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The Story

 

What if you had nothing to live for and nothing to lose…

 

Devastated after his wife and daughter disappeared in a mysterious plane crash, Jack Storm, former CIS extractor, is failing to keep it all together. When a crucial asset is trapped in Tehran, the agency has no choice but to bring their top agent Jack back into service. They assign him a nearly-impossible mission, knowing he’s a ticking timebomb…

 

Sent in with a know-it-all rookie, despondent Jack is relentlessly hunted at every turn. If he is caught, he’ll be hanged. But does Jack even care?

 

Double-crossed, alone, and with the clock ticking, Jack, now more furious than hopeless, focuses his rage. But what does he have left to sacrifice to ensure the asset makes it out alive?


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue

 

 

Three Months Ago

Esbjerg Airport, Denmark

 

​Jack Storm jerked the steering wheel and looked over his shoulder as a bullet struck the rear of the SUV. A second round whizzed overhead, flying through the shattered side window. He slid down in his seat and glanced at his wife in the front seat. She was cradling their four-year-old daughter in her comforting arms. The curly-haired child was sobbing, silently, and her small body was trembling. Her mother held her tightly against her chest and whispered a few calming words that Jack couldn’t hear over the engine noise and the squeal of the brakes.

Sharp car horns came from all around him as the SUV zoomed through John Tranums Vej, the road in front of the small terminal building. Jack avoided crashing into a group of passengers who had just started to cross the road. He swerved around them by driving onto the sidewalk, then yanked at the wheel and returned to the road. He turned his head for just a moment. The black sedan with the rest of his team was following about twenty meters behind.

“How is she?” Jack asked his wife while giving her a reassuring look. His face was calm but for a tiny wrinkle that had appeared on his forehead. Jack had a square-shaped face with high cheekbones, and he had tightened his facial muscles.

“She’ll be fine when we stop,” she replied in a pleading voice. “How much longer?”

“One minute.” His eyes went to the rearview mirror. “You ready?” he asked the two team members in the backseat.

The blond man sitting behind Jack nodded. “We are,” he replied in a firm voice. His eyes flashed with a determined look. He reloaded his HK416 rifle, then glanced at their other teammate leaning against the door. A bullet had tagged him through the shoulder. Another one had pierced his right arm. He was out of the fight and bleeding profusely. “How you doing?”

“I’ll live,” the man replied in a firm voice and with a head nod. “Let’s do this.”

Jack’s forehead furrowed with worry as he wrapped his fingers tightly around the steering wheel. He stepped on the gas, and the SUV rounded the curve. No bullets struck the SUV, but a man opened up from the sedan. He fired a long volley at a gray Jeep fifty meters behind and gaining on them fast.

Jack reached with his right hand and tousled his daughter’s hair. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart. Mommy will take you home now. All the ‘warties’ will go away.” He spoke in a warm tone, using the word she had made up, meaning “bad guys.” A smile brightened his face.

“All the warties?” she said in a low, quiet voice and lifted her head slowly toward her father.

“All of them. I promise,” Jack said in a soft voice.

He straightened the wheel, then took a sharp right turn. The SUV was now heading toward the entrance to the terminal of Jet Air Aviation, one of the private companies flying out of the airport. Jack had arranged for an aircraft to extract his family out of Denmark. The situation had escalated in the blink of an eye. In the current situation, this was the best option.

He peered intently and saw a Cessna waiting just beyond the chain-link fence. Two men were standing near the gate. One of them began to roll it to the side, while the other waved at the SUV.

“That’s the plane,” Jack told his wife. “The pilot is a trusted man. Wayne’s going with you.” He tipped his head toward the blond man. “You’re in good hands.”

Her eyes had widened with fear, but she offered a half-nod. “And you?”

“I’ll join you as soon as this is over.” He smiled at her, then said to Wayne, “Ten seconds.”

“I’m ready.”

Jack eased off the gas, then tapped the brakes as he turned the steering wheel, bringing the SUV as close to the aircraft as possible. He jumped out and rushed to the other door. His wife had already gotten out, holding their daughter close to her chest. “Daddy loves you very much.” Jack kissed her forehead. “We’ll go for rides and ice cream when I get home. Lots of ice cream.”

The child’s eyes lit up. “As much fudge as I want?”

Jack nodded. “Yes, of course. As much as you want,” he said in a wavering voice. He tousled her hair again and looked at his wife. “I’m sorry, honey. This… none of this was supposed to—”

“It’s not your fault.” She gave him a confident gaze, looking deep into his large, brown eyes. “Things happen even on vacation… They came for us, even though this wasn’t your mission. Jack, you did your best, and you got us out.” She leaned closer for a kiss.

Their lips brushed for a moment. Not yet, Jack thought, but kept it to himself. “Go now.”

Wayne stood next to them, covering her with his large muscular body. He aimed his rifle at the gray Jeep, but didn’t fire. “Go, go, go! Run!” he shouted to them and looked at the third teammate. Blood was trickling down his arm, but he was hurrying toward the aircraft. Wayne returned his eyes to Jack, “Don’t worry about them, buddy. I’ll protect them with my own life.”

“I know that.” Jack tapped Wayne on the shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

“Don’t mention it. But… are you sure you can handle them all?” He cocked his head toward the Jeep and the two other trucks that were following it. Rifle barrels jutted out from some of the side windows.

Jack nodded. His eyes burned with rage. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he clenched his teeth. “Oh, yeah. I’ve got it. I was worried about them.” He gestured toward his wife and looked in that direction.

She was running toward the Cessna. When she was a few steps away from the airstair, she gave Jack a final look and a small, sad smile. He responded with a nod and turned his head around when she disappeared inside the aircraft.

Jack tapped Wayne another time on the shoulder. “Get going.”

“Stay safe.”

“I will. See you in London.”

“For sure, man.”

Jack looked at the Jeep as his eyes turned into small slits. Let’s end this now.

He jogged to the SUV. He reached inside for his rifle, the same model as Wayne’s—one of the standard issues of their agency, the Canadian Intelligence Service, or CIS—and aimed it at the Jeep, which was stopped about a hundred meters away. He fired a quick volley, which shattered the windshield and struck the driver.

Return fire came from the front passenger. Another gunman opened fire from the side window.

Jack had already dropped to the ground behind the hood of the SUV. He looked to his left at the Cessna slowly turning around and taxiing toward the runway. He breathed a sigh of relief and fired again.

This time, Jack’s bullets pierced the left-side front tire. It blew up, and the Jeep dropped on that side. Jack realigned his rifle with the windshield, but the front passenger was gone. The rear door was open, but he couldn’t see anyone. “Dan,” he said into his throat mic. “Anyone have eyes on the Jeep crew?”

Gunfire erupted from both trucks. Bullets stitched a ribbon on the side of the sedan, shattering the side window. Sporadic return fire came from the sedan, then Dan’s firm voice came into Jack’s earpiece, “Nope. We’re getting hammered here.”

“I’m coming there.”

He slid into the SUV and turned it around. He looked through the windshield at the Jeep. A gunman had popped up from the left side of the hood. Jack aimed his rifle and squeezed off a few rounds. They struck the gunman, and he fell to the side.

Jack stepped on the gas, veering left and right, to make himself a harder target. A couple of rounds struck the side and the back of the SUV. He glanced over his shoulder for just a second. The Cessna had taken to the skies. Thank God, they’ve taken off.

He fired again at the Jeep. A new gunman had materialized near the rear of the vehicle. Jack’s bullets missed him, and the gunman slid underneath the Jeep. Jack kept his rifle aimed in that direction but didn’t fire anymore. He couldn’t see the target, and he was running low on ammunition.

He stepped on the brakes and swerved the steering wheel. The SUV stopped next to the sedan being peppered by heavy gunfire. Dan was firing from behind the rear wheel. Their other teammate, Seth, was crouched by the front wheel. He stood up just as Jack opened the door. “What’s the sit?” Jack asked in a worried voice.

“Dan’s hit. Right leg.”

“You?”

“I’m okay.”

“So am I,” Dan said over the sound of bullets thumping against the sedan. “But almost out of ammo.”

“Same here,” Jack said. “I have maybe another ten rounds and one extra mag.”

“Where are the cops when you need them?” Dan asked.

“They should be here at any moment,” Jack replied.

“Time to get the heck out of here,” Seth said.

“How?” Dan said. “They’ve cut off the exit.”

Jack looked at the two trucks. Gunfire came from at least three positions. He cursed himself aloud for underestimating the Islamic militants. They had greater support than Jack had ever believed possible for this quiet part of Denmark. And they were relentless. 

The team had sought Jack’s much-needed help for an extraction, after their operation to assist the Danish security service in the elimination of a terrorist leader had gone terribly wrong. The militants had flocked in droves and had targeted him and his family. Now, they had boxed in the CIS agents. Jack and his team could seek shelter in the terminal, but that wouldn’t be a solution. It would needlessly bring innocent civilians into the line of fire. Jack couldn’t do that. 

He was an extractor. 

He’d have to extract his team.

“We can’t break through,” he said over the bullets hammering the sedan and the SUV. “And the vehicles won’t hold forever.” He tipped his head toward the terminal. “We can’t involve the people, but we can take off in that chopper.” He gestured with his hand to a yellow civilian helicopter parked about a kilometer to the west and off to the side.

“Can we make it that far?” Dan asked in a dubious tone.

“We’ll have to,” Jack said in a resolute voice with a firm nod. The corners of his eyes crinkled as he glanced at Dan’s crumpled face. Jack wasn’t afraid, but concerned about the success of the plan. “Get in.” Jack looked at Seth and said, “Take the wheel.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jack took one knee and fired a few rounds. One of his bullets struck a gunman in the head. A second gunman dropped behind the first truck. Jack swung his rifle toward the Jeep and fired two-round bursts. The fighter reappeared near the back of the Jeep, but Jack’s rounds missed him.

Jack reloaded and slid into the sedan’s backseat. “Go, go, go!” he shouted at Seth.

Seth slammed the gas pedal. The sedan roared and jerked forward, throwing Jack against the back of the seat in front of him. Bullets pounded the back of the sedan and shattered what was left of the rear window.

Jack turned and jammed his rifle through the window. He fired single shots, calculated and well-placed, squeezing the trigger only when he felt he could hit the target. He missed the first couple of times, but the third bullet slammed into the chest of the gunman who had slid from underneath the Jeep.

Seth straightened the wheel, and they drove on Vestre Lufthavnsvej. It was a two-lane road with grassy fields stretching on both sides. Seth drove for a few meters, then yanked hard at the wheel, turning it right. The sedan cut through the field, heading toward the helicopter near the edge of the airport.

“They’re right behind us,” Dan shouted.

“I see them,” Jack replied in a slightly annoyed tone. “I’m taking care of them.”

He squeezed off a few rounds at the nearest truck, which was about a hundred meters away. He wasn’t certain if his rounds struck anyone, although he saw the side window erupt into a spray of glass.

The militants gave chase through the field. Their volleys went silent for a few seconds, then the pummeling resumed. Jack wondered how much longer his team could withstand the beating. A couple of bullets zipped just over his head. A third one struck the roof of the sedan.

Jack kept firing and trying to calculate in his mind how many rounds were left in the magazine. “Got ammo?” he asked Dan, who wasn’t firing.

“Ten rounds at most.”

Jack was down to the last five or six rounds. He stopped firing because he wasn’t confident that he could hit the pursuers. The field had dips and dives, and the sedan bounced wildly. The broken terrain affected the shooters too. A few moments passed without any rounds fired.

Jack turned slightly in his seat and looked through the windshield. They were coming fast at the chain-link fence. Seth stepped on the gas as the sedan picked up speed and plowed through the fence. It tore a huge hole, with a part of the fence flying over the sedan. Jack thought he saw sparks flying, but wasn’t sure if it was the fence or bullets striking the battered sedan.

Seth turned the steering wheel. The sedan dipped into a shallow trench along the field, then climbed up onto a paved road running along the airport’s perimeter. The vehicle picked up speed, heading toward the helicopter.

Two men were standing next to the aircraft and had turned their attention to the sedan. Jack looked over his shoulder. Thankfully, no more rounds pounded the car. He didn’t care if the shooters couldn’t aim straight. Or maybe they’re out of bullets.

He turned his eyes toward the terminal. It appeared that a couple of SUVs were driving toward them. He couldn’t tell if they were airport security or police. It didn’t matter to Jack. His team would be gone before they arrived at the scene. But he wanted to warn them, along with the two men, about the militants.

In a matter of seconds, Seth brought the sedan to an abrupt halt next to the aircraft. One of the men—who seemed to be in his sixties or perhaps even early seventies—sporting a bushy beard and a tweed cap and jacket, stepped close to the sedan. “Chaps, what in the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?” he said in a firm voice with a distinctly British accent.

Jack glanced at the old man’s widened eyes and pursed lips. He had clenched his jaw, and his entire body had tensed. Jack hid the rifle and said, “We need the chopper, sir.”

The other man, younger and stouter, shook his large head. “Absolutely not. No way.”

Jack stepped out of the car, rifle in hand.

The young man took a step back.

The old gentleman gave the weapon a sideways glance. He locked eyes with Jack, trying to read his face and discern his intentions. Seeing nothing but a firm resolve, he stepped to the side and waved with his hand. “By all means, chaps. It’s all yours.”

“Thanks,” Jack said. “Now, you’d better go.” He gestured with his head toward the incoming trucks.

The young man had already turned around.

The old gentleman cursed like a drunken sailor, then started to shuffle as fast as he could. The young man encouraged him to hasten his pace.

Seth was already halfway to the aircraft, helping Dan, who was limping severely.

Jack turned around and aimed his rifle at the first truck, which had just gone through the opening in the fence. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled half of it. Then he held his breath and fired single rounds. They shattered the windshield and pierced the driver’s head.

The truck veered off the road. A moment later, it swung to the left and rolled onto its side.

“Jack, come on,” Dan called out.

Jack turned his rifle to the second truck, but its driver was smarter. He stopped and turned the truck to the side. Jack couldn’t see any target, although he assumed the militants were opening the doors and taking positions around the vehicle.

He looked at the two men, wanting to make sure they were out of danger. They had covered perhaps fifty or sixty meters. A police car with blaring sirens and flashing lights, followed by an SUV that looked like private security, was zooming toward the helicopter. They had perhaps thirty seconds at the most.

Jack bolted toward the helicopter and jumped into the cockpit as the blades began to turn. He strapped himself into the seat and donned a pair of earphones. Seth was sitting in the co-pilot’s seat, turning on the instruments and readying the helicopter for takeoff. Dan was in the back, his rifle aimed at the truck.

 “We’re good to go,” he said.

Jack nodded and glanced at the instrument panel. The altimeter was in the upper right corner and the attitude indicator to the left. Jack looked to the left, toward the truck. A shooter was standing next to the driver’s door and firing at the helicopter. A few of his bullets struck the port side.

Seth cursed out loud, while Dan fired his rifle. A moment later, he groaned, and his rifle went silent.

“Dan, Dan,” Seth shouted.

Before Dan could answer, the high-pitched whine of the engine filled the cabin. In a matter of seconds, they were airborne. Jack adjusted the cyclic to level the helicopter as more rounds punched the back of the aircraft. As the helicopter’s nose pulled up, Jack pushed the cyclic forward. The aircraft began to pick up speed and climb as he worked the pedals to trim the aircraft.

“Dan, Dan,” Seth shouted again.

Jack glanced behind him. Dan was awkwardly stretched out on the cabin floor. His head was twisted to the side. There was no glint of life in his dull eyes. “Seth, he’s gone,” Jack said in a low, painful voice.

“No, no, no!” Seth cried.

A volley of bullets struck the underside of the aircraft. A couple ricocheted around the cabin, but no one was hit. The sliding door was still open.

Jack tried to bank hard to the right, but the helicopter didn’t respond. He studied the instrument panel as Seth shouted, “Smoke, smoke from the rear rotor.”

The helicopter jerked and veered to the left, turning almost at a ninety-degree angle. Dan’s body rolled around the cabin’s floor. 

“Pull up, pull up,” Seth said.

“The helo isn’t responding,” Jack replied in a calm voice.

He fought with the controls, trying to level the helicopter. An ear-piercing wail came from the instrument deck. Thanks for nothing. I know we’re hit. But we’re not going down. We’re not going down!

The helicopter dropped a few meters.

“No, no,” Seth shouted.

Dan’s body flew out of the still-open door.

Jack closed his eyes but only for a moment.

Seth said, “We’ve got to go back for him.”

Jack tried to turn the helicopter around, but it wasn’t responding.

A hail of bullets hammered the aircraft. A bullet splintered the helicopter windshield. Next, a volley of bullets struck the door.

Jack looked down at the truck. Two gunmen were firing rifles. A third one was rummaging in the truck’s bed. He stood up swinging what looked like a rocket-propelled grenade launcher. Jack frowned and exchanged a look with Seth. “We’ve got to go—”

“No, Dan—”

“Dan’s gone. We’ll be next if we don’t leave now…”

The gunman had already shouldered the launcher.

Seth shook his head. His brows had snapped together, and the color had drained out of his face. He was gritting his teeth. He didn’t want to leave Dan behind, but it was the right thing to do.

The gunman fired the launcher.

The grenade left behind a wispy trail of vapor as it screamed toward the target.

Jack swung the helicopter to the left at the last possible moment. The grenade flew under the aircraft, missing it by a couple of meters.

“We’ve got to go,” Jack said in a hurried tone with a certain amount of concern. “Before they fire again.”

Seth nodded reluctantly and gave a final glance at Dan’s body lying on the tarmac.

Jack tapped the pedals and maneuvered the cyclic. The helicopter’s nose went up, but only for a moment. He turned the helicopter to the left, away from the relentless volley of bullets pounding the starboard side.

The helicopter began to climb, slowly, but steadily. Soon, they were beyond the reach of the fighters’ rifles. Jack looked at the fuel gauge and the other instruments. The altimeter wasn’t working, but the rest seemed to be fine. Smoke was still coming out of the rear rotor, but it was spinning at the same constant rate as when they had first taken off.

Jack tried to contain his enthusiasm. He double-checked the instruments again. The helicopter wasn’t dropping or shuddering. It kept climbing quite well. Perhaps the worst is over. He looked at Seth, who was still shaken. His head was hanging low. Jack rested a comforting hand on his teammate’s shoulders. “I’m sorry about Dan,” he said slowly.

Seth said nothing but lifted his shoulders in half a shrug.

Jack banked to the left and looked down. Three police vehicles had surrounded the fighters, who seemed to be surrendering. His lips formed a bitter smile. He glanced at Seth, who was still lost in thought. Jack quieted one of the alarms still echoing through the cockpit and worked the helicopter’s controls. He flew fast, heading toward the east. Soon, they would have to ditch the aircraft and make their way to Odense. The CIS had a safehouse and a local station there. Seth and Dan were part of the local team.

He thought about what had gone wrong, but it wasn’t the time for analysis. They still needed to land safely and disappear. Once they had figured out more about the situation and had created a solid cover story, they could face the police.

Jack sighed and looked at the instrument panel. Everything was working fine. The smoke from the rear rotor had dissipated, although every minute or so, he would hear a strange rattle. He ignored it. As long as we’re airborne, we’ll be okay.

Five minutes later, he landed the helicopter safely in a farmer’s field. It was a small area surrounded by pines, cedars, and other trees. It will hide the chopper for a while.

Large farmhouses dotted the area. Jack was confident they would be able to find someone willing to drive them to the nearest town of Holsted, a couple of kilometers away. Seth had regained some confidence, and they began to walk at a hurried pace.

They had barely taken a dozen or so steps, when Jack’s phone rang. He dug it out of his jacket pocket and looked at the screen. He didn’t recognize the number, so he answered in a low, cautious voice, “Yes, who is this?”

“This is Stefan Bohr. I’m a supervisor with Jet Air Aviation. May I speak to Mr. Jack Storm?”

Jack felt his heart jump to his throat. “This is Jack. What’s wrong?”

A brief, tense pause, then the voice said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Storm. This is about… it is about your wife and daughter. I’ve got some bad news…”
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Chapter One

 

 

Present Day

Ottawa, Canada

 

“Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. Uh, uh, oh, thirty.”

Jack finished the last pull-up and dropped slowly onto the floor of his small, one-bedroom apartment. He huffed and puffed his way through a set of Russian split squats to give his arms a break, then he finished his workout routine with a set of thirty push-ups. He stretched on the yoga mat until his breathing returned to normal, then removed the over-door pull-up bar. He put everything away, turned off the speakers blasting Eye of the Tiger—one of Jack’s favorite workout tunes—and hopped in the shower.

Fifteen minutes later, he dressed in the least grubby shirt he could find in the closet and put on a pair of black jeans. He felt hungry, but didn’t want to make breakfast. There wasn’t much left in the fridge, since he had neglected shopping, like many other things in his life. In the bathroom, he ran his hands through his scruffy black hair, trying to somewhat fix it. It had grown longer, like his beard, which he hadn’t shaved or even trimmed in almost two months. He noticed a few wiry gray strands that stood out. 

He shrugged and studied the reflection of his face in the mirror. He ran his hand over the one-inch scar marking the right side of his face, just under his jawline. A memory from one of his operations in China. He still couldn’t set foot in that country. Jack’s eyes were tired, and he had an ocean of wrinkles in his forehead. He shrugged again and sighed. It doesn’t really matter how I look. Nobody cares…

He returned to the bedroom to retrieve his necklace. It was a thin gold-plated chain with a heart-shaped photo locket. He ran his fingers over the engraved cover, but didn’t open it. He wasn’t ready to look at the photos yet. Jack read the small inscription: Love is patient, love is kind. He sniffled and looked away, his eyes welling with tears. Why did this happen to me, oh God? Why?

He put the necklace around his neck, then slid it underneath his shirt. He walked to the kitchen and drank a glass of water. He took his phone and checked his email. Nothing. No text messages or missed calls either. Jack opened the calendar and made a note: Thirty days without a drink. His face formed a small smile. Time to celebrate, he thought. Of course, not with a drink. And with whom?

He thought about calling Tony, his old buddy from their time at the university. Tony had become a successful psychologist, who dreamed of owning his own practice one day. Jack knew it would be sooner than most people thought. Tony worked like a horse, seventy, eighty hours a week. No, Tony has no time for celebrations. Not so early in the morning. He’s always good for a late-night drink, but that ain’t happening…

Jack decided to go out for a walk, hoping some fresh air might make him feel better. It was still early fall in Ottawa, and leaves had just started to change color. The scenery was gorgeous, with vivid colors of green, yellow, and bright red. He used to live in a townhouse in a quiet neighborhood not far from his current apartment. The area had decades-old trees, and the hundred-year-old stone and brick houses. He and his wife used to go for long walks near Parkcliffe Parkway, which stretched for kilometers along the Ottawa River. He was familiar with the sights, which had started to become his daughter’s favorites as well. She loved to watch the ducks, the geese, and other birds nesting and feeding amidst the pines, maples, and oaks. It was one of their favorite pastimes.

He blinked to clear his moist eyes and decided to cut his walk short. Too many painful memories he couldn’t bear. He circled the old neighborhood, keeping his eyes peeled for neighbors walking their dogs. He was in no mood to talk to anyone. He knew they meant well, but nothing they could do or say would comfort him or bring back his missing wife and daughter.

Jack walked absentmindedly for the next ten minutes, then found himself at the shopping center. He looked at the Marble Slab Creamery across the street and decided to go in, against his better judgment. The last time he was here, it was with his daughter, Victoria. They had enjoyed a big fudge brownie delight bowl, which they were supposed to share. Victoria had wolfed down almost all of it, with Jack perhaps getting three bites at the most.

He ordered a small chocolate-dipped waffle bowl, hoping the dessert would cheer him up. He sat outside on the sidewalk, feeling the cool air on his face. The sun had come out, and it had become quite warm for the season.

Jack looked at the inviting bowl and picked up the small spoon. He hadn’t started yet, when a disheveled homeless man appeared tableside. “Hey, buddy. Hey, man. You got any spare change?”

Jack turned his head and studied the yellow-toothed man with a dirty face full of acne and a couple of bruises. He reeked of alcohol, even though it wasn’t even ten in the morning. Jack shrugged. “I… I don’t have any money, man.”

It was the truth. His account was almost empty. If he had any cash on him, he wouldn’t want to give it to the man.

“No money? Nothing?” The man cocked his head toward Jack’s dessert. “How about half of that for a brother?”

A bright smile danced on Jack’s face. He looked at the begging man and said, “Sure, man. Take it all. You need it more than I do…” He pushed the bowl closer to the edge of the table.

The homeless man did a double-take. “You serious?”

“Sure, go ahead.” He placed the spoon next to the bowl. “Haven’t even touched it.”

The man hesitated a split second, then snatched the bowl and the spoon in one smooth move, as if wondering if Jack was going to change his mind. The man licked the top of the ice cream bowl, then gobbled up a big chunk. Some of it dripped down his chin and the front of his rumpled shirt, but the homeless man couldn’t care less. Jack offered him the napkin still on the table, but the man shook his head. He gave Jack a thankful look, nodded at him, and mumbled something with his mouth full.

Jack waved at the man, who hobbled away. He sighed and leaned back on his seat, soaking up the warm sunrays. He pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. The wallpaper was a family photo. It was slightly cropped, but he could see Victoria’s bright eyes and the warm glow on his wife’s face. They were the perfect family. He had a great job with the CIS. Agnes was an English teacher in a local junior high school. Then it all changed. All due to the Danish incident that shattered his world.

He checked his email. Still no new messages, but a pop-up reminded him about a couple of bills he needed to pay. Gas and electricity. Roughly a hundred and thirty dollars in total. They were due in two days. I get paid next week. His lips formed a sad grin. He had only thirteen dollars in his bank account. Well, nine dollars and fifty-seven cents, after paying for the ice cream. He had spent most of his savings, including the money from the sale of the townhouse, looking for his wife and daughter. Hiring search and rescue divers to cover a wide area and securing actionable intelligence had exhausted all his resources. All leads had taken him to dead ends. The Cessna had disappeared during the flight somewhere over the North Sea. Deep down, Jack was sure his family wasn’t dead.

He was about to get up, when his phone rang. Jack glanced at the screen, and a frown creased his forehead. He thought about not answering it, but he knew it was going to ring again. If not right away, then later that day. Preacher Lefebvre was very persistent when it came to the straying sheep of his small flock. Jack sighed and answered, “Yes, Lefebvre. This is Jack. How can I help you?”

“Good morning, good morning, my brother. How are you enjoying your blessed day today?” Lefebvre asked in his trademark cheerful and booming tone.

I wouldn’t say it’s blessed, Jack thought but didn’t share that with Lefebvre. Jack wasn’t ready for a sermon. It was Tuesday, not Sunday, and he hadn’t been at the worship services over the last month. “Uh, I’ve had better days, preacher.”

“Well, you’re alive and well. Drawing breath and enjoying a new day by God’s grace.”

Jack nodded. The words came across as hollow, offering little comfort. His wife Agnes had been the one strong in faith. Jack believed in a supreme being, the creator of everything, but after the disappearance of his family, his faith had suffered a severe blow.

“I know you’re going through tough times, Jack. I can’t even start to imagine the pain you must feel,” Lefebvre said in a low voice. “I know I can’t be of much help. Nothing I can say or do will bring back your family. But I wanted you to know that God can provide for you. He loves you and cares for you. Perhaps, it’s time you start trusting Him again. And that you start trusting people too.”

It’s easy for you to say that, preacher. You’re not surrounded by lying cheats, who wouldn’t think twice about killing you. Your friends don’t abandon you, never returning your calls. Jack wanted to say all this, but instead listened quietly and occasionally shook his head. He let Lefebvre speak and give his sermon.

At some point, Lefebvre said, “Jack, you’ve got to start believing in yourself. Our good Lord has given all of us talents, and he expects us to use them. You’re a strong man, Jack.”

Jack shrugged. I used to be, he thought, but said nothing.

Lefebvre’s voice had a soothing tone; the words not so much, but Jack didn’t mind it. They talked for about ten minutes, with Lefebvre offering to help Jack if he needed to be driven around or anything else. At the end of the call, preacher Lefebvre said a short prayer for Jack and invited him over for supper. Jack politely declined with the excuse that he had something to do. He had nothing to do, but was willing to find something, anything to stop thinking about the past.

Once he ended the call, Jack decided to walk back home. He didn’t have much planned for the day. Out of work because of administrative leave, every day for the last three weeks had been the same. He had used up all his money and had pulled in all favors. He had grown bitter and distrustful toward his friends who subtly or not-so-subtly had advised him to move on. They might have been well-intentioned, but they weren’t helpful. Jack didn’t need people to tell him to forget everything he’d loved and cared for over the last seven years. He wasn’t ready to move on. Perhaps he’d never get to that point. He needed friends he could trust to hear him, help him, cry with him…

When he came to the apartment complex, he saw Nora walking to her car. She looked at him and slowed her steps. Nora was one of his neighbors, a gorgeous woman in her early twenties, perhaps three or four years younger than Jack, who lived three doors down. She lifted her sunglasses to the top of her blonde hair and turned her slender body toward him. She was dressed in tight black jeans, a light-blue top, and a cream-colored sweater.

Nora worked as a head waitress at a posh Italian restaurant a five-minute drive away. She had invited him to the restaurant a couple of times, but he had politely declined because of work assignments. He had told Nora he ran an online troubleshooting business from home, without giving her too many details. “Jack, how are you?” she asked with genuine excitement. “Good to see you.”

Jack offered a small shrug. He tried to smile, but his lips barely moved, forming an awkward grin. “I’ve been better,” he said in a low voice.

“Come over to my work for lunch. It’ll cheer you up. We have great specials today.”

“Too tired, Nora, but I appreciate it.”

Nora pursed her lips. “Supper, then?”

Jack hesitated. “Nora, you’re very kind. I’m just… It’s just not a good day.”

Nora stepped closer to Jack and gave him an understanding smile. Her eyes had a reassuring gaze. “I get it, Jack. You’re going through some rough times. Why don’t you let me help you with it?” There was true concern in her voice.

Jack shrugged and looked down. He had rehearsed a reply he planned to use the next time they met, but it didn’t feel right to lie to Nora. He was already pushing her to the side. I should just explain everything to her. But not here, not right now. He tried to smile and said, “Another time, Nora. Raincheck?”

She returned a sad smile. “They don’t do those things anymore…”

“They don’t?”

“No, but I’ll take one.” She lowered her sunglasses over her eyes. “Have an awesome day, Jack. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Yes, don’t work too hard.”

“Never.” She waved, and a smile brightened her face. “Take good care of yourself, Jack.”

He raised his hand half-heartedly and gave her a small wave. He sighed and shook his head. I can’t do this. Not while my wife and daughter are still alive. I know they’re still there, like the air I breathe… The airplane wreckage was never found. I will find them. I will.

He nodded to himself and climbed the stairs to the third floor. He plopped himself onto the couch in front of the TV. After ten minutes of channel surfing, he found nothing even slightly entertaining at this hour of the day. Boring cooking shows, stupid reality TV series, or re-runs of old shows he had never cared for.

Jack thought about binge-watching a new sci-fi series on Netflix, but felt exhausted. He remembered that he hadn’t eaten breakfast yet, and it was now almost eleven. He stretched on the couch lazily, turned off the TV, and stared at the ceiling for a long moment.

He didn’t know how much time had passed, but he must have dozed off, because he woke up at the sharp ring of his phone. He groped for the phone he vaguely remembered leaving on the end table. The phone slipped through his sleepy hand and fell onto the carpeted floor. The phone rang another time before he picked it up and said, “Yes, this is Jack.”

“Jack, I’m Calvin Slayton, CIS Director of Counterintelligence for the Gulf Region.”

“Uh, okay.” Jack stifled a big yawn and moved the phone away from his mouth. He sat up on the couch and tried to clear his mind. He couldn’t remember who Slayton was or if they had ever met. Why isn’t my boss calling me? Does he know about this Slayton character? “How… what can I do for you?”

“Would you be able to come to HQ? We have a few questions, and we hope you’ll be able to answer them.”

Jack’s eyebrows rose in a look of concern. “What’s this about?”

“I won’t discuss it over an unsecured line. When can you be here?” Slayton’s firm voice became impatient.

“Is it an emergency?”

“It will become one soon.”

Jack glanced at the clock on the wall. It showed twelve, but he didn’t think he had slept that long. He looked at the phone. It was ten minutes to twelve. “I can be there in half an hour.”

“Good. We’re in the Confederation Boardroom.”

“I know where it is. Will Gilson be there?” Jack asked, referring to his boss, Steven Gilson.

“Of course. He’s fully aware of this meeting, if that’s what you’re asking…”

Jack nodded, but said nothing.

Slayton said, “Okay, so we’ll see you there.” He ended the call without another word.

Jack put the phone on the couch next to him and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Why do they need me? What’s the urgency? Is this about my last psych eval? The assessment hadn’t gone as well as he had expected. Jack still had a lot of unresolved anger and distrust issues, but he didn’t need a psychologist to tell him that. I hope they’re not talking about reassigning me to some desk duty. I don’t think I’d be able to read reports for the rest of my life…

He shrugged and stood up. He walked to the washroom to freshen up, then to the closet and picked one of his suits. It was a solid pattern charcoal one that had been one of his wife’s favorites. She said he looked like a knight in a shining suit of armor, because the jacket had a sheen on it. He hadn’t worn it for a few months and found it a bit tight around the waist. I need to lose a few pounds.

Jack got into his car, an old model BMW, and headed toward the HQ on Ogilvie Road in Gloucester, a short drive away. His mind was still trying to figure out the motive for this sudden call to the headquarters. He tried to suppress the anxiety overtaking him. Relax, Jack. You’ll learn it all in a matter of minutes.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters

Ottawa, Canada

 

Jack flashed his credentials to the guards at the gate of the CIS complex, and they waved him through at once. He arrived at the massive marble building with ten minutes to spare. The parking lot was almost full, a usual sight for an agency that never slept. He parked at the first available spot and hurried to the main entrance, slightly annoyed at yet another security checkpoint. The young intelligence officers asked him to walk through the metal detector. They examined his badge at length, eyeing him suspiciously and comparing his face to his photo ID. The repetitious task reminded Jack of his early days in the service. He had been doing the exact same job for a few weeks. He had soon learned to trust his instincts rather than just go by the rules.

After the officer returned his badge, Jack took the stairs without any hurry. He still had five minutes. The Confederation Boardroom was at the end of the third floor and to the left. He used to have an office just around the corner, shortly after he had started working for the agency. It was a small cubicle, like most offices on that floor. Jack had soon exceeded his boss’s expectations. He showed initiative, creativity, and a penchant for risky operations. He caught the eye of Gilson, who assigned him to become a surveillant, then a case officer. Jack was average at recruiting or developing assets, but he was excellent at extracting people from hair-raising situations. So he was transferred to the extraction unit. It was a group of field operatives called upon to exfiltrate other operatives after a mission had gone sideways, or rescue trusted assets who had been compromised or exposed.

Jack sighed as he stopped outside the boardroom. He longed to return to his old job. The leave had done nothing to clear his mind of recent tragic events. He wanted to find something to fill his days, a purpose, besides wallowing in self-pity and consumed by his troubles. He straightened the knot of his blue tie, flattened the front of his jacket, and knocked on the door.

He opened it and looked around the room. Gilson was sitting at the head of the large oval table. Ten people could easily sit around it. He was dressed in his trademark black suit, black shirt, and a white tie. He was in his early sixties, with a bald, bullet-shaped head, but with very few wrinkles on his broad forehead. Gilson was clean-shaven and wore a pair of round, gold-rimmed glasses. He looked up from his tablet and stood up. “Jack, how are you today?” he said in a cheerful tone and walked to meet Jack.

“I’m okay, sir. Glad to be back,” he said in a hesitant tone.

“It’s good to see you.” Gilson shook Jack’s hand, then gestured toward the man standing by a small table in one of the boardroom corners, which had a silver carafe and a few cups.

The man nursed his coffee then put the cup down. “I’m Slayton.” He offered Jack his hand.

Jack shook it and looked deep into Slayton’s small gray eyes. The man was around fifty, with a round face and a drooping nose. He had a head full of black hair, which Jack suspected he had to have dyed. His narrow forehead was full of wrinkles, and a permanent look of gloom seemed to darken his face. He had crow’s feet around his tired eyes and lines around his thin lips.

Slayton said, “Glad you could come right away. Coffee?”

“I’m okay,” Jack said with a headshake.

“Okay, why don’t we get started then?” Slayton picked up his cup and walked to the table. He sat across from Gilson by a couple of folders and a tablet.

Jack sat between his boss and Slayton and waited.

Slayton said, “I know you’ve been away for a few weeks because of a family situation. I’m deeply sorry about your loss.”

Jack frowned. He had grown tired of people assuming his wife and daughter were dead. They weren’t, but he also didn’t want to start the conversation with Slayton on the wrong foot. He meant well. Most people did. Jack nodded and said nothing.

Slayton looked at Gilson, whose attention had turned to his tablet, then opened one of the folders. He pulled out a report and slid it toward Jack. “This situation developed overnight, but we only heard about it a couple of hours ago.”

​Jack began to read through the first paragraphs. It was a classified report about Tehran. A CIS agent had disappeared and was presumed dead or captured by the Iranian internal security services or law enforcement agencies. One of his assets had sent a cryptic text message about the desperate need to be extracted from the country as soon as possible, before her identity was exposed, and her life was lost.

Jack’s forehead furrowed. He knew the disappeared CIS agent. They had worked together in a couple of operations in the area around the Persian Gulf. Jack had been to the United Arab Emirates and Oman, but had never had the pleasure of visiting the feared land of the ayatollahs, as the high-ranking Muslim Shia clergy were called in Iran. His heart began to beat faster, and he could hear it pounding in his chest. Are they going to ask me what I think they are? “What’s the reason I’m here, sir?” he asked in a voice void of emotions.

“Because you know Farshad Hijazi very well, the agent who has vanished,” Slayton said with irritation in his voice, as if the purpose of the meeting was obvious. “We want you to help us find him and his asset.”

Jack shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I wouldn’t say ‘very well.’ We ran two operations together. Had a few drinks after work, hung out. That’s all,” he said slowly in a non-committal tone.

“Our intel tells a different story,” Slayton said tersely. “If you flip the pages, near the bottom of page 4, you’ll find some of Hijazi’s words taken from emails. He speaks fondly of you, as someone he could trust, confide in.”

“That’s true,” Jack said.

“Do you know where he might be?” Slayton asked as he turned in his seat to fully face Jack.

Jack didn’t reply right away. He glanced at the report. “I’ll need to study this carefully, and read the latest report so I can understand what happened—”

Slayton cut him off. “What happened is that Hijazi has gone missing. We need to retrieve him, and the asset.”

“So you need an extractor,” Jack said, trying to curb the enthusiasm in his voice.

Gilson leaned forward in his seat. “Not so fast, Jack,” he said in a firm yet warm tone. “You’re out of commission and not back yet.”

Jack shrugged. His eyes glinted with a look of impatience. He spread his hands over the table and said, “You’ve called me in. Why not let me do my job: Go and find them and bring them home rather than venture guesses as to their whereabouts…”

Slayton waved a dismissive hand, but before he could speak, Gilson jumped in, “It’s not that easy, Jack. We have processes, procedures in place to ensure things are done in order and well.”

​Jack nodded. The frown melted from his face. “By all means, sir. Let’s do all that, but also let’s not waste more time. ​Tehran is never a good place to be, especially if you’re wanted. The asset is still there, and if Hijazi is still in the country, he’s not going to be alive for long…”

“The asset is our priority,” Slayton said in an ice-cold voice.

The statement sent shivers down Jack’s spine. “Hijazi is a trusted agent and—”

“Not sure about the ‘trusted’ part, Jack,” Slayton said hurriedly. “Once you’ve studied the file, you’ll see.”

Jack shook his head and gave his boss a look of confusion.

Gilson nodded. “We’re not a hundred percent convinced—since rarely there’s such certainty in what we do—but Hijazi might have flipped.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Many reasons, money being paramount among them,” Slayton said.

“Money? Hijazi never cared about money, as far as I know.”

“He might have wanted to give that impression. He had lots of gambling debts. Hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

Gilson nodded. A sad frown had stretched across his face. “It’s true. It’s all in there.” He gestured toward the report.

Jack looked at the report. “Okay,” he said slowly, “let’s assume it’s true that Hijazi has betrayed us. Wouldn’t his asset be compromised as well?”

“She is, and that’s why she sent that message,” Gilson said.

“What’s her location in Tehran?”

“We don’t know that. She’s distrustful and would only give that to us once we have a man inside Iran.”

Jack shrugged. “Get in touch with her and tell her you’ll have one very soon.”

Slayton opened his mouth, but Gilson gave him a stern headshake. He gave Jack a look of frustration, then said, “Jack, why don’t you wait outside? We’ll call you back soon.”

“Of course, sir.” Jack stood up. “Can I take this?” He tapped the report.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

He nodded at Slayton and stepped outside.

In the hall, he sat in one of the black leather couches a few meters away from the boardroom’s door. He opened the report and started to read from the first paragraph. Let’s see what happened to Hijazi and what’s so special about the asset.
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Slayton waited until Jack had closed the door behind him, then gave Gilson an angry frown. “What are you doing? You just told me he’s not ready, and now you’re considering bringing him back?”

Gilson waved a dismissive hand. “You know he’s the right man for this job.”

“Is he?”

“Do you want your asset alive or dead?”

Slayton cocked his head. “Do I even need to answer that?”

“No, but you need to think about it. Jack can do this; I’m confident he can.”

“You said it yourself that he’s not ready. What has changed now?”

“Nothing has changed. Jack was going to come back sooner or later. Sooner is better.”

“Have you read his latest psychological assessment?” Slayton tapped one of the folders. He turned it around and slid it toward Gilson. “Jack doesn’t trust anyone. He doesn’t trust you.”

Gilson nodded slowly. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. His eyebrows waggled, and he smirked. “Jack has always had trust issues. Difficult childhood. Then what happened with his family. He didn’t get a lot of support from his friends. It’s quite understandable.”

“Be that as it may, it’s not understandable—or acceptable—to bring him back and let him loose. Unchecked. Inside Iran.” Slayton shook his head. “It’s a disaster in the making.”

Gilson crossed his arms over his chest and gave Slayton an exasperated look. “So, what do you suggest?”

​Slayton thought about it for a long moment. “The asset said she’s safe, for now. I’m assuming we have forty-eight hours, seventy-two at the most. Let’s make sure we do everything by the book, follow all protocols, assessments. I don’t want this to come and bite us in the backside.”

Gilson nodded. “I’ll have Jack go for a new assessment. If the shrink clears him for action, then he’s good to go.” He hesitated for a moment, then said, “But they’ll have to go in through Turkey.”

“Turkey? My section’s analysis determined Armenia offers the best chance of a successful extraction.”

Gilson’s face contorted in an expression of disbelief. “Armenia? Really? Did they take the war into account?”

“War?” Slayton cocked his head and waved a dismissive hand. “Small skirmishes along the border. The media is just blowing them out of proportion.”

The armed conflict had started, indeed, with small, yet violent, clashes between Armenia and Azerbaijan about the disputed area of Nagorno-Karabakh. However, the area was so volatile that a tiny spark could inflame a regional war. 

“Are they now?”

“Even if it’s true, the ‘war’ offers them great cover. The area is full of armed civilians, local and foreigners. No one would suspect that our team is there on a completely different mission.”

​“Wishful thinking.” Gilson’s voice had the unmistakable tinge of scorn. “But even if it were so, an insertion through Armenia wouldn’t work for another reason. Two words. Travis Morgan.”

Slayton leaned back on his seat and shook his head. He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Wasn’t that issue resolved?”

“It depends on who you ask. Morgan, he has no problem working with Jack. Jack, on the other hand…” Gilson shrugged. “Let’s just say there’s still bad blood running between them.”

“Does Jack blame him for what happened to his wife over the North Sea?”

“No, not for what happened, but for not helping after the incident. Jack wanted to leave no stone unturned to find his wife and daughter. Morgan, of course, offered all possible help, until it was clear they were gone. He did everything that was possible; everything he could. According to Jack, it wasn’t enough.”

“It’s never enough when you’re trying to find your loved ones.”

“He’s still looking for them,” Gilson said in a thoughtful tone. “I don’t think he’ll ever stop until he has seen the bodies with his own eyes.”

Slayton nodded and tipped his head toward the folder. “Even more important to make sure that Jack’s mind is in the right place.”

Gilson nodded. “Yes, we’ve already agreed on that.”

Slayton said, “He also needs to pass the physical performance and fitness. If he can’t shoot straight…”

“He’ll do well. I’m certain of that.”

“One last thing: Jack can’t go at this alone.”

Gilson frowned and shook his head. “Didn’t you just say that Jack has trust issues? How would he react to being partnered with one of your guys?”

Slayton returned the frown. “Jack will have to get used to working in a team. If he decides to become a loose cannon, we’ll need someone to rein him in.”

Gilson snorted. “Good luck with that.” He leaned closer to the table. “Look, Jack doesn’t have issues with obeying orders. But he has to be the team leader. Give Jack someone he will not mind working with. Someone he won’t consider a threat or a challenge.”

Slayton considered Gilson’s words. “There’s room for only one alpha male in the team. I get that. Any suggestions?”

“A new agent, someone who can learn from Jack’s experience. At the same time, your man can report to you whatever you want… Since you insist.”

Slayton nodded slowly. “I think I have the right person.”

“Okay. Now, let’s bring Jack in and up to speed.”

 

* * *

 

Jack was immersed in the report. Hijazi had left Tehran for the coastal town of Chalus on the Caspian Sea. If the agent had decided to leave the country, it was one of the best places to do so. The town was crowded with local visitors and foreign tourists; the sea’s shores touched four other countries: Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan—which also shared a border with Iran—Russia, and Kazakhstan. But Slayton suspected Hijazi had betrayed CIS and had turned to the Iranians. Did it happen in Chalus? Or was he promised safe passage outside the country in exchange for his cooperation?

	Jack frowned because he couldn’t follow Hijazi’s logic. The Iranians were known to hang traitors, not allow them to freely leave the country. Is Hijazi giving the appearance of escaping? Could it be that the Iranians forced him to Chalus for a specific operation?

He shrugged and flipped to the next page. The asset’s name was Nusha Bhada. She worked as a technician at Iran’s Bushehr nuclear power plant. It was a low-level position, but sometimes people in those situations were the easiest to recruit. They could fly under the radar, but still be able to access crucial data about Iran’s plans to build an atomic bomb. Iran had recently returned to its bellicose stance toward the Western world. The United States, Canada, Israel, and a host of European countries believed that, if left to its own devices, Iran would have a fully functional nuclear bomb within a year.

The asset had provided critical intelligence about the latest shipment of enriched uranium to Iran. She had also given specific details about the design for integrating a nuclear payload on a ballistic missile, like the Shahab3. Bhada might be a low-level technician, but she was either excellent or had some great connections.

Jack hadn’t noticed when the boardroom’s door opened. Slayton stepped out and said, “Jack, you can come in now.”

He closed the report and stood up.

When he had returned to his seat, Gilson gave Jack a small smile and tilted his head toward the folders. “We’ve made a decision: You can lead the op to extract the asset.”

Jack’s face betrayed no emotions. He knew his return to the agency, especially to his old job in the field, would come at a steep price. He was waiting for the “but.”

“But you’ll have to pass all tests with flying colors,” Gilson said in a warning tone. “You’ll have to be in the finest shape before you can go.”

Jack nodded slowly. “Certainly, sir.”

“Oh, and one more thing,” Gilson said almost as an afterthought. “You’ll work with a partner, someone from the Gulf Region branch.”

Jack tried to stifle the frown appearing on his face. “Is that necessary?” he asked in a restrained tone.

“Absolutely,” Slayton replied in a tone that left no room for debate. “You can’t go there alone—”

“I usually work alone—”

“Not this time. A new start; new rules. You’ll still lead the team, but you’ll work with one of my people.”

“Your people?” Jack cocked his head toward Slayton and gave him a sideways glance.

“Someone who reports to me. That won’t be a problem, right?”

Jack shook his head. “No sir, no problem.”

“Good,” Slayton said.

Gilson pushed his chair away from the table. “Great, then. Pass those tests and
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