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PROLOGUE
 
 
The base was unknown to the public. It remained unpublished in any capacity at all. Not a single document anywhere recorded its presence. With the exception of a few line items on budget documents with obfuscated titles, there was no evidence at all that Outpost Aleph-19 existed.
That meant that if Sergeant First Class Blake Johnson died in the line of duty, his family would never know the truth of what had happened. Most days, he could accept that. This was a volunteer assignment, and every Green Beret knew that volunteer assignments carried the most risk.
So far, that risk hadn’t presented itself. Johnson would never say it out loud, but he hoped fervently the risk would continue not to present itself.
From a distance, the base looked like a typical village set against the backdrop of a dry, hot, and orange horizon. From the sky, all anyone would see was a native settlement with the appropriate goats, camels and chickens wandering through paths framed by earthen buildings of an indistinguishable age.
Within the mud-brick walls, themselves only façades, sat a communication center, a command center, a surveillance center, and a barracks capable of housing just over two hundred. Underground, an armory capable of supplying twice that many sat behind multiple checkpoints manned by stone-faced individuals who never stated it but who everyone knew to be members of that most special of special forces, Special Operational Detachment-Delta, known to Hollywood and fanboys everywhere as Delta Force.
The base existed to provide early warning of any threat to American or allied forces in the Middle East and to operate as a forward command center in the case of armed conflict. It had been built in secret following the terrorist incursion into Jerusalem a year ago.
At the moment, only ten of the bunks in the barracks were filled. The rest of the staff on the base lived in the slightly less spartan permanent housing. This primarily consisted of studio apartment-style dwellings. Bunk somewhere between twin and full. Small table with two dining chairs. Reclining chair. Kitchenette with hot plate and half-sized refrigerator. Single private bathroom and small shower. To a Green Beret, this was the height of luxury. Most of Johnson’s team jokingly referred to the place as the Hadji Hotel. Officially, Johnson reprimanded everyone who used that term. Unofficially, he couldn’t really give a shit.
It was in one of those studio apartments that Johnson heard the alarm sound from the Closet. The Closet was a room used so rarely that it took a moment for Johnson to trace the origin of the alarm. He leapt to his feet once he figured it out and rushed out of his room and to the end of the hall. He pulled open the door and stepped into the room.
He cursed as he navigated his way around, over, and through various boxes, bags, files, and more to get to the screen. For God’s sake, why the hell would they make this room so important and then fill it with a bunch of useless shit? Fucking officers.
No, of course, it made sense. The Army had no problem allowing old, faulty machinery to remain in service, even on a clandestine base that was supposed to alert them to a damned terrorist attack that could start World War Fucking Three. 
He lifted a five-gallon drum of turpentine off a stool (why the hell do we even have this?) and sat in front of the screens.
It was a moment before he figured out how to contact anyone. He wasn’t exactly trained on this. Nobody was. The door opened behind him. “Johnson, that you?”
The voice belonged to Captain Albert Young, the least irritating of the six officers on base.
“Yes, Sir,” Johnson said.
“There’s nothing out there. All clear at the command center. How can you turn this damned thing off?”
Johnson felt anger flare in his chest. The only thing worse than actual combat was a false alarm. “Nothing?”
“Nothing. Radar’s got nothing, and the Eisenhower hasn’t seen anything either.”
Johnson sighed. “Figures. How are the men?”
“Pissed. But the relief will overcome the irritation soon enough. Just turn the alarm off, and I’ll write a very polite letter to His Holiness the General suggesting that perhaps he arrange to give us equipment that doesn’t fucking malfunction and please pardon my Togalog, sir.”
Johnson chuckled. That was why he liked Captain Young. Not because of the joke, but because he knew that the men were irritated but that their relief at remaining free of attack for yet another day was more powerful than their irritation. An officer who had the pulse of his men was invaluable.”
“You do that, sir. As for the alarm, I’m not trained on this, but I’ll get it done.”
"Good man. Have some men clean this place up after this," Young added. "I want to be able to deal with the next damned false alarm faster."
“Yes, Sir,” Johnson said, “and I think…” He paused. The small screen in front of him showed something. A small green dot that flared to life and moved fast toward their location.
Too fast.
Johnson spun to his feet and threw himself at Captain Young just before the world shook around them. It reminded Johnson of earthquakes back home in California.
Of course, Earthquakes weren’t caused by missile strikes.
“Damn it!” Young called. “Why didn’t we see the launch platform?”
“Stealth aircraft,” Johnson said, pulling the captain to his feet. “We need to get underground.”
He led the captain out of the closet and into Hell. The missile strike had wiped the Command Center off the face of the Earth.
A thrill of fear ran through him. That wasn't a garden-variety missile. That was one of the big cruise missiles. And it was launched from a stealth platform.
There were only two nations on Earth fielding stealth platforms besides the U.S. and the allies the U.S. had seen fit to share the F-35 with. China was concerned with expanding its presence in the South Pacific, but lately, Russia seemed to be dreaming of the glory days of the Cold War when it thought it might actually have a chance at dethroning the U.S. as the global superpower.
How had they found out about Aleph-19, though?
“Shit!” Young cried. “Johnson!”
Johnson followed the young officer’s eyes toward the rapidly approaching gleam of sunlight glinting off of metal. He had just enough time to decide he didn’t really give a rat’s ass how they found out about the outpost. Dead by cruise missile wasn’t any worse than death by any other way.
His last thought before the rest of Aleph-19 followed its command center was regret that his family would never know what happened to him.
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
It had been a long time since Jake Mercer had been anxious. Nine months, to be exact.
Okay, that actually wasn't that long, but it was long enough that he wasn't used to the feeling anymore. He paced the room, footsteps squeaking on the linoleum tile, until a woman's voice snapped, "Stop that, Jake. You're making me nervous."
Jake dutifully sat at the woman’s side and took her hand. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry, just sit still.”
“Okay.”
With his preferred outlet for dealing with anxiety taken from him, Jake decided to familiarize himself intimately with the equipment in the room. It would give his mind something to focus on other than his nervousness.
The room had a blood pressure machine, a stethoscope, a body thermometer, a fetal stethoscope, a baby scale, and an infant stethoscope. A machine called a Series 300 VSM stood near the bed. A closer look revealed that VSM stood for Vital Signs Monitor. The machine kept time like a digital drummer with a steady stream of beeps and background buzzing.
This was a birthing room, not a delivery room. This hospital had labor rooms, delivery rooms, and birthing rooms. If insurance covered the birthing room, the labor, delivery, and recovery would all happen here.
Insurance, in this case, wasn’t a problem. They had better coverage than anyone whose title didn’t begin with Secretary of. There was an upholstered chair, a small table, and a reclining chair that transformed into a small bed for the partner. 
For Jake, the partner.
Unlike other wings of the hospital, family could come and go as they pleased. There was some limitation on the number of visitors who could be present at the same time, but Jake didn’t know that number off the top of his head. He knew he had a wristband that gave him access to the rooms without having to wait to be escorted by a nurse. Of course, with a contingent from the Secret Service, there was really nothing keeping him from wherever he wanted to be.
Not that he was going to force his way anywhere. Hell, he was anxious enough without getting into arguments with the hospital staff.
“Oh, God!” the woman on the bed cried out.
"Breathe, sweetheart," Jake said. "Just breathe."
The woman on the bed glared at him. “Thank you so much, Jake. Very damned helpful… oh!”
The woman on the bed trying to remember her breathing exercises was Sheila Mercer, the daughter of the President of the United States and Jake’s wife of six months and girlfriend of a little over a year before that. Directly outside of the birthing room, four Secret Service agents stood at the ready. Two of them would ordinarily have been inside, but Sheila had made it very clear she didn't want anyone seeing her naked who hadn't already seen her in that state. That meant Jake, and Bryan and Carrie Jackson, the President and First Lady.
Those two were on their way and would be here shortly. The President had promised to bring food, although Jake doubted Sheila would be eating anything for a while.
Jake took a breath and pushed his anxiety away. Right now, his attention belonged to Sheila and their soon-to-arrive son.
His mind didn’t feel ready to focus, apparently, so as he held Sheila’s hand and counted her breaths, he thought of work.
Work, up until eight months ago, had been as the Chief of Presidential Security for the Secret Service. Now, it was as White House Security consultant. The difference, in a nutshell, was that before Jake told the Secret Service how to protect the President and his family, then actually protected him. Now, he told the Secret Service how to protect the President and sat at a desk while other people protected him and his family.
The transition had been remarkably easy, actually. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to handle it, at first, but with the baby on the way, Sheila staying at home instead of flying all over the world to satisfy Bryan’s bullshit insistence that his family should be right at his side every time a terrorist tried to kill him so he could show “strength,” and the lack of further attacks on the President with the dissolution of Trident and the death of one of their leaders, things had actually been… well, easy.
At least, that’s what he told himself.
“Damn it,” Sheila hissed as the latest contraction faded. “Do you think they heard me?”
They were reporters. What they might have heard was Sheila screaming as the latest contraction worked through her.
“They’re one floor and half the building away,” Jake replied. So definitely.
In the parking lot of the hospital as well as in the main lobby, reporters had been very aggressive, to the point where the Secret Service had to be equally aggressive in creating space for the couple. Jake found it strange that these reporters were far more insistent seeking news about the President’s grandchild then those who sought news about the actual President and his policies.
This was, of course, among the most important moments in Jake's life. It would rank that way with Sheila's father, too. But to everyone else, how could it be more important than even run-of-the-mill domestic or foreign policy issues?
Jess was probably right. His old partner had warned him that once Bryan won reelection, the focus would shift from his policies to his family life. After all, there was nothing sensational about his policies anymore. He couldn’t run for another term, so there was no “other candidate” to compare beliefs to. There was no terrorist organization to frighten anyone anymore, either. Now, they were the First Family, the Washington version of the Kardashians, and the most exciting thing happening to them from a newsworthy perspective was the birth of the President’s grandson.
Considering how close that entire family had come to death many times over the past months, the symbol of life that the birth of their son represented had only heightened the media’s fascination with the event.
“You’re a celebrity, Honey,” Jake replied to Sheila. “It’s the terrible cost of fame.”
“Did my father ever have you kill somebody?” she asked.
He blinked. “What? Are you kidding? No. Of course not.”
That wasn’t a lie, exactly. The President had never commissioned him as an assassin. But he had killed quite a few people on his behalf. Hers too, and she had seen him…
No, he didn’t want to think about that. “Don’t think about that, babe. We’re creating life, not death.”
She smiled weakly. “Well, do you know any real assassins? There’s a Lamaze instructor I want dealt with.” Her hair showed a sheen of sweat, as did her forehead.
Jake gently swept the hair away, smiling wryly now that he realized Sheila was only setting up a joke. “I’ll talk to Max.”
Maxwell Harrison was a friend of Jake’s, his old instructor from the Marine Corps Sniper School. He ran a bar in Falls Church, a small suburb of D.C., these days, but Jake knew he was still deadly when he needed to be.
Not that he needed to be. Sheila was only acting out.
“This breathing isn’t doing crap,” she said. “Oh… God!”
The door burst open then, and Jake breathed a sigh of relief when the First Lady almost immediately shooed him away and took her place at Sheila’s side. He supposed he should be offended, since it was actually his place, but he wasn’t complaining. About the most frustrating thing for Jake to accept about this situation was the fact that he could do absolutely nothing to take away her pain.
“Hey, Mom,” Sheila said, managing another weak smile.
“Hey, sweetheart,” Carrie said, gently brushing hair from her face. “How are you doing?”
“Oh, just peachy,” Sheila said drily. “I’m… oh, God, did I hurt this much?”
“No, sweetie, you were an angel.”
Carrie looked up at Jake. Her expression suggested that she blamed Jake for the intensity of Sheila’s labor pangs. Jake smiled and said, “Thanks for coming, ma’am.”
Carrie’s smile looked a lot less venomous than Jake expected, all things considered. The First Lady had spent most of Jake’s and Sheila’s relationship trying desperately to break them up. That had stopped when Sheila announced she was pregnant with Jake’s child, and things had warmed considerably between them when Jake left the Secret Service, but she still only barely tolerated him.
She turned back to Sheila and counted her through her breathing. Jake turned to the President, who was doing everything he could not to look at what his daughter was doing. He gave Jake a smile that looked more like a grimace of terror. “Hey, Jake.”
“Hello, sir.”
The doctor swooped in and said brusquely, “You two to the chairs. The baby’s coming out now.”
“Now?” Sheila asked. “Are you suuuUUUOOOW!”
“I’m sure,” she said with a wry smile.
“Already,” Jake asked. “I thought you said it would be hours before the baby came.”
“I said it could take hours. Usually it does. But some kiddos are just eager to greet the world.”
Sheila screamed, and Jake decided it was a waste of time to argue.
The doctor, thankfully, was far less anxious than he was. “Okay, nurse. You know what to do.”
“What to do” was essentially to shout at Sheila to push. Bryan kept his eyes stoically on the opposite wall. Jake kept his eyes stoically on the birth of his child and told himself that he had seen more terrifying things in his life. Just because this seemed worse than full-scale combat didn’t mean it was.
Carrie and the doctor, the only ones present who had gone through this before, kept their cool, encouraging Sheila to keep pushing and telling her that everything would be all right.
“Oh, GOOOODDDD!” Sheila shouted.
Then Jake heard the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. He was so shocked by the noise at first that he didn’t even notice his son’s tiny little body until the doctor stood and presented it to Sheila.
Sheila’s face instantly transformed from pain to wonder and joy. A goofy grin spread across Jake’s own face as the doctor gently laid the boy into her arms. “Hey there,” she said softly. “Hey there, Beau. Hey there, baby.”
As soon as Beau felt his mother’s warm body, he calmed instantly. Jake stared in wonder at the softly breathing little form and whispered, “Oh my God. I’m a daddy.”
“Yes, you are,” the doctor agreed. “Congratulations. Would you like to cut the cord?”
Jake cut the umbilical cord, and Beau stirred softly. He opened his eyes for a moment, just long enough for Jake to see the same bright blue of Sheila's eyes. Then he turned back to his mother and nuzzled her.
Jake grinned at Sheila, who returned a smile of her own and lifted one hand to hold his. “We did it,” she said.
“We did,” he agreed.
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Beau stirred in Jake’s arms, and Jake froze. Bryan chuckled, and Jake glared at him, but the President only grinned and said softly, “He’s not going to wake up until he’s hungry. Relax. How can you possibly still be on edge? The hard part is over.”
Jake looked at Sheila, sleeping in her bed. It was the most peaceful he’d seen her in years, since before the first Trident attack.. “Yeah. I guess it is.”
Carrie slept next to Sheila, her arm protectively over her daughter. It bothered Jake that Carrie was there, not because she had usurped his role but because he knew that she would continue to hover, probably for months until Sheila put her foot down and demanded space.
Bryan must have understood Jake’s expression. “She’ll be all right. She’s protective right now, but she’ll keep her distance.”
“Oh, I’m not worried about that. I’m glad Carrie’s close to Sheila.”
“Yes, you are, and yeah, you probably are the second thing too. But I know you well enough to know it bothers you that Carrie still doesn’t trust you.”
Jake frowned slightly. “I thought she did trust me now.”
“No, you didn’t. And no, she doesn’t. But she will. It’s just going to take some time.”
Denied the chance to lie about his feelings, Jake chose to confront them instead. “How much time? For God’s sake, Bryan, haven’t I proven myself? Haven’t I done enough?”
“Let’s talk outside,” the President said. He kept his smile, but his eyes took on a commanding edge that made it clear he wasn’t making a suggestion.
Jake sighed and placed Beau carefully in the bassinet next to Sheila’s bed. He stirred once more, but true to the President’s word, he didn’t wake. Jake watched that tiny form a moment longer and tried to focus only on how wonderful his newborn son was.
But Carrie was right there, arm over Sheila, right where she had pushed him aside a few hours ago. It hadn’t bothered Jake at the time, but it bothered him now, and willing it to go away wouldn’t make it go away.
Jake sighed again and followed Bryan out of the room. With all three members of the First Family present, that floor of the hospital essentially belonged to them. That meant they could talk with as much privacy as the need for a constant Secret Service presence would allow.
Bryan led them to the coffee machine in the little family waiting room attached to the floor and poured them both a cup. Jake sipped gratefully, then said, “I get that she’s worried about Sheila, but I’m out. I’m not risking my life anymore. Why is she still mad at me?”
“She’s mad at this life,” Bryan replied. “She never wanted to be in politics. She convinced herself she did because she loved me, and she wanted me to be happy, but I don’t think she ever wanted everything that came with it. The constant attention, the constant target on our backs, the media scrutiny of every aspect of our lives… that’s what she really hates.”
Jake sipped his coffee and didn’t respond. Aside from the fact that he didn’t think he should comment on any resentment Carrie might have toward Bryan, he really didn’t know what to say. She had married him. She had made her choice. She could be pissed about it, but she couldn’t blame other people for it.
Yeah, it was probably better if he didn’t say anything.
“It got a lot worse when I became President, and obviously a lot worse when the whole Trident thing started. She’s been going through the motions just counting down the days until I’m out of office so that we can disappear and go somewhere quiet and fade into obscurity.”
Sheila had said almost exactly the same thing to Jake. She had asked him how he felt about buying a house somewhere in a quiet, forested part of the Midwest and just living a calm, quiet life. Their relationship had nearly ended when Jake admitted that he didn’t know if he could see himself slowing down.
But he had slowed down. He had stopped. He sat behind a fucking desk forty hours a week reading reports, writing reports, CCing bureaucrats and attending meetings. The only reason he wasn’t eighty pounds overweight was his insistence on spending at least an hour every day working out. Hell, most days it was closer to two hours just so he didn’t go batshit crazy.
“She doesn’t trust that you mean it,” Bryan said.
Jake blinked. “What?”
“Carrie. She doesn’t trust that you’ll stay still. She thinks that you’ll jump at the next chance to work in the field. I reminded her that you’re the only reason the three of us are still alive, and she said she knows that, but she still hates it.”
“What does she want from me then?” Jake said. “What do I have to do to make her stop hating me?”
Bryan sighed. “There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing I can do. Carrie knows she's stuck being the First Lady until our term ends and that I can't abdicate my office. She still hates it. She knows that there might come a time where you have to put yourself in harms' way. She still hates it."
“But what can I do about it?” Jake felt himself getting angry, but he couldn’t stop it. “What can I change?”
“You can’t.”
“So…” Jake bit his lip and lowered his voice. “So, I just deal with the fact that my mother-in-law despises me?”
“Yes.”
“I can’t…” Jake sighed and sipped his coffee.
“There will be times when Sheila will be mad at you, and there’s nothing you can do to change that fact, Jake. She’ll be angry at something outside of your control, and she’ll be angry precisely because it’s outside of your control. She won’t know how to express that other than to be angry with you. It’ll hurt like hell. It’ll make you angry. It’s unfair. It’s even wrong. But you have to deal with it. That’s part of the package. I love Carrie, and that means I accept that she’s angry at me because she can’t have the prestige and wealth of being the First Lady without the obligation and danger. You love Sheila, and that means you have to accept that she’ll be angry with you when you have to act to protect her because she hates that danger exists at all and chooses to take it out on you for not being able to flee from it.”
“Sheila’s not angry with me, though. She’s perfectly happy with me. Carrie’s the one who wishes I wasn’t in the picture.”
“She’ll come around. It might be a few years, but she will. As for Sheila, I’m glad you two are getting along. You will ninety percent of the time. The trick is to remember that during the ten percent.”
Jake sighed. “I’m not worried about Sheila. I just… I don’t like knowing that if Sheila and I did fight, Carrie might want…”
He didn’t finish the sentence. After a moment, Bryan said quietly, “She wouldn’t want that. Maybe not for your sake, but for Sheila’s sake, she wouldn’t want that. It’ll be okay. You just need to be patient.” He sipped his coffee, then added in a lighter tone, “Seriously, if you get this bent out of shape over a mother-in-law, you are painfully ill-equipped to handle a child.”
Jake chuckled.
“You laugh, but I’m being serious. Children are like pinballs, man. Magnetic pinballs that attract every single form of danger known to man. You have to swat that danger away with one hand while using the other hand to keep their energy directed someplace that won’t kill them.”
Jake smiled drily, “I have a lot of experience with that.”
“You do. You’ll make a great father.”
Jake’s smile softened. “Thank you, sir.”
“Don’t mention it. So how are you liking the new job?”
“It’s not that new,” Jake reminded him.
“It’s new enough. And you didn’t answer my question.”
“It’s good,” Jake said, hiding his expression behind another sip of coffee. “It’s… you know, it’s nice to be close to home and get a set schedule. It’s going to help a lot with the baby to not have to travel all over the place and be on call twenty-four-seven. And it’s a good transition into civilian life when your term ends, and we all get booted out of the building.”
“So you hate it.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “No, I don’t hate it. I’m not lying to you right now.”
“I think you are.”
“I’m not. I’m very grateful to you for lining this up for me. I really appreciate it.”
“But you hate it.”
He sighed. “I don’t hate it. I miss being out in the field, yes, but I wouldn’t want to do it again. I have Sheila and now Beau. They’re my life now. I miss being with the Service the way a basketball player might miss starting for the Lakers, but I don’t see Shaq trying out for the team anytime soon. He’s retired, and the good old days aren’t going to come back. Neither are mine.”
“I get that,” Bryan said.
Something in his tone made Jake wonder. “Why are you bringing this up, sir?”
Bryan shrugged. “No reason. Just making small talk. I figured I’d harassed you enough about Carrie, so I’d talk about something else. But you’re right. It’s too late to get you back out there. You have a family to care for.”
Jake frowned. “Were you thinking about getting me back out there?”
Bryan finished the last of his coffee and tossed the cup into the wastebasket. “Doesn’t matter. It’s too late. Come on. Let’s go get some rest. You especially. You’re going to be very grateful for all of the practice you’ve had not sleeping.”
They returned to the room. Carrie was up, and Jake noticed with some surprise that she actually smiled at him when he entered. Bryan pulled her close and kissed her softly, and she looked up at him with an expression of love that reminded him a little uncomfortably of Sheila when she looked at him.
He left the First Couple to their moment and crawled into his pull-out bed. He did indeed have a lot of experience with a lack of sleep, but he was very grateful for a chance at some now after an exhausting day.
Sleep was a while in coming to him, though. Despite his insistence with Bryan, the fact was that he did feel restless. It was easy to ignore that feeling now with his newborn son to think about.
But he knew that it would eventually become impossible to ignore.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Six Months Later
 
Jake crept slowly toward the target, carefully placing each step to make as little noise as possible. The target remained oblivious as Jake moved closer. He waited until he was only inches away. Then he pounced.
“Gotcha!”
Beau squealed and giggled as Jake picked him up and spun him around. Jake laughed and showered his young son with kisses as the baby continued to laugh and grin.
“Careful,” Sheila warned. “You spin him around too much, and he’ll spit up on you.”
“No, he won’t spit up,” Jake said. “He’s a Mercer. The Mercer men have cast iron stomachs. Right Beau?”
Beau giggled. Then he spit up all over Jake’s shirt.
Jake looked wryly down at his shirt as Beau giggled again, oblivious to the fact that anything unsavory had happened. “Then again,” he said.
Sheila chuckled and took Beau from him. “I warned you. Now go change. My parents are coming over.”
“You sure I shouldn’t keep it? So that your mom knows that I pay attention to our son?”
“First of all, shame on you. And second of all, she’ll just decide you made him spit up because you didn’t know how to take care of him. So go change.”
Jake headed to their bedroom, shooting a playful glare at Beau, who babbled and squealed at him over his mother's shoulder. He changed into a navy polo shirt and looked at himself in the mirror.
There was a touch of gray at the temples that wasn’t there before. Not much, just a few hairs on either side, but enough to be noticeable. He had kept his beard trimmed since leaving the service, but the stubble on his cheeks was all gray as well.
He looked at his figure. Still trim. Still strong. Just that little bit of gray hair. Nothing to worry about.
He chuckled at himself and left the room. He was being ridiculous. He would turn thirty-seven in four months. It wasn’t like he was pushing sixty. Anyway, he could still pass the Marine Corps Physical Fitness Test.
Right?
“Jake! What are you doing? It doesn’t take that long to change a shirt.”
He rolled his eyes. “Coming, dear.”
Sheila greeted him with a playful frown when he returned downstairs. “We can do without the sarcasm, sir.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Where’s Beau?”
“He’s watching tv.”
The doorbell rang, and Jake frowned. “Stay here.”
She laughed. “Oh my God, relax. It’s my parents. You’re home, Jake. You’re not in the jungle anymore.”
“I know, but I didn’t hear…”
She opened the door, and Carrie and Bryan walked inside, followed by two Secret Service Agents. One was a recruit of Jake’s, Special Agent Dawson, the current head of Presidential Security. The other was a kid Jake had never seen before.
“… didn’t hear the car approach,” Jake finished.
“Hey there, Dad,” Bryan said, clapping Jake on the shoulder. “You ready to get back to work?”
“Right now? I can’t even have dinner first?”
“Hardy-har,” Bryan said. “You’ve evolved Dad jokes, I see.”
Jake laughed. “Yeah, I’m ready to come back.”
“Good. We’ll talk about that later. Where’s my grandson?”
“He’s watching TV.”
“TV?” Carrie interjected. “Already? Jake, he’s too young.”
Jake lifted his hands defensively. “Ask your daughter about that.”
Sheila gasped in mock offense. “Really? You’re going to throw me under the bus like that?”
“Sheila, he’s too young.”
“Oh my God, he’s fine, mom! You’re really going to tell me you didn’t sit me right in front of PBS kids for two hours a day when I was a baby?”
“More like four!” Bryan called from the living room.
Carrie rolled her eyes, and Sheila said, “That’s what I thought.”
The First Family gathered in the living room and continued to make small talk. Jake grinned at Dawson and greeted the agent with an embrace. “Good to see you, kid.”
“You too, old man,” Dawson quipped. “Greco, this is my old boss, Jake Mercer. Jake, Nikolas Greco.”
The young agent nodded stiffly and shook Jake’s hand just as stiffly. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
“Greco’s only been on the detail for three months, so he still thinks he needs to act like a robot,” Dawson explained.
“I get that,” Jake said. “You were the same when you started.”
“Lies. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Jake chuckled. “So how’s everything at the Service? How’s Jess doing?”
Dawson grinned. “Jess is good. So is Art. Everything’s the same. Maybe actually go visit so you can find it out for yourself.”
“Well, if it’s as boring as you’re making it sound, I don’t want to waste my time.”
“Jake!” Sheila called. “Pizza or Chinese?”
“Whatever you want!” he called back.
“Ugh! You’re no help!”
Jake laughed and said, “I’d better go deal with this. Say hi to everyone for me.”
“Hi to everyone for me.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “You should be a dad.”
 
***
 
Pizza beat Chinese food by a vote of I’m the President and I say so to it doesn’t matter. The First Family—Jake included—enjoyed their food in the living room and watched the Washington Wizards lose by twenty-three points to the Dallas Mavericks bench while Dallas’s starters rested and prepared for the home opener against Boston.
Jake spent most of the game watching Sheila and Carrie talk. As Bryan had predicted, Carrie continued to grow used to Jake as a permanent presence in her life. She was polite to him now and would even talk to him sometimes without needing Bryan or Sheila to force her into it. As for Jake’s part, he no longer felt on edge around her the way he always did before.
He smiled at the reason for their mending relationship as he concentrated on trying to stick the lace from Sheila's hoodie in his mouth. Jake chuckled each time Beau pressed the lace across his mouth without managing to figure out how to get it in. He probably should correct him, so Beau knew not to do that, but he was having too much fun watching him.
“Hey Jake, can I grab you for a moment?” Bryan asked.
“Sure. Work?”
“Yep. That time again.”
“Aww,” Sheila whined playfully. “I liked having you here.”
“You can always visit me,” Jake told her.
“No,” Carrie said jokingly. She took Beau from Sheila and said, “politics bad. Got it?”
The two men left the others in the room and headed to Jake’s back porch. Dawson followed them, keeping a respectful distance away.
When they were outside, Bryan leaned against the fence and looked pensively out into the evening. Jake frowned. “What’s wrong, Sir?”
“Where did the Sir thing come from all of a sudden?” Bryan asked.
“This seems like a ‘Sir’ conversation,” Jake replied.
Bryan sighed. “Yeah. I guess it is.” He sighed again and said, “We have a situation.”
Jake’s frown deepened. “What sort of situation?”
“A bad one. Aleph-19 was just destroyed by a drone attack.”
“What’s Aleph-19?”
“Exactly. No one’s supposed to know. I wasn’t supposed to know. I knew what it was, but not where it was. Not until yesterday.”
“What was it?”
“It was a where. And where it was in Lebanon, about fifty miles from the Israeli border."
Jake’s eyes widened. “A military base?”
“A clandestine military base. Very clandestine. Supposedly, fewer than two hundred people knew where it was, and most of them lived on the base.”
“Has anyone claimed credit?”
Bryan sighed. “No.”
“So it’s probably Russian.”
“It’s ours.”
Jake blinked. “What? Our drone?”
“Yep.”
A chill ran down Jake’s spine. “Hadad?”
In one of Jake’s encounters with Trident, he’d faced a megalomaniacal arms dealer who went by the pseudonym of Hadad. Hadad had stolen bleeding-edge drone technology from the United States and used it in several assassination attempts against the President. The fact that their current situation was so similar only made those memories more visceral.
“No. Hadad is… well, if he’s not dead he might as well be. But something happened. An MQ-21 Harpy just shot two cruise missiles onto a base no one’s supposed to know about and killed one hundred eighty-three American service members.
“What’s an MQ-21 Harpy?”
“That’s another problem. No one’s supposed to know about that either.”
The chill in Jake’s spine hardened. “We’re sure it’s not Hadad?”
“CIA assures me he’s still in custody. So it’s not him, but it’s definitely someone like him.”
Jake frowned. “Who?”
“If I knew the answer to that, I’d tell you,” Bryan replied.
Jake forced himself to ask the question he didn’t want the answer to. “Is it Trident?”
Bryan didn’t answer. Which was an answer in and of itself. “I want you back with the Secret Service, Jake,” he said.
Jake felt his heart leap, and a rush of guilt followed that kneejerk reaction. He took a breath and forced himself to do the right thing. “I can’t sir. I promised Sheila.”
“I know,” Bryan said, “But… I have to do something about this.”
Jake frowned. “Sir, don’t go to Lebanon.”
“I won’t. I’ll be in the U.S. the whole time. But I need to get eyes on these programs. I’m organizing a tour of the facilities responsible for developing the Harpy. We’ve been relying on that system to give us early warning of terrorist activity. If it’s been compromised, we could be facing a very serious problem. That outpost was protected with surveillance from the Army, the Navy and the Air Force and one of our own drones blew it to smithereens, then disappeared.”
“They never found the drone?”
“Nope. Gone with the wind.”
“Jesus.”
“Yeah. So, I’m headed to a few different military bases, as well as Raytheon and Lockheed headquarters. I want you to lead my security detail.”
Jake felt another leap but pushed it away. “Dawson is more than qualified to protect you, sir.”
“Under ordinary circumstances, yes. But these are not ordinary circumstances. You have experience dealing with threats of this extreme nature. You’re the one I know I can rely on. Will you help me out?”
Jake felt an even more powerful rush of excitement. But he couldn’t just leave Sheila and Beau. True, they would be on U.S. soil, but Trident had proven that they could strike on U.S. soil. He had promised Sheila that he wouldn’t put himself in danger like that anymore.
But if this was Trident, then the danger they all faced was greater than Jake could leave on Dawson’s shoulders.
“You can count on me, sir.”
Bryan smiled gratefully. “I knew I could. Thank you, Jake. And don’t worry about Sheila. I’ll talk to her. She’ll understand.”
Jake sighed. “I think we both know that’s not true.”
Bryan’s smile faded. “Yeah. Yeah, I know.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
“Are you fucking serious?”
 Jake looked down, and Sheila said, “Look me in my eyes, Jake.”
He took a breath and lifted his gaze. Sheila stared at him with more anger than he’d ever seen her show, but behind that anger was the anguish and fear. Her lips trembled, and she shouted, “What the hell are you thinking?”
“The President asked for me pers—”
“My dad. Not the President. Fuck that formal bullshit. My dad asked you to break your promise, and you said yes?”
“We’re not leaving the country. We’re touring U.S. facilities.”
“Like the military base that was bombed last year? U.S. facilities like that?”
“I work in the White House even though terrorists attacked it.”
“That is the worst excuse you could possibly have made, and you know it. Why…” her lip trembled. “The difference is that if something happens at the White House, you’re one of the people who get evacuated now instead of one of the people running toward the assholes with machine guns.”
“Why? Why should my life be worth more than theirs?”
“Because you have a son, Jake. If the fact that I don’t want you to get hurt isn’t enough, how about the fact that your son needs his father?”
“Well, these drones carry cruise missiles. If someone can override the command function on these weapons systems, then it’s not assholes with machine guns we have to worry about.”
“So take the cruise missiles off the drones and take the engines out so they can’t fly. They can shoot laser targeting systems at the walls of their hangars.”
Jake frowned. “It’s only for a few days, Sheila. The President is—”
“My dad. Stop throwing his title around like I give a shit.”
Jake sighed. “Your dad is visiting a few military bases and a couple of corporate headquarters. All stateside, all under heavy guard.”
“So he’s safe, right?”
“Yes. We’re both safe.”
“So you don’t need to go.”
“That’s not…” Jake pressed his lips together. “It’s just a few days.”
“Yeah, keep repeating that. That makes it all better.”
She turned around and stormed toward the kitchen. Jake knew it was pointless to keep arguing, but he followed her anyway. “Damn it, Sheila, what am I supposed to say?”
“No, Jake. You’re supposed to say no.”
“To the President?”
“To my father, you asshole! Stop using his fucking title!”
“Well, he is the President!” Jake shouted.
“Stop shouting, you’ll wake Beau up!” Sheila yelled just as loudly as Jake had.
Jake resisted the urge to point that out and said, “I can’t just say no to the President of the United States, Sheila. Who, by the way, is still my boss.”
“The White House Chief of Staff is your boss.”
“And the Pres—your dad is her boss.”
“Don’t play semantics with me, Jake. You could have said no. You should have said no.”
“It’s only for a few days.”
“And it has to be you? Dawson can’t handle it?”
“I… he… the pres—”
“Forget it,” Sheila said, stalking toward the stairs.
“Sheila. Sheila! Come on.”
He followed her and caught her arm at the foot of the stairs. She spun around and yanked her arm away. “Why does it have to be you?”
“He asked for me personally.”
“Why didn’t you say no?”
“He… he asked for me personally.”
“No. Why didn’t you say no?”
“He… I…”
His voice trailed off, and after a moment, he lowered his eyes.
Sheila nodded. “Right. Well, have fun, Jake. I hope it’s just as exciting as you want it to be. I’m sorry that a safe life putting your family first isn’t enough for you.”
“That’s not fair, Sheila.”
“No, it isn’t,” she countered. “It’s not fair that my husband who promised me to stay out of danger and focus on raising our child together gets restless after less than a year and a half and decides he’ll go traipsing after terrorists with Dad just like the good old days.”
“We’re not traipsing after terrorists. I’m just guarding him.”
“Don’t treat me like I’m stupid. You’re going because Dad thinks they’re going to come after him, and he wants you to be there to protect him.”
“And that’s a bad thing? Do you want him to die?”
“That’s not fair,” she snapped at him. “Of course I don’t want him to die, asshole. I just want you to live. And…” she shook her head. “Forget it. There’s no point.”
“No, Sheila. I want to talk about this.”
“No, you want me to agree with you. And that’s not going to happen.”
A cry interrupted them, and Jake pressed his lips together. “I’ll go get him.”
“No, it’s fine. You have to pack for your trip. I’ll go care for our son.”
She turned around and stalked up the stairs without waiting for a response. Jake remained where he was for several minutes, staring at the floor before finally trudging up to their bedroom. He passed Beau’s room on the way and tried the door. It was locked. He sighed heavily and went to the room to pack.
 
***
 
Jake walked into the Secret Service Headquarters building and took a deep breath. The air here smelled of coffee, sweat and cheap food, a far cry from the crisp clean scent of the woods outside his backyard.
In other words, it smelled like Heaven.
“What? What the hell is this old fatass doing here?”
Jake grinned at the perky brunette approaching him. He extended his hand and said, “How are you Jess?”
Special Agent Jess Foster slapped the hand away and wrapped him in a bear hug. “The day I shake your hand is the day you know the aliens won and took my mind. And what the hell was that anyway? A handshake? I ought to kick your ass.”
Jake laughed. "You probably could. I'm an old fatass right now, after all."
He released her, and she patted his stomach. "It's all those home-cooked dinners, isn't it? Is Sheila a cake person or a pie person?"
“She’s a muffin person.”
Jess gave him a sly look. “Ooh. Good for you.”
Jake rolled his eyes. “Same old Jess, I see.”
“Yes. Believe it or not, I haven’t become an entirely different person in fifteen months. How is she by the way? I haven’t seen you guys since Beau was born.”
“She’s good,” Jake lied, hoping the deception wouldn’t show in his face. “Beautiful as ever.”
“Still putting up with you?”
This lie was harder to tell, but he told it anyway. “Against all odds, yes.”
“Jake? Is that you?”
Jake grinned at the gray-haired, mustachioed man who walked up to them. “How are you, Art?”
Art, like Jess, eschewed the handshake in favor of a hug. Jake laughed and said, “It’s good to see you, sir.”
Art pulled away and looked at Jess. “What’s with this guy and handshakes?”
“It’s all that time around politicians,” Jess opined. “He’s gotten all smarmy.”
“Well, tell him I hate it.”
Jess looked at Jake and said, “Art hates that you’re into handshakes now.”
“I’ll make sure to pat his ass next time.”
Art laughed and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “When this is over, the three of us are going out for drinks. I want to hear everything about married life. Well, a good married life, anyway. I dealt with two shitty marriages. I’ve always wondered what a happy one looked like.”
Like Sheila and I up until last night, Jake thought but didn’t say. “I’m happy to be back, sir.”
“We’re glad to have you back. It wasn’t the same without you. Poor Jess here was crying herself to sleep most nights.”
“It’s true,” she said seriously. “Dawson’s sense of humor is crap.”
Jake laughed. “Poor Dawson. He’s a good kid, and they stuck him with the most annoying agent in the Service.”
“Someone has to be the lighting rod,” Art said. His smile disappeared, and he said, “On a serious note, we need to get to the briefing. We’ll have the welcome home party another time.”
“I understand, sir.”
Jess and Jake took their seats among the half-dozen other agents gathered round. Everyone present wore grim faces. Jake understood the seriousness of the situation. But damn, it felt good to be back.
He felt a pang of guilt at that thought, but he didn’t get to dwell on it for long because Art said, “Okay, everyone. Listen up. Everything I’m about to tell you is so classified that if one of your grandkids mentions something about it in passing fifty years from now, I’ll have to kill you. That being said, it’s critical for our mission, so you’re going to hear it.
“The MQ-21 Harpy is probably the most dangerous weapon in the USAF arsenal that doesn’t begin with the letters F or B. It can carry two AGM-158 JASSM missiles as well as a crapload of other weapons, some of which you’re still not cleared to know about. As of now, the entire fleet is grounded. The problem is that three of these drones were already off the ground when they were grounded and are now at large.”
“Any idea where, sir?” an agent Jake didn’t recognize asked.
“Nope. So you will all assume it’s ten miles behind the President with a reticle pointed at his ass. It’s your job to make sure that they don’t succeed in killing him.”
“What assets will we have?”
“Armored vehicles and electronic warfare helicopters. You should know, however, that the Harpy has a service ceiling of sixty-five thousand feet, the radar signature of a kibble and active countermeasures that can and have jammed the EW suite of a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier. So basically, you’ll be lucky to see it before the missile is barreling happily toward the aforementioned reticle on the President’s ass. That means you need to be on your toes like you’ve never been before unless your names are Jake Mercer and Jess Foster. Speaking of, you all know Jess.” Jess waved. “Most of you know Jake.” Jake lifted a hand. “Those of you that don’t, that’s Jake Mercer. If that doesn’t tell you what you need to know, Google him. He’s in charge of the mission, so he’ll go over specifics when he has them. The heavens shudder at the wrath that will come down upon anyone who answers any question he asks or responds to any order he gives with anything other than ‘yes, sir,’ ‘no, sir,’ or ‘right away, sir.’ Is anyone stupid enough to have a question about that?”
Shockingly, no one volunteered. “Outstanding,” Art said after a moment. “Dismissed. Jake has asked that you all meet him here at six o’clock tomorrow morning. He’ll have detailed instructions then.”
The agents dispersed. Jess clapped Jake on the shoulder and said, “All right. I took the liberty of ordering donuts and coffee, so it’s all in my office already. Let’s go make some plans.” She grinned. “God, I’m glad to have you back.”
“It’s good to be back.”
It was true. It was good to be back. It was better than good. For the first time in fifteen months, he felt like he was home.
And he hated himself for feeling that way.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Jake half-expected an attack on Air Force One. Trident had tried that before. Granted, the new Air Force One was all sorts of different animals than the first one, but considering how advanced this drone was, Jake wasn’t sure that even their stealth fighter escorts would be able to protect them.
But the flight to Edwards Air Force Base was uneventful, and when they touched down, the armored vehicles that transported them to the command bunker where the President was going to meet with General Arthur Van Houten and his staff did so without fuss.
So now Jake stood two yards behind the President with a stoic expression directed at the opposite wall and pretended he couldn’t hear every word said in the meeting room.
“The primary concern we have is its active stealth technology,” the general was saying. “The Harpy’s passive stealth technology isn’t any more advanced than the F-35. We have radars that can track that easily. The problem is the active ‘noisemakers’ it carries are good enough that it can mimic background radiation enough to fool even the most sensitive radars.”
“And someone bypassed that technology,” the President said.
Van Houten shifted. As a former enlisted Marine, Jake had to admit to a certain degree of satisfaction watching an officer squirm, especially a general officer.
“Well, no, not exactly. The technology they bypassed is the command-and-control technology.”
“Oh,” Bryan said sarcastically. “Is that all?”
Van Houten pursed his lips. “That system is as state-of-the-art as the active stealth countermeasures. No one should have been able to countermand it.”
“Well, someone did, and now almost two hundred soldiers are dead,” the President replied. “Your security clearance is high enough that you know what was happening at Aleph-19, so you know how utterly unacceptable the loss of that base is on top of the dead soldiers who will never see their families again. Am I correct in assuming that?”
“Yes, Mr. President,” Van Houten said softly.
“So how do we shoot these things down?”
Van Houten blinked. “Sir?”
“How. Do. We. Shoot. These. God. Damned. Things. Down. General?”
Van Houten reddened slightly but managed to keep his composure. “It was my understanding that we were attempting to retrieve the assets.”
“Your understanding is false, General. I’m not putting American lives at risk going door-to-door asking if we can check people’s backyards for our ball. We’ve pissed the world off enough as it is. We’ll have people looking, but unless they see the drones, we’re not going after them. I’m assuming, since these drones are apparently invisible, that they won’t see anything. So, when the weapons that we couldn’t keep our hands on try to kill people, how do we prevent that from happening?”
Van Houten took a deep breath. "The best thing we can do is…" he sighed. "Well, if Aleph-19 had been equipped with air defense, they could have shot the missiles down and sent a follow-up shot at the launch platform."
“The launch platform they couldn’t see?”
“The… we could predict based on the velocity and heading of the drone—”
"Oh, for Christ's sake," Bryan interrupted. "So, they can't turn left or right? They're going to shoot at us then keep their course on the same exact heading? If there's no way to shoot them down, General, grow a pair and say so."
Van Houten lowered his eyes. “There’s no way to shoot them down, sir.”
“Wonderful.”
Jess’s voice echoed in Jake’s earpiece. “Boy, this is going great.” Jake didn’t reply. “Oh yeah, that’s right. You can’t talk. Well, I can, and I have to say, the President is hot when he’s berating high-ranking military officers for their irresponsible mistakes.”
Jake suppressed a chuckle. Jess’s irreverent sense of humor was one of the highlights of their time together in the Service. He had missed the work, but he had also missed hanging out with his best friend. When he left, he’d imagined he could see Jess at least once a week, but those weeks turned into months, and those meetings turned into phone calls turned into occasional texts. They had been growing apart.
And that was natural. She had one of the most demanding jobs in the world, and, in a way, so did he. Six months raising an infant were enough to show him just how much effort was required.
Effort that Sheila is putting in all by herself.
He felt a pang of guilt at that.
“And when I finished licking the horse’s hoof, I played saxophone with an earwig and a drunk platypus.”
Jake frowned, and Jess said, “Hey, look at that, he’s listening now. I saw your eyes space out from the camera, dummy.”
The Service had installed a small camera in the room just above and behind where General Van Houten was sitting so that they could monitor the President at all times. It seemed Jess was more interested in monitoring Jake.
And Jake couldn’t reprimand her, a fact Jess was no doubt well aware of. Not that Jess couldn’t make fun of him and do her job. She had made it very clear over their years of working together that performing both tasks at once was one of her specialties.
He resisted the urge to smile. Good old, Jess.
“Okay,” Bryan said, waving his hand to interrupt Van Houten. “I’m done with excuses. Your job right now is to develop countermeasures for the Harpy. That’s your only job. It’s the only job of everyone on this airbase. Hell, get NASA involved. But we cannot have another Trident on our hands. The world is finally starting to recover from that little reign of terror. I won’t stand for another one. Fix this problem, and from now on, don’t leave the keys in the damned ignition. Got it?”
Jake wasn’t sure he understood what the President was saying, but Van Houten nodded. Then he pursed his lips, screwed up his courage and said, "I will comply with your instructions, Mr. President. However, I feel it's important to note that setting the precedent of going to war with ourselves is—"
"I'm going to stop you right there," Bryan said. "It's too late to worry about optics. A weapons system capable of finding and destroying a top-secret military structure—most of which is underground—without being seen by state-of-the-art detection systems is now in the hands of God knows who. If the people who stole that weapon point it at, oh, say, D.C., Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, I'd like to be able to shoot it out of the sky before it blows up a skyscraper. Do I need to tell you how bad it is if a skyscraper gets blown up?"
Everyone born before 1995 had images of 9/11 seared into their minds, and Van Houten was no different. “No, sir.”
“Good. So, like I said, fix this problem, and next time, plan ahead so shit like this can’t happen.”
He stood, and the others in the room followed suit. As he and the rest of the security detail left the room, Jake felt a rush of admiration for Bryan. Oddly enough, despite being at the President’s side for much of his tenure in office, Jake had rarely seen Bryan take command like that. He preferred, for the most part, to set general policy and follow the recommendations of his advisors when it came to specifics. Seeing him boss around a four-star the way a drill instructor would boss around a recruit was refreshing.
Or maybe it was just the NCO's lifelong delight in watching an officer get chewed out.
He smiled slightly as they headed to the elevator. The meeting room they had just left was two floors underground and known only to a minority of the staff on base. Most of their meetings would occur with similar secrecy. The President had told Van Houten it was too late to worry about optics, but that wasn’t entirely true.
Bryan was right. They could not have another Trident on their hands. In the span of a year, Trident had completely shattered the illusion of safety that the citizens of the United States and most of the Western world held. The past fifteen months of inactivity had only just started to blunt that fear. If it became public knowledge that someone else had the capacity to attack the nation the way Bard had, the world would be plunged into chaos.
An uncomfortable thought that Jake had been avoiding up to now forced its way into his head. What if this was Bard?
Eli Bard was at one time the most decorated Secret Service Agent in the country. Much of the Service’s operating philosophy had stemmed from his work until his betrayal forced the Service to change that.
But he had betrayed the Service. He had betrayed the nation. And a few years later, he had arrived as the leader of the most dangerous terrorist organization on Earth. He and his second-in-command, Jake’s former friend and fellow Marine Andrew McNeil, had killed thousands of people in their nearly successful bids to assassinate the President before finally running out of resources and going quiet.
In their final confrontation atop a Moscow high-rise, Drew had told Jake that Bard had given up and “gone soft.” According to Drew, he spent his days drinking himself to death in some third-world village, lamenting his failures.
But alcoholics had moments of clarity. Maybe Bard had stopped feeling sorry for himself and was once more trying to—
 
His thoughts vanished when he saw the reflection in the side mirror of the SUV. Was that…
“Oh, shit!”
He spun around, hand moving toward his shoulder holster. He caught a glint of sunlight off of metal. Five hundred yards. Too far to shoot back.
“Sir, get down!” he shouted, tackling the President to the ground.
The other agents immediately responded, forming a protective shield around the President. Jake leapt to his feet. “Dawson, get him to the vehicles and get him out of here! I’m pursuing the suspect!”
Dawson wasted no time arguing. He nodded and grabbed Bryan. Then he and his team rushed away, still shielding the President with their bodies.
Jess didn’t refrain from argument. “You’re going after him alone?”
“No, I’ll have help from you. Do you still have eyes on him?”
“Yes. He abandoned the shot. He’s running northeast toward the bomb wreckage.”
“The what?”
“Just go northeast. You’ll see what I mean in a moment.”
Jake sprinted in the direction Jess indicated. He drew his weapon and checked the load, his instincts as sharp as they ever were.
He was keenly aware of the seriousness of the situation. At the same time, he felt more alive than he had since the birth of his son.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
When he rounded the corner, Jake felt a very visceral sort of déjà vu. This area was clearly set aside for combat exercises. New combat. Urban combat. War on Terror combat. If he’d just appeared magically at the end of the street, he would have believed he arrived in a bombed-out cityscape. There were partially intact buildings with rubble, destroyed cars, and busses, and dozens of hiding places. The exercises would help soldiers recognize potential guerilla threats. In the new world, crumbling walls hid apparent civilians with Molotov cocktails. Four story buildings reduced to one and a half held someone with a rocket launcher.
The memories this scene stirred in Jake’s mind weren’t pleasant. Memories of panicked civilians and equally panicked law enforcement. Memories of dust and smoke from the ruins of the Western Wall. Memories of the horrific screams of the dying. Memories of the terrible silence of the dead.
Jake was in far better shape than most people. Hell, he was still in far better shape than most special operators. He still exercised regularly and occasionally even put in work at the Secret Service’s Counter Assault Team gym.
But it had been almost eighteen months since he’d trained for actual combat, and he was beginning to feel the effects. He could keep this chase up for a while, but not indefinitely. He had to reach his man quickly.
The suspect ran ahead of him, leaping over bricks, overturned barrels, and other carefully arranged refuse. Without knowing how large this exercise arena was, Jake couldn’t determine an immediate plan for apprehension other than running after him and keeping him in sight.
How the hell had been broken into the base? The security here was airtight. The only way someone could sneak onto a military base with the intent of assassinating the President was if they were already present on the base, and if their presence was considered normal. So their assassin must be Air Force.
He tapped his earpiece. “Jess, I think our guy is Air Force.”
“Is that why we’re not shooting him?” Jess asked.
“No, I’m not shooting him because I want him alive to talk.”
“So… maybe shoot to wound?”
“Negative. He could have a cyanide capsule or something. I need to reach him so I can respond appropriately if he does try something like that.”
He didn’t want to tell Jess that the real reason was that he wasn’t sure he could make that kind of shot anymore. At the range with his rifle, he could still dot an i from a thousand yards, but on the run with a handgun against a moving suspect? He might miss and shoot the man in the neck. Hell, he might miss entirely.
“Roger that. Well, the CTC portion of the base isn’t too large. He’ll have to fight, surrender or run straight into the welcoming arms of the base MPs before too long. Keep on him, and we’ll get him eventually.”
“You got it.”
He didn't realize Edwards had a CTC component now, a Combat Training Center. It made sense, though. The Air Force was testing very advanced precision munitions and combat AI systems, and knowing whether those systems could be counted on with American boots on the ground was critical to the nation's defense objectives going forward.
This particular arena was likely used for Situational Training Exercises. There were a lot of pushes for STX now. There seemed to be a lot more of this sort of training than the FTX, the Field Training Exercises. Early in the War on Terror, Integrated and Joint Field Training Exercises became a sold command focus. That involved actual war footing training for commanders who’d never been to war. It also involved getting the four branches to work together.
The problem was that the euphemistically named “peer competitors,” namely China, and, to a lesser extent, Russia, started paying close attention. Close enough that some of their weapons systems and tactics started looking uncomfortably like current U.S. weapons systems and tactics.
Not that any of that was important right now.
He leapt over a bench and slid underneath a fallen beam. When he emerged on the other side, he saw his suspect. He was now less than seventy yards away, still too far for Jake to glean much more about him other than that he was tall, lean and had brown hair. He was also no longer carrying his rifle, no doubt shedding the weapon to save weight and run faster.
It wouldn’t matter. Jake might not be in peak condition, but he was gaining on him slowly but surely.
He tried calling to the suspect. “Halt! This is Special Agent Jake Mercer of the Secret Service! You are surrounded. Don’t make this any harder on yourself than it needs to be!”
The man threw his head back, and though Jake couldn’t hear it, he was fairly sure the man was laughing. Jake couldn’t blame him. He had just attempted to assassinate the President of the United States. There wasn’t much he could do to make things worse on himself short of succeeding in that attempt.
Still…
“Look, buddy,” he called. “It’s life in a hole or suicide by federal agent. You have to make a choice.”
Jake regretted those words a moment later when the suspect made the wrong choice, spinning around and aiming a handgun at Jake. Jake swore and dropped to the ground just before a handgun round sailed over his head. Apparently, the assailant was just as good with a pistol as he was with a rifle.
“Getting real sick of fighting other snipers,” Jake groused, diving behind a pile of rubble. “Jess, is he still here?”
“He’s moving to cover. Looks like he means to fight this out.”
“Okay. Have the MPs close the net. Slowly and quietly. I don’t want to spook this guy and risk anyone else getting hurt. Also, please make sure they understand to shoot only as a last resort and only to wound.”
“Will do… Quick question: if you were worried about him killing himself, why did you suggest that?”
Jake cursed inwardly. “Because I’m an idiot.”
“Got it. Just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page.”
“Yeah, yeah. Can I move?”
“Um… now you can.”
Jake rushed from cover to the alleyway created by two cratered buildings. The attacker poked his head out from his own cover just before Jake reached safety, but a quick burst from Jake’s handgun put him right back behind the wrecked car carefully placed in the center of the street.
Forty yards. If Jake could get ten yards closer, he would trust himself to take the shot. He still hoped he didn’t have to, but it would greatly increase his confidence if he could find himself in a position to defend himself effectively and not just spray and pray.
“He’s moving again. Heading into the bombed-out office building right in front of you. Hey, how do they make these buildings? Do they build them all wrecked like this, or do they build normal buildings and then use them for target practice?”
“Not important, Jess!”
“Okay, Jeez. Just trying to lighten the mood.”
“Not right now! How close is he?”
“Um… thirty yards ahead, crawling behind a wall.”
Jake hopped his own wall and rushed into the room, gun drawn. He whispered, “Take me to him, Jess. How far?”
“Keep going. He’s going to come out on the other side of that wall in about three seconds.”
Jake sprinted forward and reached the opposite side of the wall just before the suspect spun around and put a bullet through the drywall behind him. Jake heard footsteps just before Jess said, "He's running again. Heading for the hole, you hopped through to get into the building. Fifteen yards and counting."
He’d have to risk a shot. He lifted his head over the ruined section of wall and aimed for the back of the suspect’s knee. He took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger.
The bullet hit the attacker in his spine just above his tailbone. He stiffened, then fell face forward, his legs jerking and trembling.
Jake sighed. He didn’t exactly feel sorry for almost certainly paralyzing the man’s legs, but it wasn’t a good sign that he missed by a foot and a half from twenty yards, even with a handgun against a moving target.
The man tried to move, but Jake was right about his legs. They had moved on their own for the last time and now sat limp behind him. “No,” the man cried. “No! No! What did you do to me?”
Jake jogged toward the man, gun aimed at center of mass. The assailant didn’t try to fire at him, too shocked by his paralysis to think to fight back. Jake placed a knee on his upper back and pulled the gun from his hands, then handcuffed him. “Okay, Jess. I have him in custody. Send the MPs to my location.”
“Will do.”
Jake rolled the man carefully onto his back. He was young, maybe ten years younger than Jake, and he was weeping with pain and anguish. “I can’t feel my legs,” he choked.
“You tried to kill the President,” Jake said. “Frankly, you’re getting off easy.”
“Fuck you! That man’s responsible for thousands of innocent deaths!”
“Bard tell you that?”
The assassin’s brow furrowed. “Who?”
“Trident? Eli Bard?”
The man didn’t react to Bard’s name, but he knew Trident. He chuckled and said, “I don’t work for Trident. Believe it or not, there are actual citizens who hate the President without needing to work for some crazy group killing civilians. I was just going to put a bullet in his head and call it a day. I wasn’t even going to hurt any of you.”
“So, you’re not working for Bard?”
“I don’t fucking know who that is!” the man shouted. “You paralyzed me!”
Jake heard the MPs approaching and stood. “Yeah. That’s what happens when you try to kill the President.”
“He’s going to get thousands more killed fighting other people’s bullshit wars!” the man shouted. “Their blood be on your hands!”
Jake didn’t dignify that with a response. He’d heard the same crap from another disgruntled serviceman, and he wasn’t going to entertain that nonsense from another. He turned the suspect over to the MPs and tapped his earpiece.
“He’s not Trident. He’s just another nutjob.”
“I was worried about that,” Jess said.
“You were worried that he wasn’t Trident?”
“Yeah. Back before you left, we talked about how it would suck if Trident inspired others to commit acts of terrorism. I won’t lie to you. My biggest fear is that it wasn’t Trident who stole that drone but someone else following in his and Drew’s footsteps. The only thing worse than a leader is a martyr. I worry that the memory of Trident might do more damage than they did themselves.”
The one silver lining to this event for Jake had been the fact that the kid wasn’t one of Bard’s goons. That silver lining was looking pretty damned gray right about now.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
One week later…
 
General Van Houten had no trouble acknowledging that he was an arrogant man. He had served the United States for thirty-four years, serving in some capacity in every major armed conflict the nation had endured since the Gulf War. He had entered the Air Force Academy with one goal in mind: to become the Chief of Staff of the United States Air Force. In thirty-four years, he hadn't made a single misstep in a very long, very hard-fought career. Now, nearing the end of that career, he was one of ten officers in the nation eligible for appointment to Chief of Staff when the next President took office, and he was, in his informed opinion, one of the two most likely to receive that appointment.
Until last week, last week, some dipshit had lost control of three examples of the most advanced weapons system deployed by the United States.
And now some other dipshit had leaked both the existence of the drone and the fact that one of those drones had been used to kill U.S. soldiers to the press. What a goddamned nightmare. And of course it had to be his drone, a weapons system that Van Houten himself had pioneered and championed, a weapons system whose success—had it not been commandeered by God knows who—would have cemented him as the only choice for Chief of Staff.
The MQ-21 had exceeded all expectations. It was lethal, it was silent, it was smart, and it was all of those things while coming within one-point-three million dollars of budget. That last point was what would have cemented him as the next choice. The ability to make defense contractors deliver on their promises without breaking the bank was the skill most underrated by general officers and most valued by Congress and Presidents.
He had it made. And in one fifteen-minute attack, he had lost it all. He had no more motivation to get out of bed let alone do his job for the few weeks he would still have it.
But he had integrity. He might not ever reach his career goal, but he would leave this post with his head held high and his shoulders straight. He was a four-star General of the United States Air Force, and while his career accomplishments would be forever shadowed in the public eye by his one glaring failure, they would live on in the current USAF doctrine, one that he had helped write. No accolades would shower his grave, but he would go to that end knowing that he had served his country well.
So, he strode into the press conference with his back as ramrod straight as it was the day he graduated the Academy. He would speak with the same gravitas and authority he had when he was a Lieutenant Colonel addressing his squadron during Operation Enduring Freedom. He would field the barbs of the vultures wielding their microphones with the same dignity he showed when enduring the far harsher abuse of one of only two Presidents he had respected in the thirty-eight years he’d had the power to vote.
He reached the microphone, flanked by two one-stars who were only figureheads of security. The real bodyguards were the NCOs and Warrant Officers positioned strategically throughout the crowd. The one-stars were only there to show how important Van Houten was.
Or used to be.
“General Van Houten!” a smartly dressed young woman who absolutely wasn’t trying to advertise her sex appeal with that deep v-cut blouse called. “Can you explain how a terrorist organization managed to steal the nation’s most advanced weapons system?”
"At this time, it's unknown who stole proprietary technology from the United States," he replied, the politically correct terminology flowing as easily here as it did in budget meetings at the Pentagon. "However, we have no reason to believe that these terrorists are in any way affiliated with a known terrorist organization."
“So, there’s an unknown threat killing American servicepeople?” a balding man in his forties who didn’t have or care one whit about sex appeal asked.
Shit. “We’re pursuing several leads at the moment,” Van Houten replied. “But I wish to make it clear that this is not believed to be a calculated attack.”
“How can you say that?” a young woman who was probably still young enough to believe that she was a crusader for democracy because she worked for a news agency asked. “The outpost targeted wasn’t even known to the public until this reporter asked the Pentagon why no one was explaining the loss of nearly two hundred husbands, wives, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters?”
Good for you. What a cute little activist you are. You want a cookie? Aloud, Van Houten said, “To clarify, we believe that the attack was motivated by resentment of continued American presence in the Middle East. Now that we’re aware of the threat, appropriate measures have been taken to ensure that American forces in the region are prepared for another attack.”
“What if the attack comes here?” another little activist—this one a boy even younger than the woman—asked. “What if we have a repeat of the Trident attacks on Washington?”
“There is no evidence of a threat to the civilian population of the United States,” Van Houten replied, “and no evidence of a threat to anywhere on U.S. soil.”
Miss Sex Appeal spoke again. “What specifically has the United States Air Force done to ensure they can keep this promise?”
Oh, she was good. Van Houten had carefully avoided making any promise, had carefully avoided making any precise claims, in fact. He had only said that there was no evidence of a threat to U.S. soil and civilians. But people were sheep, and sheep followed pretty things. This pretty thing had just insinuated that Van Houten had promised to protect people.
And he couldn’t point out her little trick. He couldn’t admit that they had no plan, and that if someone decided to use the Harpy to bomb U.S. soil, there was shit-all they could do about it except get really lucky and shoot the missile before it hit its target. Even Van Houten didn’t dare to hope they’d get lucky enough to actually see the thing before—
Before it fired a cruise missile directly at the building where Van Houten was now addressing the press. His shoulders slumped for the first time in nearly four decades as he looked through the window of the building at the streak of fire heading toward him at Mach 2.
He was going to die a fool. He was going to die looking like an idiot, killed by the weapon that was supposed to make him a legend.
“Sir? What is being done—”
“Fuck you. You’re not nearly as pretty as you think you are.”
Miss Sex Appeal flinched. “Excuse me?”
If there were any excuses—for her, for Van Houten, or for any of them—those excuses ceased to matter a thousandth of a second later.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
“It wasn’t a terrorist attack, Sheila, it was a lone gunman.”
Since they were talking over the phone, Jake couldn’t actually see Sheila, but he had no trouble imagining the fury on her face. “Oh, I see,” she replied. “So it was only fair that you were the only person to go after him. One on one, right?”
“No, that wasn’t… We had to get your father safe. Dawson and his men have their own procedures. I would have just been in the way. It made sense for me to be the one to chase the sniper while Dawson escorted the President to safety.”
“If you’re just in the way, then why are you there in the first place?”
“I told you, your father asked—”
“Stop saying that!” Sheila shrieked. “Stop saying that!”
Jake sighed. He didn’t know how Sheila had found out that he had been the one to chase the gunman last week, but she was incensed. He couldn’t recall ever seeing her this angry.
“It’s true though,” he replied weakly. God, he hated the whine in his voice. “When the President of the United States asks for you personally, you can’t just say no.”
“Yes, you can. Yes, you absolutely can. I know. I say no to him all the time.”
“You’re his daughter.”
“And you’re my husband. And Beau’s father. Damn it, Jake.” She pressed her fingers to her temples and sobbed.
There was more anger than fear in that cry, but that only made the knife to Jake’s heart cut deeper. He approached her, arms outstretched. “Sheila, I’m sor—”
She shoved him away. She was five-foot-four and a slender one-fifteen. He was six-foot-two and a powerful two-ten. The shove didn’t move him, but he stepped back anyway. His heart sank like a stone, and he didn’t finish his apology.
“You’re not sorry,” she said, her voice deadly calm. “So don’t fucking tell me you are. There are any number of things you could have done. You could have had the MPs deal with the attacker. You could have gone with my father to ensure his safety instead of pawning it off to Dawson and turning cowboy.”
“I wasn’t turning cowboy. Damn it, Sheila, why won’t you believe me? That was the best use of our resources.”
“Really? So, if I call Art and ask, ‘Hey, what’s the best way to handle that situation?’ he’s going to tell me, ‘Well, Sheila, the best way to handle an enemy sniper is to send one guy with a handgun running after him somewhere there’s ample cover.’?”
Jake didn’t reply.
“Right,” Sheila said. “I didn’t think so.”
They remained silent for a long moment. Beau was with Carrie right now. Jake had been foolish enough to think Sheila called her mom to babysit because she wanted some alone time with Jake.
Well, I wasn’t wrong, he thought glumly.
“Why?” Sheila asked.
He lifted his hands and let them drop. “I told you why. You wouldn’t believe me.”
“Because it’s a lie,” she said. “And if you love me at all, you’ll stop lying to me.”
His lips thinned. That precluded any attempt at placating her. She had pulled the ultimate wife's weapon and boxed him into a damned corner where he had no choice but to agree with her.
No, that wasn’t fair to her. All she had done was ask him not to lie to her. And he was lying to her. Maybe he was also lying to himself, but that didn’t make things any better.
“Tell me why?” she repeated. “Why do you have to do this? Why do you need to fight?”
He took a deep breath and released it slowly. Then he shook his head and looked over her shoulder. Breaking eye contact didn’t really help.  “I—”
“Jake?”
Jake turned to see Jess poking her head into the living room. She looked warily at the couple, her face pale.
“Yes, Jess?” Sheila snapped. “We’re in the middle of a private conversation. Is there a reason you feel you can just walk into our house whenever you feel like it?”
“I’m sorry,” Jess replied meekly. “I tried calling, but he didn’t answer his phone.”
“Yes, it’s his day off. Whatever problem the Secret Service has can be solved by the agents currently on duty. May I have my husband back now? Is that all right? Can he be mine for one fucking day?”
“Sheila, just give me five min—” Jake began.
“No! Fuck you.” She spun toward Jess. “And fuck you! He’s my husband, not yours and not the fucking country’s.”
“I’m sorry,” Jess said, her voice barely a whisper, “but… he does need to come to the office. There’s been…”
She flicked her eyes to Jake. Jake frowned. “There’s been what?”
“Fine,” Sheila snapped. “Go with her. Go do your job. After all, that’s what’s important to you, right?”
She stormed up the stairs without looking back. “Sheila,” Jake called. “Sheila!”
He heard the bedroom door slam and sighed irritably. He pressed his fingers to his temples and said tersely, “What’s going on, Jess?”
“There’s been an attack. On Edwards Air Force Base.”
Jake’s eyes snapped toward her. “What?”
“One of the drones. They killed General Van Houten… and forty-nine other people. Mostly civilian reporters.”
Jake’s heart sank. Jess was right. He really didn’t have a choice.
Yes, you do, his conscience echoed in Sheila’s voice. And you’ve made it.
He sighed. “All right. Let’s get to headquarters.”
 
***
 
Jake sat in Jess’s office and tried to think how to tell Sheila.
Hey, Sheila. The President is going to Camp David to meet with the Combatant Commanders, Joint Chiefs, and the National Security Council. He’s asked me to accompany him once more. It will be a two-day trip, home by Sunday.
That part was easy. It communicated every actual detail she needed to know. If she were anyone else but Sheila, he could just send that text.
But it was Sheila. He needed to say something, anything that could ease her anger. I’m sorry we fought. That was true but empty. I love you. Also true, and not empty, but she probably would say something like, Then prove it and stay home, which he couldn’t do.
He typed, I know this is hard to understand. I know I made a promise to stay away. But the President needs me right now, and my first responsib—
He erased the last sentence and tried, it’s only until he leaves office. I swore an oath to him, and I can’t—
He erased that again. I promise you, when this is over, I’ll leave for good. We can move to the Midwest and—
“And I’ll be miserable the rest of my life.”
He hung his head and sighed, then erased everything but the first text. He added I love you at the end, knowing the reaction it would prompt, but sending it anyway. He sighed and ran his hands through his hair.
The door to the office opened and Jess said, "Hey, Tiger. I brought you some coffee and donuts. There's a sub, too, if you feel a need for something more substantial. I figured you're probably not going… well, I figured you'd be here all night."
“We don’t need to talk about that,” Jake said curtly.
“Right. Sorry.”
“Not your fault.”
The meeting had been chaos. Emergency meetings often were, but there was no control to this chaos. After an hour of arguing and asking questions without receiving answers, Art had finally adjourned the meeting by saying that Jake would meet with the security team in the morning before heading to the White House to escort the President. No mention was made of a plan to address the larger threat.
The Service was on its heels. The entire nation was on its heels. In a way this attack was worse even than Trident’s incursion into the White House nearly three years ago. Any street gang could grab some guns and attack a building. Only military-level threats could launch standoff missiles into a crowd of civilians.
Obviously, it wasn't that simple, but that's how civilians would see it. The U.S. had been caught flatfooted again, and this time, it was an attack on civilians. The military was playing it off as a wrong place, wrong time situation. The attack was on a military base, and civilians just happened to be there.
That might calm people, but it probably wouldn’t. And if they decided to target a civilian population center, would they miraculously be able to prevent that attack? Probably not.
This was bad.
The two of them ate in silence for a while. Jess finally broke the silence with the rather useless observation that, “This really sucks.”
“Yeah,” Jake agreed. “It does.”
“I thought we were done with this shit when Bard gave up.”
“We’re never done with this shit,” Jake groused. “I think this is the new normal.”
Jess nodded. “Yeah.” She managed a wan smile. “On the bright side, you looked really good at Edwards. You’ve been staying in shape.”
Jake chuckled mirthlessly. “Thank you. But Sheila’s right. I had hundreds of MPs to use to capture the guy. I had aerial surveillance. I should have gone with the team to get the President to safety and let the base handle catching the guy. Instead, I ran after him with a handgun and had to close to twenty yards to miss his knee and shoot him in the back instead.”
“Oh. You weren’t aiming for his back?”
“Nope.”
“Oh.”
They fell silent again. When Jess spoke next, she asked the one question Jake hoped she wouldn’t, not because he didn’t want to talk to her about it but because he did, and he feared that if he talked about it, he would forever lose the ability to run from it.
“Why did you come back? I mean, not that it’s any of my business, but Sheila clearly isn’t happy about it. Not that I’m not happy to have you back, but…” she reddened. “I’m sorry. I’ll shut up.”
Jake fought to convince himself not to answer. If he took that step, there would be no going back. This would be who he was for the rest of his life, and he didn’t want to risk losing his family for this job.
But he stepped anyway. "I missed it. I… I'm not good at running a desk. I missed being out in the field, and I missed hunting bad guys."
“I thought you hated that the Secret Service started hunting bad guys.”
“I thought I did. And I thought I was ready to step away. I meant it when I told Sheila I wasn’t coming back. I meant it when I told you I was done putting myself at risk. But… I’m not.”
He fell silent, and Jess didn’t press him any further. They finished their dinner, and Jess headed home to her apartment. Jake lay in the cot in the corner of the room and stared up at the ceiling.
He hated the way he and Sheila had left things, but as he lay awake, sleep nowhere near his troubled thoughts, his mind was on Beau. His young son was just starting his life, and his father would rather be out risking his own life than be there to guide him.
What did that say about Jake?
He rolled over and forced his eyes to close, but like the earlier question, he knew he couldn’t run from it forever.
Eventually, he’d have to admit exactly who he was.
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Camp David was a 125-acre retreat in Maryland reserved for the President’s personal use. Ostensibly, the purpose of the camp was to have a place for the President and his family to enjoy a brief escape from the rigors of political life, but traditionally, the heavily guarded location was used for semi-clandestine or otherwise critical meetings with government officials and rarely, foreign dignitaries.
They weren’t going to Camp David. That was the story disseminated to the media, but Jake and his team were taking the President to Camp Echo. Camp Echo was not a location but a callsign used to describe a fully clandestine location. That location changed as needed to ensure it remained secret.
At the moment, Camp Echo was a country estate near Sterling Virginia owned by the CIA and used as an emergency meeting location for intelligence leadership. The Agency had loaned the property to the Secret Service for the weekend. It was a testament to the seriousness of the situation that the normally reclusive CIA was working closely with the Service again, especially considering the difficulties they’d faced the last time the two agencies worked together.
Jake sighed as he recalled his two friends from the Agency. Miss Topaz and Mr. Quartz had never surrendered their true names, but they had been good friends of Jake and Jess and had helped him stop Trident on numerous occasions. Unfortunately, they had done so at the cost of their own lives, and—to the CIA’s ire—the exposure of the CIA’s presence and much of their active operations in Europe.
But the nation was under threat again and interagency grudges didn’t mean anything. The Secret Service was resource poor when it came to these things, and the CIA had stepped up. Jake could only hope it would be enough to keep them safe. After all, Outpost Aleph-19 had been an even bigger secret, and the drones had found that.
His earpiece buzzed. Dawson this time. “Advance team reports no threats noted at Camp Echo. They’re taking their stations on the perimeter.”
“Good,” Jake replied. “Tell them to try not to look too official, but make sure they’re conspicuous.” Jake wanted any approaching terrorists to know the place was being watched without innocent civilians freaking out about the presence of men in black loitering on a residential property.
“Understood.”
The radio crackled again. This time, it was Captain Munoz, the head of the Service’s CAT-One. The Counter Assault Teams had grown out of a need for a highly trained and capable combat team that could respond to threats that the old Rapid Response Teams couldn’t. Jake had worked closely with Munoz and his team and knew that these men were as dangerous as any special operations contingent.
"We're going to post lookouts along the grounds and snipers on the roof and at strategic locations in the surrounding forest. Also, we're putting a LAWS on the roof to detect any missile launches."
"Is a LAW going to be useful in the middle of a forest?"
“Yes. The missile can skim the treetops up until the terminal portion of its attack, but the house itself is surrounded by a half-mile of clear space. The LAWS can react fast enough to detonate an incoming missile traveling at Mach 2 with a hundred yards to spare. At least, that’s what the Navy tells me.”
“It hasn’t been tested?”
“Not in these circumstances, but they ran a number of simulations and it performed well. And it’s better than nothing.”
Jake sighed. “Right. Of course. Thank you.”
“No worries. We got this, man. We’ve handled worse.”
Jake wasn’t sure he agreed with that, but it was true that they had risen to the occasion several times before when the circumstances demanded it. “Hell yeah. Those fuckers won’t know what hit ‘em.”
Munoz agreed with that sentiment wholeheartedly, but Jake regretted that sentence as soon as the words left his mouth. After all, the victims of the previous two drone attacks hadn’t known what hit them. He wasn’t superstitious, but it felt like a bad omen to say that while on their way to pick up the President.
Jes’s voice came over their private channel. “You doing okay?”
“I’ve had better days,” Jake admitted, “but I’m all right for the moment. Security looks good at the Camp, and Munoz is bringing a laser cannon in case the terrorists decide to get cute.”
“Ooh. Sounds fun. Can I shoot it?”
“When this is over with, I’ll set up some target practice.”
“Are you gonna shoot it?”
“If I have to shoot the laser cannon, it will be because something went horribly, horribly wrong.”
Once more, Jake regretted those words the moment they left his mouth.
“Well, let’s hope we can avoid the sci-fi stuff today. I have you parking in front of the White House, is that correct?”
"The back of the White House, actually."
“Roger. I have you as a pedantic asshole, is that correct?”
Jake frowned. “Details matter, Jess.”
“Ugh. I didn’t miss this part of working for you. I have you parked exactly twenty-three point nine meters from the doorway marked A-227 positioned three-point-five meters from the back porch of the central structure of the President’s official residence.”
Jake sighed. “Same old Jess.”
“And proud of it.”
The door to the armored SUV opened, and the President stepped inside, followed by Dawson. His mussed hair and bloodshot eyes told Jake that Bryan was just as shellshocked by this situation as the Secret Service was.
But just like the Service, he would push through. He had to.
He gave Jake a tight smile. “Just like old times, right?”
Jake didn’t say that one, but he regretted it just as much as he regretted the other two. “Let’s hope not, sir.”
Bryan laughed hollowly. “Damn straight.”
The motorcade pulled smoothly into traffic, and Jake felt the tension in his shoulders increase. The President was always the most vulnerable when he was on the move. Static, they could form a shell around him and have multiple layers of protection with no way in. Most importantly, they could control the circumstances around him. Anything even slightly out of the ordinary would become immediately visible. That fact had allowed them to quickly address many threats to the President's safety in past attacks and saved his life on more than one occasion.
They had handled moving threats to, and since the President was still alive, they had clearly done so effectively, but those events were always more harrowing and always far closer calls than the threats dealt with while they were entrenched.
Then again, the nature of their attacker negated much of the advantage they had. It was one thing to deal with gunmen and assassins. It was quite another to deal with an attacker who could shoot two-thousand-pound bombs at you at the maximum speed of a jet fighter. True, they didn’t know if the terrorists had the ability to rearm their drones or if he only had the missiles that were on the aircraft when he stole them, but that was a hell of a risk. Munoz was confident that the LAWS could handle those missiles, but Jake wasn’t so sure.
But damn it, he was happy. He was alive. He had a purpose.
He felt a little like a retired boxer training for one last fight against an old rival. Two weeks ago, he had felt restless, happy to have his new life with his wife and young son, but at the same time listless. His family life was fulfilling, but his work life was… well, not. Now, he got to fight the enemies of the nation again. He got to pit his wits against an enemy with terrifying power and show that enemy that nothing they did could endanger the President as long as Jake Mercer was protecting him. That was Jake's small contribution to the triumph of democracy over dictatorship, the cause of freedom over fear.
He would still leave when this was over. He would take a desk job, and he would keep it. This was a special circumstance, and it justified his presence regardless of his personal motivation, but when it was handled, he would keep his promise to Sheila. She and Beau were more important to him than his job.
He repeated that to himself until the small pang of doubt that accompanied it was silenced.
The motorcade navigated smoothly out of the Beltway, and when they reached the heavily forested roads of Eastern Virginia, Jake relaxed a little. The trees made it next to impossible for a missile strike to reach them. They would remain under natural cover until they reached Camp Echo.
His earpiece buzzed. Munoz.
“Two pieces of news: first, the LAWS is emplaced. Second, the combatant commanders and joint chiefs just arrived. I have word that the Security Council is en route and will reach the camp twenty minutes after you guys do. So, I guess that’s three pieces of news.”
“Perfect. Thank you, Munoz.”
Jake relaxed further at that. This would be all right. They would get the President safely to and from the meeting, and if Jake needed some more excitement, he could organize a paintball competition when they got back.
Maybe he’d take up paintball. He knew some former Marines who played for leagues that simulated actual combat environments. He’d get some exercise without the risk, and most importantly, Sheila wouldn’t leave him.
He nearly choked at that thought. Would Sheila leave him? She wouldn’t, would she? She loved him, and they had a son together. They were fighting now because of his job, but he wouldn’t have this job for long. And if all else failed, Bryan would leave office in two and a half years, and the new President would have his own security team they would want to work with.
It was going to be okay. They would be—
“Jake! In the trees!”
Jess’s panic cut through Jake’s ruminations. He looked out the window of the armored car and saw numerous small drones bearing down on the motorcade.
These weren’t Harpies. He recognized these ones. They were the same model of drone Hadad had used to attack the President in Jerusalem.
And they were aiming cannons right at the motorcade.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
“Team, Evasive Pattern Guthrie!”
The vehicles immediately split up, veering off of the road into the forest, but not before one vehicle was shredded by a Bushmaster chain gun. The vehicles were armored for everything up to a 7.62-millimeter NATO round, and the President’s SUV was protected against everything up to a .50, but the Bushmaster cannon fired thirty-millimeter explosive rounds designed to turn tanks into confetti. They were sitting ducks.
As though to emphasize the point, the driver of the SUV swerved left just before an elm tree ahead of them was turned into actual confetti.
“Jess, call Munoz!” Jake shouted. “Tell him to get his ass over here pronto!”
No answer. “Jess! Jess!”
No answer.
“God damn it! Munoz, can you hear me?”
Nothing.
He turned to Dawson. “Can you hear me?”
Dawson shook his head. “Not over the radio.”
Jake swore. “Okay, driver, what’s your name?”
“Hook, sir,” the terrified young woman replied with an admirable degree of professionalism considering the circumstances. She slammed on the brakes, and a cloud of dirt rose in front of them as the pursuing drone emptied a burst into the ground in front of them.
The drone buzzed overhead, and Hook spun the tires as she aimed the SUV right.
“Okay, Hook,” Jake said. “You keep doing exactly what you’re doing, all right? You keep driving like this, and we’ll get out of here fine. You just need to—”
The windshield shattered and the upper half of Hook’s body, along with the back of her chair and the agent sitting to the President’s left behind her were instantly pulped. The SUV swerved away from the fire rather than into it, which was the only thing that saved Jake, the President and Dawson.
Beau’s and Sheila’s faces flashed instantly across Jake’s mind, and the excitement he felt at doing this job vanished instantly. What the hell was he doing here? He didn’t want to be here. He wanted to be home with his family. He wanted to hold his son and kiss his wife. What in God’s name had possessed him to think he wanted to be here?
“Jake!”
The President’s cry snapped Jake out of his shock. He looked ahead and saw the truck barreling straight toward a tree. With a cry of his own, he leapt forward and spun the wheel, narrowly avoiding the collision.
He quickly unbuckled his belt and jumped into the front cabin. For a horrific few seconds, he had to sit on top of Hook’s mutilated body until he could point the truck away from the trees.
Then he had to spend an even more horrific few seconds opening the driver’s side door and pushing her body out. The President’s life took priority, and he needed room to work.
God, why had he come back?
Some instinct told him to swerve left. He did so just before another tree fell victim to the pursuing drone.
The drones were too maneuverable. They were smaller than the Harpies, but they weren't small. Bushmaster cannons weren't exactly light weapons. Still, they easily weaved among the trees and kept pace with the vehicles. Jake heard another explosion as one of the other vehicles in the motorcade was destroyed.
He looked out the window and saw a drone keeping pace with them about eighty yards to the left. Its weapon trained on them, and Jake slammed on the brakes. The bright meteors of tracer rounds zipped past them.
Tracer rounds. That gave him an idea. Tracer rounds were incendiary rounds designed to burn brightly so that cannon operators could see what they were aiming at and adjust accordingly. Most modern automated systems used GPS, infrared or laser targeting and didn’t need tracer rounds. The terrorists were probably using optical sighting in the drones so that warning systems didn’t pick up the “pings” from more advanced systems.
Modern optical systems were very accurate, but they were also easily fooled. If they could blind them, then they could evade them.
“They’re using optical sights!” Jake called to Dawson. “We need something shiny to blind them!”
“Okay,” Dawson replied. “Um… any ideas?”
Jake thought quickly. “Do you have a laser pointer?”
Dawson nodded. “Yeah, I have one on my keychain.”
"Good! Aim it at their targeting cameras!"
Dawson nodded. He pulled his keychain from his pocket and aimed the laser pointer at a drone that was slowly settling ahead of them, and the resulting burst of gunfire sailed harmlessly over their heads. Even better, the drone veered off course and crashed into a tree, bursting into flames. As Jake passed through the fireball, he slammed on the brakes and spun the wheel, yanking the SUV back around the way they were coming.
As he suspected, the fireball blinded the other drones, who sailed past them without realizing that the President’s SUV had changed direction. That only fooled them for a moment, but Dawson was able to blind another drone and send it crashing into the ground before the others figured out what was going on and scattered.
Jake felt some of his confidence returning. They could do this. They could keep the President safe.
He heard a drone buzz near him and slammed on the brakes. The drone slowed too, but not in time to avoid overshooting them. Dawson aimed the laser pointer, and the drone fired wildly. This fire, like the previous, flew harmlessly above them. Dawson shouted something that seemed like it might have been Huzzah!
Then, his head exploded in a cloud of red mist.
“No! Damn it! Dawson!”
The drone recovered from the temporary blindness and trained its cannon on them. Jake wished for nothing more than to rip the machine apart with his bare hands, along with whoever was responsible for stealing it and using it to kill one of the finest agents he’d ever known.
But he couldn’t.
Jake yanked the wheel to the left and the SUV immediately spun out. The only real saving grace was that it spun into the trees, which gave him a moment where he was hidden from the drone. He had to hope the damage to the drone’s optics would prevent it from tracking them through the foliage. If so, he could count on at least a few seconds to get his bearings.
Fingers of ice gripped his heart suddenly. “Sir? Mr. President, say something!”
“I’m here, Jake. I’m good.”
The President of the United States was there, but he was most definitely not good. But he was alive, and his voice showed concern rather than pain. 
“Uninjured?”
“Yes. I’m good.”
"Stay down, Sir," Jake said and then gunned the gas. He couldn't try to hide. The drones already demonstrated the ability to fly through the trees. There was only one way to get through this, and that was just to get through.
He couldn’t blind the drones, and he didn’t want to risk having Bryan do it. The shot that killed Dawson might have been lucky, but it might also have aimed in the direction of the laser pointer. He couldn’t put the President in that kind of danger.
So he needed to drive. The drones were maneuverable, but it still took them a moment to train their weapons on the SUV. If he kept weaving, he might be able to prevent them from getting a lock. He needed to be as erratic as he could while still making forward progress toward safety. If he could just get the damned SUV to where the sci-fi weapon could take out the drones, the President would be safe.
Sci-fi weapon. Jess was having too much of an influence on him. In any case, the LAWS was only effective as a line-of-sight weapon, and it was still several miles away. Even if Munoz could figure out what was going on, aim the weapon at the drones and fire, they wouldn’t have time to reach it before the drones destroyed them.
The SUV burst out of the trees into a small clearing. What I wouldn't give to have a law now. He was lucky in that the drone faced away from him at the moment, angled toward the woods. It seemed to Jake the AI was trying to predict where the SUV would be if he’d kept driving instead of stopping. A brief and welcome moment of luck. That was another weakness. The electronic brain of the drone was unflinchingly logical and would never predict how an illogical human might react.
“Hang on, Sir,” he said as he drove, jerking the wheel from one direction to the next. It was inelegant. Despite having trained for defensive driving while under attack, strategies didn’t really come to mind. And a HMMWV this vehicle was not.
Wind whipped around his face and Jake cursed. He had to abandon the plan immediately. There had to be another way but he couldn’t see with the wind whipping at his eyes. “There’s another windshield,” the President said.
“What? How the hell?”
“In case the first one has to be ejected.”
Jake scanned the dashboard. There was a toggle labeled WS. Jake pressed the button and heard shifting gears. 
It wasn't exactly a windshield. It cut the size of the windshield by about thirty percent, outlined in black (or colored black) metal. It seemed more like a tank window than a windshield, even though it was much larger. He heard and felt it click into place. The whole thing was unwieldy and stupid, the brainchild of someone who watched too many spy movies, no doubt. Nevertheless, it formed a seal, and the wind whipping through the cabin disappeared. Maybe not so stupid.
“Can you believe they got me to have that installed?” 
“Were you drunk?”  Jake shook his head. “Sorry.”
The President laughed. “Well, I didn’t have you around to tell me it was a stupid idea.”
“I mean, It’s helping now,” Jake said.
That was partially true. He didn’t have to deal with the air flow but the limitation on his vision made things difficult. He saw powerlines across the edge of a waterway. It was larger than a stream but not what Jake would call a river. He thought it might have been a manmade channel. More importantly, a bridge spanned the channel.
He swerved the SUV into the power lines and through the poles. That put him on the other side, between the telephone poles and the river. If he could make it to the bridge, the drone couldn't follow him. The telephone lines were too densely packed for the drone to maneuver through. It would have to climb above the trees, then lower itself back down below the branches. That would take a while, even for the maneuverable drone, and give Jake time to put some distance and make it to the main road. From there, it was a straight shot to the safehouse and the waiting air defenses. They could still make it. They could—
Jake felt a sickening moment of weightlessness. The view through the windshield was replaced with that of a swirling stream of water.
“Oh sh—”
Then they hit the water, and Jake's words were cut off.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
“You promised me, Jake. You promised me that you’d leave this life behind.”
“I did. I tried. I left, and the President asked—”
“Stop blaming my father! You made that choice. You chose to come back when you promised me you’d leave for the sake of our son!”
"Well, what kind of fucking choice is that? Decide to step aside while others put their lives in danger? Decide to foist the responsibly of our future to other people? That's not a fucking choice, Sheila. That's a cop-out."
“So when our son asks me why his daddy isn’t here and grows up remembering nothing about you, what do I tell him? That he had a job to do?”
“Yes! That’s exactly what you tell him! You tell him that when others hid, I fought! When others ran, I faced the danger. When others pulled the blankets over their eyes, I helped make the world safe enough for them to do that!”
It angered him that he had to justify his decision to Sheila. What the hell was it about women marrying soldiers and then acting like they were horrible for being soldiers? She knew who he was. She’d been at the hospital with him time and time again. He made his choice? Well, so did she. If she didn’t want this life, why the hell did she marry him?
“Jake? Jake, are you listening to me?”
It was Sheila’s voice, but that made no sense. She was back in Washington, DC, and not with the motorcade. The motorcade!
His eyes opened. The SUV was sinking slowly into the channel. Water gradually trickled in from the seam with the armored replacement windshield.
He looked back at Bryan. The President’s eyes were closed. “Sir!” he shouted. “Sir!”
Bryan's eyes opened and, at about halfway, stopped.
“Bryan, wake up!”
Brya’s eyes snapped to alertness. That was good.
“Are you hurt, Mr. President?” Jake asked.
“Your head is covered with blood Jake.”
“That’s not an answer, Sir,” Jake replied.
Now that he was aware of the blood, though, he also became aware of the dull throbbing on the side of his head. That wasn't important right now, though.
“Nothing broken.” Bryan said. “Maybe a little bit of shock.”
That explained the President’s calm. The gravity of the situation hadn’t yet hit him psychologically or physically.
“Can you unfasten your seatbelt?” 
“Is that a good idea?”
“Unless you can breathe water,” Jake replied.
Damn. Sarcasm wasn’t ever appropriate for the Commander in Chief. Bryan was his friend, but Jake wasn’t his friend right now, he was the Secret Service agent responsible for his protection. “Sorry, Sir. Yes, you need to unfasten your seatbelt so we can get out of the vehicle before we drown.”
And that would have to happen quickly. The water was at Jake’s waist now.
“It’s okay,” Bryan said, “and you’re right. The seatbelt is off. Now what?”
Jake unbuckled his belt and watched the bubbles flowing around the SUV. The light at the surface, such as it was, was disappearing quickly. Jake’s head throbbed, and it took him a moment to realize that while the SUV wasn’t flooded yet, it was underwater. They needed to move now.
“Can you climb up to the front, sir? I’m going to get the door open, and you need to be ready to swim the moment I do.” 
No, not the doors. He intended to eject the windshield. No. That wasn’t true either. 
Could he eject the windshield? His brain wasn’t working right. He finally said, “Windows, Mr. President.”
“Windows?”
“Yes. Not the doors. The windows.” Jake reached into the pouch on his waist and pulled out handcuffs. He clicked one on his wrist and then one on the President’s.
“What are you doing?” Bryan asked.
“Your daughter’s already pissed at me. There’s no chance in hell I’m letting you drown. I said open the door. I meant the windows. I believe this SUV is equipped with a semi-automatic window opening system for if we’re submerged.
“Semi-automatic window… what the hell are you talking about?”
“AWOT. We installed an intermediate system on the entire motorcade. Automated Window Opening Technology. Sensors on the outside of the car tell when we’re submerged and all the windows open.”
“But they’re not open!”
“It’s not the fully automatic system. Too many people were concerned about heavy rain making the windows open and then suddenly bulletproof glass wouldn’t mean a damned thing. Typical cover your ass crap.”
That was true but the thing Jake didn’t say was that he had no idea if they had actually installed the system. He’d left before any of the modifications occurred. Hell, he didn’t even know how long a car remained in service for the motorcade.
“Jake, stop talking and do whatever the hell you’re going to do!”
“Yes, Sir,” Jake said. God, his head hurt. As the adrenaline faded, the pain and confusion increased.
Where was the damned button? It was somewhere that wouldn't be pressed accidentally. Not the glove box. Someone might press the button, putting something in there.  Where the hell was it? He drew his hand back and slapped himself. It hurt like hell, but it cleared his head. "In the ashtray," he said. 
Of course, it wasn’t an ashtray anymore. It was just an outlet for electricity. Nobody smoked in cars anymore.
Not that that little tidbit of info mattered. The point was that the button was easily accessible.
“This is going to happen fast, Mr. President. You just keep kicking toward the surface.”
“What about you?” Bryan said, lifting his hand and because of the cuffs, Jake’s hand as well.
"I'll try not to kick you as I pull you to the surface."
“It’s a damned good thing you’re married to my daughter,” Bryan said. “Otherwise I’d just go deadweight and sacrifice myself to take you with me.”
“As your friend, I have to tell you that wasn’t as funny as you thought it was. As your bodyguard, I have to tell you that I’m saving your life whether you like it or not.”
“As your friend, fuck you. As your employer, fuck you.”
Jake chuckled. “All right. Here goes.
He pressed the button, and the windows came down. 
Water rushed in quickly. Far more quickly than even Jake anticipated. They must be farther underwater than he thought. He took a deep breath and realized he had forgotten to tell the President to take a breath.
Too late now.
He swam through the window and braced himself on the sinking SUV to help Bryan through. Bryan’s eyes were alert and free of panic, so Jake guessed he’d probably remembered to take a breath.
They began to swim toward the surface. The light brightened gradually, and Jake focused on swimming steadily. Bryan kept pace with him, which was good. Their clothes slowed their progress terribly, which was bad.
But they were ascending. If they could reach the surface soon, then they would be out of danger.
The drones! God damn it! He had forgotten about the drones!
Damn it, he had no idea how far from shore they were. He should have figured that out and planned to swim closer to shore before breaching the surface. The drones optical targeting systems would have difficulty seeing them under moving water, but at the surface, they would have no trouble seeing him.
Damn it. Damn it, damn it, damn it.
Too late now. Jake might be able to hold his breath long enough to change direction, but Bryan couldn’t. Not weighed down by his clothing. They would have to reach the surface at least long enough to catch their breath before figuring out what to do about the drones.
Sheila’s face flashed across Jake’s mind again. Sheila smiling at him and thanking him for saving her father’s life. Sheila breathless in his arms, whispering I love you in his ear. Sheila weeping with anguish as she cradled his injured body. Sheila screaming at him, enraged that he was once more putting his life in danger.
And finally, Beau’s face: wide-eyed, innocent, trusting, too young to know anything other than that the world was fascinating and his parents loved him. God, he missed that face.
His head broke the surface, and he breathed deeply. Cool, clear, glorious oxygen filled his lungs, and it was a moment before he remembered to look for the President and the drones.
He heard a gasp and turned to see Bryan breathing the same cold, clear air. Satisfied that the President was breathing, Jake looked around for the drones.
They were nowhere to be found. “God,” Bryan said, “That was—”
“Shh.”
Bryan quieted, and Jake listened. He could hear nothing but the soft roar of the water. The drones had left. They had seen the SUV sinking and decided their mission was complete.
Thank God for unflinchingly logical human AI’s. They had decided that there was no way Bryan and Jake could have survived that fall and left.
The cynical part of Jake’s brain told him it was possible they had just run out of fuel or that the targeting system had been damaged badly enough that they had aborted the mission, but that didn’t matter. The point was that they were gone now.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get to shore.”
“Agreed.”
They swam toward shore, moving slowly and working with the current. With the immediate danger passed, exhaustion was affecting both men, and when they reached the shore, they collapsed on the ground and stared up at the sky, breathing heavily.
After a few minutes, Bryan broke the silence. “She’s pissed at me too.”
“Huh?”
“Sheila. She’s pissed at me too.”
“Oh.” Jake reddened.
Not only was it unprofessional of him to say that, it was also inappropriate in a personal sense. Complaining about his wife to his father-in-law was a huge no-no. “I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“It’s okay. I already knew. She told me she was pissed at you for accepting my request and pissed at me for asking.”
“Why did you ask?” Jake queried. “If you don’t mind me asking that, sir?”
Bryan sighed. “If you weren’t here, I would have died. Dawson is… was… a good agent. But these are not normal threats. I needed you. Although, if I’m being honest, I kind of wished that I hadn’t been proven right.”
“Yeah,” Jake replied. “Me too.”
He stared up at the sky. With the sound of violence gone, their surroundings were peaceful, almost idyllic. Nature moved on, not caring about the twisted wrecks of fuel and metal or the shattered bodies of Jake’s fellow fighters.
Nature was beautiful, but it was also cold.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
“Stay down, Mr. President.” Jake said as he scanned the area for any threats. He didn’t see any but the threats to worry about were those he wouldn’t see. 
“Bryan. Damn it, Jake. Until we’re home safely, call me Bryan.”
“I’ll try. It’s hard to call you that when I’m in ‘work mode’. I know you’re my friend, but right now, you’re the President, and it’s my job to protect you.”
“Jake, you just saved my life and it was like… like muscle memory, for Heaven’s sake. You just took a big hit to the head. You’re stunned, maybe even concussed, but you operated by some sort of… Aw, hell, Jake. I’ll be the President again when we get out of this. Until then, I’m your friend, and I’m grateful to you. Call me Bryan.”
Jake nodded. “All right. Understood… Bryan.”
People reacted to trauma differently. That was why PTSD manifested differently for different people. Jake thought his father-in-law wanted to cling to relationships at the moment, and that was why he was so insistent on dispensing with formality.
“I don’t see anything,” he said. “Looks like the drones are gone for good.”
When the President started to rise, Jake put a hand on his shoulder. "But stay down. Do you have a firearm?" Jake asked.
“No, of course I… wait.” He sighed and patted his pants until he found it. “From Reyna. I took it off of her just in case.”
“Who’s Reyna?”
“Reyna Hook,” the President said. “She was driving before you.”
The picture fell into place for Jake. He also realized (and not for the first time) why Bryan Jackson could probably serve indefinitely as President if not for the twenty-second amendment. Few politicians genuinely cared about people, and that included Presidents.
Jake received the gun and thought about what it must have been like for the President to watch Jake push Hook's lower half from the moving vehicle like it was nothing more than dead weight. Obviously, that wasn't what Jake thought, and it killed him to have to do that, but he was trained for situations like this. He was trained to do unspeakable things when he needed to and move on from the horror regardless. Bryan wasn't.
But he would have to move on anyway. They could mourn later. Right now, they needed to find a way to safety.
He checked the magazine. Full. 15 rounds. The gun was a standard issue 9mm Glock 19 Gen 5 pistol. It was a nice gun. All Glocks were nice guns. The fifth generation touted a few improvements over Gen 4, but in Jake’s opinion, the improvements were either cosmetic or so miniscule that only gun collectors or enthusiasts really cared. The important thing was that he had fifteen rounds. He hadn’t fired a shot from his own weapon so there were seventeen rounds there as well.
“Okay, Mr. President. Are you a good—"
“I swear I’m going to have you arrested for treason.”
“What?”
“Call me Bryan, son.”
The President’s voice took on a commanding tone now, and Jake realized this was no longer a matter of politeness or respect. Bryan needed this. He needed to be Bryan, the friend, not Mr. President, the man whose life was so important it justified the wholesale slaughter of a dozen Secret Service Agents.
“I’ll do my utmost, Sir,” he said. “Thank you, Bryan.”
“Thank you,” he replied.
He smiled sadly, and Jake realized with a start that Bryan didn't have complete confidence he'd ever see his wife, daughter, or grandson again. Jake was the closest thing to family he might ever have again. He almost offered words of reassurance, but that felt awkward to him. He let the thought pass and focused instead on his next, immediate steps to keep the Commander in Chief alive.
“We need to get to the safehouse,” Jake said. “Once there, we can coordinate with…”
His voice trailed off when he heard a low buzzing sound, like the rumble of a lawnmower.
“Yes, that’s a good idea,” Bryan said, “We can—”
Jake chopped his hand to cut off further speech. Bryan fell silent, and Jake’s eyes narrowed as he paid attention to the sound. What was making that noise? He knew it meant something important, but his head was pounding, and he couldn’t quite place it.
The noise grew louder, and then Jake realized what it was. He lifted his eyes to the horizon and saw a line of black shapes approaching like a flock of enormous birds.
“Shit!”
“What is it?” Bryan asked.
“Drones. We need to go.”
“They came back?”
“Or they’re a second wave. Either way, we need to be invisible before they get here.”
“Into the trees?”
Jake looked around. The forest was dense, but that worked against them. He recalled reading somewhere that undergrowth was thinner in dense forests because not enough sunlight penetrated the canopy to let shorter plants grow.
Why was he thinking about that now? Maybe he had been concussed during the crash. His mind was jumping all over the place.
“No, not the trees. There’s too much room, and we know the drones can fly through the trees.”
“So where?”
Jake thought quickly. They knew they were safe underwater, but they would have to surface eventually, and if the drones were watching the water, they would see them when they did. Besides, they needed at least their shoes and their weapons, and while Glocks had passable water resistance, Jake didn’t want to test the limits of that capability.
The buzzing grew louder. Jake could see the individual shapes of the drones now.
He looked into the channel and saw a walkway below, just at the edge of the water. It led into a hole where the channel disappeared underground. The hole was too narrow for the drones to fly into, and the powerlines would prevent the drones from lowering into the channel and firing their cannon into the pipe.
“Come on,” Jake said. “We’re going back into the channel.”
“Underwater?”
“Not this time. Underground.”
“Underground?”
“Yes. Trust me!”
He grabbed Bryan’s hand and pulled him down the bank into the channel. Bryan fell onto his backside and slid down. That was an accident, but he was moving faster than Jake was, so Jake followed suit. When they reached the bottom, he grabbed Bryan and pulled him to a stop before he could fall into the water.
The drone was a roar now. They had seconds to spare.
“Come on! Run!”
Jake pushed Bryan ahead of him, thinking that maybe his body could provide some cover to the President. The two of them sprinted for the pipe, and Jake felt a shadow pass over his head. A moment later, he heard the soft whirr of hydraulics as the cannon aimed toward them.
Come on. Come on!
Just as they entered the pipe, Jake heard the rattle of the chain gun and the crack of crumbling concrete. The pipe entrance collapsed behind them, and Jake felt a rush of wind as one of the rounds zipped by and cratered the ground ahead.
“Sir! Bryan! Are you all right?”
“I’m all right!” Bryan called back to Jake’s relief. “I’m not hit! I can’t see shit, though.”
Jake reached for his flashlight and prayed it hadn’t become waterlogged. He made a mental not to bring his Marine Corps issue light from now on and not the Secret Service instrument.
The light flickered a moment, then held steady, and Jake breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Bryan, a little dusty from the pipe collapse and a little winded from their sprint but otherwise unharmed.
“Are you all right, sir?”
“Peachy keen,” Bryan said. “But stop calling me sir.”
“Right. Okay, Bryan. I think our next move is obvious. We—”
A rapid series of dull thuds interrupted Jake. The two men looked up at the roof, and another series of thuds echoed above them. The drones were shooting at the ground overhead, trying to break through and get to them.
They wouldn’t succeed. Bushmaster rounds were powerful, but not powerful enough to punch through twenty feet of earth and roots and another foot of steel-reinforced concrete.
AGM-158 missiles like the Harpy carried, however? They’d punch through no problem.
“We need to get through this tunnel,” Jake finished. “The drones will figure out soon enough that they can’t reach us, and I don’t want to wait for them to call out the big guns.”
Bryan nodded soberly. “Where to after that?”
“After that, I don’t know. It depends on where this pipe takes us. But we need to remain off grid for now.”
“Off grid? I can’t do that, Jake. If the nation thinks that I’ve been assassinated, then it will cause mass panic. The one thing preventing that panic through Trident’s activities was the fact that they kept failing. If people think someone finally got me, it’ll shatter that sense of safety.”
Jake frowned. Bryan wasn’t wrong, but the problem was that Bryan would get killed if he kept his head out above water. Their enemy had more weapons than just the Harpy, and as good as Jake was, eventually he’d run out of tricks. They’d always had more resources than Trident. Against this opponent, they had less, at least at the moment. Until that balance changed, Jake couldn’t allow Bryan out into the open.
“I’ll contact Jess as soon as I can,” Jake said. “I’m sure she’ll find a way to circumvent whatever jammed us aboveground. I’ll let her know that you’re safe, but we need to be strategic about letting the nation know.”
“We won’t be able to keep that a secret for long.”
“I know, but we need to leverage that as much as possible. Knowledge is power right now, and the less knowledge our enemy has, the more likely you are to survive. I hope this won’t be long, sir, but until I’m certain that you’re somewhere safe, we need to keep your survival close to chest.”
Bryan frowned, clearly unhappy with that.
"In any case," Jake reminded him, "we can't contact anyone right now. So, we have to remain off the grid for the moment. When that circumstance changes, we can analyze the situation and go from there. Sound good."
“No. But I’ll do it anyway.”
“Thank you, Bryan.”
The two of them started into the pipe. From time to time, they heard more dull thuds as the drones probed the ground above, but eventually, that stopped, and they were left in silence. The darkness and the cold Earth overhead gave Jake a disconcerting sense of death, as though they had been buried alive.
Well, I’ve cheated death before, he thought. Let’s see if I have one last life left in the tank.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Squinting against the weariness that seemed to pull him like a backpack full of rocks, Jake stared ahead. His mind seemed to travel between clarity and fog in a rapid cycle. The stress of the attack combined with his exhaustion had left him barely functional. Because of this, it took him a moment to be sure of what he was seeing. When he was sure, he sighed with relief.
He held out his arm, taking hold of Bryan's shoulder and stopping him. "What?" Bryan whispered.
“Buildings ahead,” Jake replied.
The pipe had led them for what Jake estimated to be three miles or so. It opened into a far less heavily forested part of the area. After carefully examining the horizon on all sides for drones, Jake had led Bryan out of the pipe. He didn’t have a mechanical compass, another mistake he would rectify when they got home, but the day was clear, and Jake was able to use the setting sun as a bearing to keep them moving in the same direction.
The sun was nearly set now. They had walked another two hours and probably covered four miles. Jake still hadn’t been able to contact Jess, and he still wasn’t sure what the long-term plan was.
But the immediate goal was to find shelter for the evening, and it looked like they might have found it.
Jake took a moment to study the structures nestled amidst the wilderness. They rose from the earth like shadowy monuments. 
Damn, he really was tired. That kind of poetry most definitely wouldn’t have occurred to him if he were fully awake.
“Is that a barn?” the President asked.
It was. Now, the shapes of the buildings made sense to Jake. 
“A farmhouse and a Barn,” he whispered. “Stay close and don’t make any noise.”
He proceeded forward, and Bryan fell into step behind him. Jake could tell Bryan was trying to be quiet, but it still seemed like each of his footfalls echoed loudly. Maybe that was only anxiety.
They approached the farmhouse steadily but cautiously. The wind rustled through the leaves above them, and Jake wondered how Jess would respond to the situation they found themselves in. She would have a stream of comments about horror movies.
She loved horror movies. Jake wasn’t a fan. They bored him. He’d seen enough horror in real life to know that no creature invented could match the violence and evil of which men were capable.
As they neared the property, Jake noticed more details. The farmhouse, worn by weather and time, appeared unoccupied. More than that, it appeared abandoned. The shutters hung oddly on their hinges. There were boards on most of the windows. On the porch, an old rocker sat at an angle, its paint peeling and one of its legs broken and askew.
If the property was empty, that was good. It could provide them good shelter for the night. But Jake needed to make sure.
“I need you to stay close, Mr. President,” Jake said. He quickly corrected, “Bryan. I need you to stay close. If things go to Hell, you use that gun to protect yourself, not me. Understood?”
The President didn’t answer. Jake stopped moving and said, “You’re the President and you’re the boss in all ways other than your safety. I just asked you a question about your safety. You need to answer me.”
“All right. You’re right.”
“If push comes to shove, you save yourself even if that means sacrificing me, do you understand?”
“I understand, but you damned well better believe I’m never telling Sheila about this conversation.”
“Fair enough.”
He put a finger to his lips, and using his other hand, guided the President to a kneeling position. He repeated the gesture for silence and approached the door.
He almost chuckled at the absurdity of it all. Counting the attack today, there had not only been more attacks on Bryan’s life than any other President in United States history but more than all attacks on U.S.  Presidents combined. Jake had handled more assassination attempts than the entire secret service before Bryan’s first term.
He’d become somewhat of a celebrity in the Secret Service for that fact. When Art announced Jake’s return to the Secret Service, all of the agents had looked at him with respect bordering on awe. It was easy to think about that awe when the president wasn’t under attack. It was easy to feel great about it. It was a different thing altogether when he was in the middle of one of those attacks.
He drew his service weapon, also a Glock 19 Gen 5, chambered a round, and tested the doorknob. The door wasn’t unlocked, but it didn’t need to be. Just trying to turn the knob pushed the entire knob apparatus through the rotting wood of the door jamb. The rotting there told him it was almost a given the farmhouse was abandoned. He relaxed a bit and said in a low voice, “You can get up now Bryan. Stay close.”
The interior of the farmhouse was in poor shape, but not as poor as Jake would have thought. The rot seemed limited mostly to what had once been the house’s living area. The couch was almost completely eaten away, and black patches of mold covered the floor and walls.
Beyond the living area, though, things were much more livable. Maybe the living room remained damp more easily than the other areas of the house. Either way, the kitchen was in relatively good shape other than the thick coat of dust that covered everything.
“Refrigerator’s still here,” Bryan said. “I wonder why whoever lived here would have left their refrigerator behind?”
The refrigerator was indeed still there, an ancient model with rounded edges that had to be at least seventy years old. Had the home been abandoned that long? No, there was a tv in the living room that, while old, was far newer than the refrigerator, maybe forty years old.
“They left the tv and the couch too,” Jake said. “Maybe the owner died and no one came to claim the estate.”
“Hmm.” Bryan shook his head. “It’s sad. All of this was once vibrant and new. Now it’s rotten and abandoned and forgotten.”
Jake realized that Bryan was still suffering some of the melancholy of the situation. “We’ll get you home, Bryan. You’ll see Carrie again, I promise.”
“You think they’ll come after her too?” Bryan asked.
The thought had crossed Jake’s head. He considered lying to Bryan, but he didn’t think Bryan would believe it. “It’s possible. I don’t know how likely it is, though. Killing you would be… well, don’t take this the wrong way, but it would be a political action and justifiable in a sense. Justifiable is the wrong word. It would be—”
“I get it,” Bryan said. “Kill me, and you’ve assassinated a President. Kill Carrie, and you’ve murdered an innocent woman.”
“Exactly. So I don’t think it’s likely that they’d target her, and I definitely don’t think they’d risk losing valuable resources trying to kill her. Same goes for Sheila and Beau. I know that the Secret Service realizes this, and that all three of them are somewhere that would cost our enemies a prohibitive amount of resources to get to. So they might go after Carrie, and they might go after Sheila and Beau, but I think that any attempt they make will be quickly abandoned.”
Bryan nodded. It would be a mistake to say he was encouraged by Jake’s analysis, but he at least wasn’t any more discouraged. “I hope you’re right.”
“Me too.”
The rest of the farmhouse was in varying states of disrepair. Nothing was quite as bad as the living room, and nothing was quite as preserved as the kitchen. In the end, Jake decided to bring one of the least ratty mattresses downstairs and set it in the kitchen for them to sleep on.
“Why not just leave it in the bedroom?” Bryan asked.
“I want to be on the ground floor,” Jake replied. “If we need to leave the farmhouse, I want to be able to do so quickly, and I don’t want to be trapped on the second floor.”
“Good point.”
They explored the barn and found it gutted and rotted throughout but free of any threats. Satisfied that they were as safe as they were going to be tonight, Jake led Bryan back to the farmhouse. Once inside, they talked about next steps.
“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” Jake began, “and you’re right. We need to inform the nation of your survival as soon as we safely can. Our enemy could try to frame a foreign organization or nation and provoke a military response. And… your family deserves to know that you’re alive.”
“They deserve to know that you’re alive too,” Bryan said. “You need to remember that you’re valuable too.”
“I realize that, Mr.—Bryan. But my job is to put your life ahead of every other consideration.”
“Well, I don’t like it.”
“You don’t have to like it, but it’s my job, and it’s critical that I maintain that perspective. I know that you and I are friends, and I know you need me to be your friend now, but I’m a Secret Service agent first.”
“That’s the problem, Jake. It’s the job first. It’s always the job first, everything else second. Even when ‘everything else’ is me and Beau.”
Jake lowered his eyes a moment, then pushed the memory of Sheila’s voice away and continued. “You get some rest. I’ll take the first watch.”
“All right. But Jake…”
“Yes?”
“If there’s a first watch, there will be a second watch. As your Commander-in-Chief, I order you to wake me in no more than four hours. Do you understand?”
Bryan’s words left no room for argument. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Good night, Jake.”
“Good night.”
Jake headed outside to keep watch while the President slept. He would walk in circles around the building so he could see threats approaching from any side. The movement would also help keep him alert.
The night darkened, and a chill crept into the air. Jake’s clothes hadn’t completely dried from their swim, and the cold bit deeply into his skin.
His thoughts returned to Sheila and Beau. He wondered where they were right now. Had the Service decided to let them stay and just station agents at their house? Had they been evacuated to one of the several underground strongholds the Service kept for situations like this?
Was Sheila angrier at him now that she knew he was in danger? Or did she regret fighting with him? Possibly both?
And what of Beau? What if Sheila’s worst fears came true, and Jake never came home? What would he grow into without his father to guide him?
A soft buzzing sound reached Jake's ears. His heart fell to his feet. Surely, that couldn't be what he thought it was.
He turned around and in the distance, he saw a row of blinking lights skimming the tree tops.
“Oh, for the love of Christ,” he whispered.
Then he sprinted back toward the farmhouse. He didn’t bother being quiet. The drones were heading toward them directly. They had been found.
“Bryan!” he called. “Bryan, get up! They’ve found us!”
Bryan stirred. “Mmm… what?”
“We’ve been found. Get up. We need to go right now.”
Bryan’s eyes snapped to full alertness. To his credit, he wasted no more time asking questions but jumped to his feet. “All right.”
“Do you have your weapon?” Jake asked.
Bryan nodded and patted his pocket.
“Good.”
Without further hesitation, Jake led Bryan out of the farmhouse and toward the woods.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Jake ran, his hand against the President’s back to ensure he didn’t lose him. They weren’t using their flashlight for obvious reasons, but that wouldn’t necessarily save them. If the drones were using thermal imaging this time and not just optical imaging, he had to find a way to interfere with that.
He thought of ULCANS and IGS. The Ultra-light Camouflage Netting System (ULCANS) and the Improved Ghillie System (IGS) were demonstrating significant results in various field tests and in some deployments.
He sighed irritably. His mind was still scattered due to his injury. It didn’t matter in the fucking slightest right now what the Marine Corps was using to fool infrared sensors. They didn’t have that equipment so they might as well be flying saucers and lightsabers.
He should have grabbed some blankets at the farmhouse. Heavy blankets could keep infrared imaging from detecting body temperature. He hadn’t, though, and now the Commander in Chief’s life depended on him finding another solution in the middle of the woods. He cursed under his breath, but then fought back wasting time indulging frustration. He scanned the area with a practiced eye. There were thickets of trees all around and, a few yards away, the unmistakable glint of moonlight on water. 
Water could disperse heat signatures; it was a viable option. They would be more exposed moving toward it, though, and the real concern was that it would be too shallow to work effectively. If the drones caught them in their sights half submerged…
He glanced at the President, who looked back at him with fear and trust in equal measure. There was something else too. It was… Was it confidence? Jake thought it was. Bryan was afraid, but he was also certain that there was no way Jake would allow him to die.
If only Jake could share that confidence.
Mud.
Mud could do it. Did he learn that from a survival class? He didn't know. He knew, though, either from a class or from reading, that mud could act as an insulator against body heat.
Now he remembered. It was a survival course back in the Corps. It wasn’t about surviving pursuit when the enemy had thermal imaging. It was about preserving body heat. However, the instructor used thermal imaging photographs to demonstrate how body heat loss was diminished, so Jake knew that the drone’s thermal imaging would be fooled by the mud. It wasn't perfect protection. It wasn't ULCANS or IGS, but right now it was their bestoption.
“We want to get a little closer to the water,” Jake said.
“What water?” Bryan asked.
“Trust me,” Jake said, “There’s a stream ahead. We’re going to cover ourselves with mud. It will hide us from the drones.”
“How is mud going to hide us from the drones?”
They’re using thermal imaging,” Jake said. “The mud will interfere with it.”
“You’re sure they’re using thermal imaging?”
Jake wasn’t sure, but that was the nature of combat. Almost everything was an educated guess when gunfire started.
He couldn’t tell Bryan that, though. Bryan had confidence in him, and Jake needed to maintain that confidence. “I’m sure. On my mark.”
He silently counted down from five, but before he reached two, leaves and bark exploded around them.
Damn it, the drones had found them. He tackled Bryan, and the two of them rolled for several yards before Jake got them both back on their feet.
He heard the loud buzzing of the drones now. He’d been so distracted thinking about a way to hide that he hadn’t noticed the noise of their approach.
He was almost certainly concussed. There was no way in hell he wouldn’t have picked up on that otherwise.
A tree shattered in front of them, and Jake pulled his mind back to the present. He could worry about his injury later. Right now, he needed to make sure that the President was safe.
He looked to his left and saw the moonlight glinting off the water. To his right, he heard the hum of the targeting motors aiming the drone’s cannon toward them.
He grabbed Bryan and yanked him to the left just before a buzzsaw of cannon fire shattered the air in front of them. The two of them rushed toward the banks, weaving erratically as Jake tried to keep the drones from getting a lock on them.
The air erupted with a staccato blast that reminded Jake absurdly of a blast beat from some ridiculously brutal metal band, one of those bands who existed to make as much noise as possible whether or not any of that noise actually qualified as music.
He forced his thoughts back into focus once again. That staccato blast beat wasn’t some massive drum set. It was multiple cannons firing on a single point a few yards ahead of them. Jake pulled them to a stop. Bryan’s feet slid out from under him, and Jake yanked him to his feet and tried to think of somewhere to go.
On all sides, trees were shredded by cannon fire. The only place left was behind them, away from the mud that would trick the drones’ sensors. The drones had adapted. Rather than try to pinpoint an attack on them, they were saturating an entire area. The only reason Jake and Bryan were still alive was because their aim had been off by only a few yards.
Wait, how was their aim off? If they had infrared, then Bryan and Jake should have stuck out like flares.
The gunfire stopped, and instinct propelled Jake forward. Five seconds later, the ground where they had been standing burst into a cloud of dirt, splinters and smoke as the drones tried again.
Something was wrong. The drones should have had no trouble finding them with their body heat. Not that Jake was complaining, but if their heat signatures wasn’t what led the drones to them, then what…
His cell phone beeped to alert him that his battery had run low, and it hit Jake. Their cell phones! The drones had followed their cell phone signals! That was why their aim was imperfect. They were triangulating the cell signals and guessing where they were. GPS technology was accurate enough to pinpoint a location to within a few meters, but not exactly. The drones weren’t using thermal, they were using GPS.
Somehow, they were able to track the two of them via GPS while also preventing the U.S. from doing the same. These weapons were even more dangerous than Jake had thought.
He ripped his earpiece out and tossed it behind him, along with his cell phone. "Bryan!" he called, "Drop your cell phone!"
Bryan looked quizzically at Jake for a moment before his eyes widened in understanding. He pulled his cell phone out and tossed it to the ground.
The gunfire stopped, and a few seconds later, erupted at the spot where they had dropped their cell phones. Jake continued to push Bryan forward as the sound of the chain guns receded.
When the gunfire stopped, Jake tackled Bryan to the ground and whispered, “Stay still.”
“Shouldn’t we—”
“Shh.”
The two men lay silently as Jake listened hard. The drones hovered where they were for a moment. Then, the buzz increased in pitch as their engines accelerated. The noise grew louder, and Jake tensed, prepared to run again.
Then the noise faded. Jake waited until he couldn’t hear it anymore, then breathed a sigh of relief.
“They’re gone?” Bryan asked.
“Yes. I think for good this time.”
“How?”
“I was wrong,” Jake said, getting to his feet and helping Bryan up. “They’re not using thermal imaging. They were using GPS. Or triangulating our cell phones. Maybe both. That’s why they were saturating the trees with fire instead of aiming at us directly. They didn’t have an exact location, just a very good approximation.”
“Damn. Lucky us.”
“Very lucky.”
“Why, though? I mean, those drones can target better than that, can’t they?”
“They can. But not without being seen. Damn it, I should have thought of that earlier.”
“Thought of what?”
“Infrared tracking is very accurate, but it’s also very easily tracked itself. It’s kind of like radar. A powerful radar can track a target, but it can also be seen very easily because it’s emitting radio signals to track that target. That’s why AWACS planes can be detected from hundreds of miles away. The terrorists know that the Secret Service is looking for you. If they use infrared tracking, the Secret Service will ‘see’ the infrared scanners and know exactly where the terrorists are.”
"That's why the attacks only last a few minutes, too," Bryan surmised.
Jake shrugged. “That’s probably just because they ran out of ammo. But it might be why they’re not using unarmed drones to loiter and look for you.”
“So now that our cell phones are gone, they can’t see us.”
“Those drones can’t see us, but I wouldn’t put it past the terrorists to try again with a different detection software. We need to keep moving.”
Bryan nodded. Jake led the two of them onward into the forest. After a few minutes, Bryan asked the next question, the one that, at the moment, concerned Jake the most. “Without our phones, how will we call for help?”
Jake sighed. “I don’t know. But we’ll find a way. I’ll get you home if it’s the last thing I do.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Jess Foster was not a field agent.
Technically speaking, that's exactly what she was. All Secret Service Special Agents received the same training and certifications. She particularly enjoyed the physical aspect of her training, and in a fistfight or even a firefight, she had no doubt she could handle herself well.
But she wasn’t comfortable being in the middle of the action. That was Jake’s arena. Jake was a former Marine, and he exemplified the adage that there was no such thing as a “former” Marine. Jess would never say this to Jake, especially not now that he and Sheila were fighting, but the happiest Jess had ever seen him—with the exception of the birth of his son—was when he was in the middle of a fight for his life. Bonus points if the fight was also for someone else’s life.
Jess wasn’t like that. Her forte was technology. She was the wizard who could crack into any system, encrypt any code, defeat any EM suite and overcome any obstacle in the way of obtaining any information she needed and providing it to whoever needed it. She liked working from the comfort of her office, more specifically the comfort of one of the most powerful arrays of computing and monitoring in the Western Hemisphere. Out there, she was a small and vulnerable creature surrounded by things that wanted to hurt her. In here, she was as close to godhood as anyone would ever get.
But right now, she wanted nothing more than to fly right to the middle of the firefight, to wherever those drones were right now, and take them apart with her bare hands.
“They’re dark again,” she said into her earpiece. “Last heading seven degrees north of due west.”
“But we know they won’t keep that heading,” Munoz replied. “Damn it! They resisted the invasive code?”
Jess had tried to introduce an invasive code to the drones’ AI to force it to fail and shut down so Jess could take control of the drones from her office, but the drones’ firewall had identified the invasive code and simply ignored the incoming transmission. Jess’s attempts to force them to “listen” had ended in similar failure.
“Yes. They just ignored it, and when I tried to fill the air with white noise, they just cut off radio entirely.”
“Cut off radio? They can do that?”
“Apparently.”
“What about satellite?”
“I’m trying that now, but their GPS is turned off too.”
“How can they do that? How can they navigate without GPS or radio? Laser?”
“Only if their destination is line of sight. I’m thinking they have magnetic compasses as backup systems.”
“Right. That makes sense. Damn it!”
Jess sympathized with Munoz’s anger. The CAT leader had no way of preventing the attack on the motorcade since he wasn’t there when it happened, but that didn’t prevent him from blaming himself personally. He was a lot like Jake in that way.
Jake. Jess hoped and prayed he was still alive, but—
“Do you have eyes on the President? Or Mercer?”
Jess took a deep breath to help her voice remain steady. “No. Their cell signal and GPS were lost.”
“Damn it! Fuck! We’re less than an hour away! Damn it, we were almost there!”
Jess closed her eyes, and a tear tracked down her cheek. After the motorcade was attacked, everyone feared the worst, but when the President’s and Jake’s cell signals were picked up, everyone’s hope returned. Somehow, Jake had done it again. He had rescued the President from certain doom and led him away from the drones.
If only Jess could have gotten through to him. If she could have broken through whatever they were doing to jam her signal, she could have told him to stay put and wait for extraction. If she could have found a backdoor behind that signal jam, she could have told him where the drones were coming from and how to avoid them until Munoz picked him up.
But she couldn’t. For the first time in her career, nothing she tried worked, not even a little bit, and she was forced to be nothing more than a spectator as the third wave of drone attacks finally destroyed the man she once thought she loved and still considered her best friend.
Unless…
“Munoz, proceed to the last known location of their cell signal. There’s a chance Jake figured out how the drones were tracking them and tossed his and the President’s cell phone.”
“How will we know that’s what happened.”
“I imagine you’ll know because there isn’t a large amount of blood and gore spread across fifty square meters of forest.”
“Right. Sorry. I just hate this shit.”
“I know,” Jess said. “I hate it too. But we have to stay focused. What would Jake tell you?”
Munoz chuckled. “Probably to stop acting like a little Army bitch and do my job.”
Jess managed a smile. “Exactly. Don’t give up hope.” That’s what he’d tell me.
“All right. I’ll keep you posted. Hey, anything from the Air Force? I can’t believe they haven’t seen the drones.”
Jess sighed. “They haven’t.”
“How? These models aren’t nearly as stealthy as Harpies.”
“Their hypothesis is that the smaller drones are either using the same active stealth technology the Harpies are using, or they have at least one Harpy flying top cover and jamming the whole area.”
“They can do that?”
“The Air Force seems to think so.”
“Jesus.”
“Sure wish He’d show up to give us some help,” Jess quipped.
“Hell, I’d take help from Lucifer’s evil aunt right about now,” Munoz muttered. “All right. We’ll let you know if we find anything. You keep looking and tell us if you see anything.”
“Will do.”
Munoz cut the channel, and Jess sighed and buried her head in her hands. She took several deep breaths, hoping that one of the alarms she had set up would beep and tell her she could stop stressing out as much as she was right now.
No beep came, and when she lifted her eyes to her screens again, she saw only the same uniform blankness that insisted nothing out of the ordinary was happening within three hundred kilometers of Washington, D.C.
She sighed and got to her feet. She activated the alarm setting on her phone, which would forward any alarm and the corresponding sensor suite to her phone if she was still out of the office. Then she headed to the donut shop.
The donut shop probably had a name, but Jess had never bothered to learn what it was. No one at the Secret Service had. It was identified only by an ancient neon sign that read DONUTS * COFFEE. Jess needed both right now.
The mood at headquarters was chaotic. Agents, analysts, officers and supervisors rushed here to there, shouting, huffing, growling and sometimes just staring pensively toward the walls. Art was in the middle of a crowd of other agents discussing something probably related to the other dignitaries under the Service’s protection. When the President’s motorcade was attacked, they had evacuated the various military and civilian leaders to different safehouses in the area and they were now in the process of getting each one of them back home.
And Jess and Munoz were left alone to rescue Jake and the President.
Jess knew there was no call for her to be angry. Art had delegated that responsibility to them because they were the most qualified for the job. Still, she couldn’t help but feel like she had been left alone to drown in the middle of the ocean.
No, not the middle of the ocean. That was what made this all so frustrating. She was in her own office at her own headquarters. This was more like throwing out her back and being unable to shut off the water or pull the drain plug while she drowned in her own bathtub.
She sighed and stepped into the night, where she was greeted with an eerie stillness. That stillness offended her. Didn't people know that the President was attacked for what, the fifteenth time in three years? Didn't they know that he and Jake were out lost in the woods somewhere? Or maybe even dead? Why weren't there riots? Why weren't people clamoring for answers? Why did no one care?
Once more, she knew she was wrong to feel this way, but that didn’t change her emotions.
She sighed again and focused on just letting her mind blank. That worked long enough for her to make her way back to her office. Her phone alarm didn’t beep once the entire time.
As she ate the donuts and sipped her coffee, her energy slowly returned, and she wasn’t able to keep her mind a blank anymore.
She needed to defeat the jamming. She couldn’t bludgeon her way through it, and she couldn’t use her typical tricks. The next step was to analyze the code used to create the white noise that blocked her signal and determine the pattern hidden in the randomness. Then, she could write her own code to complement and negate that pattern and allow her behind the wall of noise.
She ran the code through a software she’d created to analyze jamming specifically to find that pattern. She had created the software after she and Jake were caught on Air Force One when terrorists had successfully jammed communications on the aircraft. This code was…
Her eyes widened. That couldn’t be true.
She ran the program again just to be sure. This time, it came back with a few variations, but not much, no more than could be explained by typical randomization common to noise-based jamming protocols.
The code was a near-identical match to the jamming used to take down Air Force One. The only reason, in fact, that her software didn’t recognize the code and backdoor a way in like she did last time was because it was layered many times over this time and therefore far more robust. To get through, she’d have to find a backdoor to each layer. That could take literal years to accomplish.
But that wasn’t the thought that had Jess’s eyes wide with shock. If this code was identical to the one Trident had used to jam Air Force One, then did it mean that Trident was behind this attack too?
Was Bard back in action?
She was so absorbed by this question that she jumped when Munoz’s voice came over her earpiece. “Hey, Jess.”
“Ah! Hey, um… Yes. Go ahead, Munoz.”
“We’re at the location. There’s no sign of bodies. No blood, no guts, nothing. Not even scraps of clothing. No sign of cell phones either, but if a thirty-millimeter cannon shell hits a cell phone, it’s not going to leave any sign.
“But Jake and the President weren’t hit. They’re still alive.”
Jess was too emotionally exhausted to leap for joy, and too sobered by the discovery of Eli Bard’s potential involvement in this plot to regain all of her hope. But learning that Jake and the President were alive was a substantial ray of sunshine bursting through a particularly dark cloud.
“Thank you, Munoz. Keep looking for them. If they were alive an hour ago, they’re still alive now.”
“Will do. Hell yeah, Jake!”
He cut off the signal, and Jess smiled softly. “Hell yeah, Jake. Hold on. We’re coming for you.”
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Jake lay still, moving nothing but his eyes. Bryan stirred, and Jake squeezed his arm to still him.
The drone moved lazily overhead, its infrared scanner trailing slowly over the bank. Across the creek, another drone performed the same task. Several more searched different areas inside the forest.
It had been three hours since the last attack, the one that had forced them to abandon their cell phones. Jake had pushed a hard pace, and they had made nine miles by his estimation before the drones returned. This time, they were using infrared, and now, he and the President of the United States of America lay buried under a thick coating of mud. Apparently, they could even jam infrared and still see with their own sensors.
Still, the enemy was being cautious, and once more, that caution had saved their lives. No other sensor suite appeared to be active on the drones. Jake wondered at that. They were attacking repeatedly, which suggested confidence on the part of the terrorists, but they were severely limiting their use of any kind of scanning technology that could be detected, indicating caution.
Maybe they were just desperate. Or overeager. After all, this was the closest anyone had come to actually killing the President since Drew led a Trident incursion into the White House. Maybe they were taking risks they otherwise wouldn’t to confirm that they had sealed the deal.
Cracks were beginning to show in the enemy’s capabilities. They could attack with overwhelming force, but they could only sustain that force for short durations before running out of ammo, fuel or some combination of the two. They had advanced targeting and detection suites, but they were limiting themselves to brief uses of one sensor at a time to avoid attracting attention from friendly forces. The drones were operating using onboard AI’s and not human operators, so they couldn’t think outside of the box.
That suggested that the terrorists, whoever they were, were few in number. They couldn’t spare people to operate the drones. That suggested that the few could be very few, perhaps even only one person.
If Jake were on his own, he would follow the drones home to see if he could find the person using them. Maybe after he got Bryan to safety, he would do that.
The drones stopped and hovered for a few seconds, probably to communicate with each other. Then they accelerated up into the night. Once more, Jake waited until their drones died down before pulling Bryan to his feet. “Okay. We’re moving again.”
“Can I take the mud off?” Bryan asked.
“Not yet. Keep it on until we’re sure we’re safe.”
“When will that be.”
“I don’t know.”
Bryan sighed. “Fair enough. So what will the next drones use to see us?”
Jake looked toward the east. The horizon was starting to lighten. Dawn would arrive in an hour or so. “Probably optical again. I expect another wave when the sun rises.”
“Yeah, I was thinking that. Not the optical sensors part, but the sunrise part. How did they see us again? I didn’t think thermal imaging had that kind of range. Can they really detect our body heat from that far?”
“There are some infrared systems that can detect heat from fifty miles,” Jake said. “I haven’t heard of any that can detect something as small as a human body from that far, but I hadn’t heard of a drone that can actively blind radar and destroy secret U.S. military bases with our own standoff weapons before a few days ago either. So I wouldn’t rule it out.”
“Jesus. How haven’t we seen them yet, though?”
"I think we're looking for them," Jake replied, "and I think we probably can see them, at least after a little while. Those drones only fired a few bursts before they lost us. They're running off of low-power, high-efficiency piston engines, and they should have enough fuel to operate for hours before needing to land, but they only loiter for a few minutes at a time. So they're not running out of ammo, and they're not running out of fuel. I'm thinking that friendly forces are searching for them, and the terrorists are limiting the mission length to ensure they're not detected."
“Well, that’s encouraging. That means we’ll be found eventually.”
Jake wanted to let Bryan believe that. He wanted to believe it himself, but it wasn’t true, and he couldn’t lie to him. “I don’t know. We have to keep moving to avoid the drones, but that means we’re also making it harder for friendlies to find us.”
“Ah. So how are the drones finding us, but the friendlies aren’t.”
“There could be a number of factors contributing to that,” Jake said, “but most likely, it’s because the enemy is jamming the friendlies and not themselves, and since we’re being jammed, we can’t return the favor.”
“So they got the jump on us?”
“Essentially.”
“Got it. So what’s the plan now?”
Jake sighed. “We need to get to Jess. At this point, I’m thinking the best way to do that is to find a landline phone and use it to call another landline.”
“Who uses landlines anymore?”
“We do. At the White House and the Secret Service.”
Bryan rolled his eyes. At least, Jake thought he did. It was hard to tell with his face caked in mud. "I mean, who besides the government?”
Jake shook his head. “Excellent question. I’m hoping that at least one Hollywood trope turns out to be true.”
“What’s that trope?”
"That all rural areas have a decrepit old gas station in the middle of nowhere, and that gas station will have an ancient payphone in front of it."
Bryan stared at Jake for a moment. Then he threw his head back and laughed. “That’s funny. So you’re hoping we’re in a horror movie, basically.”
Jake shrugged. “I won’t lie, I’d rather fight some lunatic with a chainsaw right now than a squadron of drones armed with chain guns.”
“Good point,” Bryan agreed. “There’s just one problem with your theory, though.”
“What’s that?”
“Those payphones are always broken.”
Jake sighed. “Yeah. That’s true. But we need to get a hold of Jess.”
“Jess, specifically?”
“Well, anyone, but eventually Jess specifically. She’s a tech whiz like no other. I guarantee her she’s the one making it impossible for the enemy to conduct a sortie lasting longer than ten minutes. She’s the one most likely to find us and get us home safely.”
“Got it.”
They fell silent for a while. After twenty minutes or so, Bryan said, “It shouldn’t matter less.”
Jake’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What?”
“Your life. It shouldn’t matter less than mine. It shouldn’t be placed ahead of every other consideration.”
Jake sighed. “I appreciate what you’re saying, Bryan, but you’re the President. The fact is that your death will impact the world far more than mine.”
“It shouldn’t, though.”
“It… well, I won’t argue with that. Not because I agree with you but because there’s no point in debating the morality of the situation. Whether or not it should matter, it does. If you can’t accept that I’m putting your life ahead of mine because it’s my job to do so and because I personally believe that’s how it should be, then accept that I’m putting you first because if you die, a lot more people will probably die. It’s like you said: people have to know you’re alive, or the panic that follows could quite literally lead the world to war.”
Bryan didn’t reply for a long moment. When he did, he said, “I don’t think I’d do it again.”
“Do what?”
“Become President. I don’t think I’d do it again.”
Jake looked over at him. “You’ve been a fine President, sir, and I’m not just saying that because you’re my friend.”
“Would we have a Trident without me, though?”
“Yes,” Jake replied without hesitation. “Eli Bard was a megalomaniac. He might hide behind rhetoric like all wannabe dictators do, pretending that he’s crusading for democracy or the people or freedom or some bullshit, but that’s just smoke and mirrors. He wanted to be powerful, and it wouldn’t matter who was in office. He would come after them just like he came after you. But I doubt like hell any president could have handled it as well as you have.
"Think about it: the world should be falling apart, right? More than a dozen attacks on the sitting ruler of the free world in four different countries? It should be pandemonium. It should be martial law.
“But it isn’t. In fact, the only thing that might get us to that point is if the enemy succeeds in removing you from office. That’s a pretty damned good sign of how well you’re doing.”
“I know,” Bryan said. “I don’t care right now.”
Jake looked at him in surprise. Bryan might have smiled at him underneath the mud, or his eyes might have crinkled for a different reason.
“I wish I had retired from politics and just moved home with Carrie. I wish I had focused on our family and not the country.”
“Ah.”
“I’m not necessarily proud of that, but that’s what I wish I’d done. Honestly, I want to see my wife again more than I want to run the country. I might be a good President, but I’ve been a shit husband and father.”
“That’s not true, sir.”
“Yes, it is. You’re my friend, and you’re being kind, but you’re just wrong this time. I put my country ahead of my family, and it’s kept the nation—and probably the world—together, but it’s come at the cost of my relationship with my family. It’ll never be the same again with Carrie. Even when I’m done and we can have the life we’ve always wanted, I can tell she’ll never look at me the way she used to. I’ve proven to her that as much as she matters to me, there’s something that matters more. She’ll never get over that. I’ve told myself that sacrifice was worth it every day for the past five and a half years. But right now? It’s not worth it.”
Jake didn't respond. He didn't know what to say. After a moment, Bryan sighed. "Don't mind me. I'm covered in mud, on the run from murderers, with the images of dead friends floating in my mind. When the time comes to do my job, I'll do it. I'm just upset right now."
“That’s understandable, Bryan,” Jake said.
They fell silent once more, and this time it held.
Jake thought about what Bryan had said. He would never admit it to Bryan, but he could see what Bryan was saying. Carrie still loved Bryan, but Jake could see the distance between them that wasn’t there when Bryan started his term. It was the same distance he now felt between himself and Sheila. He had been sure that the distance would close between them this time, but now…
If asked what the most important thing in his life was, Jake would answer his family. But hadn’t he made the same choice Bryan had, to put duty above family?
Sheila might understand that choice eventually, the way Carrie did. But would that distance come between them as well? Would Sheila spend the rest of her life quietly resenting him for choosing duty over family? And would his son one day choose to put the same distance between himself and his father so that his own future wasn’t tied into Jake’s duty?
The sun rose slowly in the eastern horizon, but it brought no warmth to Jake as he and Bryan continued to walk through the forest in search of a rescue they might never find.
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When Jake saw the warehouse, he didn’t believe it at first. With no compass and no cell phone, using only the position of the sun for guidance when he wasn’t running erratically away from drone attacks, he couldn’t be sure where they were in any sense but the most general.
But when the old Preston Lumber Yard came into view, Jake nearly shouted for joy.
At the turn of the century, Preston Lumber had been one of the top five suppliers of hardwood in the United States. Their mills had processed hundreds of thousands of tons of maple, oak, walnut and beech annually for use in construction and furniture.
Then the Great Depression had gripped the nation, and Preston—like so many other businesses—had collapsed under its weight. The company managed to limp along until World War II, but the needs of the conflict had eclipsed the need for hardwood and replaced it with a need for steel, aluminum and rubber. With no recovery in the foreseeable future, Preston had sold its assets to the United States government for pennies on the dollar in exchange for forgiveness from federal loan debt that made the trade roughly a wash for both parties.
The factories had been converted to steel mills and rubber plants and the yards converted into storage centers for surplus materiel waiting to be shipped to the war effort. When the war ended, most of the facilities once owned by Preston Lumber had been demolished or sold to other businesses.
But the Virginia Yard remained, used for the next fifty-nine years as a training facility for various elite military units, culminating in its use as a training headquarters for the Army Special Forces, the famous Green Berets.
Finally, the Army had replaced the facility twenty years ago and sold the property to the CIA. It was used as a data storage center for the next fifteen years before it was finally abandoned for good five years ago.
But the CIA kept the property just in case. Jake loved those glorious words, just in case. This was a case, and the Preston Lumber Virginia Yard was just in.
Jake’s excitement lasted just long enough for his still-aching head to realize that such a facility might be the perfect place for a domestic terrorist to store drones. His smile faded, and he pulled Bryan to a stop just before the two of them left the cover of the forest.
“Wait here,” he said. “I’m going ahead to make sure the building is safe.”
“That’s a bad idea,” Bryan said.
“I can’t put you in danger,” Jake said. “We don’t know that building’s empty.”
“But we do know that I’m going to be utterly useless defending myself from a drone attack without you by my side. I’d rather take the risk of being next to you and walking up on some terrorists than being by myself if those drones come back.”
Jake frowned. Bryan was right. “Okay. Then we’ll go in together. We’re going to sprint to the entrance. Then you’re going to crouch down exactly where I tell you, and I’m going to breach the door. You will not enter until I say so, got it?”
“Got it. Just out of curiosity, what are we hoping to find in there?”
“If nothing else, shelter for the evening. The walls will hide our thermal signature, and if the building is safe, I’ll cover our tracks and close the door behind us to keep the optical sensors from seeing us. If we’re really lucky, then we’ll find a radio.”
“A radio?”
“Yes. We’re eleven miles from Eckersley Air Base.”
Bryan’s eyes widened. “Really? We’re still that close to D.C.?”
Jake chuckled. “I’m afraid so. We’ve covered maybe twelve miles since the ambush, and we were only about fifteen miles outside of D.C. when it happened.”
“Damn. That’s almost funny. But really, we can call Eckersley from here?”
“If there’s a radio. Officially, this place isn’t used, but it’s a CIA building, so there’s always a chance that something works here. Maybe the CIA will even be here, and we’ll be completely out of the woods.”
“I’ll take any of the above,” Bryan said.
“Me too. Okay, on my mark, run.”
Jake quickly scanned the clearing ahead of them, then the sky above. When he was satisfied it was clear, he said, “Mark!” and sprinted toward the yard.
His sprint had to turn into a fast jog a moment later. Bryan was in great shape for a normal person, but he was, well, a normal person. He was also in his fifties, compared to Jake, who was a thirty-seven-year-old former Marine sniper who had worked closely with Navy SEALs.
That was fast enough, though. Nothing attacked them while they crossed the fifty yards between the edge of the forest and the front door of the yard. When they reached the door, Jake listened intently and heard nothing that suggested danger inside.
He held up a fist and mouthed Stay here. Then he drew his weapon and flashlight and opened the door.
The building was empty. Completely empty. No friendlies to rescue them, but no terrorists to kill them either.
It had been used recently, though. About five hundred square feet of the massive warehouse was set up like a CIA listening post, with a cot, a refrigerator, a portable stove, some cans of food and bottles of water, and a propane-powered generator.
And a radio. When Jake saw the table and chair with the desktop-sized shortwave transceiver on top of it, he pumped his fist and cried out for joy.
“Jake? Are you all right?”
“Yes,” Jake said. “Sorry about that. We’re good, come on inside.”
Bryan entered, and his eyes widened when he saw the listening post. “Wow. Some crackpot living off the grid?”
Jake considered, “Actually, maybe. I assumed CIA listening post, but that makes more sense.”
Bryan nodded. “The CIA wouldn’t have a listening post on U.S. soil. Well, maybe for training. Hell, who cares? This is good, right? We can get a signal?”
“If the generator works, we can get a signal,” Jake agreed. “Wish me luck.”
Jake opened the valve on the propane tank. The tank hissed softly as the gas began to flow, and Jake’s heart leapt. They had fuel. Did the generator still work? Sitting as long as it had, it might not start. Hell, Jake didn’t know how long it had been sitting, but if it had been sitting too long it might not work.
He pressed the ignition button, and the engine rumbled to life almost immediately. Jake pumped his fist again. Two out of three down.
Step three was the radio. He grabbed the mouthpiece and turned the dial until it was on a channel that he knew to be a common Air Force shortwave band. He looked at Bryan, who watched him with anticipation.
“Okay, here goes.”
He pressed the transmit key and said, “Eckersley Base, this is Secret Service Special Agent Jake Mercer. I’m here with the President at the old Preston Lumber Yard. Can you hear me?”
There was silence for several seconds after that. Jake shared a tense look with the President and tried again. “Eckersley Base, this is Jake Mercer, please come in, over.”
He released the button and counted the seconds. After five seconds, the radio crackled. “Special Agent Mercer, this is Eckersley Base.”
Jake pumped his fist again, and he and Bryan laughed and cheered. Grinning with excitement, Jake pressed the button again and said, “Eckersley Base, if I were closer, I would kiss you on the mouth.”
"Well, then, for my wife's sake, I'm glad you're not closer," the radio operator replied. "Can the President please confirm his presence?"
Jake handed Bryan the mouthpiece. Bryan pressed the button and said, “It’s me, son. I’m here.”
Jake heard cheering on the other end, and laughed again, giddy with the excitement of their discovery. When the cheering stopped, the radio operator said, “Outstanding. Should we come pick you up?”
“Negative Eckersley Base,” Jake said. “Well, yes, but not right away. Call Special Agent Jess Foster at the number I give you and let her know where we are. She’ll tell you exactly what to do and how to do it so we avoid another drone attack. Give her the exact message I give you.”
“Roger that, Special Agent Mercer. Go ahead with that number.”
Jake gave him the number, then gave him the message. It was a coded message that would tell Jess where to find them but in a way that would hopefully reveal nothing to the terrorists in case they intercepted the communication.
When he finished, the radio operator said, “Got it, sir. I’ll get that message to her right away. You two hang tight. We’re coming to get you.”
“Will do. Thank you, Eckersley base.”
“You’re most welcome. Eckersley Base, Over and out.”
“Over and out.”
Jake hung up and he and Bryan high-fived and cheered again.
They weren’t out of the woods yet, but the light at the end of the tunnel was a hell of a lot brighter than it was before.
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“I don’t think I’ve ever hated Jake more than I hate him now,” Munoz said.
Jess chuckled mirthlessly. “I don’t blame you. There’s such a thing as being too good at your job, and he’s the epitome of that statement.”
“I’ve never met anyone who could cover his tracks so well that I can’t follow them. Does he not know we’re looking for him?”
“I mean, to be fair, the drones have found him first a few times now.”
Munoz didn’t answer right away. When he did, his voice was toneless and defeated. “Yeah. That’s true.”
“Not that I’m blaming you,” Jess said quickly. “You and your men are doing the best that you can.”
“Thank you, Jes,” Munoz said, “but you and I both know that doesn’t mean shit.”
Jess pursed her lips together. “Yeah. I know. Keep trying, okay? Jake won’t give up, so neither will we.”
“What if they’ve got him already? Him and the President? What if we’re looking for them, and they’ve already been taken?”
“Then we look anyway, Captain,” Jess said, more curtly than she intended.
That gruff tone seemed to actually improve Munoz’s mood. Maybe it was a military thing. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, his voice firm again. “I’ll report back in one hour.”
“You do that.” She cut the connection and said, “And I’ll go get my fifth cup of coffee and… damn, am I at a dozen donuts already? Maybe I’ll switch it up with a breakfast burrito.” She stood and caught sight of herself in the mirror. She looked as haggard and crazy as she felt. “Well, I’m talking to myself now,” she said drily, “so that tracks.”
Headquarters was somewhat less chaotic now than it was during the night, but that was only because everyone here was as exhausted as Jess was. People sat at their desks, staring numbly at information and occasionally talking in low voices as the Service tried to coordinate the most important manhunt in the nation's history.
Jess had intentionally avoided the news, but she wondered now how the nation was reacting to this latest proof that the world was out of control. Were people panicked finally? Did they still trust that the Secret Service would pull another miracle out of their collective ass and the President would survive this thing?
Jess didn’t know, and she didn’t care. She couldn’t let herself care. She didn’t have the energy to deal with anything other than the search for Jake and the President. Someone was watching the news. Knowing Art, it was probably him. If he saw anything on the news that she needed to know, he would tell her.
The world outside was still far calmer than she felt was right, but it was daylight now, so there was some activity. That reassured her a little bit, even if none of the activity was related to Jake and the President. Humans really were social creatures. They didn’t know how to act if they didn’t have a group to act among and with. No wonder so many people went crazy.
She got her coffee and a sausage and egg breakfast burrito. The woman who took her order smiled and quipped in a thick accent. “Back again? Long day at office, huh?”
“Yes,” Sheila agreed. “Long day.”
"You tell your boss you need sleep. Go home and rest, or you don't work."
She was about to tell the woman that things didn’t work that way for her, then decided she didn’t really want to have a conversation right now. So, she only said, “Maybe I’ll do that,” and stepped out of line to wait for her order.
She wondered what Jake was doing right now. If he was still alive, then the President was still alive. Jake wouldn’t allow himself to survive if it meant the President didn’t survive. So wherever he was, he was trying to protect the President.
If they were still in the forest, then he was probably looking for a way to talk to her. Jess had no idea how he would do that. If this was a movie, he’d come across a conveniently placed gas station with an ancient payphone out front. Of course, if this was a movie, the payphone wouldn’t work, and the monsters chasing Jake would either reach him or drive him further away from rescue.
Well, maybe this was the kind of movie where the good guy won. Maybe Jake would find a working phone and actually get a hold of her. Damn it, she was tired of being pessimistic. She would hope for the best, and you know what? She would expect the best. So what if it wasn't logical? She wasn't going to spend the next God knows how long waiting for news of tragedy. Jake Mercer was the best Secret Service agent in the history of the Service. He was also the strongest man she knew, or at least the most stubborn. He would find a way to—
Her cell phone alarm beeped. The noise startled Jess so badly that she cried out and jumped. The woman who had taken her order looked at her warily, as though wondering if she had finally succumbed to exhaustion and gone completely crazy.
Jess must have gone crazy because she didn’t do anything about the alarm until it rang again.
Then she jumped again. “Oh,” she said. “Oh!”
She ran for the door. Behind her, she heard the woman call out, “Your order! You forget your order!” but she ignored it. She wasn’t hungry anymore, nor did she need coffee.
She rushed into the building and shoved her way past half a dozen coworkers before reaching her office. When she saw the red light beeping on her radio, she squealed. Was that Jake?
She answered the radio. “Yes? Hello? Hello, yes?”
“Hello, yes,” the voice on the other end replied. “Is this Special Agent Jess Foster?”
Jess didn’t recognize the voice, but optimism drowned out any misgiving she might ordinarily have felt at an anonymous call. “Yes, this is me. I mean, this is she. I mean… who is this?”
“This is Staff Sergeant Travis Poole at Eckersley Air Force Base.”
“Yes?” she said impatiently. “Do you have Jake?” She quickly added, “And the President?”
“They’re not with me,” Poole replied, “but they gave me a message to give to you.”
“Do you know where they are?”
He paused. “I think it’s best that I just give you the message.”
"What? Wh… oh." It occurred to Jess that the terrorists might be listening to their communications. If that was the case, then it would be better for them not to say anything direct. Jake probably knew that and had chosen to give her a message in code instead. "Okay. Go ahead."
“The message is: Take a ray of sunshine to a pool of light, then ride the cascade to the well where the echoes of lives past await their new purpose. He told me that would mean something to you?”
Jess blinked. It did mean something to her. At least, it should. She recognized it from her early days with the Secret Service almost seven years ago. The two of them were newly partnered and conducting a training exercise to establish their rapport. What did it mean, damn it?
“A ray of sunshine to a pool of light…”
That meant something reflective. That could be metal or water. He was in the forest, so probably water. Okay, so wherever he was, he was near a body of water. Ride the cascade meant moving water, so a creek or river.
But what was the echo of past lives awaiting their new purpose?
The meaning floated around her head but refused to land. Poole offered hesitantly, “Um… I mean, I can tell you, but I think he sent this message in code so that I wouldn’t give his location away over the air.”
“No, don’t tell me. You’re right. He and I agreed on a code early on in our working years when we were… oh my God!”
The Lumber Yard! The Preston Lumber Yard in Virginia! Of course! That was only a few miles away from Eckersley Base. And the echoes of past lives was the timber awaiting its new purpose as furniture or houses or whatever. Jake and the President were at the Lumber Yard!
“What?” Poole said, concerned at Jess’s exclamation. “What is it?”
“I understand the message. Tell Jake we’re on our way.”
“You don’t need me to send it in code?”
“No, just tell him we’re on our way.”
“All right,” Poole said, his concern gone, replaced by an upbeat tone. “Oh, um… he said you’d tell us how to get him? I guess to help you guys or in case you need support.”
“Oh, right.” She reddened slightly. “That makes sense. Sorry, I’ve had a long night.”
“I can imagine. So, um… what should we do?”
“You know where he is?”
“Yes. Exactly.”
“Okay, don’t go there. Your job is to form a perimeter and look for anything that isn’t us. Most likely, this will be drones. Don’t count on radar to see them but use it anyway. Get boots on the ground and craft in the air. Shoot down anything that isn’t you or a Secret Service ground vehicle. To make it easy, we’ll only use ground vehicles.”
“Got it. Army boys are going in, we’re Air Support, just like always. Er, Secret Service boys. And girls. Secret Service people.”
Jess grinned. “You sound cute. Do you have a girlfriend?”
She could hear the blush in his voice when he replied. “Um… no. No girlfriend.”
“Well, Staff Sergeant Poole, you help me rescue my partner and my President, and you’ll get a first date. And if you’re even a tiny bit cute, my gratitude will definitely mean we go all the way.”
“Ma’am,” he replied seriously, “Both of those men will be in your custody before the day is out.”
“That’s what I want to hear. Good luck, Staff Sergeant.”
“Good luck, Special Agent.”
She hung up and pumped her fist. “Whoo! Hell yeah!”
She poked her head out of the office and shouted, “We found them!”
An entire room of faces turned to her, stunned. Then, a crowd of people rushed toward her office.
“Outside the door, all of you!” Art boomed. “Stay the fuck out of her way, or I start breaking knees!”
Jess grinned and rushed back to her computer while everyone crowded outside of the door, waiting with bated breath. Jess switched her radio to speaker so everyone could hear and called Munoz.
“Hey Jess. Nothing yet, but we’re—”
“We found them,” Jess interrupted.
“Really? Where?”
"I can't say exactly where because the terrorists might be here, so I'm going to direct you one step at a time. We'll have Air Force cover to look out for enemies. You and your boys are going in to get Jake and the President."
“Hell yes!” Munoz shouted. “Lead the way, you beautiful angel you.”
Jess giggled. “Step one, proceed twenty degrees west of north until I tell you to stop.”
“On our way.”
Behind Jess, the others cheered, high-fived and clapped. Jess didn’t turn around to confirm it, but she was pretty sure she even heard two of the agents kiss.
Jess had one final call to make. This one she took off speaker. She also lowered her voice so no one could hear what she was saying.
Sheila answered on the first ring. “Yes? Hello? Did you find them?”
“We found them,” Jess confirmed. We have an extraction team on the way to them now.”
“Oh my God!” Sheila cried, bursting into tears. “Really? He’s safe?”
Jess didn’t need to ask which he Sheila was asking about. “He’s safe. We’re going to get him right now. Both of them.”
“Oh God,” Sheila cried through her tears. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”
“A lot more than just me,” Jess said, “but I’ll pass the sentiment along.”
“Okay. When you see him, tell him I love him, please.”
“I will.”
She hung up and beamed at the dots on the screen that showed Munoz’s team heading toward where Jake and the President were waiting for them.
Hold on, Jake, she thought. We’re coming to get you.
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“What’s the first thing you’re going to do when you get home?” Bryan asked.
Jake smiled slightly. “Well, your life is still very much in danger, sir.”
“Still Bryan.” Bryan smiled. “Since we’re still by ourselves.”
Jake grinned. “All right. Well, Bryan, your life is still very much in danger. So, I’m going to work with Jess and work on eliminating that danger as fast as possible. You are going to go with Munoz and his team somewhere very safe and very hidden, surrounded by dozens of much scarier and more heavily armed people than me, where you will stay until I tell you you can leave.”
“Can it be the same place Carrie is?”
“I don’t know. But Carrie can go to wherever you are if it’s different from where she is now. Sheila and Beau too.”
Bryan nodded. “All right. I can live with that.”
“You’ll have to. Remember, I’m the boss when it comes to your safety.”
Bryan grinned. "Sir, yes, sir."
Jake grimaced. “Eww. Don’t ever say that again.”
“Oh, my mistake. It’s aye aye, s—”
“Finish that phrase at your peril. Sir is for useless people.”
“Is that why you insist on calling me sir?”
“No comment.”
Bryan laughed and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “Well, let me congratulate you in advance on another successful operation. Your ass must be exhausted from all the miracles you’ve pulled out of it.”
“I sure wish you’d found another way to say that.”
Bryan laughed again. “How long do you think it’ll take them to get here?”
“Depends on how close Munoz was to us. I guarantee he hasn’t stopped looking. Depending on how good he was at predicting our movements, it could be a few hours or a few minutes. Not long, though.”
“You don’t think the Air Force Base will come for us?”
“No. I think Jess will tell them to provide cover. If there’s one thing the Air Force does really well, it’s blowing up enemies trying to threaten ground forces. They’ll be looking for the drones, and that’s what they should be doing.”
“Got it. Makes sense. Actually, I think I hear them now.”
Jake cocked his head and listened. He actually could hear a low buzzing thrum. It could just be the lingering effect of his concussion. Or it very well could be helicopter rotors.
Or it could be…
A chill crept up Jake’s spine. Bryan caught his expression and frowned. Jake said, “Stay here. I don’t think those are helicopters.”
Bryan’s eyes widened. “You don’t think…”
“Stay here.”
Jake rushed to a staircase that led to the roof of the yard. He opened the hatch and stuck his head out.
The line of flying vehicles on the horizon was still too far away for Jake to make out details. Had he not spent over a decade with the Marine Corps and over a half decade with the Secret Service, he might have been able to convince himself it was their rescue.
But he knew better. The Secret Service would send ground vehicles to rescue the President, especially since the threat was airborne, and the Air Force would soon be in the sky to combat that threat. The military might, trusting in their escorts to protect them, but no helicopter squadron ever flew in that tight of a formation unless they were at an airshow or performing a ceremonial flyover. Flying that close together meant that the formation was easy to target and increased the risk that by destroying one vehicle, shrapnel or the effects of the target spinning out of control would take out other vehicles.
If Jake had a MANPADS Stinger system, he could destroy most of the drones, maybe even all of them, before they were a threat. Hell, even if he had his rifle, he would stand a good chance of taking some of them down before they came within range of those Bushmaster cannons.
But all he had was his handgun, and even if he was the crack shot with a pistol that he used to be, the maximum effective range of a Glock 19 was roughly fifty yards. Bushmaster cannons could shred targets from a hundred times that distance.
And the drones would reach that distance quickly. Too quickly for them to wait for the Air Force to rescue them.
He ran back into the warehouse and said, “Drones. We need to go.”
“What?” Bryan exclaimed. “Shouldn’t we stay here where we’re safe?”
“We’re not safe here. Those cannons will punch through these walls like a staple gun through paper.”
“But they won’t see us, will they?”
“They won’t need to. They know we’re here. They’ll just pulp the building.”
“How do they know we’re here?”
Jake resisted the urge to shout. “Bryan, I will answer all of your questions, but I will do so as we run. You need to trust me right now.”
Bryan pursed his lips and hesitated a moment longer. Jake understood that hesitation. It was a typical civilian reaction. This warehouse represented safety to Bryan. They had contacted rescue, rescue was coming this way, and there were walls and a roof between him and the danger that lurked outside. His instinct was to stay hidden.
The problem was that they weren’t hidden, and while it might feel more dangerous to leave the warehouse, there was no circumstance where that was the case right now. They needed to move.
Finally, Bryan sighed and said, “Okay. Let’s go.”
Once more, Jake ran behind Bryan, his hand on the President’s back. The roar of the drones was far more noticeable outside without the walls to insulate the sound. Jake estimated that the drones would open fire in about thirty seconds. They would be in the woods before then.
The radio. That’s what tipped them off. Jake assumed that since the shortwave wasn’t jammed, it was also not being listened to.
And now I’ve made an ass out of u and me, he thought glumly.
Well, that was all right. The drones would shred the building, but they weren’t likely to see the two of them. Optical scanners would be obfuscated by the trees, and thermal imaging would have a much harder time picking up their body heat against the heat of the sun reflected from the trees. Radar wasn’t as useful against human targets as it was against vehicles, and they had no cell phones with cell or GPS signals to track.
He led the President about a hundred yards into the trees, then pulled him to a stop and said, “We’ll wait here until the drones move on. I don’t want our movement to alert them to—”
Then the tree directly to Jake’s right exploded.
Jake's instincts saved their lives. He drove the President to the ground, and the cannon rounds impacted the tree above them and the ground behind them. Wood splinters fell onto them, and as soon as the cannon fire tracked to Jake's left, he got up, dragged Bryan to his feet and sprinted right.
Almost directly into another wave of drone fire.
He swore and pulled Bryan back. When the burst stopped, he tried running forward again, but a third burst forced him backward once more.
How the hell could they see them? The drones were above the canopy. Were they just guessing? Jake was confident they couldn’t see their body heat. The light reflecting off of the leaves would make the image far too hazy to be reliable.
Instinct kept them alive again when Jake pushed Bryan forward through a gap in the fire and toward the creek beyond.
“You want us to cover ourselves with mud again?” Bryan asked.
Another burst of fire tore up the forest, this one a dozen yards behind them. That confirmed that they weren’t using thermal imaging. “No, they’re not using thermal imaging.”
“Optical sights again?”
“I don’t think so. The canopy is thick here. They shouldn’t see—”
His words were cut off when a burst of cannon fire sent fountains of water into the air. That was twenty yards away, too far to account for a sighting error. The drones were guessing. But AI’s couldn’t guess.
Well, Jake didn’t know that for sure, but if they were guessing, why hadn’t they guessed before? Each attack before now had followed a pattern based on whatever targeting system the drones were using. This was the first time the pattern was random. What could be causing a random pattern?
Then he understood. One of the most glaring weaknesses of the drones thus far was their lack of human ingenuity and spontaneity. Now they had that spontaneity. For the first time, human operators were flying the drones.
It was a different weakness, but at the same time it was a strength. Twice, they had guessed Jake’s move. The shots had gone wide, but they had foiled Jake’s plans and left him standing still, unsure what to do.
He heard the shriek of a missile launch and tackled Bryan to the ground, shielding him with his body. Not that it would do fuck-all against a missile.
But they didn’t explode. Something did, but it wasn’t them.
Jake scrambled to his feet just in time to see the twisted wreckage of a drone falling to the ground. The rescue had arrived!”
The other drones retreated just as one of the Secret Service’s armored trucks weaved through the trees and stopped in front of them. Munoz jumped out, grinning. “Hey, boys. Need a ride?”
Jake nearly answered yes, but then he stopped. They had gotten lucky with that missile strike, but now that the drones had human operators, they would adapt and avoid open spaces where a missile could clear the trees and reach them. On the other hand, they would have no problem shredding the forest to get to the vehicles with their cannons.
As though reading his mind, Jake could hear the buzz of the drones get louder as they headed back toward them. Jake remembered the carnage of the first encounter between the drones and the Secret Service.
He wouldn’t take that risk again.
He helped Bryan to his feet and said, “Get inside, Mr. President.”
He handed Bryan off to Munoz, then said, “Stay here for three minutes, then drive away.”
“Stay here? Why?”
"I'm going to lead the drones away. I want them to follow my movements, not yours. This needs to happen quickly before they see the armored vehicles."
Bryan frowned. “No. Get inside the vehicle, Jake. We’re leaving together, that’s an order.”
Jake smiled at him. “I’m sorry, sir. Not this time.”
“Jake! Get your ass back here now! Jake!”
Jake ignored him and ran off, shouting and firing his handgun into the air. Behind him, Bryan’s cries were cut off as Munoz pulled him into the vehicle.
Once more, the enemy had changed the rules, but that was all right. Jake could play this game too.
Come get me, boys, he thought grimly.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
Jake ran steadily, fast enough to evade cannon fire but not fast enough to lose the drones. Not that he could outrun the drones, but he could potentially lose the human operators, and that wasn’t acceptable. He needed to lead them as far away from Munoz as he possibly could before the rescue team started moving again.
He figured it had been three minutes since he and Bryan ran from the warehouse. That drone attack had occurred six minutes after Eckersley had radioed them to confirm that the Secret Service was on their way and the Air Force was going to provide air cover.
Typically, it took the Air Force five to ten minutes to scramble jets. Figure an extra minute to take off and cover the short distance between the Air Force base and the drones, and the Air Force should be here any minute. If they scrambled helicopters instead of jets, maybe an extra minute or two to take off and an extra minute to reach Jake. Still only a few minutes. He just needed to survive and keep the drones distracted for that long.
Was this his first time directly disobeying the President? It felt like it was. Of course, he wasn’t actually insubordinate because the Secret Service had a measure of authority over the Commander in Chief. That authority applied very specifically to circumstances with clear and present danger. Just like he told Bryan, when it came to the President’s safety, Jake was the boss.
He heard shots above him, and the ground to his left exploded. He veered left, and the ground to his right exploded. Rather than veer right, he continued left, and the ground just behind him exploded.
Well, they could definitely see him, but thankfully, they were having trouble hitting him. The drone operators’ depth perception was probably hindered by the terrain. If they were piloting aircraft, they could get an easy bead on him. They could just look out their windshields and their eyes would adjust automatically to the little variations the sloping ground and multi-colored foliage produced. Through the cameras, the shots were trickier.
Score one for manned aircraft, he thought.
He zigzagged as he veered left, and, just in case they were monitoring audio, cried, “To the left, Mr. President! Hurry!”
He veered right immediately after saying that, and the ground to his left exploded once again. So they likely were monitoring audio.
Jake sprinted up a hill, his feet crushing the leaves and detritus on the ground. His legs strained against the force of the incline, and he kicked himself for allowing his physical condition to deteriorate the way he had. Never again. Even if he spent the rest of his life in the White House’s mail room, he would make sure he kept himself in shape from now on.
The incessant whirring of the drones reminded Jake of massive insects. He’d visited Missouri once in the height of cicada season, and the buzzing sound of them filled the air during the whole visit. The noise here was similar.
The drones reminded him more of a swarm of locusts than cicadas though. They certainly were a plague of Biblical proportions.
His chest heaved as he ran and, acting on instinct, he cast himself back down the hill in as controlled of a roll as he could manage. No drone operator would anticipate something as seemingly stupid as that maneuver.
Well, he could hope, at least.
Sure enough, the ground at the top of the hill sent plumes of dust and splintered wood into the air as the drones’ chain guns pulped it. If the drones sounded like locusts, then the chain guns sounded like buzzsaws, an apt comparison since they sawed through the trees as easily as a saw could cut through lumber.
He turned mid roll so he moved perpendicular to the slope for a moment before he leapt up and ran upward again. There was a stand of taller and sturdier pine trees not too far away. If he could get there, he could ideally occupy the drones a little more effectively. Not that any tree on Earth existed that could withstand a burst from a Bushmaster, but the operators would have to concentrate more to make their shots effective, so they would pay less attention to anything else. That was critical since there was still no sign of air support, and the extraction team would start moving soon.
“Yes! Stay down! Stay down, Sir!” he cried.
A volley of shots rang out, and he heard them tear through the air above. The ground erupted five yards ahead of him, and each impact sent chunks of soil flying in every direction.
That was much closer than before. They were predicting his pattern again.
He dove to the right. The ground exploded in a line beside his body, and the shadow of the attacking drone passed over him. They weren’t predicting his pattern. That particular drone operator had just seen him through the trees.
He leaped to his feet and resisted the urge to fire at it with his handgun. He  was tired of being hunted. He was tired of being unable to do anything but react. He was tired of being attacked with no chance of counterattack and no option but to run. Damn it all, he was tired.
But it didn’t matter. He had a job to do. He put his hands to his mouth just as the drone turned around. He turned his head upslope and said, “Keep going! I’ll catch up!” Then he fired two intentionally wide shots from his handgun and started uphill after the Commander in Chief that wasn’t there.
It felt clunky and almost amateurish, but the fact that they hadn't hit him yet told him their optics weren't great. Most U.S. drones were designed to operate in desert environments where there wasn't a lot of foliage to provide cover. So, their optical systems were designed for exceptional resolution to pick out the shape of a person or vehicle against flat or rocky ground, but not designed to pick out the color contrasts of a small person running in the middle of big trees.
Those disadvantages could be easily overcome by trained operators, but the terrorists were also inexperienced.
So why were they still using small drones with chain guns? Why didn’t they use the Harpies with their standoff missiles? They’d demolished Aleph-19 with those missiles. They’d targeted Edwards Air Force Base with one of them. Why the hell didn’t they use similar firepower now? Jake could avoid cannon fire for a while, maybe even long enough to exhaust the drones’ ammo, but he couldn’t escape the kind of firepower used at Aleph 19.
Maybe they were out of missiles. That made the most sense, actually. They had stolen three Harpies, and if all three were armed similarly, then that would mean a maximum of six missiles. Jake was pretty sure that one of the Harpies was armed with an electronic warfare suite rather than missiles, so that meant four missiles. Three of those missiles had been used. That left one.
So why not use that missile to kill the President? Why not fire it at the motorcade on day one? What were they saving it for?
As Jake veered away from another burst of gunfire, he reminded himself that this was all just speculation. They might not have a fourth missile. They might not even have the Harpies for much longer. Unless they had access to fuel, the drones would eventually run out of those resources. Jake had thought earlier that this was the first time he had faced terrorists with more resources than he could bring to bear, but that wasn’t true. All of the terrorists’ resources were finite. His could be renewed. 
This was it. This was their one chance. So either they weren’t taking it, or, more likely, they were throwing everything they had out of desperation, knowing that once the President got to safety, it would be too late, and their clock would have run out.
The tree in front of Jake burst, and he dropped to the ground, shielding his eyes from the splinters. He leaped to his feet and ran to the side, but cannon fire shredded the air in front of him. He turned the other direction to see another burst of gunfire. Behind him, more trees splintered as the explosive rounds hit them.
His heart sank as the fire converged. They were boxing him in. They were going to saturate the area again, and this time, he was caught within the merge, not outside of it.
When he imagined sacrificing his life for his country, he always imagined he would go with pride. Fear as well, sure. After all, he wasn’t suicidal. But he always felt his strongest emotion would be pride.
It wasn’t, though. What he felt now wasn’t pride but grief. Grief that he wouldn’t get to see Beau grow up. Grief that he wouldn’t get to grow old with Sheila. Grief that her worst fears had come true, and he was reaching the end of his life at the end of a terrorist’s weapon.
But he had saved the President, and that thought brought some of the pride back. He was sacrificing his life, but he had done his job. He had accomplished his mission.
He stood tall and held his head high, bringing his hand to his forehead in a crisp salute.
Then a fireball exploded in the air above him. The cannon fire stopped just before another fireball went off. He heard the whine of the drone’s engines as they tried to escape, but two more fireballs exploded seconds later. A moment after that, Jake heard the thunderous roar of turbofan engines as Air Force jets sailed overhead.
The grief he'd felt a moment ago was replaced with elation. He cheered and whooped and leaped with joy.
The Air Force had come through. The President was safe. Jake was safe. They had won, at least for now.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
 
Bennie Grant sat at the picnic table atop the gravel and sighed. He tried to pretend he saw grass or trees in front of him instead of fencing. He tried to pretend he didn’t hear the constant roar of the generators. He tried to imagine he had a job as a forest ranger or a wildlife expert or at least that he was on a hike or a camping trip.
As always, he failed. He sighed again and took a bite of his sandwich.
He remembered playing one of those phone-matching games when his daughter was born. They spent four days in the hospital after the delivery because his insurance kicked ass and covered a lot of aftercare. That was one benefit of his job, he supposed.
Allyson slept most of the time. It had been a hard delivery. When she and the baby slept at the same time, which was usually the case, he played a game matching different candies. If he matched them, they would explode in a colorful display. By the time they left the hospital, he saw the candies in his dream. He saw them move and he saw them fall and he couldn’t keep from seeing them. He’d played the game so much that the images were seared into his brain to the point where they were irremovable.
He'd listened to the generators at the John Mitchel Zimmerman Power Station for eight hours a day, five days a week for the last two years. No. Nine hours because he ate lunch here, just like now. With overtime, it was probably closer to ten hours. According to the Bureau of Whoever the Hell Figured Stuff Like This Out, the average salary for all electric power generation, transmission and distribution jobs was over ninety-two thousand a year. Bennie’s guidance and placement counselor at the trade school made a big point of that.
The problem with averages, of course, was that it included the inflated salaries of people with twenty-five years of experience at the highest paying jobs in the highest paying companies of the highest paying regions of that industry. Sure, the average might be ninety-two thousand, but that number was skewed by the people making over four hundred. Bennie's second year anniversary at the plant was coming up, and he still hadn't topped seventy grand.
But it could be worse. Todd Brenner got laid off last month, and his marriage was already strained. He was pretty sure Lisa would be leaving him soon. Actually, it was Allyson who thought her friend was leaving him. That’s why Bennie was ready to put in a good word for Todd if he ever got off his ass and applied. There were maintenance positions available, and Todd didn’t have to be any kind of an electrician to be qualified to look at a part and see if it was broken, then unscrew and screw a few bolts to fix it. All in all, Bennie’s life was actually pretty good. At least, he didn’t think he had much of a right to ask for more.
How did that song go? You've got to admit it's getting better. At least it can't get much worse. Something like that.
Still, a few hours somewhere green that didn’t sound like the drone of a million cicadas would be nice.
He smiled when he opened his lunch pail. On top of a plastic container was taped a note. There were hearts on the outside. Allyson had always been like that. There were some sweet statements about loving him and his dedication to work, as well as a carrot and stick proposition about the cut carrots in the container. She wanted picture proof of him eating them. The carrot and the stick… The carrot was a lewd promise if he complied. The stick was hell to pay if he didn’t.
He chuckled. He actually liked carrots, but of course, once he learned he could get Allyson to wear that lacy lingerie he liked by pretending to hate them but eat them anyway, he kept up the deception. He was pretty sure Allyson knew and was just playing along to have fun with him.
His smile widened. He didn’t need to pretend he saw grass and trees. He didn’t need to pretend he didn’t hear the generators. He’d be going home to a beautiful home with a beautiful front lawn, and he’d sit with Allyson and the baby on the porch under the shade of the big elm while he listened to birds chirping.
He opened the container, the snap releasing a faint scent of fresh-cut carrots. He held up one of the carrot sticks, and then took a selfie of him taking a bite. He took a number of selfies with the different carrot sticks and imagined Allyson giggling as she saw them. Then he imagined Allyson keeping her promise. It felt a lot to him like back when he and Allyson were in high school and they’d tease each other when they were apart, then spend pretty much all of their time together naked.
Of course, that wasn’t really the case anymore. With the baby and both of their jobs, they would be lucky to get two nights a week to do anything. That was all right, though. Any time with her was enough, even if it wasn’t spent doing what they loved so much to do during high school.
His phone chimed. An alert from the station. They were delivered automatically under various conditions with the plant or the power grid. Ground Hill Power Plant was down. That didn’t matter for JMZ. Ground Hill was three hundred miles away. JMZ would only need to ramp up power and adjust output if a closer station went out of commission. 
He set his phone down, reread Allyson’s note, and then unwrapped his sandwich. Meatloaf, from Sunday’s dinner. He couldn’t muster up any real unhappiness about his life anymore. He’d turn thirty in three months, and he owned his home when most of his friends were renting. He had a saint for a wife when his friends never stopped bitching about theirs. Life was good.
His phone chimed again. North Fort 1. He didn’t know where that plant was. It was part of their utility company, or he wouldn’t get a notification about it, but he didn’t recognize the name.
It was odd, though, to have more than one plant out on the same day. Transformers, sure. A hundred transformers might go out at the same time. Two plants, though? That never happened.
When his phone chimed a third time, he felt almost queasy. Then it chimed a fourth time, and he felt positively nauseous. Ground Hill, North Fort 1, Jasper Flats East, and Alvin Rivers Northeast. Four plants. It was inconceivable.
And then, Todd heard something strange, a hissing sound he knew didn’t come from the station.
The hiss quickly rose to a shriek, but Bennie didn’t realize what was making that sound until he heard someone exclaim, “Oh my God!”
He turned toward that voice, then followed the eyes of the middle-aged woman who owned it. What was her name? Janice?
It didn’t matter. The object making that hissing noise was trailing fire behind it and moving faster than anything Bennie had ever seen. He didn’t have time for the thought to coalesce in his head, but his instinct told him that he was going to die just before the missile impacted the ground thirty feet to his right and turned the entire plant into a crater.
 
***
 
Jess was elated when Munoz told her the President was rescued. That elation turned into terror when Munoz told her that Jake had run off to distract them. That terror turned into elation again when Munoz reported that the drones were still firing right up until the Air Force blew them out of the sky. They wouldn’t have kept firing if Jake had gotten hit, so he was almost certainly okay.
Munoz agreed. “He’s probably swaggering back through the forest waiting for one of us to come get him. I’ll send an escort vehicle back his way. We can—”
The door to Jess’s office flew open. Art. He looked terrified.
He never looked terrified.
“Jess, ETA on the President’s return.”
“Um…” Jess stammered. “Um… Munoz? ETA?”
“Well, if we stop for Jake—”
“Jake’s not with you?” Art asked.
“No. He created a diversion. He’s probably fifteen, twenty minutes away—”
“God damn it,” Art whispered softly. “I’m sorry. You’ll have to leave him.”
“What?” Jess and Munoz cried at the same time.
“We can’t leave him,” Jess continued. “We can’t abandon a fellow agent!”
“The President is the priority,” Art replied. “Depending on the situation, we can send another extraction team after him once the President is secured, but right now, Munoz, you need to get him to Checkpoint Delta ASAP.”
Checkpoint Delta was the most secure of the five underground bunkers scattered throughout D.C. where the President and his family along with any critical advisory staff would be taken in the event of a severe threat to the nation's leadership. Munoz's standing orders were to take the President there as quickly as possible. Now, he was being ordered to do that even if it meant leaving a man behind.
“Sir,” Munoz said, “the President overheard, and he’s demanding that we pick Jake up first.”
"Deny him," Art said hollowly. "This is one of those times where we have to overrule him for his own safety."
The President's voice came over Munoz's channel instead. "Art, I don't give a rat's ass what's going on. Either we pick Jake up, or I swear to God, not a single one of you will have jobs when this is over."
“I’m sorry, sir,” Art said, his voice still empty. “We can’t do that.”
“What’s going on, Art?” Jess asked.
Art met her eyes, and a chill ran down her spine at the fear in his expression. “There have been seven missile strikes on civilian targets in the United States in the past ten minutes. All of the targets were powerplants. No idea how many casualties yet, but it’s at least the low four figures, and seventeen percent of the country is without electricity.”
Jess gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh my God.”
"Yes. I hate to say it, but it looks like the President might actually have been a diversion to take our attention off the powerplant strikes. We can't risk that we're wrong about that, though, or that the President is the next target. So, Mr. President, I'm sorry, but Munoz has his orders."
The President was silent for a moment. Then, in a voice just as hollow as Art’s, he said, “Understood. I’ll stay out of the way.”
The connection cut off, and Jess shared a sober look with Art. Neither of them said anything. Neither of them knew what to say.
They were now a nation at war.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
Jess sipped her coffee. It was cold, but she didn’t care. She didn’t really even need the caffeine. She only sipped her coffee because finishing the cup she had bought over an hour ago was about the only victory she could have that wouldn’t be overturned by the circumstances.
One of the power plants destroyed was the Vanderbilt plant, the central power generation station of the Washington D.C. Department of Water and Power. The Secret Service, White House, and most other critical government buildings still had power, thanks to the creation of a separate power infrastructure for government buildings after Trident had attempted to attack the DWP, so Jess still had everything she needed to monitor the various situations she was trying to keep abreast of. However, with the nation's capital once again under attack, the President had been diverted outside of the Beltway. He would still be taken to Checkpoint Delta, but it would be through the back way.
The entrance to that back way was located in Camp David about an hour north of D.C. The tunnel was another new construct, created to give the President a way out in case the path to and from the White House and Checkpoint Delta was compromised. Jess had argued against the diversion, saying that the President would be less vulnerable underground. The longer he was aboveground, the longer he would be vulnerable.
She had been overruled. Of course. Art generally allowed his subordinates free reign to handle operations, but when shit hit the fan, he had an annoying tendency to insist on running things by the book, despite the fact that the book had been proven invalid time and again over the past three years.
Jake would just ignore Art and take the President wherever he thought he would be safe. Jess wished he had Jake’s courage, but she wasn’t confident enough that the President would be safe anywhere to insist on doing things her way. Confidence was another trait Jake had in spades.
But Jake wasn’t here. He was somewhere in the forests of Virginia with no radio and no cell phone. Jess guessed he would make his way to Eckersley Air Force Base, but the would take another two hours at least. In the meantime, she didn’t have him to give her advice or to stand up to Art.
So, she was watching Munoz's team skirt the Beltway on their way to Camp David. The silver lining to all of this was that the Air Force had been completely mobilized. There were no fewer than twenty squadrons of armed stealth fighters in the airspace above the nation right now, along with twenty-five squadrons of armed non-stealth fighters whose sensors were linked to the sixteen AWACS units patrolling U.S. airspace along with the two hundred plus stealth fighters. No one had seen the Harpies yet, but the drones would have to land eventually. If they landed anywhere in the United States, the odds were that they would be seen and shot down, no matter how advanced their active stealth technology was. If they launched another missile, that missile would be seen and shot down before it could hit its target. And if the terrorists decided to use the MQ-33 Shrike drones—those were the smaller drones with the chain guns—then they would have to somehow avoid the hundreds of Army, Marine, Navy, Air Force and National Guard units deployed throughout a three hundred mile radius of Camp David just praying that they would make that mistake.
So the President was probably safe.
Probably.
God, she hated that word.
In addition to monitoring the President’s extraction, she kept a few monitors tuned to news stations. As happened far more often than anyone would care to admit, the news media was usually faster at providing accurate information than official sources, since they had less red tape to cut through. That was how Jess knew that there had actually been eight missile strikes on U.S. powerplants and that twenty-six percent of the country was now without power and would be for quite some time.
It was also how she knew that the death toll was estimated to be over twelve hundred. That was actually less than the initial estimate, but this estimate was far more accurate, being based on actual schedules and duty logs rather than guesswork based on the capacity of each plant. That meant it was unlikely to be reduced much further. The best they could hope for was that a few lucky people would get pulled from the rubble.
“Damn it, we were supposed to be finished with this bullshit,” Jess whispered.
She had always feared that Bard would inspire others to act as he did, but when he was finally defeated and the world went quiet for over a year, she dared to hope they had escaped that part of their history and things could go back to normal. The problem was that normal was rapidly coming to mean shit like this.
She sighed and opened her laptop. Before the change in plans, she was going through data gleaned from multiple government organizations trying to learn about the technology that powered these drones. She hoped it would give her some idea of who could be behind the theft.
Third-world governments were out, as were most known terrorist organizations. The big hindrance to those entities was the lack of sophisticated computing power and the electrical resources necessary to operate those computers.
The drones were run by an advanced AI that, while not sophisticated enough to replace human intelligence was capable of generating a ridiculous amount of randomized code. That code was what lay at the heart of the active stealth technology that allowed the drones to foil U.S. detection systems. It required an enormous electrical power reserve to project that field past about fifty kilometers, though, so the Harpies could only conduct operations like the one that had destroyed the President’s first motorcade in short bursts before needing to recharge their batteries. Theoretically, they could recharge their batteries in flight, but not by much. They would need to land at least every six hours and receive a boost of power from the ground in order to conduct another.
The U.S. hadn’t designed the drones for that kind of fight. They were meant to hide themselves from view, not entire regions of airspace, and they could do that for days at a time. Also, with that low of a power demand, the engines could recharge the batteries at an appreciable rate.
But to do what the terrorists were doing required more power than could be generated or conserved without considerable resources. As far as foreign entities went, China and Russia were obvious culprits, but both nations were falling all over themselves insisting that they weren’t involved. After the President was nearly assassinated in Russia, that nation was very concerned with staying on the U.S.’s good side, and China was making gains in the South China Sea and didn’t want to provoke an armed conflict with the United States that would reverse those gains and probably leave them unable to recover them for decades.
So it had to be a terrorist organization, but one with access to considerable resources. It was unlikely such a group could be based in the United States, since the sheer pull on the nation’s power would probably be noticed.
Unless…
Unless the terrorists also possessed sophisticated means of obtaining power. If they could generate their own power without drawing from the nation’s resources, then the only requirement they would have would be stealth. There were still vast empty places in the United States, and even vaster, emptier places in Canada. Hell, the U.S. had plenty of clandestine bases, outposts and even powerplants scattered around those empty places that most people didn’t know about. And the MQ-33s didn’t have the range to cross oceans. In fact, they didn’t even have the range to cross the country.
So the terrorists were located relatively close by, say, within five hundred miles of D.C. That was good to know, but it still didn’t tell her who. It still didn’t tell her why.
The why was easy enough. To overthrow the U.S. government. But only one organization had ever possessed the capacity to threaten the President in this manner, and that was Trident. And only one of Trident’s associates had ever demonstrated the capability to steal advanced U.S. drone technology and use it against the nation.
Hadad. The famous arms dealer who had once stolen terabytes of confidential data from the U.S. and used it to create an army of drones that had destroyed the Western Wall and nearly killed the President several times.
She steepled her fingers together. Hadad was in custody. The CIA had confirmed that.
But the technology he stole was still out there. Trident had used it to jam Air Force One in their last attack on the President. The drones this terrorist was using were based on different software, but perhaps the support infrastructure was similar to Hadad’s. The jamming code used was nearly identical to that used on Air Force One, if more robust.
Jess tapped in some commands and her laptop screen switched to the CIA’s internal database. Strictly speaking, she was very much not allowed to be here, but she had backdoors into most of the government’s databases for situations like this. She couldn’t linger for long, but she only needed to keep the connection open long enough to get a list of Hadad’s known associates.
After the terrorist leader and arms dealer had been brought to justice, his organization had collapsed and its members scattered. The CIA believed it lacked the strength to operate again, but they had been wrong before. Maybe they were wrong again.
She worked through the list of associates. To her surprise, most of them were accounted for, either deceased or in custody of the CIA or a friendly nation.
One name was listed as still at large. Alexi Petrov.
Jess frowned and clicked on the CIA’s file for Petrov. Her eyes widened as she read through the information. PhDs in robotics and computer programming. Associations with bleeding-edge think tanks and technology companies throughout the world. And, according to the CIA, he was the one believed to have masterminded Hadad’s drone attacks.
Jess downloaded the file, then closed the connection. Could this be their terrorist?
He had the training. He had the experience. And if he had some of the technology Hadad stole and access to a power supply, then he had the resources.
It was worth looking into. Jess had contacts she could talk to who could do some research for her. If she could confirm that Petrov was behind these attacks, then they could stop fighting off the back foot and take the fight to the terrorists. Then, they could put a stop to all of this.
Wish me luck, Jake, she thought. And good luck to you as well.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
 
Jake was tired.
He felt like he’d been tired for the past twenty-four hours. That was his life now: being tired, being afraid and being frustrated.
Why did he enjoy this job so much? What was it about him that actually found this kind of physical stress… well, fun wasn’t the right word, but… fulfilling?
And why was he thinking about this right now? He needed to find a way to get a hold of Jess, ensure the President’s safety, and stop the terrorists that were attacking the United States right now. So why was he wrestling with the reasons he enjoyed his job?
The answer to that was clear enough. He had told Sheila he would step away. And he had. But now he was back, and despite everything that had happened, he had a strong feeling that he was here to stay. There were moments where he was certain he would leave this behind once the terrorists were defeated and that he would never look back, but even during those moments, the deepest part of him knew he was lying. This was who he was.
But he was also a husband and a father. That needed to be the priority. So why couldn’t he just let this go and let someone else solve it? The answer he gave Sheila was that no one else could solve it, and that might be true, but even if there were many people who could do his job better than he could, he wouldn’t leave.
What did it say about him that he was not only willing to sacrifice himself for this job but that he actually enjoyed the opportunity to take that risk?
He sighed and pushed those thoughts away. He Could worry about that later. He had a job to do.
He crested a low rise and stopped to look at the terrain ahead of him. He recognized where he was now. Not precisely, but he was familiar with the area. Max kept a hunting lodge nearby. Officially it was a hunting lodge, but Max used it as a sort of retreat as well. The lodge was equipped with a generator, radio equipment, and even a small cell tower and a radio jammer. That way, Max could spend weeks out here at a time and if anything happened at his bar that he needed to tend to, he could still be alerted.
He should have remembered that lodge earlier. His concussion must have driven the memory from his mind until just now. He looked for familiar landmarks and found another rise about a mile ahead of where he was. On top of that rise was an enormous spreading oak tree that dominated a half-acre or so of ground. Max called the tree Old Mother, an homage to some Native American legend Jake couldn’t remember.
The lodge, if Jake remembered correctly, was on the other side of that rise. That would be another half hour or so of walking.
He started down the rise and ignored the aches in his body. He didn’t feel in terrible shape just yet, but he was tired, and the bruises and scrapes and splinters left behind from the several attacks he’d endured were starting to make themselves known.
He would reach the lodge and see if he could contact Jess. Max’s cell signal was encrypted using a software his niece had developed. It was different from government encryption, and the terrorists wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop.
At least, he didn’t think they would. Considering their success in that area so far, they might just be able to crack Jess’s code and follow him right to the lodge.
He would have to take that chance. He had seen the smoke rising from D.C. in the distance, and when no extraction team came back for him, either Air Force or Secret Service, he knew the terrorists had attacked D.C. He needed to risk calling Jess and figuring out what happened. He needed a way back into the fight before things got worse.
So, he marched toward the lodge and hoped he could break in and get the equipment working. He knew Max would forgive him for it. He’d probably just have to help Max fix everything later.
Hell, that would be nice. A week of just the two of them like old times, hunting, talking and building things. He could ask Max for his advice on how to deal with Sheila. Max was always good for advice.
It hit him that he hadn’t seen Max for almost a year and a half. Since leaving the Service, he had spent nearly all of his time with Sheila. He was happy to do that, but now that he was back in action, he was realizing how much he had changed in only the short while he was away. It was as though he had immediately become a different person. People in the Service used to joke about that, how their friends became husbands and fathers and suddenly disappeared, replaced by a “dad-bot” or “husband-bot” obsessed with barbecues, minivans, electric bills and syndicated television.
He understood that now. He realized what a shift his marriage and the birth of his child had been. Max lived and worked less than a half hour away from where Jake lived, and the extent of their communication over the past fifteen months had been texts and the occasional phone call.
Maybe that was why he felt restless. His life had changed immediately with no time for him to adjust to the change. Maybe he had rejoined the Secret Service as some sort of low-grade midlife crisis, an attempt to recapture his youth and be the young man he would never be again.
Maybe he was just looking for excuses because he felt guilty admitting that he actually liked the danger of the job. Maybe he didn't like that he was willing—no, eager—to put himself in such danger, even knowing it might mean his infant son never got to know him.
Damn it, that didn’t matter right now! The nation was under attack, and he had a job to do!
Except it did matter. It always would matter. One thing that had changed irrevocably about Jake was that he could no longer pretend that his life didn’t have value. Bryan was right. If for no other reason than that Sheila and Beau needed him, Jake’s life mattered.
And maybe that was what Jake had the hardest time accepting.
“I can tell you’re out of practice,” a familiar voice said, “because I’ve been following you for a quarter mile, and you never noticed me.”
Jake turned around and saw Max about ten yards behind him. Max was a little grayer than he remembered him, and there were a few more wrinkles surrounding his eyes. But his powerful frame showed no sign of softness, and his eyes were as sharp and deadly as ever.
Those eyes smiled now, and Jake felt an odd rush of joy and relief at their gaze. Max was, in many ways, the closest thing Jake had to a father, and like any son, the sight of his father in good health and good spirits created a sense of something akin to safety in Jake.
“Hey, Max.”
“Hey there. I’d say I’m grateful you came to visit me, but something tells me that’s not why you’re here.”
Jake chuckled. “Well, no, not exactly. You’ll be pleased to know, though, that I was just deciding that when this is all over, you and I need to take a hunting trip together like the ones we used to take.”
“I am pleased to know that. However, I must also mention that you’re an idiot. What you need to do when this is all over is take your wife and son somewhere quiet and calm and remind them that they’re the most important things in your life.” Noticing Jake’s expression, he added, “You’ll be pleased to know that considering the circumstances, I’ll refrain from lecturing you further. Come on inside. We have a lot to talk about, and you have a lot of work to do.”
Jake frowned. “Inside? Are we at the cabin already?”
“It’s about two hundred feet to your right. I got your attention now because you were about to go to the wrong side of Old Mother.”
Jake looked to his right and could just make out the sloping roof of Max’s lodge. “Damn.”
“You feeling all right?”
"I feel okay, but I think I might have a concussion. It must have been affecting me more than I thought it would."
"Max nodded. "Well, if you don't end up finding all your marbles, I'll make sure you're well taken care of."
Jake chuckled. “You’ll be senile long before I lose enough marbles to end up in a nursing home, old man.”
“Don’t count on it. When I was your age, I was smart enough to stop putting my body through hell. You haven’t learned that lesson yet. You’ll be lucky if you reach forty without dementia and a laundry list of joint problems. Enough chat, though. I’m going to make you coffee and a proper meal. While I’m doing that, you’re going to call Jess and figure out what you need to do about Trident.”
“We don’t know that it’s Trident yet.”
“Then you’re a fool. It’s either Bard or Bard-adjacent. I never understood why you bought Drew’s line about Bard giving up. You want to kill a snake, you have to cut off the head. Bard’s the head, and until he’s cut off, that snake won’t die. But that’s another conversation we’ll save for later. Come on. I’ll lead the way so you don’t get lost.”
Jake rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t stifle the grin that crossed his face as he followed Max. The world might be falling apart around him, but there were some things Jake could always count on.
As long as that was true, he could survive whatever Bard or anyone else threw his way.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
Jess looked at the two strings of code and pressed her lips together. There could be no doubt now. This was Hadad’s code. Or rather, Petrov’s code.
While her software analyzed the code from the current drone attacks and compared it to the code from Hadad's operation, Jess cracked into the CIA database again and gleaned information from Hadad's interrogation reports. According to what she read, Petrov was the technical mind behind Hadad's success. Hadad possessed no small amount of technical expertise himself, but he was primarily the businessperson, the one who would find clients and broker deals. Petrov was the programmer, the one who could take the weapons Hadad stole and tailor them to fit the needs of the various customers Hadad found. And when Hadad stole sensitive weapons technology, it was Petrov who adapted that technology for Trident's use against the United States.
Now, he had adapted it again, improving upon his own design to overcome the programming of the AI used to control the next-generation drones he had captured and reprogram them to follow his commands.
All of this was disturbing enough without considering the fact that it was apparently Petrov who had successfully manipulated the CIA’s active jamming technology to attack Air Force One a year and a half ago, after Hadad had been captured and his organization scattered. That indicated that Petrov wasn’t working alone but instead had a new benefactor.
One Eli Bard, former Secret Service agent and founder of Trident. It was yet more evidence that Trident had never been defeated but had only retreated long enough to gather its strength. And gather its strength it had. With the exception of the virus that Vincent St. Clair—another associate of Bard’s—had unleashed on Paris just over two years ago, the drone attacks on the U.S. power grid were the deadliest Trident attacks to date.
So they had their villain. Now, she needed to find out where he was.
Her earpiece chirped. “This is Munoz. The package is secure.”
Jess sighed with relief. There was one worry taken care of. “Thank you, Munoz. How is he?”
“He’s angry. He understands why we left Jake behind, but he’s pissed about it. Frankly I am too.”
“Me three,” Jess replied. “But the good news is that now that the President is safe, we can go after Jake.”
“Can I lead that team? We’re turning the President over to the Special Protection Team anyway. We’d just be loitering around here as extra firepower, and I don’t think we’ll need it. These checkpoints are nuclear-hardened, so I can’t see a missile strike—”
“Relax, Munoz,” Jess interrupted. “You don’t need to convince me. Head back to the location you last saw Jake. Knowing him, he won’t be there, but he can’t get very far on foot. If he gets anywhere, it’ll be Eckersley, and he’ll call me from there. Or from wherever he ends up. We’ll find him.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He paused, then asked. “You don’t… I mean, he’s still alive, right? He wouldn’t have—”
“He’s alive,” Jess said. “The drones were still looking for him when the Air Force intercepted them. He’s out there somewhere, and we’ll find him.”
“Yes. Of course. Thanks, Jess.”
“Don’t mention it, Hector. Chin up, okay? You’re doing a good job.”
He chuckled. “If only that was all it took.”
“Yeah. I feel you there. Talk to you soon.”
Her earpiece chirped again as the connection was severed, and Jess continued her search. Now that she knew what the jamming code was, she could finally slip behind it and track the signals that led to the drones.
The problem was that none of those drones were airborne right now, meaning there were no signals to track. The confirmed her hypothesis that the Harpies needed to land to recharge their batteries before they could fly another jamming sortie. The issue was that she had no idea how long it would be before they took off again.
Actually, the issue was that it was shitty as hell that the only way to find their terrorist was to wait for him to commit a terrorist act. It would be far more satisfying if they could find him before he launched another drone attack.
But beggars couldn’t be choosers, and Jess didn’t want to be a beggar, so she chose to be grateful for the fact that she had at least found a way through the door. All she had to do now was wait for the other side of that door to reappear.
Her earpiece chirped again. “Go ahead, Munoz.”
“Sorry to disappoint you,” an even more welcome voice replied, “but I’m still alive, I’m afraid.”
Jess’s heart leapt. “Jake!”
“It’s me.”
Jess giggled, giddy with relief. Only now did she allow herself to realize how afraid she’d been that Jake was dead. “Where are you?”
“I’m going to give you some coordinates instead of answering that. But I’m not going to give you those coordinates until you tell me the extraction team is back where they picked up the President. Eckersley Air Force Base is going to send some units upstairs to provide top cover, but I still don’t want to risk giving the enemy my location in case they’re listening in. Once the team is at that previous extraction point, I’ll give you coordinates to pick me up.”
“That works for me,” Jess agreed. “Are you hurt?”
“Eh, a few bruises. Nothing serious. I’m out of shape, though, so I’ll be going back to my old workout routine when I’m back.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “You always say you’re out of shape. Unless you start leaping tall buildings in a single bound one of these days, you’re never going to think you’re in good shape.”
"It's true, though. When I was in the Marines, I used to be able to run for twelve hours straight without getting tired. Now, a little hike has me sore and out of breath."
“Aww, poor baby.”
“Screw you.”
Jess giggled again. “I missed working with you.”
“Wow. You were really worried about me.”
“Yep. But I’m not anymore, so that’s all you get from me as far as affection. Munoz is on his way. I’m going to let him know the plan, and then—”
An alarm chimed on her computer. She tapped the keyboard, and one of the monitors switched to a map of the local area. A red dot marked the spot where one of the Harpy drones had just activated. Jess couldn’t tell if the drone knew she was “listening” to it, but it seemed to take off and continue on a flight path without altering its behavior.
More importantly, she had a point of origin.
“Jess? Jess, what is it? Jess, are you there?”
“Yes, I’m here,” she replied. “I found Petrov.”
“Who’s Petrov?”
“The guy behind all of this. Well, I’m pretty sure Bard is behind all of this, but Petrov is his new lackey.”
“What? How did you do that?”
"The long version will have to wait," Jess replied. "The short version is that I'm awesome. I'm listening to his control commands because I found a way through the active stealth signal."
“Damn. You are awesome.”
“You know it.”
“So where is he?”
“Looks like he’s about six miles east of Eckersley.”
“What? How’s he hiding the drones? They should see them take off from that close.”
“It looks like the drones are skimming the treetops at low thrust to stay quiet and out of sight. The active jamming is hiding them from radar. I still don’t know how he’s hiding infrared, but he’s doing it somehow. The point is, he’s flying them to the wilderness at low altitude before he sends them skyward.”
“What did he launch?”
“Based on speed, I’m guessing a Harpy. It’s flying slow for a turbofan but really fast for a piston. I could be wrong, but if the drone starts climbing fast in a bit, I’ll know I’m right.”
“That’s not good. That means he’s attacking again.”
“He could just be sending it up top to jam us.”
“That means he’s attacking again. Maybe not a missile strike—he can’t have an unlimited supply of missiles—but if he still has Bushmaster rounds, he can do a lot of damage. Those cannons are designed to turn tanks into shrapnel. If he turns that on a population center, we could be looking at another four figures of casualties from one sortie.”
“Damn it. Okay, new plan, Jake. I’m sending Munoz straight to you, and we’re going to hope you guys can get to Petrov before he listens in and manages to escape.”
“Roger that. Where’s Petrov exactly?”
“Do you have something to write with? I can give you coordinates.”
“Here, I’ll text you from the cell phone I’m using.”
“Cell phone? How did you get a cell phone?”
“I ran into a friend. Sending you the number now.”
Jess’s phone buzzed. She quickly replied with the coordinates of the source of the drone control signal. “Okay. I sent it.”
“Okay, good. Got it. All right, tell Munoz to meet me there.”
“Will d—wait, what? No! You can’t go in alone! Munoz will be at your location in an hour and a half. It’ll take at least forty minutes for the Harpy to reach cruising altitude once it starts climbing, and then it’ll take some time before there’s an attack.”
“Maybe not enough time. We can’t risk that. I might not be able to stop him, but I can at least slow him down.”
“Damn it, Jake, no. You’ve been lucky so far. You might not get lucky again.”
“I have to try. Send Munoz the coordinates of Petrov’s base.”
Tears welled in Jess's eyes. She wanted to tell him to stop, to think of his family, and wait for backup before he put his life in any more danger.
But she knew him well enough to know that nothing she could say would stop him. He was thinking of his family. They were the reason he wouldn’t stop.
“Okay. I will.”
“I’ll talk to you soon, Jess. I’ll keep the cell phone with me so you can call me with updates. Goodbye.”
He closed the connection, and Jess released a single choking sob.
Then she took a deep breath and tapped her earpiece. By the time Munoz answered, she was calm again.
Just like Jake, she had a job to do.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
Jake crouched behind a young tree and peered through the low-hanging branches at the makeshift airfield. It was little more than a flat strip of dirt about three thousand feet by three hundred feet. Tents surrounded either side of the strip for about five hundred feet on either end. At the very back of the base was a massive generator that released a low hum as it powered the tents and whatever equipment lay inside.
It was the equipment outside of the tents that Jake was more concerned with. There were two MQ-21 Harpy drones, both of which carried examples of the stealth cruise missiles that had caused so much destruction already. A stack of ten more of those missiles sat behind the spaceship-like drones. Petrov clearly had more ammo than Jake thought.
A dozen of the smaller drones, the ones Jess called Shrikes, were lined up around the Harpies, all armed with Bushmaster cannons. A stack of crates lay near them, probably filled with ammo for the weapons.
But the equipment that worried Jake the most were the small drones that hovered around the tents and flew in slow, lazy patrols up and down the airstrip. Those drones really were small, maybe five feet long with seven-footrotor discs and probably weighing less than two hundred pounds. They carried light machine guns, either 5.56s or 7.62s. They would be useless against vehicles, and Jake guessed that in a firefight, they would be quickly overwhelmed by a well-equipped SWAT team.
But he wasn’t a well-equipped SWAT team. He was one man, and light machine guns would work just fine against him.
He could wait for Munoz. Based on Jess’s last update, the team would get here within fifty minutes. Once they arrived, they would make short work of Petrov’s base.
But Jake couldn’t wait. One of those Harpies was already in the air, and as he looked, he could see people moving around the other two, preparing them for launch. He couldn’t wait and risk that launch would take place. Who knows how many more would die?
Jess had called Eckersley Air Fore Base. They could take the base out with a single F-35 if they wanted, and if all else failed, that's what Jake would do. But jets were loud, and Jake had canceled the air cover Jess ordered, fearing that if Petrov heard the jets take off, he would scramble his drones early. Then, it would be a game of cat and mouse that Jake didn't want to play.
And he wanted Petrov alive. He wanted answers. Jess believed Bard was behind this, but Jake wanted to know for sure. He wanted to know what Bard’s plans were and whether they should fear any more stolen superweapons.
That meant a precision strike and a rapid infiltration. Something that, again, would be better saved for Munoz’s team if they only had the luxury of time.
But they didn’t. Already the techs were leaving the airstrip, and the Harpies were powering up. Jake had to move now.
He unshouldered the battle rifle Max had given him and quickly extended the stock and affixed the scope. The battle rifle didn’t have the same range as his sniper rifle, but it would easily cover the five hundred yards or so between Jake and the base, and its 7.62 rounds would do well enough against the miniature drones guarding the place.
There were ten of those drones. Jake wanted to kill half of them before he had to break cover. He took a deep breath, aimed at the nearest drone and fired.
The drone burst into flames. Jake had hit the powerplant. He quickly sighted on the next one and fired, then the next, then the next, firing quick bursts and switching targets before the drones could figure out what was going on.
He managed to kill seven of the drones before the remaining three began flying in an erratic pattern and firing on him. He abandoned his position and rushed toward the base, making his own movements erratic to avoid the fire from the drones.
It was close. Either the AI managing these drones was better than the AI running the larger drones, or there were human operators behind these ones. Either way, the machine gun fire came within inches of taking Jake’s head off on more than one occasion.
He needed to be within one hundred fifty yards before he would trust himself to fire on the drones while both he and they were moving evasively.
He had nearly closed to that distance when a new problem presented itself in the form of armed people. Their fire was more accurate than the drones, since they could rest behind cover and take steadier shots. Jake tried to avoid their fire, but one of the rounds caught him in the shoulder. He cried out and went down heavily.
Instinct saved him for maybe the hundredth time. Rather than stay down, he leaped to his feet and rushed to cover, aiming at the men rather than the drones. That forced them behind cover, and he was able to hide behind the ammunition crates for the Shrikes before they could recover.
Machine gun fire from the drones thumped against the crates. Jake needed to put a stop to that. If a stray round managed to “cook” one of the cannon shells, it could explode, starting a chain reaction that would kill Jake. It would take out the Bushmaster ammo along with probably all of the Shrikes, but it would leave the Harpies standing, and those were the ones that needed to be stopped.
And quickly. As Jake reloaded his rifle, the turbofan engines on the Harpies spooled up, and they started taxiing toward the airstrip.
“Damn it!”
He lifted his rifle, bracing it against one of the ammo crates to make up for his injured shoulder. The drones, god bless them, were flying straight toward him like the dumb machines they were. AIs then, not human operators. Jake fired quickly, taking out all three before the computers could figure out that maybe flying in a straight line was an extremely stupid idea.
Then the terrorists fired at Jake, and he was forced behind cover once more.
The first Harpy lined up and prepared to take off. Jake considered his options.
He didn’t have many. He was pinned down behind these ammo crates. He didn’t want to run toward the missiles. If those cooked off, it would do more than fry him. Ten of those missiles would crater the entire base.
Then again, that would end the Harpy threat. If only Jake could be sure that the Harpy that had already taken off wasn’t loaded with missiles too.
He needed to get to the drone operators. He needed that Harpy—
The engines of the first Harpy roared. Jake swore and fired his rifle at the massive drone, but it lifted into the air effortlessly, his rifle fire bouncing harmlessly off of the armored fuselage. Jake fired at the missile, but the missile was also armored, and Jake’s rifle rounds did nothing to it.
Well, at least he knew the missiles wouldn’t cook.
He ran from cover, firing at the mercenaries to keep them down until he was behind the stack of standoff missiles. He was fifty yards from the nearest tent now. It would take him seven seconds give or take to cover that distance.
The second Harpy took off, and Jake ignored it. There was nothing he could do about it, so he focused on what he could do. He waited until one of the terrorists lifted his head out of cover. Then he fired a burst directly into that head.
He immediately sprinted toward the supply crates behind which the terrorists hid. If he could get close while they were still in shock at the death of their companion—
Two of them lifted their heads out of cover. Jake fired two bursts. One terrorist made it back behind cover in time. The other didn’t.
Jake didn’t have time to slow down. He rushed behind the crates, firing blindly left and right. He felt rifle rounds whipping his hair on either side, and at least one tore a hole in his jacket—but not his arm, thankfully—while another creased his calf just enough to draw blood.
When he could finally focus on what he had done, he saw three terrorists dead and one badly wounded. He pointed his rifle at the wounded one and said, "Where do they operate the drones? Tell me now, or I'll shoot you in the gut and let you bleed out slowly."
The terrorist paled and pointed at the large tent at the back of the airstrip.
“Anyone else armed?”
The terrorist shook his head. “Handguns, but no more soldiers.”
His accent was vaguely Slavic. Not Russian. Maybe Latvian or Lithuanian.
Not that it was important right now. Jake knocked him out with his rifle and  rushed toward the tent, hoping that he had done the right thing by leaving the man alive. In war, he would have just killed him, but the man was clearly not a soldier. Probably just a hired gun.
Well, it’s too late now, he thought. If that was a mistake, then I’ll pay for it.
He looked over his shoulder, and when he saw the gunman sitting up and hugging his knees to his chest while carefully tending to his wounded leg and ignoring the rifle ten feet to his left, he relaxed. It looked like he intended to follow Jake’s directions.
Jake reached the large tent and took a deep breath. This was it. He would either stop Petrov now or watch as the man perpetrated another devastating terrorist attack on the United States.
He quickly reloaded his rifle, then stepped through the door.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
Inside the tent was a series of computer terminals, a dozen in all. Men sat at two of the terminals, their faces ashen, their bodies trembling. Jake lifted his rifle to them and said, “Shut those drones down now, or—”
He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and swung his rifle around. A hand caught it while another shoved a handgun in his face. He released the rifle and dropped just before the man holding the handgun fired it. He avoided the bullet, but the man snarled and drove the butt of the handgun into the back of Jake’s skull.
He fell heavily to the ground, gasping as stars filled his vision. He felt a flash of fear. He was already suffering from a concussion. If he got another, he might die right here.
Once again, only instinct saved him. He bounced back up, and his hand caught the gunman’s wrist and pushed the handgun up. The man drove a fist into Jake’s liver, once, twice, three times. Jake fought through the pain and tore the handgun from his grasp, but the man swung Jake’s rifle toward him and knocked the handgun from Jake’s hand.
Jake grabbed the rifle, and kicked at the terrorist, but the terrorist brought his knee up to check the kick, then, with a snarl, drove Jake backwards. Jake fell to the ground, and the terrorist fell on top of him.
The man fixed a crazed grin on Jake, and Jake got his first good look at him. “Petrov, I presume?” he growled, struggling to keep the terrorist from tearing his rifle out of his hand.
“Yes,” the terrorist growled. “And you are that little bug Jake Mercer who keeps getting in our way.”
He planted his foot on Jake's chest and stood, tearing the rifle from Jake's hand. Jake tripped Petrov, and the terrorist fell to the ground. He tried to aim the rifle at Jake, but Jake jumped on top of him and used his weight to hold him down.
His shoulder throbbed, and the wound to his calf must have been more serious than he thought, because his left leg felt weak. He would have to finish Petrov quickly.
But he needed answers first. “Whose way? Who are you working with.”
Petrov chuckled. “I think you know.”
“I want to hear you say it,” Jake snarled.
“People in hell want ice water,” Petrov replied.
His accent was very slight. Jake wondered if he was a U.S. resident. Probably, since it would have been difficult for him to stockpile this weaponry if he wasn’t.
Petrov yanked at the rifle, trying to throw Jake off of him. Jake fought hard, but in his weakened state, he knew Petrov would succeed before long. Rather than fight for the weapon, Jake ejected the magazine and tossed it to the side.
Petrov laughed, and with a final shove, threw Jake off of him onto the ground. He swung the rifle butt after and caught Jake's nose. Jake cried out as the bone broke, and his vision swam again.
Petrov got up quicky, but backed away, breathing heavily, rather than continue the attack. He was built like a bear and strong, but his stamina was weak. Jake logged that information as he got to his feet, also moving slowly to give himself a chance to recover.
His face was going to swell soon, and that was the most immediate concern because it would affect his vision. He might have to forgo the questioning and just kill Petrov and his goons.
First things first, though.
“Stop those drones,” Jake said. “You know you’re not going to beat me. I’m hurt, but not badly enough I can’t outlast you. And I doubt your ‘pilots’ over there are going to put up much of a fight.”
One of the drone operators heard Jake and cast a terrified look his way. Petrov chuckled and said, “You don’t understand, do you? You think this is all about power, that Bard is some maniac who cares only about self-aggrandizement.”
So it was Bard, after all.
“I know that’s all he cares about,” Jake replied. “Whatever rhetoric he might use, he’s now responsible for the deaths of over ten thousand innocent people. No champion of justice and freedom would choose terrorism as a path to victory.”
“Perhaps we simply disagree on the definition of innocent,” Petrov said. “I don’t consider a nation full of fat and selfish people innocent. Not while the world starves.”
“And what, exactly, do you think you’re going to do to change that by stealing our weapons and turning them against us? There’s an Air Force Base less than ten miles from here. I have a ground team on the way to take you into custody. So one of three things is going to happen here: one, you give up now and bring those drones down, and you get to live. I won’t pretend you’re not going to spend that life in a hole somewhere, but you’ll get three square meals, a roof and protection, and if you tell us where to find Bard, we can probably swing access to TV. It’s not a bad deal when you consider the other two options.”
“Let me guess,” Petrov said. “The ground team blows me up, or they decide they don’t want the fight and the Air Force bombs us into oblivion.”
“You got it. And if you think they’ll give a shit that I’m here, think again. I order them to drop a bomb on my head, they’ll do it. That’s how important stopping you is to us.”
“I feel flattered. I’m so happy to hear that I’m this valuable to you.”
“Drop the sarcasm. Those drones are deadly, and I won’t let you use them to kill anyone else.”
“It’s too late, Mercer. They are airborne. Soon, your capital will be in flames. Your White House, gone. Your Capitol building, gone. Your Secret Service Headquarters, gone. The Pentagon, gone.
“I am not the fool you think I am. I understand that the United States will survive this. I even understand that after today, I cannot fight anymore. My drones will crash into the sea or onto the land, and these weapons will return to your hands. Your government will suffer a crisis, but it will recover.
“But we’ll have hurt you, and that is enough. When you are a mouse fighting a lion, you take what victories you can. I will not defeat you. Perhaps even Bard will not defeat you. But we will, eventually. Those who fight for freedom will defeat you eventually. I am proud that I could play my part.”
Jake approached the drone operators, keeping an eye on Petrov. “Okay, guys. We’ll see if you’re smarter than your boss. Shut these down now, or I’ll kill you.”
The drone operators cast terrified looks to Petrov. Petrov nodded at them and said something in his native language. The operators swallowed.
Then their eyes hardened, and they turned stoically back to their screens. Jake frowned. “You two are really willing to die for him?”
In flawless, unaccented English, the nearest drone operator said, “Not for him. For our country.”
Jake sighed. “Okay then.”
Then he drove his fist into the side of the man’s head. He went down, out cold.
“I thought you were going to kill us,” the other operator blurted out, rather absurdly.
“Lucky you,” Jake said drily before knocking him out.
He looked at the screens. The panels were all labeled with Cyrillic script. Jake looked for a big red button. That usually meant abort, right?
“Careful,” Petrov taunted. “That might launch the missiles.”
Jake stopped with his hand over the button. It wasn’t that big, but it was red, and if Petrov hadn’t said anything, he would have pressed it.
But he was lying, right? He was trying to trip Jake up so Jake wouldn’t stop him.
“I could be lying,” Petrov said, as though reading his mind. “But if I’m not… well, those missiles have their targets programmed independently and they have a range of over three thousand kilometers. But you probably know that. You are military, yes? Marine Corps?”
Jake turned to the terrorist, who was now sitting on a crate, seemingly content to watch Jake rather than fight him. Jake frowned warily. Why the sudden passivity? What did he know that Jake didn’t?
“You’re willing to kill children over this?”
“Appealing to my morality will not help you,” Petrov replied. “Your nation has killed far more children than I.”
“No one will support your message,” Jake challenged. “Not if this is the way you deliver it. You won’t inspire anyone to take up arms against us. If anything, you’ll inspire people to take up arms against you. Killing innocent people hurts your cause, it doesn’t help it.”
“You keep using that word: innocent. You think everyone thinks like you, and I am the outlier. No, Mercer. You are the outlier. You are an anachronism, the patriot who bleeds red, white and blue. You are a man born out of time. I am a visionary.”
“You’re a fool.”
“Is Bard a fool? He inspired me. He inspired Hadad. He inspired St. Clair. He inspired many others to take up the crusade against your nation, and he did this by killing people you call innocent.”
Jake looked back at the screens. He couldn’t understand the words displayed, but it was easy enough to figure out what the red dots over Washington D.C. meant, and he could easily read the numbers counting down from two minutes in one corner of the screen.
“Petrov, I promise you I will kill you, if—”
The click of a handgun brought Jake up short. He whirled around to see Petrov pointing a compact revolver at him. Petrov grinned and said, “It doesn’t matter, Jake. My life means nothing. It is the cause that matters.”
The rumble of diesel engines reverberated through the tent. Munoz’s team was close.
"You hear that, Petrov? There's an assault team seconds from here. I can tell them that you helped me, and we can leave you alive. Or they can find me dead and missiles seconds away from killing more innocent people, and they can kill you. What's it going to be?"
“I would rather burn in Hell than rot in an American prison,” Petrov snarled through his crazed grin. “There is nothing more you can do to me. I do not live to see our victory”—He placed the gun under his chin, and Jake’s eyes widened—“but we have won.”
“No!” Jake shouted.
Petrov pulled the trigger.
Jake stared at him in shock as Munoz's assault team burst into the tent. He could have shot Jake this whole time. Why did he leave Jake alive? Why didn't he at least try to win? He claimed they had already won, but how? What was Jake missing?
Munoz and another agent rushed toward Jake. “Jake! You’re alive!”
“He shot himself,” Jake said. “Jesus Christ.”
“Fuck him,” Munoz opined. “He took the coward’s way out. He… uh, Jake?”
Jake looked up at Munoz. The CAT leader was staring soberly at the screens behind Jake.
The drones! Damn it!
Jake spun around. The timers had six seconds left.
“Shit!”
Jake pressed the red buttons. He didn’t have time to do anything else.
The screens shut off, and Jake and Munoz shared a look of horror. Jake had no idea if he’d stopped the drones or if he’d launched the missiles and doomed thousands to die.
He quickly pulled his cell phone from his pocket and called Jess.
“Jake? Are you okay?”
“Yes. Listen, I found the drone controls, and I tried to stop a missile strike, but I don’t know if I did. Petrov was going to bomb D.C. You need to get the Air Force in the air right now—”
“Jake, the drones are gone. The Air Force shot them down five minutes ago. A stealth fighter squadron saw them heading west and shot them down over an unpopulated area. The one that took off earlier crashed into the sea ten minutes before that. It flew over the Atlantic, then just… headed straight down.”
Jake didn’t reply. So all of that was for nothing? The fighting. Petrov’s death. All of it was pointless? Why would he bluff an attack on D.C. and not follow through?”
“Beats me. I’m just glad we put a stop to him.”
“Did we? None of this makes sense.”
“Sometimes there is no ‘makes sense’, Jake. Sometimes people are just evil. And every now and then, we catch a break, and the evil guys also turn out to be stupid.”
Jake frowned. Jess was wrong about that. There was always a reason. Jake just didn’t know what that reason could possibly be.
A groan from next to Jake snapped him out of it. The drone operators were waking up. “Thank you, Jess. We’ll see you soon.”
He hung up and turned to Munoz. “Place these men under arrest. They have some questions to answer.”
“Will do.”
Fifteen minutes later, Jake was in the back of a Secret Service vehicle on his way back to D.C. He was silent. So was Munoz. So was everyone. The battle was won, but the illusion of safety that the past eighteen months had given them was shattered. Bard was back. Trident was back. Thousands had died, and the architect of their death had left this world with the promise that things would only get worse.
They had won the battle, but the war still raged. How many more would die before it was finally finished? And who would be left standing at the end?
Jake looked out the window at the passing terrain and wished he had the confidence he had the day Bryan asked him to return. He didn’t regret his choice, but for the first time in his life, he was no longer certain he was on the winning side.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
Jake smiled at Jess and accepted the small, wrapped box. “What’s this?”
“It’s a gift, dumbass. What does it look like?”
“From you?”
“No, dipshit, from the nurse. Yes, from me. Open it.”
“Oh. I thought the box was the gift.”
“You’re probably still high from the painkillers, so I’m sure that was the closest you could come to telling an actual joke, but you should know you’re not on your A-game.”
Jake chuckled again and opened the box. His eyes widened when he saw what was inside. “Damn. Jess, this is way too nice.”
“Fuck you. Just say thank you and put it on your wrist.”
“Thank you, but… how could you afford this?”
Jess sighed. “Okay, you got me. It’s from the whole Service. We all chipped in. Between all of us, it was only like, fifty bucks a person. Considering you’ve saved most of our lives at one point or another, that’s a cheap gift. Do you like it?”
“No, it’s a piece of shit.”
Jess scoffed and shoved him playfully. He laughed even as he winced from the ache in his wounded shoulder.
“I don’t even care that I hurt your shoulder,” Jess retorted. “Screw you.”
Jake laughed. “It’s awesome. Thank you.”
“That’s better. Asshole.”
Jake put the watch on his wrist and smiled at it. He had never been much of a wristwatch buy, but he had to admit the timepiece looked pretty damned good.
“I picked out the color. I figured the olive drab dial and the blued steel color on the band would appeal to you more than gold and mother of pearl.”
“It looks badass,” Jake agreed. “Thank you.”
Jess smiled, but a moment later, her smile tensed a little. “Has, um… Have you seen… How’s Sheila?”
Jake’s own smile faded. “I’ve seen her. She brought Beau by to visit me after she left Checkpoint Delta. She’s… well, she’s talking to me.”
Jess nodded. “I mean… she seemed happy that you were alive.” She quickly said, “Obviously. I mean, duh. I mean…” she sighed. “Damn, I’m an idiot sometimes.”
“Most of the time. But you’re good for a laugh, so I keep you around anyway.”
Jess shoved Jake again, but more gently this time. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.
“For what?”
“For… I’m sorry that you’re fighting with Sheila. I’m sorry that you had to come back.”
Jake sighed. “I’m not. I mean, I’m sorry that Sheila and I are fighting. But I’m not sorry I’m back.”
Jess gave him a wary look that might have also been hopeful. “Does this mean you’re staying?”
“Yes. I’m staying.”
Jess brightened visibly but stopped herself before cheering. That was probably a good idea. This wasn’t exactly a festive moment, all things considered. “That’s good,” she said. “I’m glad.”
Jake sighed again. “I don’t know if I’m glad, to be honest. But… I’m confident that it’s the right decision.”
“How did… Um…”
“Sheila didn’t argue with me,” Jake said, answering the question Jess couldn’t quite ask. “I’m working a desk again for now, so she’s happy with that. But she’s not confident that I’ll stay behind a desk. She’s very much not happy about that.”
“And you? Will you stay behind a desk?”
Jake hesitated a moment. Then he said, “I’ll serve where I’m needed.”
Jess nodded. Then she squeezed Jake’s hand and said, “She’ll come around. It’s scary to have a loved one in this kind of job, but she loves you. She’ll get used to it. Well, maybe not used to it, but—”
“I know,” Jake said, sparing both of them from more of Jess’s fumbling speech. “I’m okay.”
"Okay," Jess said. She squeezed his hand again and said, "Anyway, I have to get to a meeting, but I wanted to drop that off. I'll call later and fill you in on the details of the meeting. Nothing crucial this time. Just after-action reports and stuff. Those drone operators still won't talk, so we're going to let the CIA have a crack at it. That's about the only new thing to report."
“Okay. Thank you, Jess.”
“Yeah.” She smiled. “It’s good to have you back, Jake. Even if it’s just running a desk.”
“I’m glad to be back.”
She squeezed his hand a final time, then left. Jake sighed and looked up at the ceiling, his smile fading the moment she left the room.
Power was being restored slowly but surely. Within two weeks, the areas currently experiencing blackouts would all have electricity again. It would be another year or so before the lost infrastructure could be replaced, but there was other infrastructure to handle it in the meantime.
The lives lost would never be replaced. That scare would remain for decades after.
Still, what weighed most heavily on Jake wasn’t those lost lives, but the lives that weren’t lost, or rather, weren’t lost yet.
Why had Petrov crashed the Harpies into the ocean? Why had he bluffed an attack on D.C. and not followed through? What was Bard’s plan? And why had Petrov killed himself and not Jake?
The gun he had used had only the bullet he used to kill himself, so maybe he had done it so there was no chance of him revealing anything during questioning. It was a fair bet the drone operators only knew their own orders, not Petrov’s and not Bard’s plan, so there was no risk leaving them alive.
But why? It wasn’t Bard’s style to bluff. Had he changed his strategy since Jake had defeated him in the past? Jake had a thousand questions and answers to almost none of them.
He had the answer to one question, though. Bard would definitely strike again. And when he did, Jake would be there to fight him.
No matter the cost.
 
***
 
Jake gently lowered his sleeping son into the crib and headed downstairs. He had been released from the hospital that morning and enjoyed his first day at home with his family.
Sheila had smiled and kissed him and embraced him and when he said he loved her, she told him she loved him too. But there was a distance between them that wasn’t there before, and when Jake offered to put Beau to bed, she had opted not to join him, instead handing Beau over and going to the back porch by herself.
Jake joined her now, and when she heard the sliding glass door open, she tensed visibly. She smiled at him, but her eyes held accusation.
Jake stood next to her and stared out at the darkening sky. He didn’t say anything for a long while.
In the end, Sheila broke the silence. “You’ll go back out there.”
Jake sighed. “I’m going to be working a desk for a while. I’ll be working with Jess, analyzing information that the field agents retrieve.”
“And when my father decides he needs to do something dangerous so he can convince himself he’s a great President, you’ll convince yourself that you need to be a hero and go back out there.”
Jake bristled. “It’s not about being a hero, Sheila. It’s about doing my duty.”
“You have a duty to your family. To me and your son.”
She wasn’t angry when she spoke, but her calm cut Jake more deeply than shouting or tears would have.
"That's not fair. I'm doing this for you two to give you a future free of fear."
“The future will always have fear. When Bard is defeated, someone else will come after him, then someone else after him, then someone else after him. The world will always have evil men and evil women who kill and destroy.”
“So I should just throw my hands up in the air and ignore it? Let it be someone else’s problem?”
She sighed. “I’ve given up trying to tell you what you should do. It doesn’t matter what I say. Because you’re not doing this for me and Beau, Jake. You’re doing this for you.”
Jake felt a rush of guilt. She wasn't entirely right, but she was closer to the truth than Jake cared to admit. That guilt only intensified the anger in his voice when he replied, "That's fucking bullshit, Sheila. I almost died out there. I'm not risking my life just for the hell of it."
“Yes, you are. You don’t see it that way, but I do. You’re risking your life because it makes you feel proud to know that you’re willing to do that. It makes you feel accomplished to know that you can stop terrorists. It makes you feel strong to know that you can achieve victory against overwhelming odds. It makes you feel worthwhile to salute the flag and know that some of the blood that makes those stripes red flows from your veins.”
“That’s reductive crap, Sheila. I’m not just some death-chaser who loves war.”
“What you just said is reductive crap. What I said isn’t. All of those things are noble, Jake. And, in a lot of ways, all of those things contribute to making you the man I love.”
She turned to meet his eyes. “But what I really love is the man who makes goofy jokes because he has no sense of humor at all but he tries anyway. I love the man who can pretend to like sitcoms because he likes sitting on the couch with me and holding my hand. I love the man who plays with Beau and grins every time he giggles. Hell, I love the man who has to stare at different brands of spaghetti sauce for fifteen minutes because he’s trying so hard to make sure he buys a brand I’ll like.
“I love that man, Jake. And I’m sorry, but I love him a lot more than the man who will lay down his life for his country. Maybe I’m a bitch for that, but it’s the truth. I’d rather have that man than the soldier any day. And what hurts me more than anything else is to look in your eyes right now and see you dismiss the man I’ve described as a distraction from the man you want to be.”
Jake didn’t reply to that. He didn’t know how to. Sheila was wrong, terribly wrong. Yes, he loved being a soldier. Yes, he loved fighting for his country. Yes, his purpose was to defend the flag. All of those things were true, but they didn’t come at the expense of the man who told goofy jokes and played with his son. They didn’t exist in spite of the man who slaved over spaghetti or held his wife’s hand. They were true because of his family. He couldn’t let others do the fighting knowing that people like Bard existed threatening his wife, his son, his president. He couldn’t let others die knowing that if he fought, he could save them.
But there was no point in arguing with Sheila. She wouldn’t see things that way. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe, just like Jake couldn’t keep himself from taking up arms for his country, Sheila couldn’t keep herself from hating that he did.
After a while, Sheila kissed his cheek softly and said, “I’m going upstairs, Jake. You should join me. I missed having my husband in my bed.”
She kissed him again, this time behind his ear, and headed upstairs. Jake would join her in a minute, and they would make love passionately, he knew.
But for a while, he only stood on the porch, staring out at the night and wondering how many more nights he would have with Sheila before she finally, truly gave up on finding the man she wanted in the man she despised.
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
Eli Bard stood on the balcony of a penthouse suite seven hundred feet above the streets of Hong Kong. Behind him, the news had already left the subject of the terrorist attack on the U.S. and moved to the much more pressing—to the locals, at least—story of Guangzhou Prefecture’s riots.
Bard frowned at the city below and wished for the thousandth time that he could be home and not in this crowded, musty…
Well, it wasn’t a hellhole. In fact, Hong Kong was, he had to admit, one of the jewels of modern society. The city was more densely populated by far than any city in the United States, yet it ran efficiently. Tens of millions of people lived and worked in relative comfort, taking advantage of public transportation that was orders of magnitude better than anything in America. The working classes here were far from wealthy and lived more modestly than the working classes in the U.S., but they weren’t buried under crippling debt either.
Not that Bard envied the Chinese. Far from it. He would rather live on Skid Row in Los Angeles than a penthouse here, but it was only his patriotism that made it so. The United States was diseased, rotten to its core. The system of government that had established the nation was long overdue for a refresh, but the powers that be clung to that power with an iron fist while the populace rapidly descended into poverty and despair.
Most Americans were aware of that. They shouted for change, but they had no idea how to actually obtain it.
He did, damn it! He knew how to fix the nation!
And he would.
But first, it was time to get rid of Jake Mercer. He had served his purpose admirably, but now that purpose was fulfilled. It was time to remove him. Eli Bard, former Secret Service Agent and future President of the United States under the New Constitution, smiled and walked back inside his penthouse.
Count your days, Jake Mercer, he thought. For they are numbered.
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