to break through the wall. “I’ve been thinking, Jake, and… I think you should stay in the field.”
Jake smiled softly. “No, that’s all right. I appreciate it, Sheila, but I’m ready to step away. It’s time I put my family first.”
“You have,” Sheila insisted. “You always have. I told myself that you cared more about your job than us because I was afraid for you, and… well, what I said before. I just wanted a normal life away from all of the violence and hate and death and fear and… all of it.”
“We can have that,” Jake assured her. “I’ll be working as a security consultant again. That’s an office job, and it comes with weekends off, paid holidays, the whole works. I’ll still be wearing a Secret Service ID and carrying a gun, but that gun will never fire anywhere but the range and the annual hunting trips I’ll take Beau on when he’s old enough.”
Sheila shook her head. "The thing is… the danger found us anyway. Maybe Bard would have left us alone if you stayed away from the field, but maybe he wouldn't. And he probably would have killed Dad. And then, who knows what would have happened? The world is a dangerous place, but it's a little less dangerous with you fighting to protect it, and…"
She looked at him and smiled. There was a great deal of sadness in her smile, but mostly there was pride and love. “You won’t stay away. I know you think you will. I know you’ll try. But when a threat comes up, you won’t be able to look the other way. You won’t be able to let other people risk their lives to address that threat without throwing your own into the mix. That’s not who you are. You’re the man I married, and the man I married will never stay at home while others risk their lives.
“I won’t pretend I’ll always be happy about it. I won’t pretend that we’ll never argue again or that things won’t be hard sometimes. But I chose to marry you, and that means letting you be the man you are. The man I love.”
She took his hand in hers and squeezed softly. “Just make me one promise. No matter where you go, no matter what you do, come home to me. In return, I’ll make you this promise: Beau and I will always be waiting for you.”
Jake smiled and met her gaze. “I will.”
She kissed him softly, briefly, but that moment communicated a love that would last for eternity. When she pulled away, Jake said, “Well, Jess is going to have a field day when I tell her I’m unretiring again. I can hear the jokes now.”
Sheila laughed. “If she knows you half as well as I do, she knows you’re coming back. You’re just doing it a little bit early this time.”
“Yeah, probably,” Jake agreed. Then he grimaced. “But maybe we’ll wait a little while to tell her and Art. Cracked ribs are not fun.”
Sheila smiled, not the reaction Jake expected.
He understood a moment later when she straddled him. She grinned at him and said coyly. “Then I’ll be gentle.”
Jake had endured more than his fair share of hardship, but right now, he felt like the luckiest man alive.
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