

[image: Cover]




  	
	    
	      Also by Ethan Jones

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Jennifer Morgan Novel

          
        
          
	          The Secret Affair

          
        
          
	          The Secret Series Complete Trilogy Box Set

          
        
          
	          The Secret Blush

          
        
          
	          The Secret Cause

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      An Assassin's Wife Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Wife

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Secret

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Oath (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carrie Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Priority Target: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Carrie Chronicles - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Codename Makarov: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Carrie Chronicles - Books 4-7 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Entry Point: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Unknown Operative: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Foreign Interference: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Vatican Conspiracy: A Carrie Chronicles Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Jack Storm Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Extractor

          
        
          
	          Mossad Extraction

          
        
          
	          Extracted Asset

          
        
          
	          Unextracted

          
        
          
	          Perfect Extraction

          
        
          
	          Terms of Extraction

          
        
          
	          Rogue Extraction

          
        
          
	          Presidential Extraction

          
        
          
	          The Extractor Box Set 1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Corrector: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Betrayal: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Closure: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Retrieval: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Javin Pierce Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Interception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Deception: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Counterblow: A Javin Pierce Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series

          
        
          
	          The Interrogation (A Justin Hall Short Story Prequel)

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 1-3 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Canadian Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Justin Hall Spy Thriller Series - Books 4-6 Box Set

          
        
          
	          Tripoli's Target: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Iranian Protocol: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Double Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Rogue Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Shadow Agents: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Homeland: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Saudi Strategy: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The CIA Connection: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Austrian Asset: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Belgian Bagman: A Justin Hall Series

          
        
          
	          The Cyprus Coverup: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Covert Assassin: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Target Acquired: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          The Russian Defector: A Justin Hall Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Resident Spy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          18 Minutes - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Rising - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Max Thorne Complete 5 Book Box Set

          
        
          
	          Agent Recruit - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
          
	          Agent Assassin - A Max Thorne Spy Thriller

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Saint Assassin Series

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Call

          
        
          
	          Saint Assassin - Box Set 1-3

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Vow

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Revenge

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Ambush

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Pact

          
        
          
	          Assassin's Wrath (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tom Maverick Assassin Vigilante Thriller

          
        
          
	          Firestorm

          
        
          
	          Unleashed

          
        
          
	          Takedown

          
        
          
	          Triggerman

          
        
          
	          Contractor

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Ethan Jones’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


​ 

​Thank you 

 

for purchasing this novel

 

from the best-selling Jack Storm spy thriller series.

 

 

Sign up for

 

Ethan’s New Release

Announcements

 

and never miss a book!

 

The Story

 

When the stakes are democracy itself…

 

US defense contractors and weapons dealers are trying to trick the US president into a full-scale war in Yemen. But the president isn’t taking the bait. To make it happen, they pay off key agency members and enlist Yemeni sleeper terrorists in Canada to kidnap the president during his upcoming visit.

 

CIS extractor Jack Storm is assigned the special task of the president’s safe return to the US.

 

But things take a drastic turn…

 

Without knowing whom to trust, Jack must protect the president and expose the traitors who will stop at nothing. Can one man bring down these dark forces and save democracy?

 

Find out what lengths Jack will go to in his incredible next mission: Presidential Extraction.


 

 

​PRESIDENTIAL 

EXTRACTION

 

JACK STORM SPY THRILLER SERIES 

BOOK EIGHT

 

[image: ]

 

 

ETHAN JONES


 

 

 

 

 

 

​To my wife for her wonderful encouragement, 

my readers for their fantastic support, 

and to the awesome God 

who makes all things possible.

 

Psalm 46:1: God is our refuge and strength, a well proved help in trouble.


​Table of Contents

Front Page

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter One

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter Two

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter Three

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter Four

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter Five

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter Six

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Chapter Seven

Bonus - Becoming Saint - Epilogue

Bonus - Assassin's Call (Saint Assassin Book 1) - Chapter One 

Acknowledgements

Copyright


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Influence Bar, Strada Paris

​Dorobanți, Bucharest, Romania

 

​Pandora Keller shook her head as she received the bad news. She tapped her phone’s screen to expand the text message, but there was no more information. Her associate was effective, but tight-lipped, even over secure lines.

She studied the short message: Op no go. Keller’s lips pressed tight into a grimace, then she let out a heavy sigh. Op no go, she thought. Keller had suspected that might be the end result, but she still had hoped they’d be more convincing. We did everything right, but he still doesn’t want to accept the new reality.

Keller cursed out loud. She couldn’t care less about the other patrons in the posh restaurant. The four patrons sitting around the next table about six feet away from her turned their heads. They gave her curious and disgusted looks, but Keller ignored them.

One of the waiters approached her table, but Keller dismissed him with a frown and a hand gesture. A member of her security detail, a six-foot-three muscular man, who was standing a few feet behind her, took a few steps forward and leaned over Keller. “Do you need anything, ma’am?” he asked in a firm, yet deferential voice.

“No, thanks.”

The guard retreated to his position, while Keller glanced at the phone. It was almost ten in the evening. Her associate should be coming to the restaurant directly after the meeting. The US Embassy was about a ten-minute drive. Twenty, with traffic, she guessed as the frown stretched across her forehead. I will have all my answers in twenty minutes.

Keller reached for her whiskey, but it tasted sour. She thought about ordering another drink, perhaps wine, but she doubted the taste would improve. There was nothing wrong with the single malt or the French wines she loved. Her attitude had gone south after receiving the bad news.

How can we get him to agree? she wondered. We’ve tried everything but the nuclear option. She bit her lip and briefly covered her face with her bony hands. But if we go that route, there’s no turning back.

She drew in a deep breath and flicked her curly black hair out of her face. I need to get a new haircut, she thought. Something more professional and high class than the last time. And definitely a new dye job.

Keller pulled out her mirror and checked her face. She squinted at the large black bags under her eyes. Crow’s feet showed at the corners of her small blue eyes and around her mouth. All this stress is aging me by decades.

She was in her late fifties, but looked as if she had just turned forty. Keller had had some work done, of course, but she also kept herself healthy and fit by sticking mostly to eating non-starchy vegetables and fruits and very little meat.

She wiped the left corner of her lips with the black napkin, then her thoughts returned to the matter at hand. Keller was the powerful CEO of Advance Defense Systems. ADS was the third largest defense contractor in the United States, providing logistical services, technical support, and training courses to the US military and government, as well as militaries and governments of over fifteen Western countries. ADS was also one of the top ten largest manufacturers of vehicles, weapons, and electronic systems in the world. Even so, Keller’s clout was limited. There were forces at play that were more powerful than she was. She recognized that, but it didn’t curb her ambition or desire to manipulate and control the situation.

Keller nodded to herself. That’s what I’m going to do this time as well. He’ll realize the error of his ways, but, by then, it will be too late.

Her lips curled up into a smirk as she continued to plot her next steps. She was so immersed in her scheming that she didn’t realize her associate, Zane Beckett, had entered the restaurant and was heading toward her. Only when he towered over her table did Keller look up, to be met by his worried eyes. 

“I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” Beckett said and began to remove his black felt coat and black-and-white scarf. He handed the items to Keller’s bodyguard with a grateful head nod before he sat across the table from her. “What is that?” He pointed at her half-full glass.

“Viking Pride, but you wouldn’t like it.”

“I always enjoy Highland Park whiskeys…”

“Not when we have this mess on our hands.” She looked to her left and waved off the waiter who had started to approach them. “Now, tell me what happened…”

The corners of Beckett’s eyes crinkled, and his broad forehead furrowed. He ran his hands through his salt-and-pepper hair, which was more salt than pepper, and swallowed hard. He gave Keller a bitter smile, followed by a shrug. “What can I say?” He spread his hands palms up over the table. “He’s stubborn and stupid, ignoring the situation on the ground. He still believes the US should respond through diplomatic means: negotiations.”

Keller grinned. “And air attacks?”

“Yes. The White House’s position is that the president isn’t looking to go to war with Iran.”

Keller nodded. She had heard this line of reasoning for the last two weeks. “Does he not realize that Iran is actually at war with us? And that the air strikes aren’t going to prevent the conflict? Instead, they’re going to give the enemy an excuse to retaliate against our troops across the Middle East.”

Beckett nodded slowly. He rubbed his chin and studied Keller’s frowning face. His big brown eyes sparked with frustration. “I explained those same exact points to the president’s DA. He has less sense than a donkey. He just doesn’t want to get it.” Beckett shook his head as he referred to the Deputy of National Security Affairs. “He vehemently dismissed any possibility of the president putting boots on the ground in Yemen; not the US military or US defense contractors.”

Keller let out a deep sigh. She and her close associates at the ADS had tried to convince the US president to authorize a ground operation in Yemen. They had spent the last three months in meetings with various top-level officials, including the vice president and the president. Everyone had been reluctant to advocate for a wide-scale intervention that would put an end to the Houthis, the Iran-backed terrorist group in Yemen. Everyone believed that the problem could be contained and handled from a distance, through targeted bombing. The message to Keller and her team had been clear and consistent: War will not be declared, and no troops will be deployed on the ground.

However, Keller wasn’t willing to back down. Not when the Houthis’ attacks against US troops stationed in Iraq, Syria, and Jordan had increased. The terrorist group had claimed responsibility for over thirty attacks during the last two months alone. The attacks had killed seven US servicemen and wounded fifty-three.

“I’m thinking we have no choice but to activate Option B,” she said in a low voice just above a whisper.

Beckett gave her a dazed look. He jerked his head back as his mouth fell open. “The nuclear option?” he said in a voice full of disbelief. “You are aware of the consequences of that action… of treason?”

Keller nodded slowly. She crossed her arms and lifted her chin up in a sharp gesture of defiance. Her gaze was challenging, and there was a visible tightness in her jaw and neck. ​“There’s a very thin line between a traitor and a patriot. The closer you look, the blurrier the line gets.”

“The results will make the difference.” Keller returned the nod.

“And we can control that.”

“Mostly.”

“Sufficiently.” Keller leaned forward and planted both her elbows on the table. “Look, Beckett, everyone agrees the Houthis are a real threat and must be stopped. At any cost.”

​Emboldened by the weak, almost nonexistent US response, the Houthis had increased their attacks against US and European ships in the Red Sea. The Houthis were well-equipped and well-trained. They had used Iranian-designed one-way attack unmanned aerial vehicles, anti-ship cruise missiles, and anti-ship ballistic missiles, all supplied by Iran. Merchant ships were regularly seized, attacked, or otherwise harassed while navigating along the southern Red Sea to such an extent that many international shipping companies were all together avoiding using that maritime route. In turn, that had pushed up prices for many goods and commodities.

Beckett bit his lip and wrinkled his brow. Before he could reply, Keller continued, “We’re not going to allow our country, the United States of America, the only superpower in the world, to become a laughing stock. The official US response has been weak, half-hearted, and ineffective. What we need is a strong response.”

Her company, ADS, was ready to deploy 5,000 troops, well-armed and fully trained, capable of neutralizing the Houthis’ threat once and for all. “In a matter of months, half a year at the most, the entire country of Yemen would be Houthi-free; you have my word and my guarantee on that matter,” Keller had boldly told the US president and his national security advisor. She was informed a response would be forthcoming, but it was delayed. When she finally received it, it was negative.

“I understand that, and I fully agree,” Beckett said in a low, worried tone. “However, we need to think this through. We need to make absolutely sure that the plan will work. If it fails, we also need to be one hundred percent sure that nothing can connect us to this matter.”

“Of course. We have the resources in place for that. We have the people and the expertise. We’ll be fine,” Keller said in a confident tone.

Beckett studied her face. Even in the dim light of the restaurant, coming from a small sconce fastened to the red brick wall, he could see a muscle clenched along her jawline. Keller had an alert gaze and was making strong eye contact. Her hands were balled into tight fists.

She’s determined to make this happen, he thought. With or without me. It would be a mistake for me to go against my boss. And it will also be a mistake to go along with her and to my doom. He flinched and coughed to clear his throat. Of course, he couldn’t outright tell Keller what she was proposing could cause them to spend the rest of their lives behind bars. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, then nodded at Keller. I will go along with her plan, but I need to have an exit strategy, in case I need to jump ship before it starts to sink.

Beckett said, “Okay. We’ll go ahead with Option B, but before you authorize it, I want to tell you about​ something else I learned.”

Keller gave him a curt nod. “In the NSA meeting?”

“No. The intel comes from one of my assets in the CIS.”

“The Canadian Intelligence Agency?”

“Yes. Somehow, they’ve become aware of a threat against the life of the US president.”

Keller’s mouth went slack. Her eyes widened, and she rubbed an eyebrow. For a moment, she seemed at a loss for words, then she said, “How? How did that happen?”

“I’m not sure, but I suspect it was someone either in the Secret Service or in the CIA. My asset in the CIS didn’t know, but I’ve asked him to find out.”

Keller’s face had lost all her color. She seemed to struggle for words, but then she nodded slowly and tried to steady her shaky hands. When she felt she had regained her composure, Keller said, “It doesn’t matter who the source of the leak was. There is always a threat against the president’s life.” She waved her hand dismissively.

“This is more specific. The CIS, as well as the Secret Service and/or the CIA believe that something is going to happen to the US president while he’s visiting Canada.”

Keller snorted. She glanced right and left, but none of the patrons at the nearby tables were paying any attention to their muted conversation. “Canada is the perfect place for our plan.”

“They’ll be on high alert,” Beckett said, trying to dissuade Keller or at least make her rethink her plan. “They’ll be expecting our move.”

She simply shook her head. “They’re always expecting something to happen. But don’t worry, Beckett. We have a plan, and it will work like magic. And no one and nothing will connect us to this plan. However, we’ll be the first ones to benefit with the lion’s share of the contracts once it is announced that we’re going to war with the Houthis, and we’re invading Yemen.”

​Beckett nodded slowly, but the frown and the uncertain look remained on his forehead. He knew that once Keller had made a decision, there was nothing he could say or do to make her change her mind. She had decided she wasn’t going to sit on her hands while the lives of US servicemen were in danger. She didn’t do that during her two tours of duty in Iraq, where she served with the Weapons Intelligence Team, 203rd Military Intelligence Battalion. She wasn’t going to start now.

“Okay,” Beckett said in a strong voice. “Let’s make this happen. I’ll activate both teams, the one in Yemen and the one in Ottawa.”

Keller’s thin lips formed a restrained smile. “Very good, Beckett. And whatever this little CIS… inconvenience… is… we’ll deal with it, if and when we have to…”

Beckett nodded. He didn’t like Keller’s dismissive tone and her underestimation of the opponent. He had a heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach, a premonition that something was going to go seriously wrong. I won’t be able to do anything to stop Keller or the plan she’s setting in motion. If anything, I can do something to save my own skin… if it comes to that. I’ll need to keep an eye open for the nearest exit when… when everything goes sideways.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Five Days Later

US Embassy, Ottawa

 

Jack Storm let out a sigh of disappointment. The Secret Service director was glaring at Jack from across the dark mahogany table with arms folded across his barrel chest. He rolled back in his swivel chair and shook his head. “Mr. Storm, we have shared sufficient intelligence to ensure your full cooperation, as well as that of the CSIS and the Mounties.” He moved his hand to Jack’s right, gesturing at the representatives of the Canadian Security Intelligence Service and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

Jack leaned forward and gave the director a curious glance. “No one has ever said ‘That op failed because we shared a lot of intel.’ Unless you’re worried the intel will be leaked…”

The director’s face drew back, and his nostrils flared. He shrugged and pursed his lips. “There’s always the possibility someone may say or be forced to say something they’re not supposed to. So we need to keep a tight lid on all intel.”

“That wouldn’t be necessary here, not when it comes to Canadian agencies.” Jack shook his head. “If you’re having problems trusting your own people—CIA, FBI, or someone else,” Jack tipped his head toward the two men sitting to the director’s left and right, “that’s not a reason for—”

“What my counterpart is trying to say is that what you have shared is enough and appreciated.” CSIS Director Eugene Lambert jumped in. He frowned at Jack and waved a dismissive hand in his direction, trying to defuse the tension in the room. “We fully understand your concerns.”

Jack frowned at Lambert and began to shake his head. He didn’t care much for Lambert. He was too clean, too polished, too careful with his words. Jack preferred people with rough edges—people who wore their emotions like a badge of honor.

Jack opened his mouth to voice his objection, but his associate Riley Booker kicked him underneath the table. When Jack looked at Riley, Riley bit his lip and closed his eyes.

Jack drew in a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. He drummed his fingers at the edge of the desk, then reached for the blue coffee cup with the logo of the embassy stamped on the side. He took a sip from his coffee, which had gone cold.

“Okay, good, then, let’s move on to our next item on the agenda,” Lambert said in a hurried tone, eagerly wanting to move on from that sticking point. “Director, walk us through the planned motorcade route.” He nodded at the director of the Secret Service advance team, then motioned with his hand toward the large television screen mounted on the conference room wall.

The director ran his hand through his white thinning hair and reached for the laser pointer. He aimed it at the screen, which showed a large map of the area surrounding the Ottawa airport. “Starting point,” he said in a firm tone. “The airport. After the welcoming ceremony, we get him in ‘The Beast.’ Then, we’ll exit here and then…”

Jack tuned him out. He had reviewed the entire file covering the proposed route for the visit of the US president to Ottawa in two days’ time. He didn’t need a recap, and he thought no one in the room needed to waste time on what they could read or had read on their own. He had expected this meeting to focus on the more pressing matter of the clear threat against the president’s life, of which the CIA had received unconfirmed reports. Uncertain of whom they could trust—since apparently there was a traitor either inside the Secret Service or the FBI—the CIA had reached out to the CIS. The president was visiting Canada in less than forty-eight hours, but still there had been no concrete, actionable intelligence about the threat.

Jack glanced at Riley, who was feigning interest in the director’s presentation and was scribbling in his small notebook. Jack looked at his phone, tempted to check his email and text messages. However, when he looked around the room, his gaze met that of the assistant to the Secret Service director, sitting right behind him along the conference room wall. The woman was in her early thirties, with short blonde hair, cut in a stylish, layered bob. Her face was both striking and composed, and she seemed to be focusing on Jack. She was dressed in a navy-blue suit and a white blouse. Jack nodded slowly at her, and the woman gave him a small, restrained smile.

Jack shifted in his chair and looked at the screen, then at the director. He was still droning on about the site surveys and reconnaissance of the meeting sites, identifying potential threats, and positioning of security personnel. Jack’s mind wandered again to the traitor embedded within one of the US agencies. Which one, and why? Who would benefit the most from the president’s assassination? He shook his head. There are so many enemies, domestic and foreign, so many interests at play. And if the Secret Service isn’t willing to give us everything they know, how can we really protect the protectee?

He sighed, planted both elbows on the table, and formed a steeple with his hands. He tapped his index fingers together and thought about the sparse intelligence they had received so far. Jack and Riley had been assigned this case at the request of the CIS Director-General. “You’re one of our best active operatives, perhaps even the very best,” Jack’s top boss had said when handing over the assignment. “If there is someone who can make sure their president isn’t assassinated on Canadian soil, that’s you. But if something happens to him, that would be an embarrassment for our country, and, needless to say, it will mean the end of your career.”

Jack had nodded. Yes, needless, so why are you saying it? He was more than convinced the real reason was because of what Jack and Riley had done in Türkiye, Kazakhstan, and Azerbaijan, among other places. They could never go back to those countries, not openly and definitely not officially. “This operation is our punishment, Riley,” Jack had told him. “It’s the price for us to be accepted back in the agency. If we discover the conspiracy and stop the assassination, then the bosses will get the glory. If we don’t, well, we’re doomed once and for all.”

Jack was deep in thought when Riley elbowed him to get his attention. When Jack looked at Riley, he tipped his head toward the notepad. Jack peered at the words Riley had circled near the bottom of the page. Secret Service blonde, followed by a question mark. Jack shrugged at Riley and glanced at Lambert, who had turned his head to Jack and said, “Storm, do you have a question or something to add?”

“No, sir. Everything is clear.”

“Good.” Lambert gestured to the Secret Service director. “Let’s continue then with the risk assessment report.”

Jack decided to pay attention to this part of the presentation, although he had reviewed the slides and the notes twice earlier that morning. The director focused on identifying several high-risk areas in Ottawa, around the president’s meeting places, like open spaces, and chokepoints during the travel to those sites. There was nothing new or of value in the discussions, but Jack looked like he was all ears for the rest of the presentation.

Near the end of the meeting, the Secret Service director and Lambert discussed the coordination with local law enforcement. As Jack had anticipated, he and Riley were assigned positions near Parliament Hill, home of Canada’s federal government. Jack had requested a greater involvement, but his request had been denied. “We have this under control, Storm,” Lambert had said in a cocky tone. “Under complete control.”

Once the tasks of coordinating traffic control, road closures, and crowd management were discussed, the meeting ended. Jack and Riley began to file out of the room as quickly as possible, as Jack wanted to avoid getting a scolding from Lambert. Thankfully, Lambert was shaking hands with the Secret Service director, so they paid no attention to Jack and Riley.

Out in the hall, Jack loosened the knot of his tie, unbuttoned the top button of his gray shirt, and drew in an easier breath. The air was cooler, but there seemed to be a light chemical smell. Jack sighed in frustration. “What a colossal waste of time,” he said in barely a whisper.

Riley shrugged. “Needed to be done.”

“Yes, but do we have to be here? I thought there’s a threat against the president’s life. Shouldn’t we be talking about that? Even better, be out there looking to neutralize that threat.” He pointed with his hand toward the window to his right.

As he turned around slightly, he noticed the Secret Service assistant standing outside the conference room. She looked at Jack and hurried toward them. Her footsteps echoed faintly against the polished marble floor. When she was a couple of steps away, she said, “My name is Morgan Knox. I’m one of the assistants for Director—”

“I know who you are,” Jack said and looked at her outstretched hand before he shook it. “I’m Jack Storm, and this is my colleague, Riley Booker. We’re with CIS.”

Morgan’s handshake was stronger than he had anticipated. Her eyes were a piercing gray-blue, sharp and observant, the kind that seemed to take in every detail.

“What can we do for you, Ms. Knox?” Jack said in a rushed voice. He wanted to get out of the building before Lambert or the Secret Service director wanted to have a word with him. It might already be too late for that.

“Please call me Morgan.” She gave Jack a small smile. “Now, I need five minutes of your time, Mr. Storm,” Morgan said in a pleading voice. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

Jack gave her a sideways glance. “Your director back there didn’t seem too keen on cooperation.” He motioned with his hand toward the conference room.

Morgan stepped closer to Jack as a faint line appeared between her brows. “That’s why I’m here instead of him,” she said in a low whisper. “Five minutes can make the difference between my president living or being killed.”

Jack peered deeply into her eyes. Morgan gave him a no-nonsense look with pursed lips. A subtle flush formed on her cheeks. So Jack nodded slowly and cocked his head toward the L-shaped staircase. “Five minutes. And be completely upfront with us.”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I? I want my president to be safe.” She stared at Jack with widened eyes.

Jack nodded. “Okay, tell us what’s going on? What is it that the director doesn’t want us to know?”
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Chapter Three

 

 

US Embassy, Ottawa

 

“That’s not exactly true,” Morgan whispered as they descended the marble stairs. “It’s not that the director doesn’t want you to know it; it’s because he doesn’t believe the threat is credible."

“Explain that to us,” Jack said as he walked next to her.

“Our agency receives dozens of threats every day. So we’ve got to be shrewd with our time and resources. Especially when it comes to the president traveling abroad.” She waved her hands as she spoke in a calm, yet clipped tone. “Plus, Canada is a friendly nation. There shouldn’t be threats of this kind, of this proportion.”

“But the look on your face tells me there are.”

Morgan’s eyes turned into small slits. “I’m not sure, but it’s better to worry about it now than regret it later...” Her voice trailed off as she seemed to be gathering her thoughts. She walked through the landing, then stopped and turned to face Jack. “It’s a terrorist threat.”

Jack’s eyebrow arched. “What group?”

“An emerging Yemeni group with loose ties to the Houthis, the major rebel group in Yemen backed by Iranians. This new group is known as the Liberation Front. They’re fighting the government, but they also seem to have clashes with the Houthis as well. They’re made up of mostly foreign fighters coming from Arab and Asian countries.”

Jack nodded. “Okay. So what is the threat?”

​“A CIA asset heard some chatter about the Front plotting something big. The intel came about a week ago. Details were sparse, but this ‘big’ thing was supposed to take place in Canada. No intel on the timing or the target.”

“Is the Front active in Canada?” Riley asked.

Morgan turned to Riley, who was standing to her left. “No, not as far as we can tell. The CIA ran their own investigation and found nothing. There are, of course, thousands of Yemenis living in Ottawa, Toronto, and elsewhere in the country. But where do we start?”

“What did the CSIS say?” Riley asked. “And the RCMP?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t think the director has shared that intel with them.”

Jack’s jaw went slack. “What? Why?”

“He told me he doesn’t want us to lose focus and go on a wild goose chase. He doesn’t believe the Front will do anything. He believes these are just empty threats. I talked to him about it, but he shut me down.” Her voice rose up with frustration.

“And what do you think?”

Morgan gave Jack an intense look. “I wouldn’t be talking to you if I thought there was no merit to this threat. But I don’t have the resources you do—”

“You’re overestimating my abilities, Morgan—”

“Maybe, Jack—can I call you Jack?”

“Certainly.”

“So, Jack, maybe I am, but in the meeting, you weren’t convinced the director shared everything he knew about the situation. Here I am, giving you the piece of the puzzle that was missing. Now, what are you going to do with it?”

Before Jack could reply, a man appeared at the top of the staircase. He glanced down at the group and seemed to be measuring them up, especially Morgan. Then he waved at Jack. “Mr. Storm. We’d like to have a short conversation before you leave,” the man said in a firm voice that sounded almost like an order.

Jack nodded at the man and gestured with his hand that he needed a minute.

“Of course, take your time. Then come up. I’ll be waiting,” the man said and stepped back into the hall.

“That’s Axel Bishop,” Morgan said in a wary tone. “He’s a CIA agent. His team worked on the investigation of the Front.”

Jack lowered his eyebrows slightly, drawing them together just enough to create a small crease between them. “Why do I have a feeling I already know what he’s going to tell me?”

Morgan’s eyes softened, losing their spark, as if she was looking inward. “He will tell you what my director told me: Don’t worry about it. This is all for nothing. But is it?”

“Only one way to find out. Anything else before I meet our CIA friend?”

​Morgan shook her head. She relaxed her lips in a slight downward curve, barely showing a frown. “He’s not my friend. And yes, we’re not done here. I have a couple of names, Yemenis with potential connections to the Front. The CIA either didn’t follow up on them, or it did and found nothing. Worth a second look, if we’re doing this.”

“What is ‘this’ that we’re doing?”

Morgan narrowed her eyes. “Saving the president’s life, Jack. That’s what we all want, right?” She glanced at Riley, who nodded hurriedly.

“Of course,” Jack replied in a low voice. “But we need to make sure your agency, or the CIA, doesn’t shut us down before we have even started.”

“Absolutely.” Morgan smiled and stepped to the side.

Riley climbed a couple of stairs, but Jack shook his head. “Sorry, buddy. Bishop asked just for me.”

Riley’s eyelids dropped as he gave Jack a resigned look. “But we’re a team, the two of us.”

“The three of us,” Morgan corrected him in a playful tone.

Jack shrugged. “We’ll catch up outside. The three of us.” He motioned with his hand and smiled at Morgan.

He climbed the stairs, feeling a bit uneasy about Bishop’s demand. Jack had already decided he and Riley would look into the intel that Morgan was going to provide them. He still wanted to hear Bishop’s version of the facts. ​One of the spycraft rules: Gather as much intel as you can, but watch out for a setup. Morgan could also be someone looking to set us up. Jack nodded to himself. Stay vigilant. Keep your eyes always open.

Upstairs in the hall, he fixed the collar of his brown leather jacket and approached Bishop. The man was in his forties, dressed in a black suit and light blue shirt but no tie. His grayish hair was close-cropped, and he had sharp facial features, with a strong jawline that was accentuated by a faint shadow of stubble. There were subtle lines around his big brown eyes and mouth—the kind formed by years of narrowed gazes and cautious smiles.

Bishop somehow felt Jack’s presence and spun on his heels. He put away his phone, then offered Jack his hand. “Name’s Axel Bishop. I’m with the CIA.”

Jack shook Bishop’s hand. “We’ve already met.” He tipped his head toward the conference room.

​“Right, well, I’m not going to waste your time, like they did.” He looked to the conference room to their right. A couple of FBI agents were talking to their RCMP counterparts. “But I wanted to answer your concerns about not sharing sufficient information.” Bishop reached inside his jacket for his phone. “Three names for you to check since you believe you need to do your own due diligence on this matter.” He showed the phone to Jack.

“Oh, and what makes you think that?”

“It’s obvious from your reaction during the meeting. And it’s true the director isn’t sharing all the intel we have. I don’t blame you for wanting to know.”

Jack nodded and waved his hand. “So these names…”

“Canadian citizens suspected of terrorist ties to a small outfit in the backlands of Yemen. We checked them thoroughly and so did CSIS. Your run-of-the-mill social posts about death to America, causing small waves among the local community, but nothing worth a second look. They present no real threat to our country or our president.”

Jack thought about Bishop’s gesture. It coincided almost perfectly with Morgan’s offer of two names of Yemenis with possible connections to the Liberation Front. I bet two of those names are the same. But why now? What does he want?

“And what do you want in return?” Jack asked with a hint of displeasure.

“Oh, nothing. I want nothing.” Bishop held up a hand. “This isn’t a quid-pro-quo, Storm. We’re all working together here; we all want the same thing.”

“I see. It would have been good if this came through official channels.”

Bishop stepped closer to Jack. “It did, just not to you. But as a fellow agent, I want you to have this intel. I want you and your agency fully on board with this op, our joint op.” He spoke in a firm tone that sounded genuine.

Jack nodded again. Bishop was saying all the right things, but Jack had a feeling that he was being played. Is it Morgan or Bishop? Do they want me to be fully convinced there is no real threat, or is this just a distraction? He tried to read Bishop’s face, but there was nothing there except a look of determination and expectation.

“Okay, Bishop. You have my contact info. Send me the names, and I’ll check them out.”

“Very well, Storm. Sending them right away.”

“See you around.”

“Yeah, I will.”

Jack ran down the stairs before Lambert or anyone else approached him. When he met Riley and Morgan on the ground floor, he told them what Bishop had said. Morgan listened carefully, then slightly flared her nostrils. “He’s trying to convince you this is a waste of time. But it isn’t.”

“I bet you those are the same names,” Riley said.

Morgan nodded. “Yes, Bishop only came forward when he saw I’d talked to you. It’s easy to conclude we weren’t talking about the weather or Canadian cuisine.”

Riley shook his head. “No such thing as Canadian cuisine.”

“Yes, it’s a strange coincidence. But he’s giving us three names. Even if two of them are the same as the names you have, we have a starting point.”

Morgan opened her mouth, but just then her phone rang. Her forehead creased at the tone. “That’s my director, probably wondering where I am and what I’m doing. Maybe Bishop has ratted me out.” She sighed. “I’ve got to take this, but I emailed you those names already. Call me about our next steps.”

“Will do.”

“See
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