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PROLOGUE

Mr. O took his seat along the right side of the table and looked around at his fellow attendees. No one here tittered nervously or flicked their eyes around like frightened children. Every expression was sober and hardened for the task ahead.

That was good. Already, he was more impressed with this group than with the previous group. Maybe Europeans were just better at hiding their fear than Americans. Maybe the hardship many in the room had suffered had prepared them for the struggles to come.

Not that he could rest every egg in the basket of his first impression. He’d learned the hard way that first impressions weren’t always lasting ones.

“Mr. Goetz,” a voice to his left said. “Nice to see you here.”

Mr. O smiled at… Mr. Soderberg. That was right. Mr. Soderberg of Stockholm, Sweden, the technology expert of the group. Well, one of many, but the one most likely to be able to counter the Secret Service’s surprisingly robust encryption.

“Mr. Soderberg. It’s lovely to see you as well. I’m happy you could make it.”

Soderberg frowned. “Did someone
 not
 make it?”

Mr. O looked around the room. “We’re still missing… Plasky and Templeton.”

“Templeton won’t come. He’s a coward. He talks a big game, but anytime there’s any risk, he ducks out.”

“Ah. How unfortunate.”

Mr. O filed that information away. If Templeton was indeed a coward, he would have to be dealt with. Mr. O couldn’t have anyone caving under interrogation.

Plasky arrived a few minutes later. He looked exhausted, but the satisfied smile on his face suggested his exhaustion had more to do with the pretty blonde girl who’d been hanging on his arm at the bar where Mr. O had recruited him.

That
 could be a problem, too, but Mr. O might be able to get away with eliminating the girl and saving Plasky. Plasky had financial connections in the Baltic states that would be very helpful to them as they tried to accomplish their goal.

The “leader” of the group stood and called the meeting to order. She glanced at Mr. O but paid him no more attention than any other of the terrorists present. That was good. She was the only one here who knew that Mr. O was the real leader, and it was critical that things remain that way.

“All right, everyone. Now that we’re all here—”

“Templeton’s not here,” Soderberg pointed out. “I told you the bastard would chicken out.”

“Then Templeton will be dead before the end of the hour.”

The others fell silent, shocked into sobriety by Harriet Klein’s words. She allowed the shock to settle for a moment before saying, “This is a serious endeavor we’re taking. We can’t afford cowardice. Or defection.” She fixed stern eyes on Plasky, “Or negligence.”

Plasky reddened and sank down in his chair. Good. He was truly chagrined. Mr. O sent the kill orders for Templeton and Plasky’s companion, then turned back to Klein.

"What we hope to accomplish is nothing less than a paradigm shift in the course of human history," Klein said. "We are not only trying to depose the American President. We are trying to upend the entire American regime and, by extension, the global political structure. Capitalism was a brilliant endeavor and has advanced the human race by leaps and bounds. Communism was… less brilliant… but it
 did
 allow previously disparate, technologically backward and woefully unprepared civilizations to at least remain within shouting distance of the West. If it did nothing else, it kept the West from becoming completely hegemonic.

“But that time is no more. Capitalism has become bloated, decadent, weak. Americans—once praised for their strength, resilience, ingenuity, and pride, have now become a joke: the fat, ignorant, rude loudmouths who think their relationship to the heroes of the past entitles them to respect they haven't earned for decades.

"And Communism has failed. Even China is becoming less communist by the day, and now they are bedfellows with the United States. Washington, D.C., is the capital of a new empire, and if we are to ever hope for a new world without the century-long collapse that will likely precede it, we must accelerate things. At the same time, we must mold things. We must remove the current order and shape a new one."

She looked around the room, letting her eyes linger on each person gathered there. “This will not be easy. It is a guarantee that many of us in this room will not survive. We must remember that our sacrifice will save the world from itself. Over the next few weeks, we will prepare for and execute a nuclear strike on Washington, D.C.”

There were no gasps when she said this, no cries of shock. This was something known already to everyone here. Mr. O liked that. There were very few weak links. Plasky, Templeton, to a lesser extent Soderberg… but most everyone here was capable and strong. Yes, they would succeed this time.

“When the dust settles from that strike, we will have deposed the American President and established a government for the people. Not of the people. They’re not capable of leading themselves. Not by the people. They don’t know what they need. But for the people.
 All
 the people. Not just the United States.

"That is why this action is necessary. It is terrible. It is drastic. It will be devastating. But that is what is needed. We have to shock them so they'll listen. So they'll give us a chance. And with that chance, we can finally make the world as it should be."

She lifted her hands. “Soon, the Third Voice will sing for all to hear.”

Klein's eyes shone with a vision of the future. Mr. O's vision of the future. One led by people who were qualified for their positions. One where the unqualified weren't permitted a say in the way things were done. One where only the best and brightest were offered success, and the worst and most foolish were cast out. Eventually, the race would correct itself. Humanity would evolve once more rather than descending into decadence as it had for the past eighty years.

Mr. O lifted his voice in applause with the others. He let his belief in his vision express itself as admiration for Klein, the better to sell the story that she was the leader and not him.

With the applause concluded, the attendees quickly split off into smaller groups to plan the portions of the plan they were each responsible for. Mr. O joined Klein in the back of the room and sat across a small desk from her so they could speak without being heard.

“Did you send the kill order for Templeton?” Klein asked.

“Yes,” Mr. O replied. “Him and the girl.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You know which girl?”

“Yes. I don’t recall her name, but my associate knows where to find her. She will be dealt with before the end of the evening.”

“Do we have to worry about Plasky?”

He flipped his hand. “Get him another woman to sleep with. Perhaps one of the more adventurous women here will appreciate his charm.”

“That won’t cause more problems?”

“I doubt it. Everyone here stands to become very wealthy. Besides, if he’s in bed with someone in this room, it doesn’t matter how loose his lips are.”

She shrugged. “Well, he’ll have to do his own hunting. I’m not going to waste my time finding someone to slake his lust.”

“Fair enough.”

“What about you?”

His brow furrowed. “My lust?”

She rolled her eyes. “What will you do?”

“Oh,” he smiled. “I will be preparing for the next phase of the plan.”

She chuckled. “I suppose it was too much for me to hope you’d be on the front lines this time.”

“I’m not effective leading from the front. I learned that the hard way when I established my investment firm.”

“If you say so.” She stood. “Good luck to you, Mr. O.”

“And to you, Miss Klein.”

She left the room. Mr. O exited through another door.

As Mr. O’s driver took him back to his house, his phone chirped. The pictures he’d just received confirmed the deaths of his two targets. Mr. O sent a thank-you and wired his associate the appropriate funds.

And now, there was nothing standing in their way.



CHAPTER ONE

“Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday, dear Beau. Happy birthday to you!”

Everyone clapped and cheered when the song ended. Beau beamed and giggled as his relatives snapped pictures and kissed his cheek.

Supervisory Special Agent Jake Mercer smiled at his wife, Sheila, and kissed her softly on the lips. She laughed and pushed him away. "It's our son's birthday, not yours."

“Every day is my birthday with you,” he replied.

“Nice try,” she said, “but no more PDA.”

“Mommy!” Beau called. “I wished for a dragon!”

Dragons were all the rage now. Beau had watched a movie about a kid who learns to train dragons and was now obsessed. Jake couldn’t wait to see the look on his little face when he opened his presents. He knew of at least four different dragon toys among the gifts, along with a little scooter and a helmet and pad set that featured more dragons.

“What kind of dragon do you want?” Bryan asked.

“A big one!” Beau replied.

“That’s the best kind,” Carrie agreed.

The sitting President of the United States hadn’t looked happy to be the sitting President of the United States for months, not since an attempted coup within the United States government had resulted in the third major instance of combat within Washington, D.C. He looked damned happy to be a grandfather right now, though. Better yet, his estranged wife, Carrie, looked happy to be a grandmother and didn’t spend the entire time making it clear through her body language and tone of voice how much she hated her husband.

They cut the cake, and Jake agreed to give Beau the biggest slice over the half-hearted objections of his wife. “
 You’re
 putting him to bed, then,” she said when he set the generous portion of double chocolate chip on his plate.

“Fair enough,” he replied.

As it turned out, Beau didn’t need any help getting to bed. The cake gave him energy for about fifteen minutes of near constant action, then knocked him out cold. Jake ended up picking him up off of the floor fifteen minutes into the sequel of the dragon movie (they trained more dragons. Shocker) and carried him to his bed.

He set his son gently onto the mattress and watched his chest rise and fall. He was still so small. At times like this, Jake remembered how little he was.

“He’s so big now, isn’t he?” Sheila said from behind him.

He turned to his wife and smiled. “Yeah. He’s growing fast.”

She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. For doing this.”

“Max helped,” Jake told her. “So did the boys.”

The Pretty Boys—half of whom weren’t actually boys—were Jake’s friends from the Marine Corps, the fellow members of his graduating class in Sniper School. They weren’t able to attend the party, but they were responsible for over half of the gifts, including the scooter and dragon helmet.

"I mean, thank you for Mom and Dad. Thank you for getting them together."

“Oh. Yeah, sure. So they’re getting along?”

“They’re not staring at each other in cold, stony silence. That’s more than they’ve been able to do for months.”

“Yeah. I know the feeling.”

Sheila’s smile faded, and Jake winced. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. Bad joke.”

Sheila and Jake had suffered setbacks in their own relationship. Their falling out hadn't lasted nearly as long as Sheila's parents, but it had very nearly ended in divorce.

“No, it’s all right. I think I needed that reminder. If we could get through it, so can they.”

Jake wasn’t sure at all that Carrie could ever forgive Bryan for not stepping down the first time someone had tried to assassinate him, but he kept that thought to himself. He didn’t have the best relationship with the First Lady either. Carrie had made it very clear that she opposed his marriage to her daughter. After Beau was born, she had become civil to him, but Jake privately thought she wouldn’t mind much if Jake didn’t come back from one of the terrorist attacks he had to deal with on a regular basis.

Now
 that
 is an unfair thought
 , he scolded himself.

The two of them headed downstairs and joined Sheila’s parents on the couch. “Max left already?” Jake asked.

“He got called into work,” Bryan replied. “I guess it’s a busy night.”

"Well, yeah, he's famous now. He helped defend his bar against rogue soldiers."

Carrie’s lips thinned. “Do we need to talk about that?”

“Absolutely not,” Sheila said firmly. “Boys, no work conversations.”

Bryan lifted his hands. “He started it.”

“You literally said the word work,” Jake protested.

“I was talking about Max running a bar.”

“In any case,” Carrie interrupted. “Work for you two will end in fifteen months. I think you would both be better served thinking about what comes next, wouldn’t you agree, Bryan?”

“I’ve never stopped thinking about what comes next,” he replied. “I’m not the guy to bury his head in the sand.”

Sensing tension brewing, Jake interjected. “What comes next for me is a beer. Anyone else want one?”

“I’ll take one,” Sheila said.

“I’m all right without,” Bryan said. “I’m trying not to drink until my term’s over.”

“Then it’s a fifth a night, right?” Carrie quipped.

“Two fifths if I have to spend those nights with you.”

Jake paled, but Carrie—instead of snapping at him—giggled and scooted closer. He turned to Sheila to see a look of wonder in her eyes.

They both headed to the kitchen for the beer. “Did you see that?” Sheila whispered.

“It looked like they were flirting with each other.”

“I know! I can’t believe it! They might actually do the other thing instead of fight!”

Jake blinked. “The other… really? Sheila, those are your parents!”

“And sex is an expression of love, and I want them to love each other.”

"Hey, do I get a beer, too, or just you two?" Carrie called.

Jake kissed Sheila on the cheek, and the two of them brought three beers back to the living room.

***

After the President and First Lady left, Jake joined his wife on their back porch. There was a chill in the air tonight, and the two of them huddled close together under a blanket. Jake loved these moments. These were the times when he knew exactly what he was fighting for and why.

“How are things at work?” Sheila asked.

He smiled. “We’re talking about work again?”

“Not if you don’t want to.”

“No, it’s fine.” His smile faded. “Um.
 My
 work is going as well as it ever does. We're constantly training, constantly brainstorming, constantly updating, and constantly waiting for the next threat. Oh, Jess is dating again."

“Oh yeah?”

Special Agent Jess Foster was Jake’s partner and a genuine technological wizard. Jake got most of the credit for the miraculous rescues and combat victories the Secret Service had enjoyed during the Jackson administration, but Jess deserved at least half of the credit if not more for her uncanny ability to maintain communication and glean information from seemingly out of thin air. Jake was a Marine, not a pilot, but he thought of her as the AWACS of the Secret Service sometimes, identifying threats and coordinating responses from multiple different sources to keep the President safe.

She was also perennially single, and though Jake would never say it to her face, that was because she was terrified of commitment. So the news that she might have another chance at actual love was always big news for him.

“Yeah, a coffee shop manager.”

“A coffee shop manager? Really?”

“Yeah. Parker.”

“Is that a first name or a last name?”

“I assume a first name, unless she likes screaming his last name during—”

Sheila shoved him to interrupt his dirty joke. “Eww! She’s your friend!”

“Friends talk about sex all the time.”

“My friends don’t.”

“Your friends are weird.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah.
 I’m
 the weird one.”

“That’s where Beau gets it.”

She shoved him lightly again. "So, have you met him? Do you like him?"

“So I’m her dad now?”

"Friends vet their friend's significant others," Sheila said.

“I think that’s a woman thing more than a guy thing.”

She scoffed. “Wow. That’s totally not a sexist thing to say.”

He shrugged. “I’m just saying, when I started dating you, Max just wanted to know if you were hot.”

“He did
 not
 ask that.”

Jake chuckled. "Okay, no, he didn't."

He actually warned Jake that it was very dangerous to date the First Daughter and he should consider either leaving the service or leaving the relationship. Thankfully, Jake hadn’t had to do either, though it had been a near thing.

“But do you like him?”

“I haven’t met him yet. But Jess seems to like him. She’s been a little bouncier coming into work lately.”

“I didn’t know she could get bouncier.”

“There’s sad bouncy and happy bouncy. She’s been happy bouncy.”

“Got it. Well, that’s good.”

“Yes, it is.”

They fell silent for a few minutes. A cicada called somewhere in the distance, far enough to be soothing and not annoying.

“So what’s the but?”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “The butt?”

“Yeah. You said
 your
 work is going fine. What’s the but?”

“Oh. But single T.”

She laughed. “Yes, the but single T. I wasn’t asking you about a particular ass.”

“The answer would be yours, by the way. But the single T is that… well, I don't know if your Dad's going to enjoy a happy sendoff when his term ends or if he's going to be kicked out the door."

Sheila sighed and straightened in the swing. “I was afraid of that. The news hasn’t been kind to him.”

The news had, in fact, all but screamed that it was Bryan’s fault that the Secretary of Defense had betrayed the nation and attempted to impose martial law in D.C. after assassinating President Pro Tempore and the Secretary of the State. The ultimate goal was to assassinate the President, Vice President and Speaker of the House as well and establish a new government, probably one that looked a lot more like a dictatorship than a democracy.

The fallout from that coup had been devastating. Twenty-eight high-ranking members of the Executive Branch had been arrested for treason and many more had “disappeared.” The Vice President was innocent, but he had resigned after nearly dying during the coup. The government was in shambles, and with only fifteen months left in his term, many were calling for Bryan to step down and for the Speaker to take over until the new President was elected.

“No,” Jake replied. “They haven’t. It doesn’t help that everything he’s been trying to accomplish during his second term has essentially been derailed. The pact with China’s been delayed, the plan for Africa’s all but off the table, the European plan is completely off the table—”

“I thought he was going to fix the thing with Europe,” she said. “He’s going there next week, right?”

Jake frowned. “Yes. Over mine and almost everyone else’s very strong objections.”

“Have you asked him why he thinks this is so important?”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but I always get the same spiel about how we don’t live in a vacuum, and the world needs to be safe for the country to be safe.”

Sheila frowned, and he added, “Don’t look at me like that, okay? He needs to focus on
 this
 country. Look, I love Bryan, you know I do, but when the nation is recovering from the closest thing we’ve had to a Civil War since 1861, you need to turn your attention inward. Flying to Europe for a tour is just proving his critics right that he cares more about the rest of the world than he does about America.”

“
 You
 know that’s not true, right?”

Jake hesitated a moment. The truth was that he didn’t know. He didn’t pretend to be wise enough to know how to be President, but a lot of Bryan’s decisions and behavior—especially lately—made him wonder what really mattered to Bryan.

He didn't want to get into that with Sheila, though. "I know."

He stood. “It’s getting late. I have to be up early tomorrow. Sorry to wimp out on you.”

Sheila gave him an arch look. “Who said you’re wimping out? You haven’t even had your dessert yet.”

His eyes widened. “Have I mentioned that I love you?”

She stood and kissed him just below his ear. Then she whispered, “Show me.”

The future was uncertain for both Bryan and Jake, but for the rest of the night, Jake didn’t worry about it at all.



CHAPTER TWO

“What?” Jake exclaimed. “He’s taking the football?”

“Just got the news this morning,” Jess confirmed. “After the coup, the Pentagon is worried that the nuclear football isn’t safe anywhere but at the President’s side.”

“The football isn’t safe
 at
 the President’s side! People have tried to assassinate him over a dozen times!”

The nuclear football was a briefcase containing the launch codes and other pertinent classified information for the United States nuclear weapons arsenal. In the event of a nuclear war, the President would use the information in that briefcase to authorize and direct the U.S. nuclear response.

“I’m not saying I agree with this,” Jess replied. “Just that it’s happening. I think the fact that so many military leaders were involved in the coup scared the DoD. They’d rather we had our hands on it than them. Think of it as a compliment.”

“I think of it as ludicrous.” Jake rubbed his eyes. “Do you think if I remind them that Trident was run by a Secret Service traitor, they’d change their minds?”

Jess slapped his shoulder. “Shame on you.”

Trident was a domestic terrorist organization that had tried several times to assassinate Bryan. It was led by a former Secret Service agent named Eli Bard. Jake had eventually killed Bard after the enraged traitor tried to punish Jake personally for Trident’s failure by threatening to kill Sheila.

“It’s just really stupid. Why don’t we just put the football in Checkpoint Delta and had CAT Two guard it at all times?”

Jess lifted her hands. “I tried to argue against this, and no one listened to me. If you want to be the next mosquito in their ear, go ahead.”

Jake slumped in the other chair in Jess’s office and sipped his coffee. “No, that’s probably a waste of time.”

“It’s definitely a waste of time. But I like watching your struggle impotently.”

"You're a crap friend. Anyone ever tells you that?"

She smiled sweetly. “Only you.”

He chuckled and sipped more of his coffee. "Hey, this is good. Your boyfriend made this?"

“He did, actually. It’s something called a traditional cappuccino. No idea what makes it traditional, but you should know that since it’s been sitting for longer than a minute, the foam has separated from the milk. I’m told that’s heresy.”

He smiled slyly at her. “So he
 is
 your boyfriend.”

She blushed beet red, and Jake pointed and grinned. “He
 is
 !”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, seriously?”

“Youuu love him,” Jake crooned.

“Whoa, I didn’t say that.”

“You want to marry him.”

“Stop!”

"You want to kiss him; you want to hoooold him—”

“Do you want me to film us tonight and send you the video? Since you’re so interested?”

“Yes,” he deadpanned. “I absolutely want that.”

She rolled her eyes again, but then she smiled softly. “Yeah, I like him. I’m not going to say anything stupid like he’s the one after only a few weeks of dating, but I like him. I think this might end up being serious.
 Might
 . I want to stress that it
 might
 end up being serious.”

“I’m happy for you,” Jake said. “Do you need my address again? For the video?”

Jess shook her head in amazement. “You’re forty, right?”

Jake winced. “Ouch. Low blow, Jess.”

"I can aim lower. Now, get your mind out of the gutter. I need to brief you." He grinned, and she said, "No debriefing jokes. Come on, work time."

Jake lifted his hands, then sipped some more of his heretical traditional cappuccino. “I’m all ears.”

“Okay.” She tapped some keys on her keyboard, and her computer monitor switched to display the President’s itinerary for the next eleven days. “Stop one is in Brussels. He’s meeting with NATO to discuss the new security plan for Europe following the Istanbul incident.”

Six months ago, the President had been kidnapped by terrorists in Istanbul led by a radical nationalist group in the Turkish military. They had rescued the President, but in the process, it had come to light that the radicals were connected to a potential multinational shadow organization that called itself the Third Voice. NATO had, naturally, been alarmed at the presence of a sophisticated terrorist organization operating under their noses, and when the American government had nearly fallen at its own hands, that alarm had increased. Despite Jake’s frustration with Bryan taking this European tour, the stop in Brussels made sense. He needed to reassure their allies that the U.S. remained strong and capable of handling any threat that came its way.

“Okay. Does NATO know we’re handling security?”

“They know, but they’re insisting on their own people handling area security. We have the President, but NATO peacekeeping forces have the city and the airspace.”

“Not acceptable.”

“Not debatable,” Jess retorted. “Pick your battles, Jake.”

“I’ll let them provide staff, but we call the shots. Tell them to take it up with me if they have a problem, but I tell people where to go to keep the President safe. If you want, I can make this a fight when we get there, but it’s happening.”

Jess crossed her arms, a surefire sign that she was about to disagree with him. “I don’t mean to ruin our wonderful friendship, Jake, but we were in charge in Istanbul, and the President was still taken.”

“We were in charge of the President’s security, but Turkey had area security. Same thing with Beijing when Sheila was kidnapped. Same thing with D.C. when Trident attacked the White House. Same thing with France, same thing with Israel, same thing with Tanzania. No more. We’re the shot callers, not NATO.”

Jess sighed and lifted her hands in surrender. “All right. I’ll call them and let them know to call you when they get pissy. But they
 will
 get pissy.”

“Tough shit.”

“You’ll have to compromise at some point. You can’t waste your time and energy arguing with them.”

Jake sighed and rubbed his temples. “Noted. Let’s consider this point settled for the time being. Where are we staying?”

“The Renaissance Hotel.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “The resort?”

“The roach motels were all booked up.”

“Ha ha. Do we have the whole resort to ourselves?”

“We have the whole East Campus. I’ll send you the map. NATO’s going to have tanks and soldiers guarding the perimeter. Do we have tanks and soldiers?”

“We do, actually.” Jess rolled her eyes, and Jake sighed. “I’m fine with them providing the manpower, but if a threat occurs, I need to be the one to tell people where to go and what to do.”

“I thought the point was settled for the time being.”

“Fair enough. Transportation?”

“Belgium is letting us have Brussels South Charleroi Airport.”

His eyes widened. “The
 entire
 airport?”

Brussels South Charleroi Airport was the second busiest airport in Belgium. If Belgium was letting them have it at their disposal, it was a major sign of solidarity from their European ally.

“Yep. They said we can bring as many transports as we want, we just have to let them know how many so they know if someone’s there that doesn’t belong.”

“Well, hell, let’s go all out then. One transport with armored SUVs for the President, us, and Presley and his team, and one with the CAT MRAPs. Munoz’ll be excited. He loves those things.”

Commander Hector Munoz was the leader of CAT One, the Combat Action Team assigned to the Presidential Security Division. The Combat Action Teams were Jake’s creation and combined the roles of the old Rapid Response Teams and Counter Assault Teams into one unit that could address high-level threats to the President’s safety.

“So three aircraft, three MRAPS and… what is that? Six SUVs?”

“Eight.”

“Eight. So this will have to be C-5s again, not C-17s.”

“I guess we could do four C-17s instead of two C-5s. Doesn’t really matter. How do they feel about the Air Force providing top cover?”

“They’re okay with it as long as it’s a NATO operation, not just USAF.”

“That’s fine with me. Call Andrews and have them set it up.”

“On it.”

“Okay.”

Jake finished his coffee. “Any threats we should be aware of?”

“Nothing that’s decided to rear its ugly head. Bryan’s actually pretty popular in Belgium. They thought he was badass for surviving a coup. We don’t anticipate civilian protests.”

“What about the other NATO countries?”

She sighed. “Well, they’re not going to send their citizens to cause trouble, but if you’re asking about the political situation, France is going to be a pain in the ass as usual, and Germany’s continuing to cool off. Britain will remain stalwart, but they’re not going to stick around if things get dicey.”

“No one will stick around if things get dicey, and anyway, I was talking more about other security forces squabbling with us.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not expecting anyone to be
 that
 unprofessional, are you?”

“Every time I say I’m not expecting something, it happens.”

“Good point. Well, France is going to wave its dick around, but it won’t mean anything. They’ll stay out of your way. Bryan’s the only world leader who’s been attacked multiple times in the past several years.”

Jake frowned. “What a lovely point of pride for us.”

“We’re number one,” Jess deadpanned.

Jake sighed. “All right. That’s all I need to know for now. We’ll brief everyone tomorrow at early dark thirty and then head to Air Force One.”

“Can I just have some credit for the fact that I’m essentially going to mobilize an entire expeditionary force within twenty hours, and I have absolute confidence that I can make it happen?”

“You are indeed very confident,” he replied. “So tell me about this guy. What’s he like?”

“He looks and sounds exactly like you. Weird.”

“Yeah, that
 was
 weird. Was that your attempt to make me stop?”

"I'm just grabbing at straws now, to be honest." Jake grinned, and she added, "No. Uh uh. Joke’s over.”

He chuckled and lifted his hands. “Fair enough.”

Jake kept his smile until he was in his car, but his expression became pensive as he headed home.

Bryan’s greatest strength and greatest weakness was his stubbornness. It had allowed him to survive more personal tribulation than any President perhaps in history. It had also prevented him from adjusting to the new way of the world and made him and to a lesser extent the nation as a whole vulnerable.

Jake had long since given up on changing Bryan’s attitude, but it bothered him that his old friend refused to see how dangerous his behavior could be. One of these days, someone was going to succeed. Someone was going to put a bullet in the right place, and all of Bryan’s efforts for the past eight years were going to come to nothing.

Then again, they had nearly succeeded on U.S. soil more than once. So maybe there was no help for it. Maybe consistent, relentless terror attacks on the President were just the new way things worked. Maybe Bryan’s administration was fated to be plagued by conflict whether he made the “right” decisions or not.

Jake pulled into the driveway and put thoughts of work from his mind. The decision was made. The trip was happening. Terrorists either would attack them, or they wouldn’t.

Either way, Jake would be ready for whatever threat came the President’s way.



CHAPTER THREE

“You know if you keep making that face, it’s gonna stay that way?”

Jake turned his scowl over to Jess. “I like my face this way.”

She shrugged. “Good for you, I guess.”

Jake turned his attention back to the monitor. The video feed showed the President standing in front of his chair, addressing the gathered officials. The meeting was taking place in a large conference room rather than the main auditorium. The majority of those present were heads of state, but a few nations had sent a delegate instead. Jake wasn't sure if that meant anything, but he noted that the nations that sent functionaries rather than leaders were nations whose relationships with the United States had cooled in recent years: France, Germany and Italy were the most notable examples.

“How’s the meeting going?” he asked Jess.

“No idea. I can put the audio feed through if you want.”

Jake thought a moment, then shook his head. “No, don’t worry about it. Politics is above our pay grade. Show me the exterior feed.”

The monitor switched to a bird’s eye view of the outside of the NATO headquarters compound. Green dots indicated friendly units. Should a potential threat reveal itself, it would be identified by a red dot. Occasionally a white dot—meaning a civilian—would drift within the perimeter only to be quickly escorted out by several green dots.

Blue dots indicated the Secret Service Units. After much haggling and argument, Belgium had agreed to let the Secret Service handle building security while they took care of the outer campus. Three large blue triangles identified the MRAPs—two in the front and one at the rear entrance—while smaller blue dots indicated the infantry units—the members of Presley’s team not required to be at the President’s side at all times.

In the center of the screen, right in the conference room in which the President spoke, was a solid black square. That square represented Special Agent Gaetano, the Secret Service agent tasked with holding the nuclear football, the briefcase which contained all of the launch codes necessary for the President to launch the U.S. nuclear arsenal along with a radio with which to issue the command.

Jake very much hated that the nuclear football was here, and so did the other delegates. It had taken five minutes for the others to even agree to allow the President into the building. The football was, if anything, even more valuable of a target than the President itself.

“You hanging in there, Jake?”

Jake stirred and replied, “Yeah. Why?”

“You’re squeezing your arms like you’re trying to crush your own biceps.”

He looked down at his arms and forced his fingers to relax. “Sorry. I just don’t know why other options for the football weren’t even discussed.”

“It’s a game of hot potato,” Jess said, “and the Secret Service lost. We’re being punished for our success.”

“I sure wish we were listened to because of our success,” Jake grumbled.

“Somewhere out there, people in your position in many other agencies are breathing sighs of relief that they weren’t tasked with this responsibility.”

“Can I give you some advice, Jess? When your boyfriend complains about a decision his boss made, don’t explain that the boss made the right decision and Parker should just deal with it. Agree with him that it sucks.”

“You’re not my boyfriend. You’re my partner and technically my boss.”

“Okay. I instruct you to tell me this sucks and they were wrong to foist the football onto us.”

She chuckled and said, “Okay. It sucks. They were wrong to foist the football onto us.”

“Thank you.”

Jake tapped his earpiece. "Munoz? How are we looking out there?"

“Nothing to report,” the Combat Action Team commander replied. “It’s a ghost town out here.”

Munoz’s agents were essentially special operators assigned to respond to extreme threats to the President’s safety. They were originally intended to be deployed only in case of a major terrorist attack or a military assault on Washington, D.C., but since those events were almost common these days, they were brought along everywhere the President went.

“All right. Thank you.”

"That's it? No, how are you? How are the kids? Hey, you want to grab drinks and watch the Commanders game later?"

“Jake’s brooding,” Jess said. “He’s upset that the nuclear football is here and not locked somewhere underground.”

“Honestly, I’d rather it was in our hands than anyone else’s,” Munoz replied.

“That’s what I’m saying,” Jess agreed. “And so is everyone else. Jake’s the only one worried about it.”

“Well, tell Jake to stop being a worrywart.”

“You realize I’m still on the line, right?”

“Stop being a worrywart.”

Jake sighed. “You guys have served with me since the beginning. You know the kind of threats we face.”

“Does worrying change anything about those threats?”

Jake’s scowl deepened. “No.”

“Okay, then. Honestly, boss, I won’t be surprised if we have to deal with something here just like almost everywhere else we go. That’s just the way things are now. It sucks, but it is what it is. We’ll handle it, just like we always do. If I’m being perfectly honest, though, I’m not worried about Brussels. I think we’re more likely to have an issue in one of the Balkan states. There’s a lot of Russian sympathy still prevalent in the old Soviet Bloc nations, and after Turkey got spanked for the whole Third Voice thing, protests have become more commonplace.”

Jake took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Yeah. You’re probably right. I just really don’t like the risk. It’s two extremely high-value targets instead of one, and the past few incidents have shown us that we’re not invulnerable.”

“No one is. But Gaetano’s a good agent, and he’ll never be more than four yards from the President, which means he’ll never be more than four yards from the Presidential Security Detail. And if someone does get the football, that doesn’t mean they can launch the missiles. They’d need the President
 and
 the Cabinet member holding the other key. That Cabinet member is in Washington and also being watched closely. Which brings me to the final point: having the football here isn’t actually any more dangerous than having the football in Washington. They’d still need the other half of the key, and there’s an entire ocean separating them.”

Jake took another deep breath and relaxed a little. “Okay, you’re right. Good point. I just hate being anywhere but home lately.”

Jess smiled and squeezed his arm. “They’ll be okay. The Pretty Boys are watching them, remember?”

Jake’s old comrades had agreed to keep an eye on Sheila and Beau while Jake was out of the country. All of them had money from pensions and benefits earned from their decades of distinguished military service, so their time was as free as they wanted it to be. Jerry—the team’s driver and the only one with an actual job—wouldn’t be able to join them until the day after tomorrow, but the rest of them were already watching the house and no doubt driving Sheila crazy by riling Beau up.

He nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’m not worried about them. I’m just worried every time anything happens out of the ordinary. I sort of wish Bryan could run the country from Checkpoint Delta or Outpost Gimel.”

The two places Jake had just mentioned were the most secure locations in the United States and probably the entire world. Jake would evacuate the President to one of several Checkpoints or Outposts in case of a threat to his life on U.S. soil. Delta and Gimel were the two most secure and essentially impregnable from without.

Jess shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind. I’m basically a mole. I could live underground if I needed to.”

“You want to run for President?” Jake suggested. “You got my vote.”

“I’ll be your running mate,” Munoz offered.

“Sounds good. Jake can be White House Chief of Staff so I can spend my entire Presidency driving him to an early grave with my flagrantly irresponsible behavior.”

“You no longer have my vote,” Jake said.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll sweep the electoral college by showing a little skin. Voters love candidates willing to bare it all for democracy.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Pull back to the citywide view.”

Jess complied, revealing a map of Brussels. The individual dots were replaced by a green square with a blue dot in the middle. Green and blue triangles drifted across the city, representing the NATO and USAF units flying top cover.

“Looks like you might be right about Brussels,” Jake said. “Nothing even remotely threatening.”

“I’m telling you, man. The Belgians are serious. They’re a lot more dangerous than people give them credit for. They won’t tolerate terrorism in their city. Honestly, if something
 does
 happen here, they’re going to catch the baddies before we do.”

Jake smiled. “I hope nothing happens, but if something does happen, I hope you’re right.”

“Maybe you’ll get to work with a hot Belgian spy,” Munoz said.

“You remember I’m married, right?”

“I’m not. Give them my digits, man.”

Both Jake and Jess burst into laughter at that.

“What?” Munoz said. Jake could imagine his cheeks coloring.

“Your
 digits?”
 Jess giggled. “Seriously?”

“That phrase is older than you are,” Munoz retorted.

“No one said that when we were kids,” Jake countered. “Your digits. Look, if I meet an extraordinarily patient Belgian woman with very low standards, I’ll be happy to punch your integers into her phone.”

Jess burst into laughter again, and Jake’s grin widened.

“You two can’t see me,” Munoz replied, “but I’m giving you both two very special integers right now.”

“Okay, but don’t ghost me when I call you tonight.”

Jess put a hand on Jake’s arm. “Quit while you’re ahead.”

“Fair enough. Let me see the conference room again.”

The monitor switched back. Bryan was no longer speaking. He was sitting stiffly in his chair while the delegate from France gesticulated wildly and pointed fingers at Bryan. Jake wasn’t sure what he was saying, but whatever it was, it was clearly impassioned.

“Put the audio on,” he told Jess.

“—yet you can’t even protect your own nation. How are we to believe that a man who is so incompetent that he has to fight off an armed coup in the capital city of the so-called most powerful nation on Earth is going to be able to guarantee the success of a treaty that affects the entire free world?”

“You forget, Monsieur Renard, that the success of this treaty will be guaranteed by every member of this organization. The United States has assumed a leadership role in NATO for many years, yes, but even prior to my administration, that leadership role has been distributed among many of the nations represented here, including your own. I have continued to share responsibility with everyone at this table and will continue to do so.”

“And why should
 we
 be expected to guarantee this treaty? Why should
 we
 once more sacrifice the lives of our own citizens to remove an existential threat to
 your
 country?”

The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom answered that question. “Monsieur Renard, the Third Voice had operatives in your nation, along with Italy, Germany, Poland, Croatia and Bulgaria.” The leaders and delegates of those nations shifted uncomfortably in their seats while Renard blinked in surprise as the Prime Minister continued. “Terrorist organizations like Trident and the Third Voice are threats to
 our
 existence just as much as they are to the United States. We don’t have to like it, but the United States
 is
 the first line of defense for NATO and for much of the free world. That is changing, as President Jackson pointed out, but as it stands now, if a terrorist organization threatens any of us, the United States will arrive within hours to remove that threat.”

“As would any of us,” Renard retorted.

“Yes. This treaty only formalizes our continued commitment to meeting that obligation.”

Renard started and reddened. The delegates of Germany and Italy looked equally annoyed. The rest of the room looked at Renard with mild contempt. Jake had a feeling Monsieur Renard would be out of a job once Paris caught wind of what happened at the meeting today.

Renard lifted his hands in defeat. “I only mean to say that we must consider the true cost of this treaty to our own nations. Perhaps we should accelerate the pace with which we assume responsibility of Europe’s security rather than continue to rely on a nation that clearly has its own problems to deal with.”

“All right, you can cut the audio,” Jake said.

“Heavy stuff,” Jess said when the feed went back to video only.

“Yes,” Jake agreed.

His eyes narrowed as he watched Renard speak softly to the delegates from Germany and Italy. They narrowed further when he watched the three of them glance at Special Agent Gaetano, standing with the football in a corner of the room.

“Jess, run some background on those three. And Presley, make sure none of them get within three yards of the President without at least two of your boys ready to take them out if necessary.”

“Understood, sir,” the Presidential Security Detail commander replied.

“Little overkill, don’t you think, Jake?” Jess asked.

“Maybe. Do me a favor and find out for sure.”

Jess sighed. “All right. You got it, Jake.”

Jake watched the three delegates, who were now facing the current speaker, the Prime Minister of Denmark. Their interest in the football could be nothing more than paranoia. Probably it was nothing more than paranoia.

But Jake had learned the hard way never to dismiss even the smallest hint of a threat.



CHAPTER FOUR

The mood at the state dinner that evening seemed far more cordial than during the meeting earlier. Whether this was genuine cordiality or a show for the limited number of press agents allowed into the building was up to speculation.

Jake and Jess took their dinner in the security office. The food was exquisite, but Jake barely tasted it. In Turkey, the President was kidnapped during a meal, in this case, breakfast at a café in the Grand Bazaar. Granted, NATO headquarters was a bit of a different space than a public mall, but Jake wasn’t immune to superstition.

He tapped his earpiece. “Presley, check in.”

“All green here, sir. NATO security’s doing a good job keeping looky-loos out of the dining room, and the President isn’t throwing too much of a fit about me and the others remaining stuck to his side.”

Jake smiled slightly. “Make sure he doesn’t hear you talk like that.”

“Well, plastered to his side is a relative term, sir. We’re four yards away, and there’s no chance of him hearing us over the Prime Minister of Sweden.”

“I take it his voice is as boisterous as his belly.”

“Even more so if you can believe it.”

Jake chuckled. “All right. Gaetano, how are you feeling?”

“It’d be nice to not have this briefcase chained to my wrist, but I’m managing.”

“I understand the feeling. Consider yourself excused from fitness training for the next two weeks when we get home.”

“That is, if you’re a wimp,” Munoz interjected.

“Go to hell, Munoz,” Gaetano replied genially. “Stop for coffee on the way. Satan likes his black.”

“I’m sure that’s funny wherever you grew up,” Munoz teased.

“Okay, Munoz, worktime,” Jake said. “What does the perimeter of the building look like?”

“Still boring. The Belgian Air Component is putting on a show for us, though. I think the F-16s want to remind everyone of their maneuverability.”

"As long as they're also showing off their ability to detect and neutralize threats, they can waste as much fuel as they want," Jake replied. "Speaking of Jess, how does top cover look?"

“Hold on.”

The tension in Jess’s voice brought Jake to instant alertness. He looked at the monitor, which now revealed the big-picture view of the headquarters complex.

“What is it, Jess? What are we looking at?”

“I don’t know. There was a blip of white at the Haren Bourget transit stop, then it went away.”

“Flag it red and track it.”

“That’s the thing. I can’t flag it red. It’s gone.”

Jake frowned. “Munoz, put your team on alert. Presley, be on standby for a potential threat headed your way. You’re now plastered to the President’s and Gaetano’s sides, not relatively but literally. Jess, contact NATO security and brief them on the situation.”

“Will do.”

“Presley, I want every entrance in that room sealed.”

“The others aren’t going to like that. The press is still here.”

“I don’t give a shit how they feel about it. Lock that room down.”

“NATO Security says they didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary,” Jess told Jake, “but they’ll be on the lookout. They’re sending a team into the building.”

“Have them secure every room that isn’t the dining room. We have that under control.”

“Understood.”

“In the meantime, Jess, tell me how a white dot could show up for a few seconds at a transit station and then disappear.”

“Well, it could have been a misread from our satellites. The transit stations get crowded, and they might have flagged something that wasn’t worth flagging then decided to unflag it before the algorithm generated a tracking code.”

“Or?”

“Or they were aboveground for a second, then underground.”

Jake’s heart sank. They hadn’t secured anything underground because there wasn’t a way into the building from underground. Brussels had underground metro stations, but the nearest one was well away from the headquarters specifically to prevent a threat like this.

“Call NATO now. Ask them if there’s any classified underground way into the NATO building. If they want to hem and haw, don’t argue, but tell them to send response teams to those locations ASAP.”

“On it.”

“Munoz? Anything?”

“Nothing… wait. Shit! We have bogeys!”

As soon as he said that, red dots appeared at five different locations outside of the Headquarters building. Jake cursed and called Presley. “Lock the room down now! Full lockdown, no one in or out. We’re under attack!”

“Yeah, I know,” Presley said. “NATOs on the radio. They’re engaging with hostiles in the hallways. They came in through the sewers.”

Jake’s eyes widened. The sewers. He should have seen that coming. He and the Pretty Boys had used the sewer system in Washington, D.C. to evade military patrols and access the WFED building to broadcast proof of the Secretary of Defense’s treason.

“Get the President and Gaetano out of there,” Jake said. “Use plan A. Munoz, what does the outside look like.”

“Tense, Jake. They have three dozen men separated into four squads. Each squad has a rifle team and an antimateriel team. We’ve had to pull the MRAPs behind barricades and fight on foot.”

“NATOs not helping?”

They are, but they’re pinned down. These guys are organized.”

"Don't let them into the building, and don't let them out of the complex. They're either there to tie you up or to link up with the interior forces and take the President. Presley, talk to me."

“We’re in the hallway now. It’s chaotic here. There are at least three dozen terrorists here as well, and—Damn it!”

“What is it?”

“Smoke grenades. We’ve got our glasses on right now, but NATO doesn’t have a countermeasure. They’re getting cut to pieces.”

“Your priority is the President and that football,” Jake replied. “Move them to save point one. Munoz, your purpose in life right now is to get a vehicle to the President. Deal with those antimateriel teams and get them out of there.”

“On it. Shao, Tavares, Bently, with me.”

He clicked off and switched to the CAT only channel. Jake watched the monitor, shoulders tense, lips pursed. Every fiber of his being wanted to leave the office and go help Presley and Munoz, but he knew the best place for him was here where he could oversee the situation.

The red dots remained relatively stationary, but green dots were gradually surrounding the red dots, and the blue dots moved steadily toward the door Jake had designated save point one. As Jake watched, red dots attempted to converge on the blue dots but one by one, they winked out as Presley and his team neutralized them. More green dots followed them, probably other heads of state or delegates and their security teams trying to take advantage of Presley’s success moving the President.

“USAF confirms no suspicious aircraft or ground vehicles, and the Belgian Air Component is escorting all civilian flights out of the airspace,” Jess said.

“Can you get a camera into the subway?” he asked.

“I’ll try.”

The Secret Service had a fleet of small, portable drones for purposes like this after similar models proved very valuable during a terrorist threat in Paris years ago. Jess had modified the drones to fit the Service’s needs. Most of them carried high-resolution cameras and very powerful communications equipment, but some were armed with light machine guns. They had brought examples of both with them.

“We could use a couple of those drones outside,” Munoz said. “The enemy infantry is protecting the antimateriel teams and they’re entrenched. We’ll overwhelm them eventually as reinforcements arrive from the outside, but the process will be greatly sped up if we have some top cover.”

“You got it, Munoz,” Jess said.

Her fingers flew over her keyboard as she activated several of the drones and keyed in the commands that would send some of them hunting through the sewers for more threats and others dealing with the threats above.

Jake watched Presley’s team slowly navigate through the hallways toward the save point. Red dots continued to close on them and continued to fall just as fast.

“How are we looking, Presley?”

“We’re handling it. The terrorists are well-trained, but they’re thinning out, and we have them pinched between us and the NATO security teams. The smoke grenades are making the going slow, but we’ve avoided casualties so far.”

“Roger that. If you need extra firepower, let me know.”

“Will do, sir.”

“Drones are active,” Jess informed him. “Providing top cover now.”

“Thank you muchly,” Munoz said. “We’ll have the antimateriel units decommissioned within ninety seconds. Presley can expect a vehicle sixty seconds after that.”

“Good deal,” Jake said.

The tide turned in their favor now. The red dots disappeared, slowly at first, then rapidly. Presley’s team reached the save point, and less than a minute later, two blue squares began to accelerate toward them from the parking lot.

“Vehicles en route,” Munoz said. “One for the President and one for the football. I’m sending the MRAPs directly to the exits to rendezvous there. I assume we’re heading to Air Force One?”

“You assume correctly. Jess, get the birds ready to fly.”

“Uh, sir, the President is requesting to stay on the ground. He wants to go back to the hotel. He’s committed to completing the NATO summit.”

Jake frowned. He would rather the President be on his way home now, but he didn’t want to argue with Bryan. “Jess, what does security look like at the resort?”

“It’s a solid wall,” she replied. “Including the underground tram stations around it. They’re reporting no disturbances, and there’s four times as many security officers there as here. I think we’ll be all right.”

Jake nodded. “Okay, Presley, the resort it is. Got that, Munoz?”

“Got it.”

The vehicles pulled up in front of the save point, and the computer chimed as the President was loaded onto the first one. Jake breathed a sigh of relief as the last red dot winked out of existence. They had won.

Elation replaced tension. Finally, they had prepared well enough to stop a threat in its infancy instead of having to respond after the fact. “Well done, everyone. The threat appears to be neutralized. Presley, get the President to the reservation, and we’ll go from there.”

Presley’s response drove away Jake’s elation. “Sir, we have a problem.”

Jake frowned. “What is it?”

“Gaetano’s dead, sir. The football is gone.”



CHAPTER FIVE

“We have closed off every road leading out of Brussels along with every rail, every tram and every footpath,” the commissioner told Jake. “All flights are grounded, and the Belgian Armed Forces are in the process of forming a perimeter around the city.”

The Belgian Federal Police Commissioner overseeing Federal police observations during the summit was a severe-looking woman of around sixty who wore a uniform starched sharply enough to slice through steel. Fortunately, she seemed just as well-organized as her uniform, and the response her organization had shown to the crisis was admirable.

Which didn’t matter a damn if they didn’t find that football.

“Thank you, Commissioner,” Jake said. “I want to be the first to know if anything out of the ordinary happens.”

“Of course, Special Agent. We are committed to ending this threat as much as you are. I’m sure it goes without saying that the theft of the nuclear launch codes is an existential problem for the whole world.”

It does, but thank you for saying it anyway
 , he thought drily. Out loud, he said, “Good luck, Commissioner.”

“You as well, sir.”

Jake cut the feed and took a deep breath, pressing his palms to his temples briefly before turning to Jess. They were in their suite at the resort, which doubled as their office and official Secret Service headquarters for the duration of their stay in Belgium. Which was now extended until they found the football since Bryan was once more too stubborn to go home.

“Nothing from the subways, Jess?”

“Nothing. They took public transit to the Fusee and Haren-Bourget stations, and then went underground. We’re still not sure how the escaped the notice of the local police, but the Federal police is interrogating officers to make sure there’s no blackmail or bribery going on.”

Jake scoffed. There might be blackmail or bribery, but it wasn’t just the local police who dropped the ball. They all had. Federal Police, NATO Security, USAF, the Belgian Air Component… everyone.

Including the Secret Service.

Jake shook his head. “We fucked up. We should have anticipated the sewers.”

Jess lowered her head. “Yes. We should have.”

He took a deep breath and released it in a huff. “Well, the President’s safe, and the Cabinet member—who is it, by the way?”

“The Secretary of Transportation. Kenneth Pulver.”

“Secretary Pulver is safe too. Worst-case scenario, we have to change our codes and nuclear policies and procedures. DoD will bitch, and the papers will run alarmist stories until the situation’s resolved, but we’re not actually going to see nukes launched.”

Jess shook her head. “I’m glad you’re so confident.”

“Doesn’t pay to be pessimistic right now.”

“That’s true. I’m not pessimistic, I’m just irritated. We were ready for these fuckers. We beat them too. It just bugs that they still got to Gaetano.”

The reminder of a good agent’s loss brought another frown to Jake’s face. “Yeah. It does.” He rubbed his hand across his face. “I’ll have to tell his family.”

“Art’s going to handle that. He wants you focused on keeping the President safe and finding that football.”

“I know, but I’ll still need to talk to them.”

“When we get home,” Jess insisted.

He sighed. “Sure. I know. I just… I’m sick of losing people.”

She turned to face him. "I am, too. But we can mourn later. We need to be sharp now. That includes not beating ourselves up for what's already happened."

He nodded. “Yes. You’re right.” He took a breath and squared his shoulders. “Do we have any idea about the identity of the attackers?”

“Not so far. They were professional—obviously—but they wore no insignia, and the equipment was civilian aside from the recoilless rifles their antimateriel teams had. Even those were old Soviet models that are common on the black market.”

“Maybe they were too careful to avoid military tech? To throw us off the scent?”

“Maybe, but it’s equally plausible they’re an organized terrorist group like Trident that just has access to expensive weapons. The rifles were AR-15s converted to fully automatic, the smoke grenades were modified fireworks, and the body armor was off the shelf stuff like you’d get for a medium-sized city’s SWAT Team.

Jake’s frown deepened. “The Third Voice?”

“If so, then they hid it well.”

They fell silent for a moment. One silver lining to Trident’s cloud was their willingness to claim credit for the attacks they perpetrated. There was never any doubt who was responsible for their actions. This new threat was elusive, and that made it more dangerous because there was no way to tell how widespread they were or how capable. The only clues came from what they were able to do.

So far, that included kidnapping the President of the United States, backing a coup in Washington, and kidnapping the nuclear football. Pretty impressive track record.

With nothing else to do but wait for more information, Jake decided to touch base with the President and get a feel for what his plans were. He stood. “I’m going to go talk to Bryan. I’m sure he’s unhappy right now.”

“Good luck.”

He left the office and made his way through the resort to the President’s suite in the adjoining building. The place was flooded with Secret Service agents, all of whom were on high alert after the attack. From time to time, Jake caught sight of a terrified presidential aide flitting back and forth between the offices and meeting room. Outside, the roar of jets and the rumble of helicopters filled the air. The resort was—as Jess had said—completely well-protected.

That fact only made the loss of the football sting more. They were better prepared than they’d ever been, but the terrorists had exploited the one chink in their armor.

Jake didn’t like feeling behind the curve. He didn’t like worrying that his enemy was more capable than he was. He didn’t mind setbacks as long as the path forward was clear.

The path forward wasn’t clear here. It was murky and uncertain. Staying still meant eventual destruction, and each step posed a risk of falling over a cliff.

He wished—not for the first time—that Eli Bard was the worst of his problems. The Third Voice—if they
 were
 responsible for this most recent attack—was quickly outpacing Trident in its danger to the United States.

What made this rankle even more was that Jake couldn’t be sure how the terrorists discovered the exact location of the football. It could be a leak from his team, which would be awful, but it could also be a leak from the Pentagon, Secret Service headquarters, or even the White House. Not knowing where the leak was made it damned difficult for him to figure out who was behind this.

As Jake suspected, Bryan was very much not happy. Jake found him pacing in his suite, a dark scowl on his face. Presley and the other members of his security detail looked pained and glanced soberly at Jake when he walked in.

As soon as Bryan saw Jake, he strode right toward him. “Have you found it yet?”

“Not yet, sir. We’re—”

“God
 damn it
 , Jake. We need that damned briefcase.”

Gee, really? You don’t say.

Jake controlled his reaction, instead saying, “Sir, we’re doing everything in our power to retrieve the football. So are our allies. We understand how serious this loss is, and other than keeping you safe, finding that briefcase is our number one priority.”

Bryan nodded. Then he shook his head. He spun on his heel and aimed a sideways kick at an end table, knocking it over and shattering the vase that rested on top. Jake glanced at Presley, then said, “Sir? Would you like to talk in your office?”

“Outside,” Bryan barked, flinging open the sliding glass door that led to the room’s balcony.

An agent caught the door handle before the door slammed into the other side of its track where it would probably have shattered as well from the force. He gave Jake a grim nod as Jake followed Bryan outside.

The door slid closed behind them, and Jake said, “Bryan, I love you, man, but you need to calm down. They can’t see you panicking right now.”

“The world—especially the nation—can’t see me losing our nuclear secrets. Do you understand what will happen if they get that briefcase open?”

“If they do it without the proper codes, the contents will self-destruct.”

“Oh, wonderful. We’re entrusting the future of the world to a five-volt EM pulse and a dye pack.”

The President was referring to countermeasures within the briefcase that would corrupt all of the electronic equipment, including the radio, and make the paperwork inside unreadable.

“Even if they get that briefcase open without destroying the contents, they still need you and Secretary Pulver to do anything with it. That means you would both have to agree to do something with it, which obviously won’t happen.”

Bryan sighed. “Yes, Jake. I understand that we’re not at risk of World War Three. Here’s what we
 are
 at risk of: a complete loss of confidence in my administration.” Jake frowned, and Bryan said, “Wipe that look off your face, Jake. I’m not worried they won’t build me a damned statue. I’m worried about what will happen if we prove Monsieur Renard right and show the world that I can’t even control my own government. You know Germany is seriously considering forcing the closure of all of our military installations there? NATOs even talking about a policy of separation from the United States where their peacekeeping forces would be severed from our command structure.”

Jake wasn’t sure that any of that was a bad thing in the long run, but he decided not to argue that point with Bryan right now. “I understand that the situation is bad, sir. But it’s been bad for a while. Not necessarily in this way, but—”

“Stop trying to make me feel better. The goddamned nuclear football is in the goddamned hands of goddamned terrorists.” He wheeled on Jake. “I want you to get it back.”

Jake blinked. “Sir?”

“You heard me. I want you to get the football back.”

“Yes, sir. We’re working on it.”

“You’re misunderstanding me. I want
 you
 , you personally, to go get that football.”

Jake shook his head. “Out of the question. I’m responsible for your safety.”

“I’m safe as hell here. It would take an armored division to crack this shell. They even have machine gun emplacements in the sewers underneath this resort now. I’m as safe as I can be. I want you to find that football because you’re the only person I know who can consistently perform miracles, and God knows we need a miracle right now.”

Jake pressed his lips together, “Sir, I really think we should consider a different response.”

“I don’t give a shit. They’re looking for reasons to have me booted out of office early, and this is a very good one. Start thinking about who would replace me and tell me that’s a good fit for the nation.”

“I’m not sure who would eventually replace you, sir.”

“Well, I am. And it’s not good. Not much better than if Brougham had won.” He sighed and his gruff look turned pleading. “Please, Jake. We need that football back. I’m begging you.”

Jake sighed. He lifted his hands and let them drop. “Sir—”

“Do you trust your team to keep me safe? The way they kept me safe in Washington?”

Jake wanted to lie, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that for personal and professional reasons. “Yes, sir. I trust them.”

“Then go find my football.”

Jake scrambled for any other excuse he could think of. He found none. Reluctantly, he had to admit that the President was right. As long as the President didn’t leave the resort, he was safe against anything short of a full-scale military assault, and if something like that happened, a full-scale military response would occur before that assault could succeed.

He left the Presidential suite and called Jess. “Hey, Jess. Guess what?”

“The President wants you to go find his football?”

“I was gonna say chicken butt. However, you are right. I’m being deployed.”

“I figured. When do you leave?”

“As soon as I can.”

“Okay. I’ll let Munoz know.”

Jake frowned. “Munoz? Why Munoz?”

“You’ll see.”



CHAPTER SIX

“No. Absolutely not.”

“I didn’t ask.”

Jake glared at Munoz and received an equally powerful glare in return. "I can't pull you away, too," Jake explained. "If I'm gone, I need you and Jess to run things."

“Presley can handle Presidential Security and Shao can handle the CAT. Everyone worships Jess, so if she says jump, they’ll compete to say how high first. That’s the hallmark of a good leader. We’ve trained our subordinates to be able to operate without us.”

Jake sighed. “This isn’t a personal vendetta, Munoz. This is an official operation.”

“And I’ve worked with you on several official operations. Including infiltrating compromised DoD locations to prevent a coup against the President. Why exactly is this different?”

“Because we’re…” Jake clamped his lips shut when he realized the absurdity of his reason.

Munoz finished his thought. “Because we’re not in the United States? Well, being in the United States didn’t make much of a difference.”

“Being in Checkpoint Delta did.”

“Is that why we had to move him to Outpost Gimel?”

Jake took a deep breath and pushed it out through his nose. He was losing this argument, and he really didn't like that. The one mantra he'd held to throughout his career was that the Director of Presidential Security made every call when it came to the President's safety, no matter what anyone else—including the President—thought about it.

The problem was that this time, it was Jake who had emotional reasons for his preferences. Well, Bryan and Munoz did too, but they weren’t wrong. Jake and Munoz were the best choices as free-ranging hunters looking for the football. They had both done the job many times to great success. The only objection was the need to keep the President safe, and the President was—as everyone had pointed out—as safe as possible here. Whether or not Jake and Munoz were here too.”

He rubbed his temples. “Damn it. Damn it all to the hottest pit of Hell.”

“Preach!” Jess said. The two men glared at her, and she reddened. “Sorry. I’m just enjoying the show.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Okay, fine. Munoz, you’re with me. But we’re not leaving until we know where to go. Jess, do we have any leads?”

“Not at the moment. The Belgian Federal Police are conducting a grid search through the city, but I think it’s safe to assume they got the football out of Brussels before we were able to close the perimeter.”

“I agree.”

She lifted a finger. “But all is not lost. I still have friends in the NSA, and they’re pouring every available resource into figuring out where the terrorists plan to take the football.”

“Anything from them?”

“Not yet.”

Jake sighed. “Okay, well, let me know when you
 do
 get something.”

“All right, crabby,” Jess said. “You know we’re
 all
 pissed off, right? We’re all scared? We all want this to be fixed? You know it’s not just you, right?”

She met Jake’s eyes and held his gaze until he looked away. “I know. I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “We should have left the damned football back home. I should have told the DoD to ram it up their collective ass.”

"Well, we didn't, and they wouldn't have, no matter how loudly we shouted," Munoz retorted. "We address the situation we're in, not the situation we wish we were in, right?"

“Right.”

"Okay, then." In a softer voice, Munoz said, "We'll get this done, man. We have yet to meet the terrorists who can defeat us." Before Jake could reply, he lifted his hands and said, "I know, I know, they only have to win one, yadda yadda. Well, we’re batting a thousand so far, and I don’t see that changing until we’re dead. Since we’re not dead, I think we win. I think we find the football, get it back, fly back home with a ton of swagger and get all the girls. Well,
 I
 get all the girls. You’ve already got one.”

“Do you give those girls your digits?” Jess asked innocently.

Munoz winked at her. “Every last one of them.”

She reddened and looked away. “I asked for that.”

“No, you didn’t, but if you’re looking—”

“Stop now, or I’ll rip your digit off.”

“Sounds kinky.”

She slapped at him, and Munoz ducked out of the way. Jake didn’t mind this kind of banter as long as it didn’t interfere with their duties. He knew that people needed to be able to blow off steam in stressful situations.

He couldn’t bring himself to join in this time. Everything just felt off. The terrorist attack that felt more like a Special Forces assault, the radio silence from the terrorists since then, the overriding of Jake’s wishes in regards to the President’s security and the football’s retrieval… everything was fairly standard compared to what they were used to in a lot of ways, but at the same time, it felt… off.

It was the not knowing. That was what it was. They didn’t know who was behind the threat. They didn’t know who the Third Voice was, what their goals were, or how they planned to achieve them. Not knowing meant they couldn’t be proactive and instead had to react to their enemy’s moves. Every student of combat tactics knew that reactive strategies always lost wars.

In short, they were on the back foot, and the longer they stayed on the back foot, the more likely a knockout blow would land.

“Okay, I need a break from the testosterone,” Jess said. “You two go punch bags or something. I’ll call you when I have a lead.”

“You got it. Jake? Walk with me?”

“Only if we don’t have to hold hands.”

The jocular response came naturally, but there was no emotion behind it. Jake followed Munoz from Jess’s office, and they left the building and walked along the footpath that wrapped around the building.

“I’m sorry for arguing with you, Jake. You know I normally support every decision you make, but I had to speak out against this one.”

“And it has to be you? Shao can’t come with me? Or Tavares?”

“Shao and Tavares are beasts, but not like you and me. This is one of those threats where only the best will do.”

Jake sighed. “Yeah, I know. I just think the President is more important.”

“He is. But he’s also safe.”

“He’s safe for now.”

“And the football
 isn’t
 safe for now.” Munoz stopped and turned to Jake. “Your focus is entirely on the President’s safety, as it should be. But there’s more at stake than the President himself. There’s the future of the United States and the entire free world to consider. The nuclear football contains more than just launch codes. It also contains locations, names and number of missiles, a list of preprogrammed targets and a summary of war plans in case of full-scale nuclear conflict with a peer adversary. The terrorists don’t need to use the football to launch nukes. They can use that football to leak the most classified information in the U.S. to everyone. Think about what that means at a time when the current administration is hanging by a thread and our allies have one foot out the door.”

Jake looked past Munoz at the resort fence. On the other side of that fence was a squadron of Piranha light tanks and a company of infantry. The Belgians Jake had spoken too were incensed that terrorists had attacked a visiting leader and were chafing at the bit for a chance to punish said terrorists for that decision. Not only did they have overwhelming firepower, but they also had loyal and dedicated allies to help them.

He nodded. “Yeah. You’re right. I know you’re right. I just… I don’t know. I feel like our enemies know you’re right. I feel like they’re trying to draw us out so they can sneak in and get to the President. Or they’re trying to draw us out and kill us so that they can get to the President later.”

“I don’t want to say you’re paranoid after everything we’ve been through together, but that sounds a little paranoid. Even Trident didn’t have that much of a hardon for us until we beat them several times.”

“Well, we’ve beaten the Third Voice twice already.”

“We don’t know that this is the Third Voice.”

“That’s the issue,” Jake admitted. “We don’t know. I don’t like now knowing.”

“And your instinct when you don’t know is to turtle up. If anything, the terrorists know
 that
 . The attack on the President wasn’t an attack on the President. It was an attack on the football. They wanted our nuclear secrets. I think they’re banking on the fact that we’re going to put the President’s safety ahead of all else and not worry about the football. And that’s sort of what we’re doing. We’re only two people. What they don’t know that we do is that two well-trained agents can move fast enough to overcome their lack of firepower and sometimes accomplish more than an entire regiment of foot soldiers.”

“That’s a lot of Army speak that this poor Marine doesn’t quite understand. But I get your point. Okay, apology accepted.”

Munoz smiled and clapped Jake on the shoulder. “Good man. Don’t worry. I know that’s hard for you, but we’re batting a thousand in spite of everything. We’ll get through this one too.”

Jake sighed. “Your mouth to God’s ears.”

His earpiece chirped. “Jake, Munoz, come on back,” Jess said. “We have something.”

Jake’s eyes widened. “Already? Hell yeah. We’re on our way.”

The two of them returned to the office, and Jess pointed at the monitor. A series of emails were displayed on the screen. At first glance, they appeared to be about a video game of some sort. Munoz confirmed that when he peered closer and said, “This is a Thunderdome Three chat.”

“It would be, except it was sent through military-grade encrypted channels and followed a repeatable pattern in several sentences. Not to mention that the more you read it, the less it makes sense if this was a Thunderdome chat.”

“Huh. I see it now,” Munoz said. “Yeah, no way anyone who knows about the torus glitch is going to have so many questions about Road Nineteen.”

“Forgive a poor old man,” Jake said, “but can we move past the video game references to the real world?”

“Well, the NSA picked up on some markers in the encryption and matched it to messages that arrived at NATO headquarters minutes before the attack. We still don’t know what the code means, but we have an address to the residence from where they originated. I took the liberty of contacting the Belgian Air Component, and they’re letting you two fly a business jet out of Charleroi to Prague.”

“Outstanding. What should we expect at the address?”

“Bad guys.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Thank you for that. Any chance we can know any more details?”

“I’m working on it, but the safe answer is that you two should be prepared for anything. To that end, I’m suggesting that you two load up in our stealth combat gear. It’s bulky and baggy, but it will give you the full protection of CAT body armor, storage for a full combat loadout including an HK416 PDW with a folding stock, frag, smoke and flashbang grenades, enhanced vision goggles, rebreather, you name it. You two are basically going to be super soldiers.”

“Just like from Thunderdome Three,” Munoz said with a grin.

“Exactly.”

“You’re what, two years younger than me?” Jake said to Munoz.

“Age is an attitude, grandpa,” Munoz replied. He grinned at Jake and shoved him lightly. “Come on, what’s with the mopey look? This’ll be fun!”

Jake shook his head. “You have a strange idea of fun.”

“You don’t think saving the world is fun?”

“Well, I guess when you put it that way.”

“Exactly. Might as well enjoy ourselves if we’re going to get locked into a fight, right?”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Good man.”

The two of them headed to the storage room that served as their armory while in Belgium. Jake wasn’t quite sure he would call the upcoming assignment fun, but he was happy to finally have a lead on the football. There was a light at the end of the tunnel now.

The only question was if they would reach that light before the tunnel collapsed around them.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Bryan couldn’t wait to not be President anymore. He’d been on the fence for a while, but he was sure of it now. He absolutely could not wait to not be President. He was tired of fighting with every ounce of his strength to take the nation and the world one single step forward. He was tired of taking that step only to have the rug pulled out from under him. He was tired of arguing with people more concerned with their own reputation than the future of the planet. He was tired of spending every waking moment terrified that a terrorist was waiting around the corner to try to kill him or destroy the country.

He was especially tired of being right about that last part.

He just wanted to go home. He just wanted to be with Carrie. Things were finally starting to turn around with their relationship. She was sleeping at the White House again, and even though they didn’t share a bed, she had let him into her bed for a while the night after Beau’s birthday party.

This would probably ruin everything. Once more, she would be reminded of the risks that came with his job, and she would pull away.

He almost wanted them to kick him out of office. He almost didn’t care about what would happen to the country when he left. He wasn’t sure that fighting would make a difference anyway. After the debacle that the most recent year had turned out to be, his party would abandon his policies and desperately put forward a candidate who swung far closer to the center. That wouldn’t matter because the opposing party would cruise to victory on a “Hey, I’m not Bryan Jackson,” platform. Either way, everything he’d tried to build would be dismantled within the next few years, so what was the damned point?

But apparently, a part of him still cared enough to fight. Even if that meant sending Jake away to find the football instead of staying behind to keep him safe.

He would never admit it, but he actually was afraid of being without Jake. He had confidence in the Secret Service, but Jake was on a different level. He was to protecting the President what Wayne Gretzky was to hockey.

Bryan smiled slightly at that.
 I wonder what my opponents would say if they knew I used a Canadian sports star for that example.

“Just more proof that I hate America,” he muttered.

“What was that, sir?” Presley asked.

“Nothing. Hey, can you order some food for me and my aides?”

“Of course, sir. What would you like to eat?”

“Anything that tastes like normal food. Hamburgers, hot dogs, pizza, something like that.”

“Understood, sir. Any particular toppings for those items?”

Bryan chuckled. “Doesn’t matter, Presley. Just no pineapple on the pizza.”

“Extra pineapple, sir. Got it.”

Bryan lifted an eyebrow, and Presley reddened. “I apologize, sir. That wasn’t appropriate.”

“Good, I’ve had damned enough of protocol and procedure. With Jake Mercer walking around like a damned First Sergeant everywhere, I almost want to streak naked across the courtyard just to irritate him.”

Presley tried and failed to stifle a laugh. “It’s my duty as your bodyguard to ask that you not streak naked across a courtyard, sir.”

“Well, only because you asked nicely.”

Presley tapped his earpiece and placed a call for the food.
 Does Foster handle food now too?

It wouldn’t surprise Bryan if she did. The woman had the entire world wired.

He sighed and slumped back into the easy chair in his suite. Throughout the large living room and dining room, different aides watched him anxiously, eager to react immediately to any sign he gave them.

That’s another thing he wouldn’t miss. He didn’t like being treated like a king, especially since lately he was treated like a temperamental king. It would be nice to go back to being just Bryan Jackson, although “just Bryan Jackson” would still need Secret Service protection for the rest of his life.

Still, he wouldn’t be a target anymore. Retired presidents had as much influence on politics as retired bus drivers. Killing him would accomplish exactly nothing once he left office. He could go out to the desert somewhere and live his life in peace.

He remembered reading a quote somewhere where James Buchanan told Lincoln that if Lincoln was as happy entering the White House as Buchanan was leaving it, then he would be the happiest man in the world. Something like that, anyway.

Bryan agreed one hundred percent. He would never admit it to a soul, but the greatest regret in his life was choosing to run for reelection. He knew that it was horribly ungrateful and selfish of him to feel this way, but he couldn’t help it. His administration was a nearly unbroken string of frustrations and failures, and the fact that all of those frustrations and failures were due to other people’s stubbornness and hate only made them sting more.

A voice drifted to his ears, pulling him from his thoughts. “I don’t know. I think we might be stuck here for a while.”

Bryan followed the noise to the balcony outside. The door was opened a crack, and the voice drifting to his ears belonged to Craig Reese, his economic advisor.

Bryan got to his feet and headed to Craig, who was talking into his cell phone in a voice that wasn’t nearly as low as he seemed to think it was.

“I’ll do my best, but I can’t guarantee anything. The President is a stubborn son of a bitch.”

“Hey, Craig.”

Craig yelped and jumped. His phone flew out of his hand, and he spent several seconds bobbling it in his hands before finally catching it and shoving it into his pocket. He reddened when he saw the President and said, “Hello, sir. “Did, uh, di... did you need something?”

Bryan smiled slightly. “Who was on the phone?”

Craig turned bright red. “Uh, it was, uh… my wife, sir. I just felt bad not being able to tell her I was okay.”

“Or that I was a stubborn son of a bitch.”

Craig reddened a shade further. He lowered his eyes and swallowed. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Bryan sighed. “Don’t be. It’s all right. I
 am
 a stubborn son of a bitch.”

“I didn’t mean that, sir. I’m just… well…”

“Afraid?”

Craig nodded, keeping his eyes pointed at the ground.”

Bryan tried to think of something wise and encouraging to tell him, something Presidential. Nothing came to mind, so he settled for the truth.

“Yeah. Me too.”

Craig lifted his eyes to Bryan and said, “We’ll be all right, though, won’t we, sir?”

“Sure we will.” Bryan grinned. “They’ve tried hard, but no one’s gotten me yet.”

Craig managed a smile of his own, but he looked far from certain. That was perfectly all right. Bryan wasn’t certain either.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Jake and Munoz approached the rear door of the house with guns drawn. The house looked more like an old apartment building than a private residence. The neighborhood consisted of old tenements that had been allowed to degrade to slums. It was a perfect place for criminals to hide out, but not the sort of criminals who could attack NATO headquarters and steal the nuclear football. Jake began to worry that they might be following a false lead.

He had another worry. The element of surprise looked like it was going to be difficult to achieve. The fence blocked their view from the street beyond, but Jake didn’t like the open windows on the second floor.

“Jess, how many bogeys?” he asked.

“Looks like five,” Jess replied. “That’s just a guess, though. The house is hardened against EM. I’m able to break through, but the picture’s fuzzy.”

“All right., Thank you.” To Munoz, he said. “Try not to shoot to kill. We need information.”

“Same to you, big guy.”

They fell silent as they positioned themselves on either side of the door. Jake lifted three fingers and dropped one at a time. When the last finger dropped, he stepped in front of the door and kicked it inward.

He and Munoz rushed inside to see a group of young men sitting on a couch counting stacks of Euros. The men lifted their eyes in shock, and when they saw the guns, they cursed and rushed for the front door.

“Stay still!” Jake called. “Everybody, stay—”

A bullet crashed into the wall behind him. He cursed and dropped to the ground, then rolled over to see a terrorist fall from the second-floor landing, felled by one of Munoz’s bullets.

Two more terrorists appeared, each wielding rifles. Jake fired twice, dropping both of them. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to keep the wounds nonlethal. That was three potential informants down.

Munoz grabbed him and dragged him outside of the house, firing over his head at the terrorists as he did. He pulled Jake behind the wall just before a volley of gunfire shredded the air.

“Damn it,” Jake cursed. “We need one of them alive.”

“That might be easier said than done,” Munoz replied, firing into the house through the window. The glass shattered, and a cry of pain told Jake that Munoz’s bullet had found its target.

“We have to try,” Jake said. “Let’s see if we can go in and grab him.”

A moment later, the cry was cut off by gunfire from inside the house. Jake’s eyes widened. Had the last terrorist just killed his comrade?

Two more gunshots sounded, and an instant later, a grenade sailed through the window and landed in between them. Jake’s eyes widened when he saw the cylindrical container with the rapidly burning blue fuse.

“Flashbang!” he called. “Duck and cover!”

He threw himself to the side and pressed his hands over his ears, but from two yards away, there was no avoiding the intensity of the light and noise that filled him from head to toe.

He tried to get to his feet, but his head reeled. He fell over, and when he tried to stand again, he got the same result. His ears rang like a train horn, and he tasted blood in his mouth. Worse, his vision fluttered badly. He was probably concussed.

He blinked until the world around him coalesced into something resembling reality. That clarity came just in time to see a motorcycle peeling out of the driveway.

He cursed and ran toward the vehicle, but it turned away from him and accelerated down the road. Just before it reached a safe distance, Munoz leaped through the air, catching the driver and pulling him to the ground. The motorcycle continued for twenty more yards before crashing into a garden wall and bursting into flames.

The rider rolled onto his back and kicked Munoz over his shoulders. He used his momentum to get to his feet, ducked under Jake's blow, and buried his fist into Jake's liver. Nausea rolled through Jake again, and he doubled over, watching as the terrorist sprinted away.

Munoz recovered first, lashing out with his heel and tripping the fleeing terrorist. The terrorist stumbled but did a short flutter kick in the air to balance himself and continued on his way.

Jake pulled Munoz to his feet and said, “Guy’s good.”

“Well-trained for sure,” Munoz agreed.

The pair chased him down the residential street, running as fast as they could to try to keep up with the fleeing terrorist.

That was far easier said than done. The man was slightly built but lithe and athletic. He was taller than Munoz and ran with the grace of a marathon runner.

Still, Munoz was a former Green Beret, and Jake trained religiously. They didn’t gain on the terrorist, but they didn’t lose ground either.

Not at first, anyway. When they left the residential neighborhood, however, the terrorist looked behind and saw that he hadn’t shaken his pursuers. He cursed. At least Jake thought he did. He couldn’t hear him from this distance.

Then he ran into an alley. Jake and Munoz followed, taking up position on either side of the alley and drawing their handguns. They turned at the same time and lifted their weapons, but instead of finding the terrorist lying in wait with his own weapon drawn, they found him running up a corner formed by two buildings, kicking off of each wall until he reached the roof.

Jake rolled his eyes and holstered his weapon.
 Fucking parkour.

“I’ll cut him off,” Munoz said. “Get on the radio and let me know where to go. I’ll get in front of him.”

“So
 I
 have to be the one to run up to the roof?”

“You’re better at that than I am.” Munoz grinned. “Come on, suck it up, Marine.”

Glad one of us is enjoying himself
 , Jake groused.

He didn't waste any more time being upset, though. He ran toward the corner and used the same technique to climb the roof. He slipped at the end but managed to catch the lip of one of the buildings and pull himself up.

The terrorist was two buildings ahead, easily running and leaping across the narrow gaps between the shop roofs. Jake sighed, then resumed the pursuit.

“He’s roof-jumping,” Jake told Munoz. “Heading north.”

“He’s going toward the city center,” Munoz said. “Heading toward Old Town. I’ll head that way.”

“Works for me.”

Jake picked up the pace, but the terrorist had a good head start, and parkour favored his slighter build. Jake was in great shape and had incredible stamina, but he couldn’t vault over fences or slide under bars and low roofs as easily as the terrorist could.

The gap widened, slowly but surely. Jake kept close enough to not lose sight of him, but after five minutes of chasing, the terrorist was now three buildings ahead. He looked behind and saw Jake still pursuing, then dropped in between two buildings.

Jake tapped his earpiece. “He’s going to ground. In between two buildings.”

“Already? Crap. I’m like a half mile east.”

“What? Where the hell are you going?”

“I was going to grab a tram north. I’d reach the wall of Old Town faster that way.”

“Damn it, Munoz, Old Town is two miles away! Just chase the guy!”

“I’m coming back. Just try not to lose him inside of a building.”

“Yeah, because I can dictate where he goes.”

“Not helping, Jake!”

“
 You’re
 not… damn it.”

He tapped his earpiece and dropped into the alley the terrorist had taken. He was able to push off between the closely spaced walls and reach the ground without injuring himself, but the terrorist was nowhere to be found.

He tapped his earpiece again. “Damn it. I lost him.”

“You
 lost
 him?”

“Don’t shout at me, Munoz, just keep an eye out for him. This alley empties into a north-south street, and there are no other alleys for the next two hundred yards on either side. You’re going to end up south of me, so check the alleys on your way up until I tell you… There!”

“What? What is it?”

“I found him.”

Jake sprinted forward, tracking the terrorist, who was trying to lose himself in a small crowd of people heading for a tram stop. He turned around, and when he saw Jake, his eyes widened. He started moving again, but Jake was too close. He would reach the terrorist in a few seconds.

The terrorist knew this, too, so rather than try to run, he dropped to the ground and curled into a ball. Jake's momentum carried him forward, and he tripped over the terrorist and fell heavily to the ground.

The terrorist popped to his feet and ran forward, kicking to the side and catching Jake in the ribs along his way.

“Well,
 that
 was rude,” Jake grumbled as he got to his feet. He drew his weapon, but there were too many civilians around, and they were all choosing the time-honored civilian tradition of aimless panic in response to the fight in their midst, so he holstered it and resumed his pursuit.

“I’m on his tail again, Munoz. He’s heading for a transit station about a mile ahead of me. Looks like a big one, including rail. I think he might be trying to jump on one of the high-speed trains and get out of here.”

“Under no circumstances can that happen,” Munoz warned. “If he gets on a high-speed train, we’ve lost him.”

“Gee, really? You think so?”

“Not helping, Jake.”

“Neither are you.”

“Forget it. How far away is he?”

“He’s about thirty yards ahead of me.”

“Okay, good. If he tries to take the high-speed rail, shoot him in the knee.”

“So he can fall onto the tracks and get run over or electrocuted?”

“You’re right. My bad. Let him escape and perpetrate further terror attacks.”

“All right, all right, I’ll shoot him.”

“I’m behind you now. One hundred yards. We can get him, Jake. Just a little more of a push.”

The terrorist reached the transit station, but instead of trying to jump onto a train, he leaped to the top of a bus, then jumped onto a telephone pole, shimmied higher and swung to the roof of the building. The entire move took three seconds and put him fifty feet above the ground.

Jake cursed and ran into the building. There was no way he was going to replicate that move. He found the staircase and sprinted up, ignoring the concerned cries of the civilians around him. This wasn’t going to be a stealth collar, but he could get it done.

If he could reach the bad guy in time.

The staircase ended at the top floor, and Jake swore again. “Come
 on
 !”

He ran through the top floor toward the nearest window. On the way, he shot through the window. The glass splintered, spiderwebbed, then finally shattered. He stepped out and kicked up, reaching and praying.

His fingers just caught the edge of the roof, and without losing his momentum, he swung his body and flipped over onto the top, landing just in front of a shocked and terrified terrorist.

The terrorist aimed a kick at Jake, who deflected it and threw a kick of his own. The terrorist moved with the blow, grabbing Jake’s other leg and rolling. The movement twisted Jake’s leg and forced him to roll forward to avoid having his hip dislocated.

He pulled free, and the terrorist got to his feet and rushed away. Jake dove for his ankles, catching them at the limit of his reach. The terrorist flutter kicked free, but Jake crawled forward and grabbed again, getting a firm hold of the ankles and holding the man still. He twisted around and aimed a gun at Jake’s forehead, but before he could fire, Munoz approached from the other side and forced the gun into the air.

Munoz headbutted the terrorist, and when he stumbled backwards, Jake pulled with all his might. The man fell to the ground with a cry, and Munoz drove his knee down hard into the man’s temple. He jerked, stiffened, then lay still.

Jake and Munoz got to their feet, breathing heavily. Jake wiped sweat from his brow and nodded at Munoz. “Good job.”

Munoz gave Jake a thumbs up and said, “Okay. Now we need to figure out what to do with him.”

Jake looked around and saw a massive air conditioning motor ahead. The other side of that motor was hidden from view. “Tie him up and take him there,” he told Munoz. “We’ll have a little conversation.”

Munoz nodded. “Sounds good to me.” He pulled handcuffs from his pocket and cinched them around the limp terrorists’ ankles. “You get the wrists.”

Jake complied, wrapping his handcuff chain around Munoz's to bind the man's wrists and ankles together. Two minutes later, they have their hogtied captive propped up against the wall of the motor.

The man groaned and blinked. His eyes came into focus, and defeat washed over his face.

“All right,” Munoz said. “Time to talk.”



CHAPTER NINE

“Jdi po prdele!”
 the terrorist spat.

He accompanied the probably epithet by actually spitting at Jake. Jake sidestepped the wad of phlegm and slapped the terrorist. The man’s head snapped to the side, but he chuckled and said,
 “
 Myslíš, že když mě plácneš, přiměješ mě mluvit?“

Jake tapped his earpiece and said, “Hey, Jess, do you have anything that can translate Czech to English and vice versa?”

“Your earpiece has a function, but its in beta. I don’t know how well it works. I’ll activate it, but be patient. It might not work well with colloquialisms and informal patterns of speech.”

“What about what I say to him?”

“There should be a microphone in the outer pocket of your vest. It attaches to the earpiece.”

“
 Požádat maminku o pomoc?
 ”
 the terrorist jeered.

Jake and Munoz pulled the microphones from their pockets. The microphone was a thin coiled wire with a teardrop-shaped bulge on one end. When Jake cut the thread, holding it in a wrapped position. The wire sprang open, so it was about five inches long. The thin end was adhesive. He attached this to the earpiece and heard a soft hiss as the adhesive bound to the earpiece.

“
 Ubohé. Není divu, že jsme vás
 beat
 ass in Brussels.”

“All right,” Jake said. “We can hear him now.”

“Try saying something to him,” Jess said.

“You fight like a bitch,” Jake told the terrorist.

He felt a slight uncanny valley as the words sounded in English in his head but in Czech outside of his head.

“Shit you!
 Two against one, and I almost killed you both anyway.
 ”

Jake guessed that shit you wasn’t the epithet the terrorist was trying for, but that was good enough for their purposes. “Where is the football?”

“On the field, you moron!”

Munoz chuckled. “I like these radios.”

“Go to hell.”

Jake squatted down and stared the terrorist in the eye. “Tell me where the briefcase is, or I’ll rip your pinky finger off.”

The terrorist stared at him for a moment, and Jake saw real fear across his eyes. His lips trembled for a moment. Then his eyes hardened. "Suck my—"

Jake grabbed the terrorist and pulled him to the ground. The terrorist cried out when Jake planted his knee on his neck and struggled to get away, but Jake held him down firmly. He grabbed the terrorist’s right hand and pried the pinky finger free.

“Go to hell! You bastard!”

“Last chance.”

“I don’t know! I don’t have it!”

Jake leaned forward until his face was inches from the terrorist’s. “I have a son,” Jake said quietly. “And your actions are threatening his life. I have friends who can make sure that you live a long time and that you spend every second of that long life in more pain than you can possibly imagine. So threaten me again. Call me names. But before you do that, tell me where I can find the briefcase you stole from us, or I’ll ship you to them in pieces and have them enjoy themselves figuring out the worst ways to put those pieces back together.”

He dropped the man onto the ground. The terrorist cried out when his knees hit the ground, then again when his head smacked onto the roof. Jake kicked him over, and the man breathed heavily, blood streaming from his nose.

“He’s not joking,” Munoz said softly. “Tell us where to find that briefcase, or we’ll make life extremely unpleasant for you.”

“I don’t know. I swear to God, I don’t know.”

Jake glanced at Munoz, then looked back at the terrorist. “What did you do with it after you left Brussels?”

“I gave it to her,” he replied. “The soldiers gave it to us, and we brought it to her.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “Gave it to who?”

“
 Her
 ! I don’t know her name. She paid us to give it to her. That was all.”

“When?”

“Six hours ago. She met us two hours after we landed here.”

“What did she look like?”

“She was short. Brown hair. Older, maybe fifty. She wore glasses.”

“What nationality?”

“German, I think.”

Jake hid the shock that ran through him. German? Germany was one of the U.S.’s strongest allies. Relations between the two countries had been strained lately, but Jake didn’t believe they were this bad. Even if it wasn’t a German government official involved, it would have to be someone with wealth and connections.

This was bad.

“Was she alone?”

“I don’t know. No. She had a driver. A younger man, maybe your age. He didn’t leave the car, though.”

“What did he look like?”

“He was… average? Brown hair, brown eyes. In shape, but not like you. Not muscular. He wore a cheap suit.”

Jake looked at Munoz and covered the microphone with his hand. “Government official?”

“Could be,” Munoz replied. “Or a businesswoman.”

Jake turned back to the terrorist. “You said the soldiers gave it to you. What soldiers?”

“They were Belgian. Or French. Or Swiss, I don’t know. They spoke French. I don’t know how to tell which is which.”

“What about the Third Voice?” Munoz asked.

The terrorist frowned. “The what?”

“You’ve never heard that before?” Jake challenged. “No one’s mentioned the Third Voice to you?”

“No one’s mentioned anything to me. We were just hired to transport the briefcase. That’s all.”

Jake shared a look with Munoz. It would have been nice to learn a little more about the Third Voice here, but the fact that their terrorist didn’t know anything could explain how the Third Voice had been so successful so far. They worked through others while the real leaders operated in the shadows. It was even possible that this German woman was another layer between the people committing these acts and the people ultimately behind them.

“All right,” he asked their captive. “Anything else you think we might want to know?”

The terrorist’s eyes shifted to the right. That was good. He was trying to think of an honest answer. If his eyes had shifted to the left, it would mean he was thinking of a lie. “Um… she paid us in euros. Not koruna. I don’t know if that means anything.”

It might just mean she was German, which they already knew, but it was good information anyway. If she was paying in euros, then this operation was probably international in nature. The euro was still several years off from being fully adopted in the Czech Republic, and while that wasn’t necessarily a surefire indication of international involvement, it was a strong sign.

Which was something they
 also
 already knew.

Jake sighed. “Your friends. Who are they?”

The man trembled. Then he closed his eyes and clenched his jaw as though preparing for more pain. “I won’t give up on my friends. Do the worst.”

Jake looked at Munoz and debated whether or not it was worth pressing the issue. Munoz looked at the terrorist and said, “Do you often perform acts of international terrorism?”

The man’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“What kind of work do you and your friends ordinarily do?”

He hesitated for a moment, then said, “We sell drugs.”

Jake sighed. "All right. Well, do yourself a favor and don't take euros from women contracting you to steal international secrets. You might run into guys like us again, and most people like us go straight to the part where we torture you."

He gestured to Munoz, and the two of them started away.

“Wait! Are you going to untie me?”

“Nope.”

“I can’t move!”

“Yep.”

Jake removed his microphone and coiled it up. He didn’t have a string to re-tie it, so he just forced it back into his pocket and closed the zipper. Munoz followed suit, and the two of them made their way to the ground.

They kept to the shadows as they made their way from the transit station, not emerging until they reached a main road a half mile away. Police had already started to arrive at the transit station, and it was likely that their faces would be on the news within the hour. They needed to leave Prague.

Jake tapped his earpiece. “Jess, I don’t know how much of that you heard, but basically, we learned that these guys outsourced the theft of the football. The unit that stole the football offloaded it to a group of petty criminals who transported it to Prague and turned it over to a German woman who paid them in euros.”

“Interesting. So they hired at least two different groups. No idea who the soldiers are?”

“Francophone for sure. Belgian probably. Start looking for war criminals, private military contractors, people like that. They would have to be well-trained, but not necessarily exceptionally well-trained. We beat them pretty easily once they got to us. See if you can find out if there’s a wealthy or important short German woman around fifty who could be a potential bankroller or middleman. I know it’s vague, but that’s all this guy knew.”

“I’ll do that. What are you two doing now?”

“We’re heading back to you. Until we figure out who our next lead is, there’s no reason for us to be apart from the President.”

A brief pause followed that statement. “Okay, don’t hate me, because I protested this decision very loudly and vehemently.”

Jake frowned. “What decision?”

“We’re going to be in Berlin.”

Jake stopped dead in his tracks. “What?”

“We’re going to Berlin.”

“Who’s we?”

“We. All of us. The President and the Secret Service.”

“What?” Jake thundered.

Munoz flinched and looked around. “Keep it down, Jake.”

“Bryan insisted. He… well, he told Presley he was going to the bathroom, but he actually walked into an MRAP and started driving it to the airport.”

“And you
 let
 him?”

“He rammed the MRAP that got in his way and said that if we wanted to stop him, we had to use bullets. I think he knew that we wouldn’t.”

“Yeah, no shit we wouldn’t. How did he even get that far? Why did Presley let him go to the bathroom by himself?”

“Do you feel comfortable watching the leader of the free world take a dump?”

“Absolutely I do when the alternative is letting him play cowboy and force the tour to move forward. Belgium didn’t stop him?”

“Belgium is quite happy to have this become Germany’s problem. They’re going to escort us out of Belgian airspace, but they cleared the road so Bryan would have an easy drive to the airport.”

“Son of a… Damn it, Jess. When did this happen?”

“About an hour ago.”

“And you just threw your hands in the air and said, ‘Oh well’?”

“I told you, I protested. I called him names. I called the President of the United States a selfish idiot. Honestly, you would have been proud of me.”

“This isn’t funny, Jess.”

“Look, he’s the damned President, Jake. And I’m not married to his daughter. I suppose we could have dragged him back to the resort in handcuffs, but I’d rather the image get out to the press that we know what the fuck we’re doing.”

“I’d rather the image get out that our President hasn’t been murdered.”

“This is happening, Jake. Okay? We’re taxiing to the runway already.”

Jake ran his hands through his hair and shook his head. “Is Bryan there?”

“He’s here. He doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“Tell him I don’t give a shit.”

Jess sighed. A moment later, Bryan’s voice came over the radio.

“I don’t want to hear it, Jake. I was going to stay here, but the more I thought about it, the more that sounds like giving up. I won’t do that any more than you will. I want to give up. Believe me. I want to step down, retire, stop watching the news and stoically ignore the world falling to pieces around me. But I’m the President of the United States, and I don’t have that luxury. You’re thinking about my safety, Jake, like you should. I need to think about the future of the world. I’m on my way to Germany to meet with their President. You find me that football.”

“We’re waiting for leads. We’re on our way to you right now.”

“Fine. But
 I
 decide where I go. Not you. I won’t be locked up like I was in D.C. Honestly, I would rather die in battle than live in hiding. Be pissy about it if you want, but the decision’s made. If you want to get in my way, I’ll have you relieved of duty and sent home. Please don’t try to test me and see if I’m telling the truth.”

Jake didn’t reply for a long moment. The Secret Service agent in him wanted to dare Bryan to follow through on that threat. He wanted to chain Bryan to a chair in a vault somewhere at a CIA black site until every terrorist on Earth was dead.

But he couldn’t do that. And the soldier in him admired Bryan now more than he ever had. If Jake was the President, he would do the exact same thing Bryan was doing.

So he said, “All right, sir. You don’t have my agreement, but you have my support.”

“Thank you, Jake. That means a lot.”

“Put Jess back, please.”

A moment later, Jess said, “See? He’s persuasive as hell. No wonder he won election twice.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Yep. He was born to be a politician. Okay, we’ll meet you at the airport in Berlin. Don’t let him leave the airport until we get there. He can compromise that much.”

“I’ll tell him, but I’m not making any more promises. He’s a crafty little bastard.”

Jake laughed and shook his head. “He really took an MRAP?”

“And rammed another MRAP. Gives new meaning to the term bullheaded, right?”

“A President after my own heart,” Munoz said. “But he’s going to replace my truck.”

“He already promised you guys Strykers.”

Munoz pumped his fist. “Suh—
 weet
 !”

Jake rolled his eyes again. “You two are too easily pleased.”

“Three words, Jake: M68 rifled cannon.”

“The ones we’re getting are going to have Bushmasters and fifties. We don’t need a tank gun.”

“What if someone else commandeers a tank like last time?”

Jake sighed. “Fine. One with the one-oh-five.”

“Suh—
 weet
 !”

“We’ll see you soon, Jess.”

“Good luck, Jake.”

“Good luck to
 all
 of us.”

He clicked off and shook his head. Bryan’s stubbornness was admirable in a sense, and it might even be necessary to show that kind of bravado to the world right now.

But bravado wouldn't stop a bullet, nor would it solve the fact that somewhere out there, international terrorists had one-third of the key to the U.S. nuclear arsenal.



CHAPTER TEN

Jake watched Jess's monitor as the President approached the German President. He and Munoz had rendezvoused with the team at the airport in Berlin. Jake had wanted to talk to the President immediately, but Bryan had given him the cold shoulder. Jake could have forced the issue, but it was too late. They were already in Germany. Belgium was—as Jess said—all too glad to have them gone, and Jake didn't want to drag Bryan back in chains, regardless of his earlier comment to Jess.

So, he had no choice but to accept the situation.

Bryan smiled and shook President Heinemann’s hand. The broad-shouldered Heinemann returned a smile of his own, and the two of them posed for the cameras for several seconds before lifting their hands in farewell and walking inside the Bellevue Palace.

The smiles disappeared the instant the doors closed. “This is
 scheisse
 , Bryan,” Heinemann growled. “You lost your nuclear briefcase?”

“The briefcase was stolen, yes,” Bryan admitted, “but they can’t do anything with it. If they open it, it’ll self-destruct.”

“You hope so,” Heinemann said. “If you’re wrong, then the most dangerous nuclear arsenal on the planet is in the hands of terrorists.”

Bryan thought of reminding Heinemann that Russia had more nuclear warheads than the United States but decided that would send the wrong message. “They won’t get our nuclear weapons, Herr President. No one will follow those orders.”

“No one will follow
 your
 orders,” Heinemann said as they entered his offices. “Why are you even still in office?”

Presley and the others bristled at the German President’s remark, but Presley also cast Bryan a brief, annoyed glare before remembering himself and wiping all emotion from his face.

Bryan understood Presley’s irritation. No one was happy with his decision to force a continuation of the tour.

But he had to. Heinemann was not the only person asking these questions and doubting America’s strength and the strength of his administration. Bryan had to address that. He had a reputation of hiding in strongholds behind an increasingly more militaristic Secret Service, and regardless of the effect that would have on his legacy, it wasn’t a good precedent for the President of the United States to continually hide when threats surfaced.

So here he was, in Germany, confronting one of his most vocal detractors and making it clear to Germany and the world that the United States still refused to negotiate with terrorists whether through action or inaction.

They reached the Presidential office a moment later. Heinemann took his seat, but Bryan remained standing. He leaned over the desk, and Heinemann’s security stirred uncomfortably. Heinemann lifted a hand for calm and met Bryan’s eyes. “If you’re looking to intimidate me, Mr. President, I assure you, you will not succeed.”

Bryan ignored the warning and said, "In the past four years, I have endured nearly twenty attempts on my life. My home was assaulted. My aircraft was commandeered. My daughter kidnapped. I was held and tortured. My government was nearly crippled. My ally's capital was devastated by plague. All to kill me. All to stop me. All to bring the United States to its knees and, with the American shield removed, to strike at the soft underbelly of the free world behind it.

“Yet here I stand. Here we are. And for all of your rhetoric and the vitriol pouring out of France and Italy, none of you have followed through on your consistent empty threats to remove yourselves from our protection and distance yourself from our policies. I wonder, Herr President, if your nation were to endure such consistent and repeated assault, would you remain in that chair? Would Germany remain a great power and a shield to Europe the way the United States is a superpower and a shield to the world?

“No one will get our nuclear weapons, Herr President. No one will kill me, and if they do, the United States will not fall, no matter how many people wish she would. All these terrorists have done is earn them the same destruction that has befallen every single fool idiotic enough to perpetrate an attack on a nation that has made it clear since its inception that no one will tread upon her. Have I alleviated your concerns, Herr President?”

Heinemann swallowed. “Forgive me, Mr. President,” he said in a controlled voice. “I allowed my emotion to color my statements. Will you sit?”

Bryan took the seat, holding Heinemann’s gaze as he did. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the admiration in the eyes of his security detail and felt a touch of encouragement. If he could convince the nation back home as easily as he convinced these men and women, then maybe there was still a chance they could recover from this.”

Heinemann folded his hands and took a moment to think of his response. “Mr. President, I apologize for my rudeness. However, I
 am
 concerned that the nuclear briefcase is no longer in your hands. I must assure my people that they are not under risk of nuclear assault. Explaining to them the intricacies of nuclear launch policy and downplaying the importance of that briefcase will not reassure them.”

“It’s not downplaying anything to remind them that no U.S. nuclear weapon will be launched without my express approval,” Bryan replied. “And you can also tell them that the U.S. is working closely with our NATO allies to recover the stolen documents and bring the terrorists responsible to justice.”

“Yes, but what
 assurances
 can you give me?”

Bryan resisted the urge to rub his forehead. “What assurances do you need, Herr President?”

“That in case of war, you won’t ask for Germany to suffer the consequences of your negligence.”

Bryan scoffed and made no attempt to hide his disdain. “Don’t worry, Herr President. You are more than welcome to watch from the safety of your palace while the United States retains its position as the protector of the free world.”

Heinemann reddened but didn’t retort. “So you will not expect German military assistance in the case of war?”

“I and NATO will expect Germany to meet its commitments to NATO. Unless you can tell me that the other member nations have agreed to absolve Germany from those commitments.”

Heinemann slumped. “I only mean that we must take all appropriate steps before committing to a war.”

“Such as not assuming a war is coming just because a few terrorists stole a briefcase while nearly all of their fellows were easily overcome?”

Heinemann slumped further. “Yes, but—”

“Wonderful. So should we get down to business that actually matters, or do you want to keep acting like a panicked rabbit?’

Heinemann turned beet red. It probably wasn’t wise of Bryan to insult an allied head of state this way, but Heinemann had started it, and Bryan was tired of turning the other cheek.

“We can discuss more urgent business, Mr. President,” Heinemann said softly. “I have your assurance that the United States will rectify this security breach that is enough for me.”

Bryan smiled. He’d won this round. “Wonderful. So, you want to discuss an amendment to our trade agreement?”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Damn,” Munoz said reverently. “He embarrassed that fool.”

“Please don’t call the President of Germany a fool outside of this room,” Jake asked.

“He still embarrassed him.”

Jake nodded. “Like Jess pointed out, Bryan is a persuasive son of a bitch.”

“So you can call the U.S. President a son of a bitch, but I can’t call the German President a fool?”

“Not outside of this room.”

This room happened to be an office in Bellevue Palace that the Secret Service was using for the duration of the President’s meeting. Jess was using her laptop, plugged into a portable battery that served as emergency power, surge protection and an EM scrambler that made it nearly impossible to break into the laptop.

Jess raised the concern that Jake hadn’t. “He won the battle of words, but that doesn’t really mean anything. The world is losing trust in the United States. I’m worried that the terrorists might be winning even though they’re losing. If they turn us into a geopolitical island—”

“We’ll still smack down anyone who tries to threaten us,” Munoz interrupted. “This is the best they can do, and it’s still not enough.”

“That depends on what their goal is,” Jess replied. “Trident wanted to overthrow the government and establish a puppet government. They didn’t want to defeat our military. These terrorists so far seem to be starting small fires and fanning them until they look like big fires, but in the process, they’re eroding confidence in our political system. It’s one thing to try to force a new government that people don’t want. I think the Third Voice is trying to convince people to
 want
 a new government.”

“We don’t know that this is the Third Voice,” Munoz countered. “We don’t even know these terrorists are related to the group that conspired with General Aydin to kidnap the President in Istanbul. We’re basing that off of Jake’s speculation—no offense, Jake. It could be just another group of terrorists looking to start something. Honestly, it could just be an espionage op from China and Russia who know they can’t actually launch our nukes and just want to peek behind the curtain and see what we’re hiding.”

Jess frowned. “Downplaying the threat isn’t going to help us.”

“Neither is blowing it out of proportion,” Munoz countered.

"That's enough," Jake interjected. "Both of you. Our job doesn't change, no matter if this is an international conspiracy or the latest group of ragtag assholes. We keep the President safe. Save the speculation for later."

The two of them muttered “Yes, sir.” Since they were his friends and rarely addressed him formally, that was their own way of pouting. Well, they could deal with it. There would be a time and place to ask questions, but this wasn’t that time or place.

Jake understood Jess's point, though. That was the same worry he had. The aftermath of the Secretary of Defense's failed coup worried him more than the coup had. He'd always believed that terrorists were a serious threat because they only had to win one battle, while the Secret Service couldn't lose a single battle. Now, he wondered if the terrorists could lose every battle and still win the war.

He recalled a story he’d once heard about a U.S. general who visited Vietnam years after the war there ended. He was escorted by a North Vietnamese general who had served during the war as well. The U.S. general remarked that they had never lost a battle to the North Vietnamese Army, and the Vietnamese general replied, “That may be true, but it’s also irrelevant.”

Jake had no idea if that story was true or not, but the point was valid. It didn’t matter that U.S. forces consistently defeated their enemies on the battlefield. They still lost the war. Public opinion in the U.S. turned so viciously against the war that there was no more impetus for the U.S. to wage it.

Public opinion was turning rapidly against the current administration. That in and of itself wasn’t terrible other than Jake’s sympathy for Bryan who would possess a tarnished legacy as a result. But what would come after? Already, there were people in the U.S. who argued that Secretary of Brougham had valid reasons for his coup and had good ideas for the future of the American government even if they disagreed with his methods. If enough people started arguing for a militaristic government that forced its vision on the world rather than a civilian one that championed diplomacy, then that slippery slope could lead to a collapse of democracy and freedom and push the United States toward collapse.

All of that could be accomplished without the launch of a single nuclear weapon and without the death of a single U.S. President. Just as bank robbers could enforce compliance by pointing an empty gun at people who didn’t realize the weapon was unloaded, so could terrorists inspire change by motivating people who didn’t realize that the terrorists were almost never capable of backing up their threats. And all Jake could do was wait and hope that the terrorists would make a big enough mistake that they could be exposed and public opinion could stabilize before things got too far out of hand.

“Jake, we have movement inside the Palace.”

Jake’s mind snapped instantly back to the present. “What is it?”

“Three teams of twelve BKA Protection Division agents moving toward the three doors to President Heinemann’s office.”

An alarm sounded in Jake’s head. “Contact them. Ask them what’s going on.”

Jess picked up her radio and asked, “
 Kriminaldirektor, w
 arum verlegen Sie Sicherheitsteams in das Büro des Präsidenten?
 ”

Static came over the radio for a moment. Then the signal cut out.

Jake swore and tapped his earpiece. “Presley, get the President out of there. We have bogeys.”

“Where is he gonna go, Jake?” Jess pointed out.

Jake cursed again and said, “Presley, three teams of twelve BKA, but they might be impostors. They’re approaching the exits. Munoz, get the CAT in the building. Presley, talk to the BKA team leader. If these aren’t their boys, let them know we have a situation.”

“On it, sir.”

On the monitor, Jake watched the Presidential Security detail pull Bryan behind the desk and form a shield around him. The German BKA team followed suit. Jake noticed the leader of the BKA team frantically calling over his radio.

Jake tapped his earpiece again. “Vallejo, pull everyone inside. Get to the President’s office ASAP. Presley’s about to be overwhelmed.”

“We’re on our way, sir. Presley called us.”

“Good. I want the President in a vehicle A—”

The door burst open, and only Jake’s instincts saved them. He drew his weapon as he turned and fired just before the intruder pointing a rifle at him could fire his weapon. Another intruder showed his face and was just as quickly dispatched. Jake heard footsteps outside of the door as two more intruders posted on either side of the wall.

One of the soldiers hissed,
 “Wirf einen Splitter.”

“That means grenade, Jake!” Jess cried out.

Jake gambled and shot through the wall just to the left of the door. A grenade dropped to the floor, and an intruder fell on top of it. Jake threw himself over Jess, and a peppering of something slick and wet covered his back. His stomach turned, but he forced the feeling down as he spun around and shot the final intruder, who stood over the body of his comrade staring in disbelief.

“Come on,” Jake told Jess. “Grab the laptop and let’s get out of here.”

“I can’t leave the battery.”

“Then grab that too.”

The two of them left the office and headed toward the front of the building. Jake would get Jess to a vehicle, then go assist his agents. His heart pounded as they moved outside. Each second felt like an eternity and brought Jake increasingly more terrifying visions of what might be happening to the President.

He put Jess into the command vehicle and said, “Get me a video feed ASAP. I’m going back in.”

“Okay,” Jess said, opening her laptop. “Coming to you in seconds.”

As Jake rushed back into the building, his fear increased. He knew it was superstitious, but he was almost certain that his choice to get Jess to safety first had doomed the President.

He tapped his earpiece. “Presley, talk to me. What’s going on?”

"We have them pinned down, sir. The CAT is handling the two side entrances and Vallejo is covering the main entrance. The BKA is sending reinforcements, and it looks like we'll have the threat neutralized within seconds. So far, only seven bogeys made it into the office. None of them made it out."

Jess confirmed the news a moment later. “I reestablished contact with the BKA Protection Division’s director. The terrorists have surrendered. It looks like there are only eight survivors. Our boys really did a number on them.”

Jake was never happy to hear about a loss of life, but he was very relieved to hear that the threat had been handled so quickly and effectively.

“Outstanding work, everyone. Let’s get the President out of here.”

Within ninety seconds, the Secret Service had Bryan in his vehicle and the entire motorcade on its way out of Bellevue Palace. The BKA didn’t offer any protest as the Americans moved swiftly to Berlin airport.

“Call Air Force One,” Jake told Jess. “Tell them to get us in the air. We’re going home.”

“On it.” She called the plane and relayed the instructions, but apparently she didn’t like the response she received. “What? You’re kidding me.”

Jake frowned. “Jess? What is it?”

“Air Force One said the President already called them. He said we were still moving to France as scheduled. Just a day early.”

Jake’s frown deepened into a scowl. “Tell them I don’t care what the President said. He’s endured two attempts on his life within the past few days. We’re taking him home.”

Jess relayed that, then told Jake, “The pilot is saying he’s Air Force, not Secret Service, and he’s not defying an order from the President.”

Jake grabbed the radio from Jess’s hand and barked, “You, sir, or ma’am, or whoever you are. You will take us home, or I will hold you personally responsible for the President’s death.”

“Whatever you want to do, Special Agent,” the USAF captain replied. “I will follow the President’s orders.” In a softer voice, she added, “Regardless of how utterly stupid they are. Sorry, Special Agent. I have my orders just like you.”

Jake swore and slammed the radio back into its hook. He dropped back into his chair and remained silent the rest of the way to the airport. The President was once more too stubborn for his own good. And Jake, once more, had to ensure that his stubbornness didn’t get him killed.

Times like this, Jake wished he had stayed retired.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Bryan had seen Jake angry before, but it still took a lot more willpower than he was willing to admit not to shrink away from him. His son-in-law was a truly terrifying person when he was angry.

“I’m not having this argument again, Jake,” Bryan said to his irate Security Director. “You have my safety to worry about. I have the future of the world to worry about. I just made a big deal of the fact that the United States isn’t going to bow down to terrorists. I can’t go back on that deal, especially not after I got a verbal commitment from President Heinemann to maintain favorable trade conditions between our two nations.”

“And do you really think this will be worth it if you end up dead?” Jake challenged.

“Yes.”

Jake stared at him for a moment. Then he chuckled incredulously and ran his hands through his hair. “Bryan—”

“Mr. President. At the moment, I’m speaking to you as your President, not your friend.”

Jake’s face hardened, but he became instantly professional. “Sir, it is my strong recommendation that you allow us to take you back to the United States where you are better protected from the threats to your person.”

“Special Agent Mercer, I have already explained to you that my safety is
 not
 , in fact, the only consideration I must take into account, nor is it the primary consideration. More is at stake here, and while I am grateful for your rigid and unwavering attention to your job, I am not any longer going to allow you to put my safety ahead of the future of the United States of America.
 My
 job is to execute the duties of this office as faithfully as possible. That takes precedence over your job.” In a softer voice, he added, “I’m sorry, Jake. This is happening.”

“And when more of my agents die to satisfy your ego, will you maintain that you did the right thing?
 Sir
 ?”

Bryan took a second to allow his emotions to settle before he replied. When he did, there was considerable grief in his voice but also considerable strength. “Yes, Jake. I will. And if I die, I will spend my last breaths equally convinced that I did the right thing. I’ve allowed you to put my safety ahead of the future of this country too many times, and it’s put the free world in danger of collapse. I won’t allow it anymore.”

Jake didn't reply for a long time. He stared at Bryan with a mixture of anger, guilt, hurt and profound irritation. Bryan understood all of those emotions. But his decision was final. He had fifteen months left, and if he could leave one legacy behind, it would be that nothing could cause the United States to change course. The terrorists needed to know that they had lost. They needed to know that their attempts had failed again and would always fail. And if he lost his life in the process, he would lose it, inspiring the next President to stay the course.

Finally, Jake took a deep breath and nodded. “Understood, sir. I’ll coordinate with the GSPR to ensure proper security measures are taken for your meeting with President Poitier tomorrow.”

“Thank you. Before you go, Jake, I want to remind you that your primary assignment is still to find the nuclear football. I understand you’re waiting for some information from Jess. Do you have any updates for me?”

Jake’s lips thinned again. “No updates, sir. But I will not be prioritizing the recovery of a briefcase over your personal safety. I will remain here.”

“Jake—”

“That’s not up for discussion, sir. If you’d like to have me dismissed for this defiance, you can do so when we’re back home in Washington.”

He spun on his heel and left the room before Bryan could reply. Bryan stared at the door for a moment, then heaved a sigh and walked back to his desk.

They were on the third floor of the
 Hotel Presidentiel
 in Paris, France. They had the second through fifth floors of the hotel for the duration of their two-day stay in France. The Secret Service was handling security for those floors, while the GSPR handled rooftop and ground security. As in Belgium, a NATO contingent provided air cover, though at France's request, there was no USAF component in Paris, a fact that incensed Jake but made no appreciable difference to the security situation. It wasn't like France was going to bomb the hotel. If anything, they'd be even more motivated to protect him since they couldn't blame the USAF for any mistakes that might occur.

Bryan took a deep breath and opened his laptop to review the talking points for the updated NATO security agreement that would require France’s signature to move forward. Before he could get started, though, there was a knock on the door.

“Come in.”

The door opened, and Craig Reese poked his head through. He carried two paper cups and smiled tentatively. “Coffee, sir?”

“Craig, you’re a lifesaver.”

Craig brightened and walked into the room. “Well, you managed to get me a damned good trade agreement with Germany. Coffee is the least I can do. I mean, you managed to get
 you
 a good… well, us… Um, the United States a good trade agreement.”

Bryan smiled as he took the coffee and sipped deeply of the rich, strong brew. “You’re very welcome, Craig. And you should take credit. A lot of those talking points were yours. Now we see if they actually work.”

“Oh, they’ll work,” Craig assured him. “The dollar is actually strengthening behind the partnership with China, and despite all of the alarmism around the coup, the financial markets, at least, have a lot of faith in your handling of the situation. The exchange rate agreement makes more sense for Germany,
 and
 it makes sense for us.”

“Always nice to… to uh…”

Bryan blinked. His head felt fuzzy. He must be more exhausted than he thought. He sipped more of his coffee and twirled his finger. "Um… what am I trying to say? Nice when both parties are satisfied."

Craig smiled. “That’s what she said.”

His eyes looked strangely intense, almost unnerving. Bryan sipped more of his coffee and blinked. “Um… Yeah. Right. Craig, I’m sorry, I’m feeling a lot more worn out than I expected. I think I’m… I’ll… sleep.”

He got to his feet and swayed unsteadily. Craig continued to watch him with his unnervingly bright stare. An alarm went off somewhere in the distance in the back of Bryan’s mind. He stepped forward, and then the world spun around him and faded to black.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Jake took a walk through the hotel to allow his emotions to settle before he returned to the room they were using as their command center. He knew Bryan didn’t mean to insult him, but that didn’t make his words hurt any less.

Jake hadn’t put Bryan’s safety ahead of the future of the nation. He’d protected Bryan because Bryan’s safety was critical to the future of the nation.

Now he questioned that, though. He’d often told his agents that it was the Secret Service’s job to keep the President safe and other people’s jobs to worry about politics and government and even security concerns unrelated to the President. That was technically true and still taught to new agents joining the Secret Service, but maybe it wasn’t as true anymore. After all, the Secret Service in general and Jake personally had acted as the nation’s first line of defense against terrorist attacks over the past several years.

This really was accidental since the terrorist attacks were almost always against the President or other high-ranking members of the federal government, but maybe it was time for it not to be accidental. Maybe Bryan was right. Maybe it was time to expand the mission of the Secret Service and include an active counterterrorism component.

That wouldn’t change Jake’s job, though. He was still the head of the Presidential Security Division. Until and unless his job changed, he was primarily focused on the President’s safety. So he stood by his decision to remain here and not hunt for the football. No doubt the CIA was actively searching for the football already, and they were much better equipped for that mission than the Secret Service was. When they got back home, Jake could talk to Art about a counterterrorism component, but right now, that was out of their hands.

When Jake finished his circuit of the second through fifth floors, he returned to the command center on the fifth floor and found Jess and Munoz talking. Munoz looked angry. Jess looked nervous.

Jake didn’t have the energy to be diplomatic anymore. “All right. Spill it. You two clearly have something to say.”

Jess shifted uncomfortably in her seat, but Munoz showed no hesitation. “Jake, we need to find that briefcase. ASAP. They still have the briefcase, and they still tried to take the President. They’re not just trying to learn secrets. They want to use the President to launch our missiles.”

“Do you really believe they’ll succeed at that?” Jake challenged. “Do you really think the President will ever in his life authorize the launch of our nuclear arsenal?”

Munoz turned to Jess. “Tell him.”

Jess swallowed but she met Jake’s eyes steadily after that. “The nuclear football requires the President’s verbal authorization, signature, retinas and fingerprints. The signature is easily forged, and we saw in Istanbul that a recording of the President’s voice can be manipulated to make it sound like he’s saying something he isn’t.”

She left unsaid that with a forged signature and voice recording, the President didn’t need to be alive to obtain his retinal scan and fingerprints. They could recode the triggers to make the briefcase obsolete, but the terrorists might not know that.

A chill ran down Jake’s spine. With that in mind, Munoz had a very good point. As long as the terrorists had the football, the attacks on the President wouldn’t stop. They didn’t even have to worry about keeping him alive. As long as his hands and eyes weren’t damaged, they could probably dig back through public records to find audio recordings to doctor for the verbal authorization, and the signature could be faked without much effort using a digital program and training someone to mimic it.

But that didn’t change their job.

“I understand your concerns. I share them, believe me. But we’re the Presidential Security Division. It’s our job to protect the President of the United States.”

“It was our job to protect the nuclear football too,” Munoz countered, “and we failed. No offense to Presley and Gaetano—may he rest in peace—but we failed. I presume if the President was kidnapped, we’d make every effort to find him.”

“Cut the crap, Munoz,” Jake snapped. “That briefcase isn’t the President.”

Munoz’s eyes narrowed. “That
 briefcase
 isn’t a
 briefcase
 . It’s the nuclear football. It contains the launch codes—”

“I know what it contains. Our job is—”

“Will you quit parroting the damned manual? I know what our job is. Have you considered that maybe, just maybe, the fate of the free world is just a little more important than one man?”

His words cut Jake to his core, partly because that was almost exactly the same argument Bryan had made. Munoz reminded Jake of this fact with his next point.

“The President himself instructed us to go find that football. He made it clear that recovering those documents was more important than anything else. Just by being here, we’re defying those orders.”

“We agreed to come back to the President because we don’t have the information we need to find the football and going on a wild goose chase serves no one.”

“Unless it’s to find your wife.”

Jake’s expression darkened. He took a step toward Munoz, but Jess stepped in between them. “You guys need to cut it out. Munoz, that was a low blow. Jake, there
 is
 more at stake here than Bryan’s life. You guys are both right, and there’s no need to resort to insults.”

“It was a low blow,” Munoz agreed. “And I’m sorry, Jake. But that doesn’t make me wrong. You went on a wild goose chase to find Sheila, and you
 found
 her. You brought her home safely. Meanwhile, I followed the rules and cooperated with the Chinese Ministry of State Security and found nothing. I accomplished nothing. I sat in China for days with my hands in my damned lap and got
 nothing
 done.”

Jake’s anger vanished when he realized the true motivation for Munoz’s statement. “Hector, that wasn’t your fault.”

“I didn’t say it was. It’s not about
 fault
 , Jake. It's about what's effective. The rules aren't effective anymore. They haven't been ever since the assault on the White House four years ago. The only time we've been effective has been when we weren't following the rules. The rules say we should let other agencies handle finding the football, but the rules are wrong. We have more experience than those other agencies do, more recent experience, anyway, and more specific to this exact threat. As long as that football is at large, the President's life is in danger. And yes, the President's life will still be in danger if we retrieve the football, but we don't give up one of our pieces to save the other one. Not when those pieces together mean control of our nuclear arsenal."

Jake offered one final counterpoint. “They would still need the Secretary of Transportation. He’s safe in Washington.”

“He’s in Washington,” Munoz countered. “That doesn’t mean he’s safe.”

Jake looked at Jess and saw in her eyes that she agreed with Munoz, a fact she confirmed with her voice when she said, “He’s right, Jake. This isn’t a security threat anymore. This is a war. We need to start treating it like one.”

Jake lowered his eyes for a moment, then accepted defeat. “All right. I understand what you two are saying. In fact, I was thinking that we should create a counterterrorism division for the Secret Service to address threats of this nature. I don’t agree that now is the right time. I’d rather we did this properly when we’re back home and can create a real team with a real budget and real equipment, but I also understand that we don’t have the luxury of choosing when our threats surface.

“Here’s my compromise: I am the head of Presidential Security, and my place is here with the President. I need to stay with him, even if that means defying his wishes. So I’m staying here. However, Munoz, you may continue to search for the football. Choose one agent to lead the CAT in your absence and another to accompany you.”

Munoz nodded. "Shao can accompany me, and Tavares can lead the team."

Jake nodded. “Those are good choices. Jess, assign a secure channel for Munoz and Tavares so they can communicate with each other and another so they can communicate with us. Munoz, you can leave as soon as Shao and Tavares are prepared for their temporary roles and as soon as Jess has communication established.”

“Thank you, Jake,” Munoz said. “I really appreciate this. I know I’m asking a lot, but I promise you, I’ll get that football back. I don’t need you to promise you’ll keep the President safe because I know you will. We’ll stop these guys. Just like we always stop them.”

I know,
 Jake thought.
 I just don’t know if that’s enough anymore.
 Aloud, he said, “Good luck, Munoz.”

Munoz clapped his arm, then left the room. When it was just Jess and Jake in the room, Jess asked, “Are you okay?”

“What the hell do you think?” Jake griped, taking the seat Munoz had vacated.

She smiled slightly. “You dropped moodily into a chair. You’re fine. If you weren’t fine, you’d be pacing or standing at parade rest staring at a wall like it was a fresh recruit about to get creamed in your drill class.”

“A for effort on the Marine terms,” Jake replied. “And you and I have different definitions of fine.”

“Well, you should be fine. Munoz is a badass. So is Shao. Honestly, they’re probably more dangerous than you in a fight. They’re the right choices to go find that football. As for the President, you know him better than I do, but in my experience, he’ll get over your stubbornness once he knows
 someone
 is looking for the football. Have I ever mentioned that you two are a lot alike?”

“It’s come up before.”

“Well, you are. It’s really cute, actually.”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Thank you. I appreciate having my concerns dismissed as ‘cute.’”

“Grouse, grouse, grouse. Grumble, grumble, grumble.”

He glared at her. “Really?”

“We all cope with stress in different ways. You cope with stress by grumbling like a worrywart and somehow managing to avoid a massive heart attack. Munoz copes with stress by dreaming of all the ways he’s going to cut the stress into little pieces and shove it down the throat of the terrorists who dare to cause him that stress. I cope with stress by teasing you until you’re vulnerable enough for me to remind you that everything will be
 okay
 . We have yet to face an enemy we can’t defeat. I promise you, these assholes won’t be that enemy.”

She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “Come on. Let me see that smile.”

He pulled his hand away and rolled his eyes. “Point well taken, but you’re not getting a smile.”

“Come on. You know you want to.”

“Quit while you’re ahead. Get Munoz and Shao set up for success. Then you and I are going to create a plan for the President’s security for the upcoming meeting with President Poitier.”

“Your wish is my command, my liege.”

“In the meantime, I’m going to get us some more coffee and some lunch. All of this arguing has me hangry.”

“You’re always hangry. But since you’re going out, I’ll take a spinach crepe with cream sauce and a blackberry tart.”

“I didn’t say I was going out. You’re getting a burrito and a blueberry muffin from our own provisions.”

“Good enough.”

Jake opened the door just in time to see Presley standing in front of him, his eyes wide with terror. Then he said the words Jake feared the most. “Jake, the President’s gone.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Bryan’s tongue felt thick. He swallowed and realized his mouth was dry as well. He tried to speak, and those two problems meant that the only sound that escaped his mouth was a muffled, “Mmmm.”

A hand gently tilted his head back. “Here. Drink this.”

Bryan swallowed the water he was given and licked his lips. “Thank you.”

Then some alertness returned. He opened his eyes and looked around. He was in a living room, but not the living room of his suite at the
 Hotel Presidentiel
 . Wherever he was, it was nice, but putting leather sofas and a widescreen television in a cell didn’t make it any less a cell.

He turned to his captor and fixed him with a serious look. “Craig, you’re making a huge mistake.”

“No,” his economic advisor and now traitor replied. “I’m doing exactly the right thing.”

“You can’t possibly believe that.”

Craig chuckled bitterly. “It’s amazing how many people have believed that kidnapping, killing, torturing or otherwise inconveniencing you is the right thing to do, but you still can’t accept that they believe that. Yet here
 I
 am trying to save you, and you can’t believe that either.”

Bryan frowned. “Save me? You kidnapped me.”

“Yes, I did. Because that hotel is a damned beacon for our enemies. ‘Gee, I wonder where the President is? Oh, maybe he’s in the hotel where an entire damned army just forced everyone out and took over half the building.’”

“You think removing me from my security apparatus is going to keep me safe?”

“I think taking you somewhere to hide is going to keep you safe. Special Agent Mercer was right about that. You should have listened to him.”

Bryan’s eyes narrowed. “So to be clear, you eavesdropped on a private conversation between me and my security team leader, and when you didn’t like the result of that conversation, you chose to kidnap me from right under their noses?”

“Sir, it’s not just you I have to think about. It’s the entire world. If they get a hold of you,
 and
 they have the nuclear football, we’re talking about billions of lives at risk. I’m sorry, sir, but someone had to stand up to you.”

Bryan wasn’t sure he believed Craig, but it was clear that he wasn’t going to change the man’s mind whatever his motive. Still, it amazed him that Craig was able to do this. “How did you get me out of the hotel, anyway?”

“The drug I gave you didn’t put you out. It just made you more compliant. I told the agents that you wanted to go to the lobby and have a drink at the hotel bar. The drugs I gave the two agents who accompanied us put them unconscious. Then we left, and now here we are.”

Bryan looked around again and tried to gather his thoughts. “And where is here, exactly?”

“Here is my chateau in Villeneuve, Alps de Haute.”

Bryan’s brow furrowed as he tried to recall where Alps de Haute was. When he remembered, his eyes widened. “That’s eight hours from Paris. How long have I been unconscious?”

“Technically, you weren’t unconscious. You were—”

“Craig, enough with the bullshit. How long have I been gone?”

“About ten hours. We’ve been here just about two hours.”

“Son of a bitch. Craig, I have a meeting with the President of France in nine hours. I need to get back to Paris
 now
 .”

“That isn’t happening, sir.”

“You don’t get to make that call. If you really want to keep me safe…” Bryan’s voice trailed off. The horrible truth came to him, and he fought to keep his voice steady. “You aren’t really trying to keep me safe, are you?”

“I assure you, Mr. President, your safety is the
 only
 concern I have.”

“And I’ll be
 really
 safe if I can just help your bosses open that briefcase, right? Bullshit, Craig. You betrayed your country for… what? What did they promise you?”

Cragi spun back toward Bryan, and though he outweighed the younger man by at least forty pounds, Bryan paled slightly at the fury in Craig’s eyes. “I didn’t betray my country, Mr. President.
 You
 did. Why the hell are you even here? What are you doing in Europe when your country is falling apart? For fuck’s sake, we’re three months removed from a coup, and you’re here trying to make nice with
 Europe
 ?”

“So you sold me out?”

“No! I…” He sighed and rubbed his head. “The drugs must still be screwing with your higher thought processes. I’ll explain later. Just know that you’re safe here. I just need to figure out—”

A thump outside cut Craig off. The two men stiffened and listened carefully. Another thump sounded, followed by loud knocking at the door. A rough voice called in French, and Craig went white as a sheet. “Shit. Hold on, Mr. President. We… uh… we need to get to the car. I have another car here in the garage. We’ll take it, and we’ll… shit!”

With his brilliant plan suddenly exposed as foolish, Craig was falling apart. Bryan was infuriated with him, but right now, they needed to keep a cool head. Besides, this could be a chance for him to take control of the situation and maybe find a way to escape. “Craig. Calm down. Where’s the garage?”

Before Craig could answer, the door burst open, followed by the rear windows. Men clad in black body armor and carrying assault rifles rushed toward them.

Craig cried out, then pulled a gun from his pants. He stood in front of the President and fired, dropping two of the terrorists, who must have been shocked to see him produce a weapon.

One of the terrorists from the rear window fired a burst at Craig. Craig fell to the ground, the top half of his head missing.

The terrorists yanked Bryan to his feet and put a bag over his head. Bryan was grateful for that because it meant he wouldn’t have to see Craig’s shattered skull again.

Grief flooded him. Craig was wrong, catastrophically wrong, but he had good intentions. He had only tried to keep Bryan safe in the best way he knew how.

Unfortunately, he had accomplished the opposite of that. He had taken the President away from the people who could keep him safe and left him vulnerable to those who wanted to kidnap him. And the terrorists hadn’t wasted any time capitalizing on that.

They led Bryan outside and shoved him into the back of a vehicle, where other terrorists quickly handcuffed him to a chair. He heard the engine revving and felt the vehicle—some sort of van or panel truck—accelerate away from the Chateau.

And just like that, he was a captive again. The terrorists had won. They now had two of the three pieces necessary to control the nuclear arsenal of the United States.

And if they got Secretary Pulver, too, then God help them. God help everyone.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Jake ran his hand through his hair then let it fall heavily to the table. “Nothing?”

Jess shook his head. "Nothing. Without Reese's laptop and cell, there's no way to track him."

After a brief search revealed that Economic Advisor Craig Reese was also missing, it became clear that the advisor was working with the terrorists. When that had become the case, Jake wasn’t sure, since Reese had several opportunities to kidnap the President before now, but that didn’t matter. He’d succeeded this time.

Worse, he’d left his laptop behind and turned his cell phone off. That left them with no way to track him. He hadn’t taken an agency vehicle, and the hotel’s security cameras hadn’t caught sight of the two. Jake kicked himself for not making himself aware of the hotel’s blind spots when they arrived. Craig had made himself aware, and now he was spiriting the President off to God knows where.

Had spirited. It was ten hours now since Presley reported the President missing. Wherever Craig was taking him, they had almost certainly arrived already. The terrorists now had two pieces to the nuclear puzzle.

He turned to Presley and Munoz, the other two agents in the command room. Munoz looked angry. His search mission had, of course, been put on hold due to the unforeseen circumstances, but Jake was sure that wasn’t why he was angry. This was everyone’s worst nightmare come true. The President and the nuclear football in the hands of terrorists.

Presley looked like a shell. His predecessor, Special Agent Belmont, had also lost the President to kidnappers, but he’d lost the President in a pitched battle in a smoke-filled mall and lost his own life trying to protect him. Presley had lost the President to someone inside the hotel they secured when that someone drugged two of his agents and walked the President out right under their noses.

Jake sympathized with him, but he was also furious. How could Presley have allowed the President to go downstairs for a drink? They could have brought him a drink. This was now the second time Presley had made an inexcusably poor security choice. Jake would have to think very seriously about Presley’s future with the service.

“I don’t understand why the President went with him,” Jess said. “I know Bryan has bravado, but this isn’t bravado. We could have made him a drink.”

Presley cleared his throat, then replied, “Special Agent Elias told me the President was insistent on having the drink in the bar. He said the President already looked drunk, and the economic advisor promised to take care of him.”

“Why would we let the economic advisor take care of him, Presley?” Jake asked quietly. “That’s our job.”

“Yes, sir. Special Agent Elias took Special Agent Hearns with him to keep an eye on the President. The GSPR had the ground floor patrolled, and they thought that would be sufficient.”

“And no one thought to call you and make sure? No one thought to just let the President stay in his damned room and bring him a drink?”

“We can address why this happened later,” Jess interrupted. “Right now, we need to focus on finding the President and bringing him back.”

Jake pressed his lips together and nodded curtly. Jess was right, but that didn’t calm any of Jake’s anger. Not all of that anger was directed at Presley either. Jake was head of Presidential Security. He was ultimately responsible for this.

I don’t need to make you promise to keep Bryan safe because I know you will
 .

Well, he hadn’t. He had let a terrorist kidnap the President of the United States out from right under their damned noses.

"What about the vehicle? Are any vehicles missing at all? Hotel staff, GSPR, Secret Service."

“Well, we already know none of ours are gone,” Jess replied. “GSPR says there’s are all here too. I’ll call the hotel and see if I can get an answer.”

“Do that. In the meantime, Presley, I want you to relieve Hearns and Elias of duty.”

Presley stiffened and met Jake’s eyes. “With all due respect, sir, it’s my fault that the President was taken. I don’t believe it’s fair to dismiss those agents.”

“I want them relieved for medical reasons. They were both drugged. Once a medical exam says they’re clean, they can come back. As for fault and fairness, Special Agent, there will be a time and place to discuss all of that, but not now and not here. Carry out your orders, and make sure it’s clear to every single one of your people that no one is to leave or enter the second through fifth floors without talking to you.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

That and two bucks will get me a candy bar
 , Jake thought. Out loud, he said, “Like I said, there will be a time and place later to discuss all of that.”

Presley lowered his eyes. He nodded, then left the room.

“I have a possible vehicle,” Jess said.

“What is it?”

“One of the housekeepers reported his car stolen. Not from here, though. He was across the street at a café eating lunch when he says he felt suddenly tired. He closed his eyes to rest, and he was shaken awake three hours later. His car was gone.”

“So this guy just used sleeping powder to knock everyone out and get the President out of here,” Munoz summarized.

“Looks that way.”

“And he managed to do it without anyone noticing. What’s GSPR’s excuse? No one saw the President of the goddamned United States walking out of their hotel?”

“They said that the two of them must have left through an emergency exit. The hotel claims that their alarm system was tampered with.”

“And they had no one guarding those exits? Jesus, for the love of…”

Jake took a deep breath and released it slowly. This was on him too. He should have ensured the building was secure. He had learned the hard way many times over to trust no other nation with the safety of the President. It wasn’t just Presley who had screwed up. They had all dropped the ball.

“Have we contacted Paris police to put an APB out on that car?” he asked.

“Yes. Also Interpol. Also… well, every applicable agency.”

“Good. I want to know the instant they come up with anything.”

“Of course,” Jess promised. “We’ll find him, Jake.”

Jake nodded curtly, then left the command center. The hotel was a madhouse now as members of the President’s entourage alternately engaged in shouting matches with the Secret Service agents keeping them in their rooms or huddled fearfully just inside the door, waiting for news that their President had been murdered or that a dozen Trident missiles had just been launched at Washington.

The irony that many of America’s nuclear weapons bore the same name as a terrorist organization that had tried to destroy America left a sour taste in Jake’s mouth. It felt in a way as though Eli Bard was having the last laugh from beyond the grave.

Rather than let himself stew, Jake tried to think about where the Third Voice might take Bryan. They clearly had assets all over Europe, but that was no guarantee that they would remain in Europe. On the other hand, the President was vulnerable when he was moving, whether it was terrorists moving him or the Secret Service. The longer they kept him "aboveground" the more likely someone would spot him and raise the alarm.

Jake suspected the President was still close. But if so, where? In France?

Potentially. After a mad scientist in league with Trident unleashed a super virus that killed thousands of French people in an attempt to kill Bryan, relations between France and the United States had cooled greatly. Many French people advocated for a severing of ties. It was possible that the terrorists—at least the ones conducting this operation—were French themselves.

Of course, the terrorists could also be Turkish or Chinese or North Korean or Russian or hell, Nigerian. Jake didn’t have enough information to know for sure. In a way, the biggest weakness of the Secret Service had just been exposed again. They were excellent at defending the President, but they were hilariously ill-equipped to go on the offensive when necessary to protect the President. That was another argument in favor of developing a counterterrorism arm.

Not that it would help them now.

He returned to the office. Jess was alone now. Munoz must have left to get the CAT ready to move at a moment’s notice.

“Hey, Jake,” Jess said. “How’s life?”

“Was that a joke?”

“Yeah. Not funny, I get it.”

“Nothing’s funny right now,” he said, taking a seat and rubbing his eyes. “Just so you know, the fact that I’m sitting down doesn’t mean I’m fine.”

“Noted,” she replied. “I did a background check on Craig Reese.”

“Anything helpful there?”

“No, not really. He’s so straightlaced he’s boring. Straight A’s, valedictorian of his class, straight A’s at Harvard, twenty solid years as a researcher and consultant, and now economic advisor to the leader of the free world.”

“What part of that sounds boring?”

“I’m attracted to bad boys.”

“Your coffee shop guy is a bad boy?”

“He has three unpaid parking tickets.”

“Edgy. What about Craig? No skeletons in his closet?”

“None. Not even the deeper background check I did. Even the porn he watches is boring.”

“I didn’t need to hear that.”

“Well, you kind of do, because it makes Craig the least likely and therefore the most likely person to be a Third Voice plant.”

“We already knew he was their plant,” Jake snapped. “I want to know where the hell he’s going. Or has already gone. Do you have anything to help with that?”

Jess sighed. “No. Nothing there yet. I’m still looking. There are other ways to do a background check on someone to find cold trails, even colder than his deleted web search history.”

“But it’ll take time,” Jake guessed.

“Yep.”

“Time we don’t have.”

“Most likely not.”

The two of them fell silent as they processed their situation. Jake leaned forward and watched information scroll across Jess’s monitor. A lot of the information was in the coding shorthand Jess had created to allow her system to display a large amount of information quickly, so Jake didn’t understand most of what he was reading. Occasionally, the algorithm would identify something it thought was of interest and populate a small window to the bottom right of the screen with plain text of whatever it was that interested it.

None of it interested Jake. As Jess had said, Craig Reese was a boring guy, as cookie cutter as cookie cutter could be.

Jess broke the silence a few minutes later. “Presley’s probably going to resign after this.”

“Presley’s definitely going to resign after this,” Jake replied.

Jess glanced at him. “You’re blaming him for this?”

“Not just him, but it’s a serious problem that the President and economic advisor were sent to the ground floor with only two agents escorting them. Something happened in the chain of communication there that’s just not acceptable.”

Jess frowned and said, “My system didn’t show me any alarms, though, and I know for a fact I replaced all of the pickups before we left.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “Pickups? What do you mean?”

“Sensors that detect vital signs. I have one included in all of our earpieces. It helps me know if an agent is incapacitated or dead.”

“But not if they’re suddenly asleep.”

"It should," she replied. Falling asleep from a drug isn't the same as gently drifting off to dreamland. Their heart rate would have plummeted, their respiration would have slowed drastically, and their blood pressure and O2 would be affected for several minutes before stabilizing. Something should have pinged and nothing did."

“Could Reese have disabled the pickups?”

“If he did, the alarm would have gone off even louder.”

“A false reading then?”

“Yes, obviously, but I don’t know how. I checked the pickups, and they’re working fine. The only way a false reading could have been transmitted is if the correct reading was blocked and a false reading transmitted in its place. That’s not easy to do because each pickup has a unique signature.”

“So Reese would have to be a next-level tech genius to do it.”

“Yes. Or he’d have to be working with someone who is.” Her brow furrowed. “Hold on. I have something.”

“What is it?”

“A house. In France. It looks like Craig’s ex-wife had a property in Villeneuve. The property was listed in her name, but it was transferred to Craig upon their divorce. The records just haven’t been updated yet.”

Jake brightened. Villeneuve was only a few minutes away from Paris. “Where exactly?”

“It’s in the Alps de Haute province.”

Jake’s excitement faded. “Where’s that?”

“About eight hours south of here.”

Jake did some quick math. That meant the President—if he had been taken there—had only been there for about three hours. It was one in the morning. Most likely they were either keeping him there, or they planned to move him in the morning. If they could get there before sunrise, maybe they could rescue him before it was too late.

"Call the French Air Force. We need helicopters ASAP. If we can get to that Chateau before they move him, we might be able to learn where the football is too."

“On it.”

Jake wasn’t yet relieved, but he was hopeful once more. The terrorists had taken advantage of a serious mistake, but the Secret Service was about to return the favor.

Hold on, Bryan. We’re coming for you.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Craig Reese's Chateau was two miles off of the main road and five miles from the nearest neighbors. It sat in a narrow valley between two short but steep hills that sheltered it on three sides. It was a perfect place to hold a captive as there was only one way to approach the property on foot.

Fortunately, Jake and his team were approaching by air. The valley was narrow, but not so narrow that the helicopters couldn’t descend low enough to drop the extraction team near the house. The helicopters needed to proceed immediately to the nearby airfield to refuel, so they wouldn’t have air support, but Jake was confident that he and the CAT would have what they needed to extract the President.

Or his body.

The intrusive thought forced its way in despite Jake's efforts to shut it off. His lips thinned, and he promised himself that they would get Bryan out of there alive no matter what they had to do. Since they didn't know if he was already dead or not, that was an empty promise, but it kept him moving forward.

The team descended on the Chateau swiftly. They wouldn't have an element of surprise since the helicopters weren't exactly noiseless, but they could still overwhelm the attackers.

As they approached, Jake waited for the shouting and gunfire that would tell him the enemy had spotted them. It didn’t come. When they closed to one hundred fifty yards without a response from the terrorists, Jake frowned and tapped his earpiece. “Jake, can you see anything inside the house?”

“Negative. Satellite images aren’t clear enough to let me see inside. I had infrared for a moment from the helicopters, but it didn’t pick anything up.”

Jake’s frown deepened. “When you say it didn’t pick anything up, does that mean it couldn’t read or it did read and found nothing?”

“I don’t know. It looked like it was reading, but… it would have shown something, right?”

“If there was something to find, yes.”

They were within eighty yards now. No sign from inside the building. Jake tapped his earpiece three times quickly to switch to the extraction team channel. “Be cautious everyone. I don’t like that we haven’t taken fire yet. I want to see what’s inside the building before we risk anyone getting hurt. Munoz, do you have the drone?”

“I do,” Agent Shao said.

The former Army Ranger stopped and pulled the drone from her pack. Jake called for the rest of the team to stop, and the agents quickly found cover behind the terrain on either side of the road. The drone was modified from CIA equipment for Secret Service use and was as stealthy and quiet as a ten-pound drone could be, which was pretty damned quiet.

It lifted off and headed to the house with barely a whisper from its electric rotors. Jake and Munoz crowded close to Shao and watched the small screen she held. It showed nothing but dull gray, so she switched the feed from infrared to night vision. The gray was replaced with fuzzy green. The darkness was so complete that even night vision barely revealed anything.

She slowed the drone in front of the house. The door was closed, and the curtains were drawn. Nothing was visible inside, either in night vision or infrared.

“Try magnetic imaging,” Munoz suggested.

Shao pressed a button, and the screen changed to show a staticky 2D compression of the five yards directly in front of the drone.

And finally, they found something. “Three bogeys,” Shao said. “They appear to be in a prone position, but it’s hard to tell.”

It was indeed hard to tell. The magnetic imaging revealed shapes that loosely resembled human bodies, but it was impossible to see if the bodies were prone or supine.

Or alive.

Jake and Munoz shared a grim look. “See if you can find a way in, Shao,” Jake said.

Shao moved the drone over the top of the house and descended into the backyard. She switched to night vision again and said, “The rear window’s open. I’m taking it inside. No response from our bogeys.”

Munoz cursed under his breath. Jake knew why he was cursing, but he hoped desperately that Munoz was wrong.

He wasn’t wrong. Shao piloted the drone close to the three bodies. And they were definitely bodies. Without interference from the walls of the house and with the range down to one yard, the magnetic imaging clearly showed three bodies with bullet wounds. One of the bodies appeared to be missing the top half of its head.

Jake sighed. “Okay. Check the house just in case there’s someone hiding, but I think we’re too late.”

“Switch to optical and turn the drone’s lights on too,” Munoz said. “Might as well get a clear image of what we’re looking at.”

Shao complied, and when the image switched to optical, the last of Jake's doubt was erased. Three dead men were all that remained in the house, a fact Shao confirmed after a brief survey of the rest of the Chateau.

The team moved toward the house, showing only a token level of caution but far more than a token level of disappointment. Jake and Munoz wore dark frowns as they covered the distance between themselves and the home where, until very recently, the President had been held.

When they walked inside, Jake tried the light switch. It worked, and they no longer had to rely on the shallow cone of light from the drone. Shao called the drone back and began to package it while the CAT cleared the house, going through the motions of the procedure, probably just to give themselves something to do.

Jake and Munoz stepped toward the bodies. Under the bright lights, Jake recognized the body missing most of its head as Craig Reese. A handgun lay near his outstretched right hand. Jake had a feeling that the bullets that had killed the two men clad in black body armor came from that handgun.

He sighed and tapped his earpiece. “Hey, Jess. We’re inside.”

“Yeah, I see. I’m eavesdropping via your glasses. So they already made the transfer, huh?”

“Either that, or Craig just went off the deep end and thought the President would be safe here. It wouldn’t be the first time someone decided they knew better than me how to keep Bryan safe.”

They looked around the Chateau and found the fridge and pantry stocked with groceries. There was no purchase date or receipt, but none of the perishable food was expired. Jake guessed that Craig stopped for groceries on the way or had someone do that for him.

He had fought and killed two of the terrorists. Whether that happened because they betrayed him or because he was trying to protect the President, Jake didn’t know. What he
 did
 know was that the President had been taken by terrorists, and once more, they had no leads on his location.

“What do you want us to do?” Munoz asked Jake.

“Have your team look for any sign of where the terrorists went when they left,” Jake said. “I doubt like hell they’re coming back, so stealth isn’t necessary. Use lights, use the drone, use anything you need. I want to know where Bryan went after here. We’re only a few hours behind them. If we move fast enough, we can still catch them before it’s too late.”

Munoz’s expression told Jake he was just as doubtful that they could do that, but he nodded and said, “You got it, Jake.”

Jake looked out the kitchen window as Munoz's team began to divvy up tasks for the tracking mission. The long drive leading from the house to the main road was barely maintained dirt, which should mean it was easy to find any footprints or tire tracks that might be left behind. If they could determine which way the terrorists turned when they reached the main road, that would be a good start.

In the meantime, Jake needed to do some damage control. He called Jess. “Call Art. Have him send agents to take Secretary Pulver into protective custody. Bring him to Delta. I know he’s thousands of miles from the terrorists, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t terrorists in D.C. that we don’t know about or that there won’t be soon. They have two of the three keys they need to order the launch of nuclear weapons, and I’d rather not bank on the commanders of our nuclear subs and silos being too cautious to obey that order.”

“Right. On it. Should we… do we need to release a statement to the press?”

Jake sighed and pressed his hand against the throbbing in his temples. “As brief and nondescriptive as possible and don’t answer any questions right now. If they ask what we’re doing about it, tell them everything in our power and leave it at that.”

“Okay. I’ll do my best.”

“When the press gets wind of this, they’re going to have a field day,” Munoz said.

“Yeah, I know. We don’t have a choice though. We can’t keep this a secret. He’s supposed to be meeting with the French President in five”—he checked his watch—“three hours. Even if GSPR keeps things under wraps until then, the story’s breaking no matter what. I’m honestly surprised it hasn’t been leaked already.”

Munoz nodded. “Well, the silver lining to all of this is that you and I don’t have to split up after all. Finding the football and finding the President is now the same mission. What about Secretary Pulver? Do we have eyes on him?”

“Jess is calling Art. We’re going to take him to Delta.”

“Good idea. Might also be a good idea to alert the Pentagon and have them send a message to the combatant commanders, nuclear sub commanders, and silo commanders to ignore any orders to launch the missiles.”

“I have to hope they’re smart enough to assume that,” Jake replied, “but I’ll send them the message anyway.”

He tapped his earpiece. “Hey, Jess, let’s make the Pentagon aware of the situation so they know to ignore any commands to launch nuclear weapons. I’m assuming they’ve already figured it out, but better not to leave it to chance, right?”

“I already did,” Jess replied.

“Good.” He looked at Munoz. “She’s way ahead of us.”

Munoz gave Jake a thumbs up, and Jake said, "All right. In that case, I want you to focus on keeping Pulver safe. We're trying to figure out where the President was taken. Once Pulver's at Checkpoint Delta, I want you to reach out to your friends in the NSA and my friends in the CIA. Have them look for anything that might tell us where they've taken him: radio messages, cell messages, emails, smoke signals, telepathic signals—anything."

“Jake, we have a problem.”

Jake’s shoulders slumped. “I’m getting seriously sick of hearing that. What is it now?”

“Pulver’s missing.”

Jake's jaw went slack. Everything had gone from bad to worse in the space of a few hours. "Say again?" he said, even though he didn't need to hear it again to know that they were absolutely, utterly, royally, and completely screwed.

“Secretary Pulver is missing. Art sent agents to his house, his government office, his private office, and his son’s house. No one’s seen or heard from him since eight hours ago when he called his secretary to clear all of his appointments for the day.”

Jake looked at Munoz and saw by his friend’s ashen face that he had heard the news. The terrorists had completed their coup de grace. They had all three of the keys they needed to unlock America’s nuclear secrets.

And if the wires ended up crossed anywhere between Jess and the people sitting in front of the big red buttons, the world as they knew it could quite literally end in a burst of flame.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“I don’t care about their policies and procedures,” Jake told Jess. “This is the endgame. The terrorists either have or soon will have everything they need to order the launch of nuclear weapons anywhere in the world. The best defense we have against that is to make those weapons unlaunchable.”

“Which will leave us at the mercy of Russia, China, North Korea, Iran and Pakistan.”

“China’s an ally now.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Jess said, “but even if they’re not an enemy anymore, the others are, and the Pentagon isn’t going to castrate our nuclear deterrent. I have their commitment not to fire the weapons, but it’s a waste of time to ask them to make them unfirable.”

“So if there’s a terrorist plant anywhere along that chain of command, we just watch while the world blows up.”

“What do you want me to do, Jake? Do you want me to waste my time on something we can’t achieve or focus on what we can achieve? The rest of the world isn’t going to roll over just because the President is in danger, and outside of the Secret Service, I’m sorry, but you’re just another dude.”

Jake frowned and looked out of the window at the sun rising through the alpine valley. He was still in the Chateau. For the time being, he was using that as their forward operating base. The CAT agents had determined that the terrorists had come in through the dirt drive, but when they reached the main road, they found tracks moving in both directions. Jake had enlisted the help of local law enforcement to continue the search, but the local police was woefully inadequate for this kind of assignment. Eventually, they might be able to find the terrorists, but eventually was too long.

If only Craig Reese hadn’t lost his mind. If the President had remained with the Secret Service, they might at least have been able to delay this long enough for them to figure out exactly who these terrorists were and where they had taken the football.

Jake sighed and pressed a hand to his left temple, where a headache was rapidly forming. "All right. Let's focus on finding the President and Pulver and the football then. Have you been in contact with the CIA?"

“Yes, and the NSA. They’re looking for anything that might indicate where the terrorists took the President.”

"Good. Have them assist in the hunt for Pulver too. The only way he gets to France is by air or by boat. It's highly unlikely that he stowed away or traveled under an assumed name. Somewhere, there is a record of how he left the country and what his destination was."

“You don’t think he was kidnapped?”

“Maybe. Have them look at private flights to Europe. Charter boats too. I think a flight is more likely, but it might be easier to be anonymous on a boat, especially if you’re trying to hide a person. Have the Coast Guard and Navy get involved too. Hell, call Santa Claus.”

“Like I said, Jake, the rest of the world won’t drop everything they’re doing—”

“I don’t give a shit! Don’t assume that, Jess, ask them!”

“Okay,” Jess said, hurt in her voice. “I’m just saying, I don’t know that we’ll get the help we want. We should just do what we can on our own. At least then we’ll know that we’re putting all of our effort into this.”

“Part of putting all of our effort is asking for help when we need it,” Jake countered. “Just ask them, Jess. I think considering the situation we’ll find more cooperation than resistance.”

“All right. What are you doing?”

“We’re working with the locals to look for the President, but it’s not encouraging. The local police chief told us that there are only a few main roads into the Alps, but there are hundreds of side roads and trails that are very lightly trafficked. If they have access to the right kind of vehicles, they can disappear into the mountains and be all but untraceable.”

“Got it,” Jess said softly. “Damn. All right. I’ll let you know when I have something.”

She clicked off, and Jake sighed and got to his feet. He couldn’t sit around anymore. He had to be on his feet, even if he didn’t have anything in particular to do right now.

He headed outside. A few of the CAT agents stood guard. The rest were in Villeneuve, working with the locals to try to determine where the terrorists had gone. Those that remained behind gave Jake a wide berth, sensing their boss's anger and choosing wisely to avoid it.

Jake looked around at the mountains on either side. They rose about three thousand feet on either side, sheer, sharp granite spears that looked like bony spikes bursting from the Earth. Soon, there would be snow even on these lower peaks, but right now, they were bare and bleak.

That was a good word. Bleak. It described exactly how Jake felt. Bare, gray, hard, forbidding, empty… those were all good words too.

He walked down the drive, not sure how far he intended to go but needing to feel his feet moving underneath him. His thoughts drifted to Sheila and Beau at home. It felt odd to realize that he’d been gone for less than a week. Each time he dealt with a crisis like this, it felt as though a lifetime separated him from the quiet, peaceful moments of his ordinary life. Hell, right now,
 this
 felt like his ordinary life, and his family felt like a pleasant dream he could visit occasionally when the more recent catastrophe was averted.

He wondered what the most likely result of all of this was. Assuming the terrorists won, that is. They almost certainly wouldn’t convince anyone to launch the nukes. The tiny one thousandth of one percent chance that they
 would
 succeed was enough to take every precaution to prevent that, but still, Jake had to admit that he wasn’t really worried about a nuclear launch.

The loss of the U.S. nuclear secrets, on the other hand, was almost certain and very serious. The land-based ICBMs were located in underground bunkers that were nearly as secure as the Checkpoints the Secret Service had to protect the President. Depending on who you talked to, they were more secure. Moving them would be a years-long process involving selecting new locations, preparing the locations, constructing the sites, moving the missiles, getting the weapons systems to standby status and updating all of the SOPs and procedural documents relating to nuclear launch. The subs could be moved more easily, but it still wasn’t as simple as “Go here.” Nuclear launch sites had to be carefully selected, and the logistical infrastructure that supported the “boomers”—as the ballistic missile submarines were informally known—would have to be completely redesigned. If these secrets fell into the hands of their enemies, then the United States’ nuclear apparatus would be ineffective for months at best and vulnerable to destruction at worst.

It occurred to Jake for the first time how fragile the United States really was. It was easily the most powerful nation on Earth and in a direct conflict with anyone was so close to unbeatable that there was little need to think about the few scenarios where it could be beaten.

But if by sheer luck or an unprecedented level of evil brilliance the gaps in that armor were exposed, the underbelly of the world’s greatest nation was very, very soft. Just like the single missing scale allowed the huntsman to defeat the dragon, exploiting the right vulnerabilities could fell the United States as easily as a hunter shooting an elephant.

And when that elephant fell, it would take the rest of the world with it.

That raised an interesting philosophical point. After World War Two, the world had reorganized itself essentially into two camps: The US-led West and the Soviet-led—later China-led—East. When the Soviet Union fell, the East fell with it, and it was only because of China’s meteoric rise to superpower status that the fall was short and not fatal.

No one waited in the wings if the U.S. fell. You could argue that the British Empire was, in a sense, the precursor to the United States, but its fall coincided with the U.S. rise, so there was never really a gap in their respective dynasties. The West never suffered a catastrophe. Not a widespread and long-lasting one, anyway.

But if the U.S. lost its power, there would be nothing to stop the rest of the West from fragmenting. The European Union was probably strong enough to hold Russia off and maintain the sovereignty of its member states, but they couldn’t protect the Pacific. Japan and Australia
 might
 be able to resist Chinese takeover, but knowing China, they would choose economic dominance over military dominance, and that was something Japan and Australia absolutely couldn’t overcome. South Korea would probably fall to North Korea without the United States to counter Chinese support to the North.

As for China, they weren’t ready to take over as the dominant world power. Leaving aside the morality and effectiveness of Chinese hegemony, they simply didn’t have the ability to enforce their worldview the way the U.S. did. Given another thirty years or so, they could probably rise to that level, but in a world with thousands of nuclear warheads, thirty years was a long time.

The west would fall just as the east had, but there would be no one to pick up the pieces. The world would pull out eventually. Jake had enough faith in humanity to believe that the species’ own self-interest would cause things to eventually stabilize.

But what a dark age it would suffer until then.

Why would the terrorists want that? That’s what Jake couldn’t wrap his head around. Terrorists were by definition agents of chaos, but there was always a point to that chaos. They wanted their political or religious ideal to become dominant. They wanted their people to be free of perceived oppression. In the worst cases, they just wanted to cause as much pain as possible to people they hated.

Maybe there was an argument to be made for the last point, but the first point was utter bullshit. Most of Europe was first world. Their citizens lived just as well as U.S. citizens, or close enough. They weren’t oppressed.

And the sheer devastation that could occur to a world without stability was impossible to fathom. Did the terrorists consider this? Or were they so shortsighted and arrogant that they thought that defeating America would actually lead to a glorious utopian future? Or did they just not care?

His foot fell on asphalt. He looked up and realized that he’d reached the main road. He looked to his right and saw the buildings of Villeneuve in the distance. He looked to his left and saw the snowcapped peaks of the high alps even further away. Two of the peaks caught his eye. They looked as though they had once been joined into one summit but an earthquake or avalanche had eroded a deep groove in between them. The groove was almost perfectly straight and created an interesting visual effect as the light reflected off of the interior walls.

His earpiece chirped. “Hey, Jake, we might have found something.”

“Go ahead, Jess.”

"So we intercepted a cell phone call from Villeneuve that took place about eleven hours after the President left Paris. The voice was female, between forty and sixty years of age, and had a Bavarian accent. I guess that's a kind of German."

Jake recalled the Czech terrorist telling him of a German woman of around fifty to whom he had handed the nuclear football. “What did the voice say?”

“‘Take him to the pen.’ We’re assuming she was referring to wherever they’re taking the President. We don’t know where that is yet, but we’re working on tracing the cell phone. If we can identify the owner, we’ll have our next suspect.”

Jake looked back at the two mountains in the distance. The sharp, steeply sloped peaks with the deep groove in the center reminded Jake of the tip of an old fountain pen. “I think I might know where the pen is.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Jess Foster was in her element. She only wished her element wasn’t called upon when she was in said element to prevent the destruction of Western civilization.

Her element was managing multiple different streams of information and interpreting and analyzing that information into actionable tasks. At the moment, she was coordinating with the Pentagon to put failsafes in place that would minimize the risk of accidental nuclear launch, working with the CIA to track down the missing Secretary of Transportation, the NSA to identify and interpret any other communications that the terrorists might have made, and with Jake and Munoz to coordinate the CAT’s journey toward the twin Alpine peaks known as
 Stylo Plume
 , the Fountain Pen.

The
 Stylo Plume
 rose over seven thousand feet above sea level. The groove in between the peaks was the remnant of a glacier that had melted eight thousand years ago but not before carving a thousand feet deep into the granite. According to the information Jess could find, the canyon was about five hundred feet wide and composed of almost completely smooth granite. In that groove, according to some very interesting satellite images, was a cottage. Not perfectly safe, but pretty nice if you were a terrorist organization looking to hold a certain President there for a little while.

The door opened, and Presley entered carrying two cups of coffee and a box of donuts. Jess gave him a smile which Presley attempted and failed to return.

Jess’s heart went out to him. “Hey, it’s not your fault. No one thought we’d face a threat from within.”

Presley laughed bitterly. “Well, we did. And we got duped. And my men broke a very obvious and important rule. And their careers are probably over. Mine certainly is.”

“You don’t know that,” she insisted.

“Yes, I do.”

“Jake’s made mistakes too,” she pressed. “So have I. We still have careers.”

“Because you rectified your mistakes. I won’t get that chance.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. It’s not about me. I’m not even that upset about the loss of my career. I’m upset that if the President gets killed, it’s going to be my fault.”

“Let’s not assume the worst, okay? We’ve been in this exact situation before, and we’ve come out on top.”

“We’ve been missing all three pieces of the nuclear launch apparatus before?”

She pursed her lips. “Okay, not
 quite
 this exact situation, but similar. We’ve had terrorists threaten to destroy the United States before. We’ve won. We’ll win here too. We already have another lead, and we’re barely a day behind them. I know this looks scary, but the reality is that they’re the ones running, and we’re the ones chasing.”

“An animal is at its most dangerous when it’s cornered,” Presley replied.

“And it’s usually cornered because it’s facing overwhelming force and is already wounded. Here’s my perspective: the attack on the President in Brussels and the second one in Berlin hurt. Yes, they got the football, but they lost dozens of terrorists in the process. They didn’t gain anything in Berlin. They only got to the President this time because Reese is either a traitor or made a very, very big mistake. I’m not saying that it’s all right that they got to the President, but we
 have
 hurt them. I’m betting they don’t have the resources they need to keep up this level of attrition. They have a nice big ace in the hole, but we’re working on a royal flush.”

“With the nuclear football, the President and the Secretary of Transportation, it kind of seems like they’re working on a royal flush.”

"They have three aces. We have the other one. We also have the queen, the jack, and the ten. We just need to get the king back, and we're all good."

Presley sighed. “Maybe so, but if we win, we win in spite of me, not because of me. I know it’s selfish of me to even think like this, but it’s just… I never thought of myself as that guy, you know? I never thought that when things fell apart, I would be the reason for it. It just sucks to know that I’m going to have to carry this for the rest of my life. My kids are going to have to grow up knowing that their father’s mistake was almost responsible for World War Three. At this point, I don’t even know if it’s almost.”

Jess turned her chair to face Presley directly. "Jake will disagree with what I'm about to tell you, but I'm going to tell you anyway. You have a right to be human. You have a right to make mistakes. Yes, when we make mistakes, the consequences are greater, but that's why we have options when these mistakes occur. We understand—we being the Secret Service and the United States government in general—that even the most well-trained and most talented people will make mistakes. I'm not going to blow smoke up your ass and tell you that there won't be any career consequences to this mistake. But I
 will
 tell you that you’re not responsible for World War Three. If we fail and the terrorists somehow manage to launch nuclear weapons, it will be their fault, not yours. You will have done everything in your power to prevent them, and you will have failed. And that will suck majorly. But you are
 not
 the reason for
 their
 evil. You can’t let yourself carry that weight. That burden will crush you. Not to mention that it’s a little disrespectful to me, Jake, Munoz and every other member of the Secret Service to act like the future of the planet hinges on
 your
 actions. We’re all in this together. We all share this burden.”

Presley nodded. He didn’t look especially encouraged, but he didn’t look defeated anymore. That was something. He sipped his coffee again and reached for a donut.

“Attaboy,” Jess said. “Eat up. You look like a strong wind could blow you away.”

Jess’s computer beeped before she could see Presley’s reaction. She turned back to her computer and saw an alert from her contact in the NSA.

“What is it?” Presley asked.

“They identified the female terrorist who ordered the President sent to the Pen,” she replied.

“Who?”

"The German Undersecretary for Global Economic Development. I guess that's a position in the Federal Foreign Office. Her name is Harriet Klein. She missed a few recent meetings, and the Minister for Foreign Affairs hasn't been able to reach her."

“I guess we know why,” Presley said.

"Guess so. It looks like they intercepted another message from her dating to three weeks ago. It was flagged by the NSA because of…" She gasped. "Oh, holy shit."

“What? What is it?”

“Jake was right. Oh my God, Jake was right.”

She pointed at the message. When Presley read it, he whispered, “Oh God.”

The message consisted of two simple sentences sent to a number that was as of yet unknown. But it confirmed their worst fears.

The Third Voice will speak again. And this time, the world will listen.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

The hood was pulled off of Bryan's head, allowing a rush of crisp air to cool his skin. An accompanying rush of searing light blinded his eyes. He grimaced and tried to lift his hand to shield his face, only to remember that his hands were bound. He blinked instead, letting his eyes gradually adjust to the presence of light.

He was in a new house, more of a cabin, really. A large one, though. Large enough for four men and three women—all but two of them armed—to move around freely in the spacious living room.

Bryan was tied to a wooden chair in the middle of that living room. From the corner of his left eye, he could see two of the men working in the kitchen, frying up food that Bryan doubted would be shared with him. From the corner of his right eye, he saw a sheer granite slope that told him he was imprisoned somewhere in the Alps.

What captured his attention, however, was the sight directly in front of his eyes. That sight erased nearly all of Bryan’s remaining hope.

“They got you too, huh?”

Secretary of Transportation Kenneth Pulver, the second code holder for the nuclear football, smiled slightly. “They got me a long time ago, Mr. President.”

That's when Bryan realized that Pulver's hands were unbound. His eyes widened. "You son of a bitch. You're a traitor, too."

Pulver chuckled. “I guess it depends on how you define traitor. If we’re talking about a traitor to the current federal government of the United States, then yes, I’m a traitor. On the other hand, if we’re talking about a traitor to the ideals on which our nation was founded, then the traitor is the man bound in front of me.”

Bryan had had enough of the bullshit, and he let Pulver know. “Screw the rhetoric, Ken. What did they offer you?”

“A chance to create a better future.”

“By what? Stealing our nuclear secrets?”

“By launching a nuclear attack on Washington, D.C.”

Bryan stared at Ken a moment. That statement was so absurd that Bryan wanted to laugh, but it was also so terrifying that he couldn't. How could people actually believe in this crap? "You realize that will never happen, right? In a best-case scenario, you call in the order with the proper codes, and the person on the other end tells you to go screw yourself. The Pentagon knows the nuclear football is missing. They know by now that I've been kidnapped. They know that you're AWOL. No one's going to listen to an order to launch a nuclear attack. And on Washington, D.C.? You're delusional. Even if we were both sitting in our offices and the nuclear football was being filmed right in front of the combatant commanders, no one’s going to fire nuclear weapons at U.S. soil, let alone the capital.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yes! For God’s…” Bryan chuckled and shook his head. “Okay, Ken. Why don’t you explain to me why
 you’re
 sure that someone actually
 will
 fire a nuclear weapon on Washington, D.C.?”

“Because we’re going to override the communications channel to the launch site in Area Fifty-Two and send the launch order directly to our plant in the silo. He’s going to follow a lawful order from the President of the United States, and in accordance with the updated policies, he ‘won’t know’ where the missile is headed because the new system requires operators to punch in codes rather than coordinates. Since only you and the Cabinet member assigned to the football know what those codes mean, he ‘won’t understand’ that you just ordered him to flatten Washington, D.C.”

Bryan’s smile faded. There were only a few dozen people on Earth who even knew that Area Fifty-Two existed. Unfortunately, the cabinet was one of them since they were needed to authorize nuclear strikes. As for the new codes, that system had been implemented following Secretary Brougham’s coup attempt out of fear of rogue elements within the United States military intentionally targeting D.C. or other targets on U.S. soil. By attempting to prevent such an attack, they had unknowingly enabled it.

“Not smiling anymore, huh?” Ken chuckled. “Yeah, you didn’t really think any of that through, did you? That’s the big problem with you. You don’t think anything through. Like most members of your party, you hold this pie-in-the-sky ideal of a utopian future and spend exactly zero time thinking about how practical achieving those goals are. Then when you don’t achieve anything but greater hardship, you blame us for not all drinking the kool-aid and supporting policies that disadvantage real people so you can help imaginary people achieve imaginary aims.”

“And your response to what amounts to a political disagreement is to blow up Washington, D.C.? Do you know how many people will die?”

“We estimate one million from the initial blast, five to six within twelve months due to complications from radiation poisoning.”

Once more, Bryan was stunned into silence. He hadn’t exactly considered Ken a friend, but he thought he knew the man. He couldn’t believe that he was listening to him so casually discuss the slaughter of millions of people.

Then again, he thought he knew Gil Brougham too.

“I can’t believe that, Ken. I can’t believe that you’ll really kill so many innocent people.”

“Of course you can’t. Why would anyone ever disagree with anything you do? You’re right, after all. The world would just be
 so
 beautiful if only everyone would just do exactly what you tell them to do. Why can’t anyone see that?”

“Ken. You’re going to kill
 millions of people
 . If you hate me so much, why not just kill me?”

“Because the world needs to know that it’s your fault. They need to know that you are the reason this is happening.”

“I’m not the one ordering an attack on U.S. soil, Ken.”

“Yes, you are. Whether you want to or not.”

“I will let you kill me before I do that.”

“Then we’ll kill you. We’d rather not, but if you push us, we will. And the world will still know that it’s your fault.”

Bryan felt another thrill of fear when he saw the determination in Ken’s eyes. This man genuinely desired to murder millions of his own countrymen. “Why, Ken? What have I done? What can I do to fix it?”

Ken chuckled, and this time, he allowed his rage to show through his laughter. “What have you done? Hmm, let’s see. You’ve prioritized just about every other nation on Earth
 except
 your own. You’ve ignored the plight of millions of working-class Americans who are buried in debt and struggling just to feed their families. Most of them don’t have healthcare, you know that? Even with the bullshit, half-measure federal subsidy program, it’s actually cheaper for most people to just pay the tax penalty than to pay for health insurance. You hear that, Bryan? It’s actually cheaper for them to die than to survive.”

“I’ve been pushing for healthcare reform since day one. I
 want
 full federal health coverage. It’s the other side of the aisle that’s blocking me from achieving that.”

“Which is why we’re going to remove all of them too. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a fan of the help no one, if you’re poor it’s because you’re stupid and evil, not my problem if everyone who doesn’t look, think, feel, act, or believe as I do suffers and dies party any more than I am of your party.”

“So help me overcome them. Help me fight for our working-class Americans.”

Ken laughed again, more than a chuckle, a full belly laugh. “That’s hilarious. That’s just hilarious. Really? How do you plan to fight for them? Signing a trade agreement with China that heavily favors them? Committing
 more
 of our military forces and tax dollars to pretend to defend Europe from Russia while they conquer half of it right under our noses? Commit additional tax dollars and military power to pretend to defend the Middle East while they slaughter civilians en masse? Commit yet more of our money and power to help African warlords steal all of that money while lying to our faces about the fact that half the continent continues to be poor and oppressed?”

He got up from his chair and paced around the room, gesticulating wildly as he grew more and more incensed. “You know, that’s the worst part about you, Bryan. You can’t even help other people. Not only are you ignoring our broken healthcare system, our embarrassing education system, our deep-seated economics issues and the social issues that are leading to actual riots in our major cities, but you can’t even help the foreigners you pretend to help. Name one fucking thing you’ve actually accomplished, Bryan. One fucking thing you’ve actually done. Go ahead, I’ll wait.”

The silence that followed that demand hung heavily over the room. Bryan didn’t answer Ken. The truth was that only two days ago, Bryan had lamented privately that he hadn’t accomplished anything of note. Each time he tried, something got in his way and prevented him.

During his first term, he
 had
 focused on domestic issues, something Ken had conveniently forgotten. But his own party had insisted that he adhere strictly to the party’s official positions, and when he deviated so much as a single line item, they refused to support him. The other party had refused to budge on so much as a single issue, so the few actions he’d been allowed to take had died before they left the House.

In his second term, he had focused on global issues, not to help other nations, although that had been part of the goal. He'd done that because if he could achieve better relationships with the world, then he could at least do something to help Americans. And, of course, that's when terrorists decided their only goal in life was to prevent him from doing a single damned thing.

He could claim that it wasn’t his fault, and there would be a lot of truth to that, but that wouldn’t matter to anyone else. He was the President of the United States. He was the leader of the free world. He was supposed to get things done no matter how difficult it was.

And he hadn’t. He had failed. Ken was right.

"Right," Ken said contemptuously. "And guess what? The guy after you won't do anything better. Or the girl. Or otherwise. It's not the President that's the problem, it's the entire goddamned system. You're by far the worst leader we've had in a while, but you could put Abraham fucking Lincoln back in office, and we'd still fail. We need something different. We need to do away with this bipartisan bullshit where the elites shout at each other in front of the cameras and shake hands behind the cameras. We need one party, one voice, one—"

“The Third Voice?” Bryan interrupted. “The one’s calling for the slaughter of millions of innocent working-class Americans who you claim to care about? That voice?”

“Yes, that voice. When you have a cancerous kidney, you cut it out so the body can survive. D.C. is a cancerous kidney. We’re going to cut it out. It’ll hurt, but America will survive. And once America is finally on the right track,
 then
 we can address the world. I guarantee you this, Bryan, Russia will beg to be allowed to sit meekly in a corner and do whatever we tell them to do by the time we finish with them. There will be no such thing as an Islamic State to blow up children in marketplaces. There will be peace and order in this world, and it will happen because we give it to them.”

He stopped in front of Bryan and looked down at him with a contempt so powerful it was close to hate. Maybe it was hate. “In a short while, the nuclear football will arrive. When it does, you will contribute your half of the codes necessary to open it. You’ll do so dead or alive.”

He stormed outside after that. When the door opened, a gust of chilled air caressed Bryan’s cheeks. He stared at the wall and tried to calm the pounding in his heart.

Jake, if you’re out there, please get here soon.



CHAPTER TWENTY

The CAT moved slowly up the winding Alpine path toward the Pen. They managed to complete the first part of the journey in the MRAPs, driven to the Chateau a few hours after Jake and his team reported the President missing.

The MRAPs were extremely capable, but they were designed primarily for desert environments. As such, they were better suited for flat, open spaces, not narrow, twisty mountain paths. Eventually, that caught up to them. They rounded a corner and saw that the path narrowed too much for the MRAPs to continue.

“How far away are we, Jess?” Jake asked.

“Seven miles.”

Jake cursed. That was a three-hour journey at least in their battle gear up a steep mountain pass. After Jess confirmed that they were, in fact, dealing with the Third Voice, Jake felt a greater sense of urgency. This operation could not only rescue the President but give them a chance to interrogate a member of the Third Voice, a real member and not a puppet like the Turkish General Demir Aydin.

“Look at the silver lining,” Munoz offered. “It’ll be nearly nightfall by the time we reach the pass. That’ll give us cover.”

Jake sighed. “Yes, but if they move the President in the meantime, we’re screwed.”

“There’s only one way out of that pass,” Jess told him. “Back the way they came. If they evacuate, then they’ll have to come to you.”

“What if they get the football open before we get there?” Jake asked.

“Then we’ll have to deal with that later,” Jess replied. “We already know they’re not going to be able to launch any nukes, so let’s just get the President out of there safely and let everything else happen after.”

Munoz grinned. “Listen to Jess talking like Jake.”

“Sometimes even he needs to be reminded of what’s really important,” Jess replied.

Jake nodded. “All right. Point made. I just hate being delayed. Let’s move out and not waste any more time.”

The team started on foot, leaving the MRAPs parked on the hill. Jake left the drivers to guard the MRAPs and instructed them to evade capture at all costs. He hoped that would be enough.

The mountains were beautiful in a stark, austere sort of way. The granite peaks were mostly free of snow this time of year save for the very highest elevations, but their bleakness only added to their severe beauty. This place was wild, fierce, and free. It was no wonder that so many outdoor adventurers and athletes listed the European Alps as one of their top destinations.

“Reminds me of the Himalayas but not so high or snowy,” Munoz remarked.

“You mountain climb?’ Jake asked.

“Did it a few times back when I was dating Marjorie. Not a fan, to be honest. I found it boring.”

“Boring? Being out in nature like this?”

“I like deserts. I grew up in Arizona. Give me sand and cacti, and I’m happy. Snow and rock, not so much.”

“Different kind of barren, huh?”

Munoz chuckled. “Spoken like a true Appalachian mountain man.”

“I grew up in Virginia. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“That’s the Appalachians, genius. You’ve never heard of the Blue Ridge Mountains?”

“Well, yeah, but we just called them the Blue Ridge Mountains.”

“Oh, my mistake.”

Jake smiled. “I get your point, though. And yes, I would much rather have trees and birds and bees and animals instead of nothing. Sheila and I actually talked about getting a cabin in the woods somewhere out in the Midwest. Kentucky or Ohio or something.”

“Yeah? When you retire?”

“No, right now. I like flying into work every day.”

Munoz rolled his eyes. “Okay, be an asshole.”

Jake laughed, but his smile faded quickly when they fell silent. Small talk like this helped break the tension before a combat action, but it always felt like having a beer on your porch while watching a tornado approach.

Almost as though reading his mind, Munoz said, “You know they get tornados a lot in the Midwest.”

“In the plains, yes. Not so much the forests. It has something to do with mountain and lake effects.”

“Ah.” Munoz looked around. “You know, I’m starting to see it. The solitude out here is calming in a way. It’s almost like living on a planet without people.”

“Exactly. You know, except the terrorists who are trying to launch nuclear weapons.”

“Right. Except for them.”

The team rounded a corner, and the Pen came into clear view ahead. Up close, the illusion of a fountain pen was broken. The walls on either side of the gorge were steep but not vertical and far from smooth. It was still an impressive sight, but not quite so forbidding as before.

What
 was
 forbidding was the final climb, a steep, two-mile ascent that wound around and over different rocky outcroppings. It was hard to tell how steep from here, but steep enough that Jake worried about fatigue when they reached the top.

“Shao, what’s the range of that drone?”

“Two miles.”

“As the crow flies, how far do you think that gorge is?”

“About two miles.”

Jake nodded. “Okay, get as close as you can and let me know what we’re looking at up there. Ideally, we can get to the top without being spotted. If that’s not feasible, then we need to adjust our plans accordingly.”

“Roger that. I’ll go see what I can see.”

The team took advantage of the short break to rest and eat some protein bars. Jake checked the sun and guesstimated they had two hours or so of sunlight left. It would probably take three hours to reach the top of the gorge. He assumed they would have to move slowly up that final ascent.

How had they gotten Bryan up here?

“Okay,” Shao said. “Drone is moving.”

The nearly silent drone lifted into the air with a soft whirr and quickly fell out of sight as it moved up toward the gorge.

“The CIA has some scary stuff,” Munoz observed.

“So do we,” Jake replied. “And yet we still find ourselves on the back foot almost all the time.”

“Because we’re not out there looking to kill everyone who disagrees with us,” Munoz opined. “We’re the gentle giants. We only get mean if people poke us too hard. I wonder sometimes if that’s why the terrorists are doing what they’re doing.”

“Because we poked them too hard?”

“Because we’re too gentle. That’s what Brougham essentially said when asked his reason for the coup. The U.S. has earned a reputation of being too weak to address global issues and too weak to defend itself or its allies from attack. It’s not true, but sitting meekly at home hasn’t done anything to discourage terrorism and violence worldwide.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “You sound like you agree with him.”

“I agree that the U.S. needs to take a firmer hand with certain governments and certain global issues,” Munoz replied. “I don’t at all agree that overthrowing the democratically elected government of the United States or launching nuclear weapons at our enemies is the way to do it.”

Jake nodded. “Yeah, I can see where you’re coming from.”

“You don’t agree?”

Jake shrugged. “I’m beginning to think that it’s best not to think too much about the policies of the administration I protect. It’s my job to protect the President whether I agree with him or not. Dwelling too much on whether I agree with the decisions they make is a path to bitterness at best and Bard at worst.”

“You’d never become Eli Bard. You’re not that stupid or that arrogant.”

“Well, I don’t want to be bitter either.”

“Fair enough.”

They fell silent for a moment. Jake broke the silence by asking, “See anything yet, Shao?”

“Not yet. I’m moving slowly to conserve battery. Two more minutes, and I’ll have a view.”

“Ten-four.”

Munoz turned to Jake and spoke softly so the others couldn’t hear them. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about that counterterrorism force you talked about earlier.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I’m thinking we could make it an interagency thing. I think a lot of the issues we have… well, we’ll talk about it later.” He chuckled. “I think I’m just nervous, so I’m trying to fill in the silence.”

“Me too,” Jake said.

“Never a dull moment, right?”

“No, sir.”

“Okay,” Shao interjected. “I have something. The gorge is about three-quarters of a mile long, about five hundred feet wide. There’s a cabin a half mile past the entrance. I can see five Jeeps parked there.”

“How the hell did they get Jeeps up there?”

“Airlifting would be my guess. Or there’s a way up that we don’t know about.”

Jake shook his head. “Okay, five Jeeps. Any people visible?”

“Two people on either side of the front door and two on either side of the rear. One on top of the roof with an LMG, but he’s not at an angle where he can see the lip of the path.”

“They don’t have anyone looking down at the path?”

“No.”

“That’s good. They might think they’re too remote for us to do anything. What about inside? Can you see inside the building?”

“I don’t want to drop altitude or the guy on the roof might see me. I’ll switch to infrared.” A moment later, she said, “We have eight inside the building. One of them is bound to a chair. I’m guessing that’s the President. There’s someone talking to him, two other people in the kitchen making food and one at each corner of the living room.”

“Only a dozen terrorists?” Munoz asked.

“We must have hurt them pretty badly in Brussels and Berlin,” Jake surmised. “Good news for us.”

A soft, rumbling noise cut through the conversation. The team stilled and listened to the distant roar.

Jake was the first to recognize it. “Helicopter. Shit. Everyone find cover. Shao, pull that drone back ASAP.”

Shao pressed a few buttons on the control pad. The monitor blacked out, and Shao said, “ETA four minutes. We’re moving at maximum speed.”

"That's not fast enough. Can you land the drone somewhere out of sight down the slope?"

“Um… let me see.”

She opened the pad again and quickly scanned for a place to land. “There. I’ll put it down on that outcrop.”

“Do it quickly, then duck and cover.”

The distant rumble had become a rapidly closing staccato thumping. The echoes from the mountains made it impossible to tell exactly how close, but Jake doubted they had more than a few seconds before it flew over their heads.

He was right. Just as Shao ducked into the shadows and stilled, a medium-sized transport helicopter flew over their heads, barely five hundred feet above the mountain peaks. The helicopter approached the gorge without slowing or stopping. That wasn’t a guarantee that they hadn’t been seen, but it was a good sign.

“Shao, bring the drone up just over the lip of the gorge. Tell me what you see.”

Shao complied, keeping her movements as subtle as possible just in case someone was looking back their way from the cabin of the helicopter. The chopper entered the gorge a moment later and passed from view, so the team got to their feet.

"Choppers landing in front of the house. They're shutting off the engine. I guess they're planning to stay a while. I have… one female—make that three females—and three males exiting. One of the females is wearing a business suit and appears to be unarmed. However, she's carrying a…" Shao's eyes widened. "Sir, she's carrying the nuclear football."

Jake and Munoz shared a grim look. Shao’s next report made things even grimmer. “One of the men from inside the house is stepping outside to greet them. He’s also wearing a business suit. Sir, I think you should have a look at this.”

Jake leaned over Shao’s shoulder, and a chill ran down his spine.

The woman matched the description the man he and Munoz had interrogated, the woman Jess had identified as Harriet Klein, believed to be the mastermind behind this operation. The man shaking her hand was Secretary of Transportation Kenneth Pulver.

The Third Voice had every piece of the puzzle now.

“Suit up everyone,” Jake said. “Time to move as fast as possible.”

The team quickly packed up and started down the mountain. Rather than take the time to call the drone back, Sheila parked it on an outcrop just below the lip of the ridge.

The team moved as quickly as they could down the path toward the final ascent, but they could only move so fast. At best, they could shave maybe one hour off of their journey.

That gave the terrorists two hours to figure out how to open that briefcase and change the balance of power in the world, possibly for good.

Hold on, Bryan. Just a little longer.



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

The sound of the helicopter echoed through the gorge, making it sound as though a squadron of gunships was bearing down on the house. For a moment, hope filled Bryan that Jake had sent the gunships to take the terrorists out once and for all. If ever there was a situation that justified sacrificing the President for the greater good, this was that situation.

That hope flickered out long before the helicopter landed. Jake would never risk Bryan’s life. He was the perfect Secret Service agent. His only purpose in life was to keep Bryan alive.

Except it wasn’t his only purpose. Bryan had fought to banish thoughts of his family from his mind, but as the helicopter lowered itself to the ground, Bryan couldn’t help but think of his wife, Carrie, who was finally coming around to forgiving him and returning to his arms. He thought of his daughter, Sheila, who had already suffered so much for no other reason than that she was related to Bryan. He thought of Beau, his grandson, so young, still too young to understand how dangerous the world was and how many people wanted to kill him just because he happened to be American and happened to live in that nation’s capital. Jake had them to consider, and damn it, that was more important no matter what the job description said.

Then again, it was highly likely that Jake didn’t even know where he was. Craig’s good intentions had ruined Jake’s perfectly good and mostly effective defensive apparatus. Jake had an uncanny ability to find needles in haystacks, but one could only get lucky so many times.

The helicopter engine cut off, and Ken smiled at Bryan. “Look at that. The last piece of the puzzle is here. What do you say we change history, Bryan?”

Bryan didn’t answer. After a moment, Ken laughed and walked outside to greet the newcomers. Bryan caught a glimpse of a woman in a business suit approaching the house, escorted by six people in the same black body armor and carrying the same AR-15 copies as the terrorists inside the house.

He also caught a glimpse of the briefcase she was carrying. There were only seven briefcases like it in the world, only two filled at any given time and only one active.

If they had a way to deactivate this briefcase from a distance, then that briefcase would be useless. Well, not useless, but it couldn’t authorize a nuclear attack. If they could change the codes without needing the briefcase open to manually deauthorize the current codes, then that would also prevent the possibility of nuclear launch.

But they thought they were being careful. This was the information age, right? The threat was the cases and codes being accessed remotely. Forcing them to be changed manually made them safer, right?

Well, in a way, Bryan supposed that was true. They had delayed the use of the briefcase, at least. The problem was that they’d left themselves no way out of this particular hole.

With a sinking feeling, Bryan realized it might not make a difference after all. They had a plant inside one of the nuclear launch sites. They wanted at least a thin veneer of Presidential approval to authorize the strike to make their plant seem innocent, or at least less guilty than Bryan’s negligent administration, but as Ken had said, they seemed perfectly happy accomplishing their aim without that veneer.

Maybe we were just doomed to fail. Maybe this is just fate’s way of clearing out a failed system.

Anger flared inside him at that thought. No. To hell with that. Democracy wasn’t a failed system. Freedom wasn’t doomed to fail. The enemies of freedom and democracy were evil, the sort of evil that didn’t mind killing six million people to get their way.

And until his very last breath, Bryan would resist those enemies.

The door opened, and Ken walked in with the woman in the business suit. She was around fifty, attractive with shoulder length brown hair and frosty blue eyes. She looked at Bryan, and vicious triumph crossed those blue eyes.

“He hasn’t been cooperating,” Ken told her. “No surprise there. I warned him this would be his last chance, but between you and me, I think we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”

“All in good time, Mr. Pulver,” the woman replied with a slight German accent. “Mr. Gaines needs time to prepare the launch site before we can give the order anyway.”

Ken frowned. "It would be better to give the order now. The Secret Service found Craig Reese's Chateau already. These guys are smart. They stopped Brougham when he had the whole damned military on his side. We can't waste time."

"If we give the order now, it will be hours before it can be implemented," the woman countered. "That will give the current military leadership—loyal to President Jackson—time to countermand it and prevent the missiles from launching. We must have those missiles launched within seconds of the order, or we will allow too much time to stop it."

Ken’s frown deepened. “This is dangerous, Harriet.”

Harriet chuckled. “Of course it is. You didn’t think this would be easy, did you?”

Ken turned away. Harriet laughed again. “Don’t pout, Mr. Pulver. Relax. Fate is on our side.”

She sat across from the President and crossed her legs. They regarded each other for a long moment before the woman spoke. “Do you know who I am?”

“Another murderer too cowardly to admit what she really is,” Bryan replied.

Harriet smiled coldly. “I could say the same to you.”

“But you’d be lying.”

“No. I would be telling the truth. Just as you told the truth when you called me a murderer. It’s all a matter of perspective, Mr. President. See, from
 your
 perspective, the United States is the greatest nation on Earth. Its government is the best government on Earth, its aims the most righteous, its people the strongest and the noblest. To you, the United States of America is the pinnacle of human evolution in every way.

"You've forgotten that you're human and that, like all humans, you can make mistakes. You've forgotten that your mistakes have cost thousands of lives in many countries—and that's only your administration. If we were to look at all of history, the United States has been responsible for millions of deaths, perhaps even tens of millions.

“But what do those deaths matter? They’re not American deaths. They’re not free lives lost. They’re lives lost in service to inferior nations, ones who refuse to adopt the obvious supremacy of the American ideal.”

“Oh yes,” Bryan replied sarcastically. “You hit the nail on the head. We’re just walking around looking to destroy a metropolitan area of five million people with nuclear warheads. Oh wait.” He laughed. “That’s
 not
 us. That’s you.”

Harriet smiled coldly. “You’ve already destroyed two metropolitan areas with nuclear weapons. You are, in fact, the only nation to have ever destroyed a metropolitan area with nuclear weapons. That
 is
 you. You’ve also promised to destroy any government that dares to use those same weapons. After all, it would be immoral. Strange that you don’t hold yourself to the same standard.”

She uncrossed her legs and smoothed her skirt. “I won’t bother repeating the same arguments that Mr. Pulver has provided, but I’ll provide you with a different perspective on the United States, one that many of the people not so fortunate as to claim citizenship from your nation hold.

“The world is broken, Mr. President. Humanity stands on the cusp of advancement beyond any and all of our wildest dreams: Medical science so powerful and so effective it could double our lifespans. Technological advancement so great that within a few generations it’s not inconceivable that it could make us immortal by allowing us to transfer our consciousness to digital formats. Space travel, a world without scarcity, clean energy beyond anything our race could ever need, freedom—true freedom, not the paltry caricature you offer—for everyone.

“One thing stands in our way.” She lifted a finger and jabbed it toward Bryan’s nose. “You. You and your elites in Washington. The world can’t explore medical advancement because your businesses will lose their profits if people become well. People can only practice their religions if the tenets of those religions don’t offend your sensibilities. People can only advance their technology as long as it doesn’t surpass your own, again because you can’t have your businesses losing profits. And God forbid that anyone’s military even comes close to yours.

“The United States is the greatest nation on Earth, it’s true. But only because you have a gun pointed at all of our heads, and we all know that if we dare to surpass you, you’ll pull the trigger. It’s time, Mr. President, for the barrel of that gun to press to your own temple. Then the whole world can grow. The U.S. too. But together, not alone and not held back by your stuffy insistence that you’re just fine the way you are.”

Bryan glanced at Ken. He stood behind Harriet and looked at her with contempt. Clearly, Harriet wasn’t on the same page with her American counterpart.

Bryan shook his head at Harriet and said, “As usual with terrorists, you’re both extraordinarily blind. When you destroy Washington, you won’t miraculously free the world from the United States. You’ll have only made the same mistake the Japanese Empire did when they attacked Pearl Harbor. The moment that nuke goes off over our nation’s capital, there will be a retaliation unlike anything the world has ever seen. You won’t rescue the world from oppression. You’ll plunge it into chaos.”

Harriet leaned forward, her ice-blue eyes now bright. “Exactly! And from the fires of that chaos, humanity will rise anew, like the phoenix! You are too narrowminded, Mr. President, and too focused on the immediate. Just as you now revere Christopher Columbus and John Smith for successfully subjugating the natives and gifting your ancestors with the land you now claim is
 yours
 by birthright, humanity will revere us for ushering in a new era of peace and prosperity.”

Bryan laughed. “You’re utterly delusional. You’re a fool. But go ahead. Kill me. Launch those missiles. See what happens. My only hope is that you’ll live just long enough to realize how stupid you are.”

Harriet scoffed. “A pity that you will die before you can see your empire collapse into flames.” She stood. “I’ll give you an hour and”—she checked her watch—“forty-seven minutes to decide. After that, it will be time for you to either accede or die. I do hope you’ll consider giving us a chance. I think you truly care about the world. It would be nice to allow you a glimpse of the future we’ll provide it.”

“Go to hell.”

She smiled cruelly at him. "What was it, Milton said? Better to rule in Hell than to serve in Heaven."

She headed for the stairs. “Mr. Pulver? Will you join me?”

“Sure,” Ken said drily. “Whatever you want, Boss.”

He followed her up the stairs, leaving Bryan alone with the crowd of stone-faced terrorists. Bryan kept a brave face, but the panic he felt was rapidly giving way to despair.

Please stop this
 , he prayed, not sure to whom. To anyone.
 Please stop this before it’s too late.



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

Jake focused on his breathing as the team climbed the steep ascent to the gorge. Up close, the climb wasn’t quite as steep as it looked from across the valley, but it was still grueling. Jake’s legs burned, and he was forced to slow after the first mile to prevent cramping.

He checked his watch. They had been climbing for an hour and forty-one minutes. A half mile still remained to the top of the hill. He’d have to risk a cramp or two.

He tapped his earpiece. "Pick up the pace, guys. Sunset in less than twenty. Forget cover. When we get to the top of the hill, we rush the building and fight our way through. Shoot anyone who isn't the President, Secretary Pulver, or Harriet Klein."

Munoz frowned. “Klein? We’re keeping her alive?”

“Yes. She’s the leader of this operation. She can give us insight into the Third Voice. I want her alive.”

“Fair enough.”

Jake tapped his earpiece twice to switch to his secure channel with Jess. “Jess, any word back home?”

“Nothing untoward with the nukes at the moment. The combatant commanders are giving me grief over it, but they’ve agreed to at least drain the missiles of fuel. They warn me that will take at least four hours to drain the missiles currently in the silos and four days to accomplish the same things for the missiles outside of the silos.”

Jake relaxed a little hearing this. Four hours was too long, but if they were in the process of draining a missile of fuel, they couldn’t exactly fire it at Russia or China.

It occurred to him that they didn’t actually know for sure what the target was. He assumed the plan was to convince the world that the U.S. had started a nuclear war, but he didn’t know exactly where they would want that war started.

Not that it mattered. A nuclear weapon fired at anyone was a bad thing.

“We’re about to reach the top,” Munoz said over the team channel. “Weapons hot everyone.”

Jake extended his carbine’s stock and snapped a clip into the receiver. A quick flick of the thumb disabled the weapon’s safety, and all thirty of the 5.56-millimeter rounds were now hot.

He did some quick math. The cabin was a half mile from the lip of the gorge. The CAT agents carried assault rifles with longer barrels than Jake's gun. They would be effective up to four hundred meters, but realistically, they would want to be half that distance to be effective while moving against targets that were also moving. He was comfortable out to one hundred fifty meters with his rifle, but that still meant probably an extra five to ten seconds before he could contribute to the assault.

And they’d have to be careful with each of their shots. With the President in there, a stray bullet could end in disaster.

“Just like the good old days, right?” Munoz said.

“Yeah, except we’re rescuing a high-value target instead of killing one.”

“Oh, right. You were a sniper.”

“Have you rescued high-value targets before?”

“A couple times. Before it became my job to rescue high-value targets, that is.”

Jake chuckled. “Right.”

The lip of the gorge was ten yards above them now. No more opportunity for small talk. No more chance to relieve tension. The next few minutes would determine the future of the United States.

The sun dipped below the horizon just as Jake climbed over the top of the gorge. The shadow of twilight loomed over them from the tall summits above. The dark silhouettes of the helicopter and cabin beyond beckoned.

“Goggles on,” Jake told everyone. “Fire whenever you feel comfortable.”

The team rushed forward. The adrenaline rush of combat soothed Jake’s aching muscles, and the cramp that had threatened during the last part of the ascent dissipated. Jake checked his watch. Five minutes to the two-hour mark.

They made it one hundred yards before the machine gunner on the roof of the house noticed them. Jake watched through his night vision goggles as the man scrambled to bring the weapon to bear on the team.

“Tavares, get that gunner,” Munoz commanded.

Tavares, the only agent armed with a long-range rifle, dropped to one knee and aimed carefully. The machine gunner fired a split-second before Tavares did. The burst of machine gun rounds sliced into the ground a few yards in front of the team. Tavares’s shot sliced through the gunner’s neck.

Tavares fired a second shot, and Jake watched, impressed, as the rounds on the chain attached to the gun “cooked off.” The gun flew into the air and fell uselessly behind the house.

“Great shot,” Munoz said. “Now move!”

The team sprinted forward, and Jake watched as terrorists poured out of the door. He counted twelve of them. That left six inside, including Pulver and Klein.

The terrorists spread out, seeking cover behind the stone fence surrounding the cabin. They returned fire, and Jake called out, "Move with care. We won't save anyone if we get cut down. Advance rapidly, but try to stay behind cover."

As though to illustrate his point, a bullet sailed past his head, making a sharp buzzing sound as it blew by his ear.

The team responded well, spreading out and zigzagging behind the rocks and outcroppings on the edges of the gorge. The last forty yards were flat and clear save for the terrorists’ helicopter. That would be the hardest part to cross.

When the team closed within range of their weapons, they returned fire.

The terrorists weren’t going to go quietly, though. One of them popped up from behind the wall and fired a burst. He dropped one of the CAT agents and dropped behind cover again before he could take fire from the Secret Service. Another threw a grenade, forcing two CAT agents out of cover. Accurate fire from the terrorists dropped one of them as they ran for new cover.

Jake swore and fired back, but the terrorist responsible had already found cover. His heart sank. These guys were far more well-prepared for a fight than he expected them to be. They wouldn’t be able to force their way in with brute strength. They needed to outsmart their enemy.

Jake scanned the sides of the house, looking for any sign of the terrorists leaving through the back door or any sign of the President being escorted out. He feared the terrorists would make for the helicopter, but so far, no one had left the house besides the first cadre of armed terrorists.

Another CAT agent fell, but he took two more terrorists with him. Jake fired again, but the terrorist he’d aimed at was saved by his fellow, pulled to the ground just before Jake’s bullet slammed into the wall of the house behind. Munoz shoved Jake to the ground just before that fellow terrorist killed Jake.

“These guys are good,” Jake said. “Too good.”

“We need to flank them somehow,” Munoz said.

“We can’t. There’s no cover on the side of the house.”

Munoz’s eyes narrowed. Jake looked grimly ahead where the terrorists continued to hold the CAT at bay with devastating suppressive fire. They had not only underestimated the capability of the individual terrorists but the security of their hideout. True, it wasn’t a bunker, but they couldn’t order an airstrike with the President inside, and the lack of cover anywhere but directly in front of the building meant that attackers had to concentrate in a narrow field of fire. If they had three times as many soldiers, this would be next to impossible to do.

“We need to cause a distraction,” Munoz said, “Or we’ll be here until one side runs out of ammo.”

Jake looked ahead and tried to gauge the distance. He could toss a smoke grenade that far. He tapped his earpiece. “Firing a smokey in five seconds. Move forward when you see smoke.”

He pulled the grenade, pulled the pin and hurled the projectile. Flashes of light from rifle muzzles told him that the grenade had been spotted, but thankfully, none of those rounds struck their target.

The grenade hit the ground, and smoke billowed out, quickly enveloping the clearing. Jake switched to infrared and saw two terrorists panic and rush for the house. He dropped one of them, but the other one made it to safety.

The remaining six fired through the smoke, hoping a wall of bullets would prevent the American advance. They were joined by three of their fellows who thrust their rifles through the windows and unleashed a hailstorm on the advancing Americans.

But the smoke grenade worked. The terrorists were trained well, but not as well equipped as the Americans.

They still fought tenaciously. When they neared the house, one of the terrorists in the window caught sight of a silhouette and dropped Agent Tavares. Another CAT agent dropped before Munoz shot the killer.

“Tavares!” Munoz cried. “Damn it!”

Ten terrorists versus ten CAT agents. The odds were even now, but the terrorists still had the President and the football.

It was time to take another risk.

“Prepare to infiltrate the house,” Jake called over the radio. “Shao, take three agents and get to the back door. Munoz, you’re in charge of the rest. We’re going in through the front door. I’m going to find the President and get him away from the firefight.”

“Yes, sir! Let’s get this done!”

Jake fired at a terrorist who peeked her head out of the window and gave the woman a new hole in the middle of her forehead. She tumbled through the window and lay face-first on the ground with her legs up in the air.

The team started forward, but when Jake saw no fewer than four projectiles flying through the air toward them, he called out, “Frags! Take cover!”

The team instantly scattered and dropped to the ground, but one of the agents wasn’t fast enough. Shrapnel shredded his body, and when the rest of the team got to their feet, a terrorist rifle bullet dropped another one.

The terrorists pressed their advantage, storming out of the house and forcing the CAT behind cover. One more agent was dropped, and Jake feared the tide was turning when he heard gunfire from behind the house and saw the team that had advanced out swear and rush back inside.

Another terrorist lost his life for turning his back, and now they had only half a dozen.

The team renewed their assault. Jake looked for any sign of the President, but it was hard to tell on the infrared screen with all of the gunfire, and the night vision screen couldn’t see through walls.

The fighting at the doorway was brutal. Two CAT members were felled along with three terrorists before Jake grabbed a terrorist and held his body in front of him while he rushed inside. The team followed behind him.

It was over quickly after that. The remaining terrorists were pinched in between Shao’s team and the rest of the Americans.

They drew more blood before they went down, though. The last surviving terrorist pulled a grenade from his pocket and shouted something in a language Jake didn’t recognize.

The team rushed to get outside, but two of them didn’t make it. Jake himself only barely managed to put the wall of the house between himself and the shrapnel.

His ears ringing from the explosion, Jake staggered to his feet.

The ringing in his ears was replaced with an even more terrifying sound: the roar of helicopter engines. He lifted his eyes and saw with alarm that Klein and Pulver had managed to jump from the second floor. Klein carried the nuclear football while Pulver dragged the unconscious figure of the President behind him.

“How did the pilot get to the helicopter?” Munoz asked incredulously.

The answer to that question came when Klein jumped into the pilot’s seat and quickly started the engine. The pilot hadn’t made it to the helicopter. Klein just knew how to fly. Or she was desperate. Either way, the helicopter was about to lift off with the President of the United States and the nuclear football in tow.

“Shoot it down!” Munoz commanded. “Shoot out the engines!”

“No!” Jake cried. “The President’s in there! Do not shoot! Repeat, do not shoot!”

“They’re getting away!” Munoz countered.

“The hell they are!” Jake growled.

He sprinted for the helicopter, whose rotors were already getting up to speed. He heard footsteps behind as Munoz and Shao rushed after him, but he could already see that they wouldn’t make it in time. He would be lucky to make it in time himself.

He lowered his head and picked up speed, rushing toward the helicopter. The machine lifted into the air and swung around so its nose pointed at the exit to the gorge. Jake ducked under the swinging tail rotor and put on a last burst of speed.

The helicopter lifted into the air and accelerated rapidly. Jake cried out and leaped. His fingers grasped the helicopter’s skid.

And caught it.



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

The helicopter rose rapidly into the air. Jake clung to the skid with one hand, but his fingers began to slip. He dropped his rifle and swung his other hand up to grab the skid, holding on with all of his might. He managed to secure his grip, but when the helicopter exited the gorge and banked left, he was swung outward and nearly lost his grip again.

Munoz’s voice buzzed in his earpiece. “Jake! Jake, are you all right?”

“I’m still alive,” Jake said, “Get the French Air Force back on the line. Tell them not to shoot the helicopter down but follow it.”

“Will do. Damn it, we should have just had them air drop us into the gorge.”

Jess answered that from her end of the channel. “They wouldn’t agree to it. I asked them, but they said it was too dangerous to fly helicopters into that mountain range.”

Jake looked down at the valley floor thousands of feet below. “That’s encouraging.”

The helicopter banked again, and this time, Jake swung inward. His fingers slipped, and he was only barely able to maintain his grip on the skid.

Another problem presented itself when Jake heard metal sliding and looked up to see Pulver trying to close the helicopter door. He pulled himself up and just caught the edge of the door, holding it open. He was much stronger than Pulver, but freezing air blasting his face at one hundred fifty miles an hour and his precarious position hanging thousands of feet above the ground made it nearly impossible.

Pulver lifted his foot and stomped down on Jake’s hand. Jake cried out, then threw his other hand up. With both hands now on the door, he was able to keep it open easily.

So Pulver decided to kick his head instead. The first blow glanced off and was more annoying than damaging, but the second one caught Jake in the teeth. He tasted blood as his lip split, and a third kick landed square on the jaw. Pulver knew how to kick about as well as Jake knew how to play lacrosse, but that didn’t mean Jake could handle an unlimited amount of blows to the head.

He made the mistake of glancing down. He wasn’t easily frightened, but seeing the drop to the ground from where he stood hanging onto the outside of a helicopter twisted his stomach.

He started to pull himself up, but Pulver gained a modicum of intelligence, and instead of kicking him, he grabbed the doors, planted his foot on Jake’s face and pushed hard. Jake grunted as his shoulders hyper-extended. His fingers started to slide on the door, and when Pulver kicked again, they fell off.

For an instant, Jake felt his stomach turn again, but before he could sail off into the air, he grabbed Pulver’s ankle. The traitor shrieked and grabbed the handles on the top of the door with both hands, swaying and struggling to keep from being pulled out by the downwash from the rotors.

“Harriet!” Pulver shrieked. “He’s holding onto me!”

The helicopter banked sharply. Too sharply. Jake realized at the same time Pulver did that Harriet was rolling the aircraft inverted. The two men shared a look of horror that would probably have earned a lot of laughs had there been anyone around to see it.

As the chopper rolled completely over, Jake fell toward the rotors. Relying on instinct more than anything else, he scrambled for purchase, pulling on Pulver until he fell inside the helicopter.

He landed on the floor and drew his handgun. In the few seconds it took the helicopter to bank another ninety degrees, he saw the President strapped into a chair and unconscious, a bruise forming over his right eye. He saw Pulver hanging outside of the helicopter, clinging to the handles and shrieking.

Then the helicopter righted itself, and Pulver pulled himself into the helicopter. "What the fuck was that?" Pulver shouted to Harriet. "You could have killed—"

Harriet dipped the nose and barrel rolled again. Jake wasn’t prepared for the sudden turn and skidded toward the open side door. His gun clattered out of the door and fell uselessly to the ground below. Jake swung his body sideways and used his arms and legs to stretch across the entrance and keep himself from suffering the same fate. This time, when the helicopter righted itself, Jake got to his feet and slammed the side door shut.

He turned back to the President to see Pulver dragging him toward the other side door, having managed to loosen his straps while Jake was struggling to right himself. Jake lunged for him, but Pulver threw the door open halfway and held the President half out, bracing himself with his legs on the door.

“
 BackthefuckofforI’llthrowhimout
 !” Pulver shrieked in one breath.

That got Harriet’s attention. “Pulver! Stop that! You lose him, and
 we
 lose our launch!”

“Fuck that! Just tell Gaines to launch the missile anyway!”

Jake’s eyes widened. They had a plant at one of the launch sites! They were going to launch a nuclear weapon after all!

“No! We need the President to order this. We need them to know that we beat him!”

“Fuck you!”

“Pulver,” Jake warned, edging closer, “Think about this. You still have time to survive this. No one knows you’re a traitor who can prove it except for the President. I’ll bet if you come home with us and talk to him, he’ll arrange for you to retire somewhere in comfort instead of facing justice for your crimes.”

Pulver laughed shrilly. “Justice? For my
 crimes
 ?”

Jake stepped forward, and Pulver dragged the President half out of the door. Bryan’s arms flailed outside of the door as Pulver struggled to hold him.

“One more step toward me, and I let him go!” he cried. “I promise you!”

Jake judged the distance between himself and Pulver. He
 might
 make it in time to grab the President, but it was close. Too close. If Harriet did another maneuver or Pulver moved just a second too fast, both of them would fall out of the helicopter.

“Mercer!” Harriet cried. “That is your name, right? You are Jake Mercer?”

“Yeah,” Jake confirmed. “That’s me.”

“Listen! Listen to me! Let me explain to you why we’re doing this, yes? Let me tell you why this must happen!”

Jake had no interest in hearing their reasoning, but he needed to buy time so he could reach the President, so he said, “All right. Talk.”

“The world is broken,
 ja
 ?” Harriet said. Stress was thickening her accent. “The governments of Earth are
 scheisse
 ! They don’t care about their people. The poor remain poor, and the wealthy take advantage of them. We can
 fix
 that, but not until we break the rich! Not until we break the governments and make room for something new! Yes, people will die, but so many more will be saved! I promise you, Mercer, we are
 saving
 the world, not ending it!”

There would be no convincing her to stop. She was a fanatic and, like most fanatics, so deluded that she couldn't see reason. She would stop only when she was killed or securely imprisoned.

Jake looked around for the football and saw it strapped into the passenger seat next to Harriet. Harriet followed his gaze and shifted the helicopter. Pulver cursed and grabbed the President with both hands to keep him from falling off.

“Keep your hands to yourself, Mercer!” Harriet spat. “If you would just
 listen
 !
 Scheisse,
 warum wollen alle die Lügen glauben? Warum sind sie alle so dumm?
 ”

“It’s over, Klein,” Jake said. “Let’s make a deal. You put the helicopter down and let me take the President and the football. Then you and Pulver can go wherever you want.”

“No!” Pulver shouted. “Harriet, he’s lying!”

“I know he’s lying,
 dummkopf
 !”

“I’m not lying,” Jake said. “Forget the football. Just let me have the President. I’m a Secret Service agent. It’s my job to protect him. Let me get him to safety, and I’ll let you two go.”

Harriet sighed. She shook her head. Then she said, “All right.”

Jake couldn’t believe his ears. “Yes? You’ll do it?”

“We can’t activate the football with you waiting to kill us the moment you have a chance. We’ll attach a parachute to the President, then toss him out of the helicopter. You can jump after him, and you can both ride his parachute to the ground. It’s the best deal you’ll get.”

Jake hesitated. He wasn’t entirely confident that he could catch the President on the way down, and if he missed, they would both die since the President was unconscious.

He didn’t get a chance to offer a counterproposal. While he was lost in thought, Harriet twisted the yoke once more. At the same time, she pulled the throttle back all the way. The corkscrew-like movement threw Jake out of the helicopter. He reached forward and caught the edge of the doorway, holding on with his legs dangling past the cockpit.

Harriet jammed the throttle forward and pulled back on the yoke. The helicopter shimmied dangerously but maintained control. Jake, unfortunately, did not. He flew the other way, lost his grip, and barely caught the passenger door.

Harriet grabbed the football and tossed it back to Pulver. Pulver shoved it into the corner with one hand, then pulled the President back on board. He started toward Jake’s door to close it, but Harriet called, “Forget him! Start the launch sequence now!”

Jake pulled himself up, but Harriet maneuvered again, turning right. Jake lost the door again. His ribs slammed into the other side, and he cried out as he felt three of them crack. He cried out again when he fell, grabbing the skid just in time to stop himself.

He tried to pull himself up, but pain lanced through his right side. He tried to fight through it only to feel weakness and spasming. He’d either torn his pectoral muscle or damaged the nerves on that side when his ribs cracked.

Harriet continued to maneuver the helicopter while Pulver struggled to open the case. Jake watched impotently as he pressed the President’s thumbprint to the case, then pried his eyelids open and held the retinal scanner to him. He did the same, then pulled a recording device from his pocket.

Jake couldn’t hear the device over the wind whistling in his ears and the roar of the rotors, but he knew that the President’s voice was now authorizing the opening of the case. When Pulver cried out in excitement and pressed his own thumb to the print scanner, Jake shouted and started pulling himself up with his left arm, gritting his teeth with the effort.

And, of course, Harriet maneuvered violently, foiling his efforts and nearly shaking him off. Pulver cursed and fell hard against the opposite door. “Christ, Harriet, a little warning?”

“A little manhood?” she spat back. “Move faster!”

Pulver muttered under his breath, but Jake was barely able to hold onto the skid and could only watch as Pulver scanned his retina and spoke his command. The football popped open.

“No!” Jake shouted. “God damn it!”

Pulver chuckled gleefully and reached into his pocket for a pen. He signed first one line, then the other. Jake struggled mightily to lift himself, but his left arm was spasming now too, and pain radiated up and down his left side.

Pulver pumped his fist and shouted in triumph. He turned to Jake and said, “By the way, that missile’s heading toward Washington.”

The world swam in front of Jake.
 Sheila. Beau. Oh God
 .



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

“Here,” Pulver said, closing the football. “You can have it.”

He threw the briefcase at Jake. It struck him on the temple, and the worlds swam again. Jake gripped the skid with the only remaining control he had in his body, but his fingers began to slide.

Images flashed across his mind. Sheila smiling at him. Sheila holding him close. Beau laughing and playing with him. Beau saying “I love you, Daddy.”

And then an image of a bright yellow flash and a mushroom cloud rising skyward as a shockwave flattened the city they called home.

His vision cleared, and with a shout, he pulled himself onto the helicopter.

Just in time to see Pulver jump out of the other door, a parachute strapped to his back. The President was on the floor, still unconscious. Jake looked into the cockpit and saw that Harriet had jumped as well. The helicopter was holding steady right now, probably so the two terrorists could jump without being killed by the rotors, but any second, the wind could affect them more than the autopilot could compensate.

Grimacing with pain, Jake closed both side doors. The movement caused the helicopter to lurch, but thankfully, the helicopter steadied itself.

His body shaking terribly, Jake pulled the President into a chair. He felt things rip in his chest and lances of pain caused him to stiffen and gasp, but he managed to strap the President in and make his way to the cockpit.

Jake had flown a helicopter all of twice in his life, and he wasn’t seriously injured either of the last two times. He had low hopes that he could land this helicopter without damaging himself and Bryan.

Then a gust of wind knocked them into a seventy-degree bank, and he didn’t have a choice. He grabbed the controls and fought with the aircraft, pushing it downward to try to dive below the wind shear coming down the slope of the mountain.

It occurred to him too late that the wind shear itself was moving downward. The helicopter lurched, and then a sickening, weightless feeling enveloped Jake as it began to spin horizontally, the tail rotor no longer powerful enough to counter the torque of both the main rotor and the wind shear.

Jake fought through the pain and the nausea and pulled up on the yoke, trying to lift the helicopter and turn it out of the spin. The airframe creaked and groaned, but the helicopter continued to plummet, the tail whipping around at increasingly faster speeds.

“Jake?” Munoz called over the earpiece. “Come in, Jake!”

“I’m here,” Jake said. “Call the Pentagon now! The terrorists entered the launch code! They’re going to launch a missile at Washington, D.C.!”

“What?”

“They have a plant at one of the launch sites! Call the Pentagon!”

“Okay, shit! Are you all right? Where’s the President!”

“Munoz, this is the one time there’s something more important to worry about!”

“All right. I’m calling them.”

The ground rose up to meet them. Jake said a silent prayer and pulled back hard. Pain rippled through him like electricity. His body spasmed so hard his teeth chattered.

But slowly, the helicopter righted itself. Slowly, the spin stopped. The helicopter creaked and rattled, but it leveled off about two hundred feet above the ground.

Jake steadied the rotor and pushed the throttle to full power. He adjusted the yoke until he felt the helicopter’s forward speed slow. There was another sickening sensation of weightlessness as the helicopter slid downward. Jake had used a poor technique to transition from forward flight to hovering, and the helicopter lost lift temporarily.

Still, the modern aircraft was well built. An old Huey would have disintegrated under this force, but the state-of-the-art plane managed to keep from slamming into the ground, instead hovering about twenty feet from the dirt below.

At least until the rotor assembly separated from the helicopter. Jake felt a jolt, then the tail whipped around again. The helicopter landed hard, collapsing its skids. The tail whipped up, then slammed into the ground.

“Holy—” Jake began.

A loud thump shook the ground as one of the blades of the main rotor slammed into the dirt just outside of the windshield, barely a yard from Jake’s head.

“Shit,” he finished.

He heard groaning and looked behind to see the President groaning. “Hold on, sir,” he said, fighting through his own weakness and pain to make his way to Bryan. “I’ve got you.”

His earpiece chirped. “Jake, it’s Munoz. We can’t reach the Pentagon.”

Jake’s blood chilled. “What?”

“We can’t reach the Pentagon. Our signal’s being jammed.”

Jake tapped his earpiece twice. “Jess? Jess, come in!”

No answer.

Oh God.

“Jake?” the President groaned. “Jake? You came for me!” He smiled, but that smile faded when he saw Jake’s expression. “What’s wrong, Jake? What happened?”

Jake couldn’t bring himself to reply.

***

The alert that chimed on Jess’s computer caused her to jump. She was so focused on her conversation with Munoz that she forgot about the rest of the world for a second.

Reading the alert brought reality crashing down in the worst way possible. NO CONNECTION.

“Oh,
 shit
 !”

“What is it?” Presley asked, his knuckles white on the chair next to her.

“We lost contact.”

She pulled her earpiece out and pulled a jeweler’s screwdriver from her bag. She had an emergency setting that sacrificed encryption for raw power in case their signal was jammed. She hoped to God that was enough.

Behind her, Presley swore. “Cell phones are blocked too.”

“Go find a landline,” Jess said. “Landlines aren’t affected by EM jamming.”

“Who the hell has a landline in twenty—”

“Go
 find
 one, Presley!” Jess shouted.

Presley bolted from the room like he’d been struck by lightning. Absurdly, Jess had enough brainpower to think about how… well, absurd that thought was as she worked feverishly to adjust the setting on her earpiece. Lightning didn’t make people move faster. It made it so those people could never move again.

A whole lot of people are never going to move again in a few minutes if you don’t get through.

She put the earpiece back in her ear and tapped it twice. “Jake? Jake, can you hear me? Munoz? Anyone?”

Nothing. Her computer chimed again. NO CONNECTION.

“Shit!”

She drummed her fingers on the desk, thinking quickly. She pulled a scanning tool from her bag and pressed it against her laptop. The scanning tool was a lot more than a scanning tool. It was the most advanced reading and diagnostic tool on Earth. She could not only download up to sixteen terabytes of information on one tool, she could also broadcast that data across the planet using backdoors her contacts at the CIA and NSA had encoded into their communications satellites.

The function that was most useful at the moment, though, was discovering what exactly was jamming them. Jammers came in two major flavors. Well, three, but only two that applied here. Flavor one was a wall of white noise that was designed to overpower a frequency or set of frequencies and drown out anything translated over those frequencies. Flavor two sought to directly counter a transmission by identifying markers from that transmission and scrambling the message, essentially turning the transmission into white noise without drowning the entire frequency. Each flavor was countered differently, but Jess needed to know exactly what she was dealing with in order to counter it.

The tool blinked, and data flew across Jess’s laptop screen. She tapped the counter with both of her hands and tapped her feet on the floor.

Come on. Come
 on.
 Comeoncomeoncomeoncome—

The light flashed green. She pumped her fist in triumph and scanned the data.

This was a flavor two. The terrorists were smart. White noise would disrupt everything and raise alarms. Targeted attacks like this one only countered the specific frequencies Jess was using.

Which meant that all she had to do was use a different set of frequencies. She pulled her earpiece out and connected it to the adapter she had installed on her laptop.

It was the work of a few minutes to reprogram the earpiece to transmit on different frequencies, and the work of another minute to program it to command Jake’s and Munoz’s earpieces to receive the new frequency. Another minute for the earpiece to talk to their earpieces and inform them of the new frequency set, and she could contact them again.

In the meantime, she dialed the Pentagon using an emergency frequency not jammed by the terrorist transmission.

Her computer chimed. NO CONNECTION.

Her smile vanished. “Are you serious?”

She tried again on a different frequency. NO CONNECTION.

She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and called Art's number. Her cell phone very cheerfully informed her that, like her radio, her cell phone had no connection.

She tapped her earpiece. “Jake? Munoz?”

Her computer chimed again. NO CONNECTION.

“How the…”

She ran her hands through her hair and gripped until she felt pain lance through her scalp. How the hell was there still no connection?

She pressed the scanning tool to the laptop again, and her heart sank. The enemy was now jamming the new frequency she was using. And the two frequencies she had tried to call the Pentagon with.

There was a new flavor of jamming. Flavor three was using packets of “screeches” that would “explode” whenever a transmission on any frequency was detected. It required a massive array of receivers to be effective since the transmission would have to pass over a receiver to work, so Jess assumed that it didn’t apply here.

And it didn’t. This was flavor four. The jammer somehow was managing to intercept her communications and then “learn” how to jam them on the way to the receiver.

She was screwed. It could take hours, even days, to figure out how to counter this, and that was assuming she could.

And Presley was right. This was the twenty-first century. No one used landlines. The only thing that ever used a landline anymore was a—

“A fax machine!”

She left her chair so quickly that it skidded across the floor. She sprinted down the stairs to the lobby of the hotel and grabbed the concierge by his collar.

“
 Mon Dieux
 !” the man cried, lifting his hands and staring at Jess in shock.

“I need a fax machine!” she shouted. “A… a…
 un telecopieur
 .”

“I speak English,” the concierge assured her, gently removing her hands. “The gentleman who came downstairs before you is using it.”

Jess blinked. “What?”

“The gentleman is using it. The handsome young man with the blonde hair, and—”

“That’s Presley!”

She released the concierge and sprinted… she didn’t know where.

“Um, where is—”

The concierge, wearing a perfectly dignified miffed expression, pointed to a room marked
 Bureau
 . She grinned and blew him a kiss, which caused him to blink in confusion. Then she rushed to the room.

Presley greeted her with a big grin and a thumbs up. Jess collapsed to the floor, gasping with relief. “Oh, thank God. Oh, thank God.”



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

Major Howard Gaines was, as far as he knew, the last member of Valkyrie who wasn’t either in custody or dead. The unit that was once the pinnacle of U.S. Special Forces was now nothing more than a memory.

Not entirely nothing
 .

Howard resisted the urge to smile. It had taken some doing to set the launch sequence up so he could fire the missiles before anyone could stop him, but as long as Klein and Secretary Pulver kept their end of the bargain, he could carry out his “orders” before anyone could get in the way.

That would almost certainly result in his court-martial and dismissal from the Air Force. No, not almost certainly. Utterly certainly.

And he was perfectly fine with that. The orders to dismantle the missiles hadn’t filtered to his launch site yet. That was a small miracle and demonstrated how talented that Swede was. Gaines would launch the missile no matter what, but things would work out much better for the Third Voice if it could look like the President ordered a nuclear strike and an accident caused that strike to wipe out the U.S. capital instead of the Russian capital.

He would probably end up executed. Not formally, since it was an “accident,” but a CIA bullet would find its way into his head. Or a bedsheet would find its way around his neck. Or a heroic dose of cyanide would find its way into his food.

He was fine with that, too. He would have done his duty and contributed his part to saving the world and giving humanity a future. The fact that he would also be literally killing every single traitor in Washington who had abandoned their country in favor of their own self-interests would just be icing on the cake.

“Hey, Howie.”

Howard resisted another urge to smile. That would be Colonel Carpenter. If incompetence had a face, it would be that fat, slobbish, patronizing piece of shit Carpenter. Normally, Howard would have to restrain himself from throttling Carpenter to death every time he saw him, but he was in a good mood today.

“Hello, sir.”

“Hey, we got some new orders in.”

A chill ran through Howard. “Oh?”

“Yes. We’re supposed to enjoy watching the Commanders beat the crap out of the Chargers tonight!”

Carpenter grinned, and Howard slumped with relief. Carpenter laughed and said, “Come on, Howie. Do you really think the Prez is going to go so crazy that he’s going to shove the big red button up Russia’s ass?”

How in hell did you get to be a colonel
 ? Howie thought wonderingly. Out loud, he said, “I’m sure no one’s that crazy, sir.”

“Let’s hope not. Anyway, we’ll see you at the game tonight?”

Howard blinked. “Am I being relieved of duty, sir?”

“Well, yeah. You’re always off at five.”

“Oh. Yes, sir.”

"Well, then, we'll see you in the rec room." He winked. "I heard Janet's going to take an article of clothing off for every Commander's touchdown."

Janet was another officer who seemed to have forgotten exactly what the word meant. Yet another example of the decadence to which this nation had fallen. “I can’t wait, sir.”

“Neither can she, if you know what I mean.”

Carpenter laughed at his own joke, but thankfully, he left the launch room while he did. Howard breathed a sigh of relief when he was alone again. There were three launch rooms like this one, all of which had to authorize a launch sequence, but he’d rigged it so that the other two computers were slaved to his own.

Finally, the alarm sounded. Howard’s face broke into a grin.

The message scrolled across his computer. STRIKE AUTHORIZED POTUS SECTRANS. TARGET CODE H448.

That target code was for Moscow, except when Howard launched the missile, it would misread the coordinates as the National Mall.

Goodbye, America
 .

Howard began the launch sequence. The computer asked for his command code. He provided it. It asked for Carpenter’s command code. He provided it.

“Hey! What the fuck are you doing?” Howard spun around to see Carpenter standing in the doorway. The colonel’s face was white as a sheet. He glanced at the computer monitor, which read FINAL LAUNCH AUTHORIZATION REQUESTED. CANNOT ABORT ONCE ENABLED.

Howard forced his face to remain neutral. “Carrying out my orders, sir. The President authorized a nuclear strike.”

“Like hell he did. That’s a bullshit command, Gaines. Ignore that.”

It was all Howard could do not to smirk. “I can’t do that, sir. These orders come from the President.”

Carpenter somehow managed to whiten a shade further. “Damn it, Howard, think! Don’t do this!”

Howard turned back to his console and added the final code. Carpenter cried out and rushed him.

Howard pressed enter.

And the computer went dark.

Howard stared blankly at the screen. “What the hell?”

Carpenter grabbed him and, with more strength than Howard would have expected, threw him to the ground. He drew his handgun and snarled, "Stay down," then grabbed his radio. "Security, I need help in Launch room one."

Howard kicked up, knocking the gun from Carpenter’s hand. He drove his other foot into Carpenter’s groin. The colonel fell back against the control panel, mouth open in a silent scream. Howard noted with rising panic that the monitor remained blank.

He got to his feet and shoved the incapacitated colonel to the floor. Fighting to keep calm, he pressed the emergency reboot.

Nothing.

He pressed it again. Still nothing.

“No,” he said calmly, as though responding to a server asking if he wanted more coffee.

He pressed it again. Then again. Nothing.

“No,” he said, a little more urgently. “No, no, no,
 no
 !”

“You… traitorous… bastard,” Carpenter wheezed.

Howard stepped back and grabbed two handfuls of his hair. He listened desperately, hoping that maybe the computer had shorted out after launching the missile.

No roar of rocket exhaust greeted his ears. No hiss of an ICBM lifting out of its tube. Nothing. He had failed.

The door opened, and Howard didn’t resist as the security officers tazed him. He could have fought through the charge—he’d been trained to do that—but he didn’t. He just let them handcuff him, not protesting even though they were rougher than they needed to be.

It was over. All of this for nothing. They’d never get a chance like this again.

***

“We need to find the football,” Jake said. “You can reverse the orders if you get to it, right?”

Bryan shook his head, defeated. “Not without Pulver.”

“But you could send a message to the Pentagon, right?”

He shook his head again. “No. Not without Pulver. The football’s security protocols are designed to prevent a crazed President from starting World War Three. It’s made difficult to do anything with on purpose.”

Jake cursed and stumbled back to the cockpit. He tried to start the electrical systems but was greeted with a pop of static and a spark from the panel, followed by smoke.

He cursed again and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. No bars.

“Come on,” he whispered, tapping his earpiece. “Come on.”

“I’m sorry, Jake,” Bryan said quietly. “I tried to stop them. They just had us this time.”

They only need to win once
 .

“No,” Jake said, shaking his head. “I refuse to accept that. There has to be a way to stop this.”

“It’s too late,” Bryan insisted. “You should have had the French Air Force bomb the stronghold.”

“They wouldn’t fly helicopters into the gorge,” Jake said. He turned to Bryan and added, “and I’m not going to order your death.”

Anger flashed across Bryan’s eyes. Jake thought it was meant for him until the President said, “They wouldn’t fly into the gorge, but the terrorists would. That makes sense.” He shook his head. “I hope it was worth it to them.”

“It’s not worth it to anyone, sir, so instead of giving up, let’s think of a way through this.”

“How? Our radios and cell phones don’t work. It’s miles to the nearest village. We’re both injured.”

“You are the President of the United States. You don’t have the right to give up.”

Bryan met his eyes. “I didn’t give up, Jake. I lost. We lost. I’m sorry.”

Jake opened his mouth to implore the President to fight more, but the words died on his lips. Bryan was right. They had lost. It was too late. The terrorists had won. They had done what Bard couldn’t do. They had overthrown the United States of America. They had killed Sheila and Beau and Max and Carrie and Art and almost everyone Jake cared about.

A wave of exhaustion came over Jake. He collapsed, first to his knees, then onto his back. Grief would come soon, he knew, but right now, his mind protected itself with numbness and shock.

“What do you think will happen next?” he asked Bryan tonelessly.

Bryan replied with the same tonelessness. “We’ll make our way to rescue eventually. Or rescue will make its way to us. I’ll get in touch with the surviving members of the government—assuming there are any—and the press, and we’ll talk about a plan forward. The nation will mobilize to find the terrorists, and when we do, we’ll execute them. Doesn’t really matter if it’s morally right to just execute people. Everyone will be out for blood.”

“I think God will forgive you for killing these people,” Jake said. “Assuming He exists.”

An image of Beau saying his prayers flashed across his mind. The image was so painful it frightened Jake, and he pushed it away.

Not until I get the President to safety. I still have a duty.

“I can’t believe they thought this would work,” he said. “You’re right. It’s just going to turn the world against them.”

Bryan sighed. “I don’t think so. France could have flown helicopters into that gorge. They could have flown jet fighters through there. Hell, they could have flown jumbo jets through it if they wanted to.”

Jake turned to him. “You think they allowed this to happen?”

Bryan didn’t directly answer that. He looked through the side door at the darkening horizon and said, “I think the world was ready to move on from the U.S. I think that a lot of people saw the signs pointing to the end of our hegemony and… I think they were ready for it. I think our allies are planning a European supremacy. I think China might have shaken our hand while prepared to stab us with the other hand. I think… Maybe our time was up.”

Jake shoved the emotion down firmly, but he couldn’t let that defeatism slide. “Our time wasn’t up so much that our capital had to be destroyed and our family and friends killed.”

“No. But life isn’t fair. And one point the terrorists made was a good one. We’ve gotten used to being insulated from the struggles much of the rest of the world faces. We’re accustomed to winning. We’ve forgotten what it’s like to lose. It hurts. It hurts like hell.”

Jake didn’t respond to that. Pain was now replacing exhaustion as his adrenaline faded. It brought tears to his eyes, but he forced himself to think only of the physical hurt. “We need to start moving,” he said. “We need medical attention.”

“Yes,” Bryan agreed. “I’m sorry, Jake.”

Jake shook his head. “It’s not your fault. Look, we’re still alive. As long as we’re alive, we can fight. Even if we’re on the wrong side of the equation now when it comes to strength. There are going to be some tough days ahead, but we’ll get through it. I’d rather die with a gun in my hand and a snarl on my face than moping in the wreck of some terrorist’s helicopter.”

Bryan nodded. “All right.”

Jake started to get to his feet, but his earpiece chirped. He braced himself for the official confirmation of his worst fears. “Mercer.”

“Jake, it’s Jess! Presley did it!”

Adrenaline filled Jake again. He sat bolt upright. “What? Say again?”

“Presley contacted the Pentagon through fax. The terrorists were only jamming our radios.”

“They were jamming our radios?”

“Yes! They have this new technology that’s actually really fascinating, and I have some ideas on how to counter it, but we’ll worry about it later. Presley
 did it
 ! He faxed them, and they stopped the launch! Anyway, their jamming signal stopped, and that’s why I’m talking to you. He’s on the phone with the Pentagon, and they said they just cut electricity to all systems. I guess they built in a kill command that can be broadcast from the Pentagon to the launch sites, and it shuts down their generators. So they can try to punch in launch codes all they want. Nothing will happen! Jake? Jake, are you there?”

Jake was there, but he couldn’t answer. All of the emotion he had held back came flooding forward in a powerful rush. He was curled into a ball on the floor of the helicopter, sobbing with relief.

They were okay. Everyone was okay. Jake might have failed, but his team had come through. The terrorists hadn’t gotten their one victory. They had lost again.

Sheila and Beau were safe.



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

Bryan stood in front of the cameras and flashing lights as he had so many times before. The National Mall was full of people: reporters, civilians, servicemembers and veterans, all held barely in check by the Secret Service, the Capitol Police and a National Guard unit placed there in case a Third Voice remnant wanted to try their hand at a smaller bomb like the one Trident had used years ago to start this trend of terrorism.

He looked at his countrymen, and a rush of pride filled him. He lifted his hands, and a hush fell over the crowd.

“Fellow Americans, Once more, our nation has faced a threat greater than any we’ve ever known. Our enemies, not content to target my administration, sought instead to wipe the symbol of our nation from the face of the Earth. They did this knowing full well that in so doing, they would slaughter millions of innocents.

“But they have failed.”

The crowd erupted into applause. Bryan blinked in surprise as the reporters, civilians, servicemembers, veterans and even police and guardsmen cheered and shouted in triumph. A second flood of emotion filled him as he saw the pride on everyone’s faces.

Tears brimmed in his eyes, and he let the cheer continue. It raged for several minutes, a defiant shout against the forces of evil that had once more come short of tearing down the flag that would ever wave over the home of the brave.

When the cheers finally quieted, Bryan said, “I’ll be honest with you all. I’m tired. I’m hurt. I’m sore. And for a brief moment, I was discouraged.

“But the moment after, I was reminded that I am not alone in this fight. I saw men and women from multiple government agencies come together to combat this threat. I closed my eyes in despair and opened them to victory. Then I came home to find everyone—all of you—with heads held high. Not cowering in fear like they expected us to. Not fighting amongst ourselves like they hoped we would.

“No, I saw you standing as one, as free Americans.”

The group erupted into cheers again, and Bryan laughed and cheered with them. The cheers echoed across the Mall and across the world.

When the cheers died down again, Bryan said, “There is work to be done still. Our enemies are defeated, but not yet broken. We cannot yet lay down our cross. Maybe we never can.

“But here me now. Our enemies will be defeated. Now, and again and again and again, whenever they rise up to destroy the institutions of democracy and freedom. And as a predecessor of mine once resolved along with his nation, so too do I resolve that this nation shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

The cheers that followed this pronouncement echoed for several minutes after Bryan left the podium. Tears of joy streamed down his face as he entered his vehicle, and when his wife pulled him close and kissed him deeply, he knew that he was the luckiest man alive.

***

“The President’s inspiring speech, which closed with the last line of Abraham Lincoln’s famous Gettysburg Address, has been claimed by some to be today’s new manifesto of freedom. Preliminary reports indicate a twenty-point jump in President Jackson’s approval rating. Dr. Ford, do you have a thought to share on that?”

“Thank you, Karla. Well, I’d say the President is right. It goes without saying that we as a nation have suffered more during the past four years than perhaps any generation of Americans since the Vietnam War. This relentless assault—dare I say, desperate assault—on our institutions has reached unprecedented levels.

“Yet here we are. Here we remain. I won’t be the one to claim that every single one of President Jackson’s policies have benefitted this nation, but I think it’s finally been made clear that his stalwart refusal to bend to the pressure of our new enemy is a symbol of the nation’s refusal to cede place to those who dare to threaten our freedom and our sovereignty.”

“Wow, Dr. Ford. That was almost as impressive a speech as the President gave earlier this morning.”

“Ha ha. Well, I don’t know about that, but thank you.”

“My God,” Munoz said. “The Mad Lad did it.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “Did what?”

“Turned public opinion in his favor. A twenty-percent swing. That puts his approval rating over fifty percent, right?”

“Close to sixty,” Jess replied. “It’s a pretty damned big swing.”

Jake smiled. “Looks like I was wrong.”

Munoz frowned. “You didn’t think public opinion would turn back in his favor?”

“Honestly, no. I thought the terrorists were trying to poison his reputation. I thought they were winning even though they were losing. I’m glad I was wrong, but yeah, I didn’t have high hopes.”

“Nah, Bryan’s too pretty,” Jess said. “Look at that smile. Who wouldn’t love that smile? On a serious note, I do find it pretty funny that his approval rating is rising for the same reason it was falling earlier.”

“Nothing like the threat of nuclear war to make people rethink their priorities,” Munoz quipped.

Jake looked over at Presley to crack a joke about Jess, but he stopped when he saw the expression on his subordinate’s face. He shared a look with Jess instead. She nodded and wrapped her arm around Munoz's shoulders. "Why, thank you, Hector. I'd love for you to escort me across the street for coffee and donuts."

“Donuts? Again?”

“Live a little, Hector. You’ve got what, four percent body fat?”

When the two men left, Jake said, “Hey, Presley.”

Presley lifted his gaze to Jake. Tears brimmed in his eyes. “Hey, Jake. This is the tough conversation, huh?”

Jake nodded. “‘Fraid so.”

Presley took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay. Hit me. I’m ready.”

“Thank you.”

Presley blinked. “What?”

“Thank you. You saved the nation. We were on the edge of destruction, and you thought outside the box and found a solution. Thank you. I was…” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “I thought my family was dead. They’re alive. Because of you. Thank you.”

Presley blinked again. “But… I screwed up. I let the President get captured.”

“You did screw up. So have I. But when I screw up, I don’t stop. I keep fighting even when I think it’s going to break me.” He gestured toward the bandages wrapped around his chest. “Even when it does break me. You did the same thing. You didn’t give up, and because of that, the United States is safe.”

Presley’s lip trembled. “Thank you, sir. I’m glad I made you proud.”

“You made your nation proud, Special Agent Presley. Damned good work.”

Presley rushed toward Jake and threw his arms around him. Jake grimaced and hugged him back with his left arm. “Easy, easy. Cracked ribs here.”

Presley released him with a sheepish grin. “Right. Sorry.”

Jess’s voice carried loudly through the hall. “Boy, I sure hope that we’re not about to interrupt a serious conversation because there were donuts and coffee in the break room and Munoz was too much of a wuss to go across the street!”

Jake grinned and opened the door. “We’re all good here. But I just realized we’re out of beer. Jess, why don’t you set the coffee and donuts on the table and take Presley to go get some.”

She glared at him. “Why don’t
 you
 go get the beer? You didn’t crack your hands.”

“I’ll take a stout if they have one. Thank you.”

She rolled her eyes and sighed in exasperation. “I want to make it clear that I’m only doing this because I love Sheila, and she asked me to take care of you. Come on, Presley. Let’s see if you’re a better date than Munoz.”

The two of them left the room, and Munoz lifted an eyebrow. “Sharing secrets?”

“Yes. It won’t be a secret for long, but until I have the details worked out, I want to keep this between us.”

Munoz’s expression instantly grew serious. “What is it?”

“The President approved the counterterrorism division.”

Munoz raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s good news. Since you’re talking to me, I’m guessing you’re nominating me to lead it.”

"I'm assigning you to lead it. Technically, when you accept, you won't be my subordinate anymore, and I can't assign you to do anything."

“Well, hell, I’ll accept for that reason alone.”

Jake chuckled. “I figured you would. It’s in the very early planning stages still, but what I need from you is your recommendation for Captain of CAT One, and—”

“Shao. Kind of a no-brainer.”

Jake laughed again. “Yeah, it kind of is. However, I need you to go through the formal process. I also need you to create your plan to stand up the division. Don’t stress too much over the budgeting and the politics. I’ll help you with that. I want you focused on operations.”

“Hmm,” Munoz said. “You know some people who might be able to help with that, right?”

Jake grinned. “Now that you mention it, I think I do.”

Munoz nodded. “So do I. I can’t make any promises yet, but ballpark three months we should reach initial operating capability.”

“Three months works for me. Don’t be afraid to ask for more time if you need it. This needs to be done right.”

Munoz’s expression sobered. “I don’t think we’ll have three months. Harriet Klein and Kenneth Pulver are still out there. And between you and me, I don’t think they’re the shot-callers.”

“No,” Jake agreed. “I don’t think so either.” He cocked his head and looked over Munoz’s shoulder.

“What is it?”

“Just remembering something Miss Garnet told me when we were working to expose the coup attempt. A hypothesis she had about the Third Voice.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. She said that for every Alpha, there’s an Omega. President Jackson is Alpha.”

“So our shot-caller is Omega.”

Jake nodded.

Munoz took a deep breath. “Well, I guess I know what our first assignment is.”

Jake nodded. “Yep. Took the words right out of my mouth.”

Jess’s voice called through the door. “Boy, I hope we’re not interrupting
 another
 important conversation because there were beers in the break room too and Presley’s just as much of a wuss as Munoz!”

Jake and Munoz shared a brief, sober look, then put smiles on their faces again as Jake opened the door for Jess and Presley.

The four agents enjoyed their celebration, but in the back of Jake’s mind, he knew that this wasn’t over yet. Maybe it would never be over.

That was all right. Let the terrorists try again. They were ready for them.



EPILOGUE

“How?” Klein asked. Then, because Mr. O didn’t answer her, “
 How
 ?
 Scheisse
 !”

“It looks like one of the other Secret Service agents faxed the Pentagon,” Pulver offered.

She whirled on him. “I
 know
 that! I mean, how does that happen?"

“You need me to tell you how a fax machine works?”

Mr. O rolled his eyes as his two companions continued to shout at each other. His expression was bored, and he was
 very
 bored with his two immature “friends,” but he was also furious.

Worse, he was worried. This was a complete catastrophe. Not a single redeeming quality. They had failed to launch a nuclear weapon at the United States. Thanks to Pulver’s idiotic decision to throw the football at Jake Mercer’s head instead of keeping it long enough to at least scan the documents contained within, they didn’t know the nation’s nuclear secrets either. They had failed to kill the President, another foolish mistake, and they had failed to increase dissatisfaction with his administration. In fact, his approval rating had climbed past sixty-five percent and was still rising.

And they had lost nearly all of their footsoldiers in the process. Their allies had gone quiet, some of them quiet enough that Mr. O had to extend his personal resources quite thin to ensure their permanent silence.

“And what about Gaines?” Pulver said. “Will he talk?”

“No,” Mr. O replied, addressing his companions for the first time. “He suffered an unfortunate accident in his holding cell. He won’t talk to anyone ever again.”

“Well, that’s good,” Klein said. “A silver lining to this cloud.”

“Hardly,” Mr. O replied. “Not even close. Just a precaution we must take to shelter from the storm.”

“It’s that damned Mercer,” Klein hissed. “Him and his team. He has them trained to be superhuman.”

“Yes,” Mr. O admitted. “He does seem to be the common denominator.”

“Can we have him killed?”

Mr. O took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “He’ll be more difficult. He’s an extraordinary combatant, and he has many friends who are also extraordinary combatants.”

“His family then?”

“I didn’t say he
 couldn’t
 be killed,” Mr. O replied testily. “Just that he will be difficult. I have to think more about that.”

“So what do we do in the meantime?”

Mr. O frowned. He resisted the urge to clench his fists, occupying his fingers instead by pouring himself a shot of Scotch. He didn’t offer any to his companions. He wouldn’t waste a thirty-year-old Islay on these buffoons. “Unfortunately, we must go to ground for the time being. Bide our time. Then, we’ll rebuild and try again.”

“So the Third Voice is silenced?” Klein protested.

“More like a severe case of strep throat,” Mr. O replied. “Look, I won’t sugarcoat it. We lost. Badly. But we’re not finished. We’ll learn from this mistake and come back stronger than before. I have not given up on our vision. Have you?” The two of them shook their heads. “Good. Now, I’m sure you two have a long journey ahead of you. I don’t wish to keep you any longer.”

The two of them blinked in surprise. Mr. O turned pointedly away from them. He waited until he heard the door close behind them, then snarled and threw the bottle of Scotch at the wall. It shattered, and Mr. O breathed heavily as he watched the amber liquid slide to the ground.

That will be your head shattered one day, Jake Mercer,
 he promised silently.
 Your blood spilled. I swear it.

He breathed deeply until his heart rate slowed. Then he pressed his intercom and called for a janitor to clean the mess. This was only a setback. He would still win. He would still be victorious.

The Third Voice
 would
 speak. And the world would listen.
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