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        When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, and the son of man that you care for him?

        Psalm 8:3-4 (ESV)
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      The trains were running late tonight, and the press of bodies on the platform of the Farragut West Metro stop pushed against Lena Hoffman. Nothing unusual during rush hour in the nation’s capital. She tightened her grip on her messenger bag strap. The beginnings of a headache pulsated along the base of her neck.

      “Sorry,” someone mumbled as the crowd shifted and bumped her closer to the edge of the platform.

      Her cell phone buzzed, and she inched it out of her coat pocket to glance at a text.

      Where R U?

      Lena glanced down the tracks. The electronic signs indicated the next Orange Line train would be arriving in two minutes—the same message it had been proclaiming for the past fifteen minutes. Conversing with Belinda Travers would help to make the time pass more quickly.

      @ Farragut West. She managed to text back coherently in the cramped space.

      Did U work L8?

      No. Trains L8.

      The unreliability of DC subway system often caused Lena to rethink her dependence on public transportation, but the convenience of not having to drive and park in Washington, DC, made it worth putting up with evenings like this.

      Guess you’ll miss seeing your hunky neighbor tonight.

      Lena smiled at Belinda’s text. Her best friend frequently teased about timing her return home to coincide with a new neighbor. In the six months since he’d moved into the condo across the hall, Lena hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words with him. She also had yet to see the tall man with the dark brown hair and brown eyes with a female.

      Warmth dotted Lena’s cheeks as she recalled Belinda’s suggestion to ask him over for dinner, but she could hardly get the man to look her in the eye much less linger in the common hallway long enough to ask that question.

      U know I’m not sure about dating again after being dumped.

      Lena shuddered at the memory of Capitol Hill staffer Stan Monahan. To think she’d wasted the better part of a year going out with him. Stan’s handsome face had taken her eyes off his political ambitions, so his parting statement had stung. He’d said as casually as if he’d asked for cream in his coffee that he could no longer date a woman who brought nothing to the table in the way of connections.

      Flashing lights and a collective sigh of relief from the crowd on the platform signaled the arrival of a train. Lena texted the good news to Belinda and wedged the phone into her coat pocket. Only a few people exited the car, but Lena pushed her way into the crowded compartment, finding a small space to occupy for the three stops until she could exit. At Rosslyn, she moved off the train and up the escalator to North Moore Street, glad for the fresh air after the long wait on the platform.

      The afternoon’s warmer temperature had plummeted with the descent of the sun, and a breeze brought a decidedly chilly wind. As she turned right onto Wilson Boulevard, she pulled out her phone to check the time. Six-forty-five. Definitely too late to cross paths with her neighbor. She hadn’t told Belinda she’d seen his name—Dr. Devlin Mills—on a piece of mail he’d dropped last week. If her friend knew that juicy tidbit, her admonishments to ask out the hunky doctor would be constant.

      A few blocks later, she waited at a light to cross North Quinn Street. The crossing light flicked to the walking man, and she stepped off the curb, her focus drifting to the Mexican restaurant a little way down the block. Maybe she’d treat herself to takeout from Guajillo. Her mouth watered at the thought of biting into a hot, crispy pork chimichanga.

      Halfway into the intersection, Lena curved slightly to the right to enter the parking lot of the small strip mall. An engine revved. Then a black SUV roared out of nowhere like a bull charging a matador’s cape. Lena froze, not sure which direction the car would go. From behind, someone yanked on her messenger bag. She reflexively clutched at it but the movement propelled her directly into the path of the oncoming car.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Devlin Mills rotated his shoulders as he waited with about twenty others for the light to change at the intersection of North Quinn Street and Wilson Boulevard. He had stopped by Heavy Seas Alehouse in Arlington after driving home from work for an impromptu thirtieth birthday celebration of one of his co-workers. Devlin wasn’t into the bar scene, and he skipped many happy hour gatherings. However, he liked working with Dr. Nancy Orleans and so had stayed long enough to down a seltzer water with a twist of lime and wish her a happy birthday before departing for his quiet condo. He didn’t blame her for wanting to celebrate off the National Institutes of Health campus, given their immediate supervisor, Dr. Walter Shan, frowned upon socializing in the office.

      The streetlights cast brightness into the cold, January evening. Once again, he’d miss seeing his lovely next-door neighbor. Granted, he’d yet to gather his courage to actually introduce himself. His co-workers lightheartedly teased him about being the embodiment of the stereotypical reserved scientist, especially around women he found as attractive as his neighbor. Her long blond hair and blue eyes sent his blood racing and tied his tongue in knots.

      The light changed, and the group moved off the sidewalk and into the crosswalk. One figure broke off to veer toward the entrance to the shopping center’s parking lot, and he caught a glimpse of a familiar face. He quickened his pace to catch up to his neighbor. Then a black SUV gunned its engine and headed right toward her.

      The woman turned at the sound and froze, her eyes wide and mouth open as the vehicle raced closer. Devlin dashed forward, but the SUV came between him and his neighbor, scattering the group crossing the street and eliciting curses and shouts as the driver negotiated a tight right turn and sped away up Wilson Boulevard.

      His heart pounding, Devlin ran the last few feet to reach the woman, who lay on her side on the curb of the parking lot apron. Kneeling, he gently touched her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so.” She slowly pushed herself upright, her hair falling across her cheek.

      He brushed it back, his fingertips lightly grazing the soft skin. “That was close.”

      “I’ve got 911 on the line. Does she need an ambulance?” said a woman’s over Devlin’s shoulder.

      His neighbor shook her head. “No, I wasn’t hit. I moved out of the way just in time.”

      Devlin turned to the bystander, phone to her ear. “Thank you, ma’am. I’m a doctor. I’ll make sure she goes to the hospital if she needs to.”

      The Good Samaritan nodded and spoke something into the phone Devlin couldn’t hear. His attention returned to assessing his neighbor’s injuries. “Are you sure the SUV didn’t clip you?”

      The woman nodded slowly. “Someone grabbed for my bag, and that turned me away from the car just in time.”

      Devlin frowned. He’d seen the SUV gun its engine as it approached the intersection, but from his view, the car had swerved toward the parking lot entrance. The driver must have realized someone was walking there at the last minute and missed her. “It looked like he didn’t realize you were about to cross the parking lot entrance and overcompensated.”

      “I could have sworn the car headed right toward me, but it happened so fast, maybe you’re right.” She gathered her bag and started to rise.

      Devlin offered his assistance. “Let me help you. You’re probably still shaky from the close call.”

      “Thank you.” She straightened and winced, her hand going to her hip. “Oh, that’s going to leave a bruise.”

      The woman leaned into him, and Devlin inhaled the scent of spring as a lock of her hair brushed his shoulder. Then she met his gaze. “Wait a minute. Don’t you live across from me?”

      “Yes. Devlin Mills, at your service.” Devlin placed his arm more firmly around her waist, liking how she fit snugly against his body, her head rising above his shoulder. He liked tall women. This woman was easily five-foot-nine, a nice height that complimented his own six-foot-one.

      “Did you say you’re a doctor?” Her gaze captured his.

      Now looking into her sky-blue eyes, words deserted him once again. Then she blinked, and he found his voice. “Yes. I work as a researcher at the National Institutes of Health.”

      “I’m Lena Hoffman, translator at the State Department.” She shifted under his arm. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      Devlin had been so concerned for her well-being, he’d forgotten to be nervous. Even though the immediate crisis was over, the nerves he’d previously experienced around her hadn’t returned. “I’ll walk you home. I have some gel ice packs for those bruises.” He guided her onto the sidewalk.

      “Thank you.” She gestured toward the Mexican restaurant as they passed it. “I was going to get a chimichanga for dinner tonight, but my appetite has gone.”

      “A stressful situation can take away a desire for food.” He adjusted his pace to match her slower one. “Thank goodness you weren’t seriously hurt.”

      Lena paused at the sidewalk junction leading to their gated condo community. “I am grateful, but I can’t shake the sensation it wasn’t an accident.”

      “It didn’t look deliberate from my perspective.” Devlin released his hold on her and walked a couple of steps ahead to punch in the security code to unlock the gate. He swung it open for her to pass. Funny how much he missed having her tucked into his side.

      “Maybe not.” She shrugged. “I can’t think of any reason someone would want to run me down, so it’s probably just my imagination.” Lena went through the gate, the earlier tremors from the near-miss not evident in her stride.

      “You seem steadier on your feet now.” He pulled the gate shut and returned to her side.

      “I’m still a bit shook up, but I can walk unassisted.” She demonstrated by continuing down the sidewalk. “I have ice in my freezer, so you don’t have to bother with gel packs.”

      “It’s no bother. The gel cold packs will be more effective and are less messy.” He held open the outside door to their condo building.

      At the mailboxes in the common hallway, she stopped and inserted a key into hers. “Okay, you’ve convinced me.” She tucked the envelopes into her messenger bag.

      He pulled his own mail out and shoved it under his arm. “I’ll come by in about fifteen minutes with the cold packs.”

      “That sounds good. Thank you.” With a little wave over her shoulder, she disappeared into her condo.

      Devlin entered his own apartment and headed straight for his freezer to check on his stash of cold packs. Guilt claimed his thoughts as he acknowledged a fleeting desire to thank the distracted driver who had finally brought them together.
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      It wouldn’t do to reveal too much of his identity within this first missive. Dr. Wolfgang Hoffman had no idea what she knew about him or his work. She might not even know his name, and even if she did, she would have been told he was dead.

      He turned over the innocuous postcard promising a delightful time in Bryce Canyon, Utah. Slowly, he uncapped the writing instrument with his cotton gloved hands, necessary to avoid leaving fingerprints but difficult to hold onto the glossy piece of cardboard. He poised the tip above the address block and wrote Lena Hoffman. He added her address in Arlington, Virginia.

      The sojourn to his adopted country had not been without regrets. His eyes had been on the prize rather than on the cost. Now in his twilight years, he had come face to face with the reality of what his arrogance and conceit had brought about, and he’d not liked the picture it formed.

      The blank space of the postcard’s message yawned up at him. He must choose his words carefully, just enough to entice Lena to further investigation but not enough to lead her too far down the path into danger. If he played his cards right, he would be reunited with his granddaughter and start the third chapter of his life without the secrets and lies his first seven decades had wrought.

      With a decisive nod, he continued writing in the same style as the address. Finally he capped the pen, pleased with the resulting message.

      The sun streamed through the kitchen window and warmed his back as he sat at the small table, rereading what he had written. He peeled off a Forever stamp and affixed it to the card.

      Pushing to his feet, he put on a light jacket before tucking the postcard into its pocket, stripping off the gloves and putting them in the pocket as well. Then he walked out of his condo and down the street, pausing to greet neighbors along the way. Making his way to the corner store a few blocks from the apartment complex, he used one of the gloves to drop the postcard into the blue mailbox with a twinge of fear. What he had set in motion could not be stopped. He only hoped his calculations proved correct. If he made a mistake, he might have just signed Lena Hoffman’s death warrant.

      Back at his condo, he went directly into the master bedroom. The large walk-in closet had been converted to a secret enclave with a pulsating keypad and fingerprint recognition software beside the door, embedded into the wall and hidden by a small piece of artwork. The soundproof closet had a desk, a comfortable chair, a laptop, and a filing cabinet.

      He keyed in the seventeen-digit code, then pressed his forefinger onto the smooth surface of the keypad. A soft click gained him access to his fortified office.

      Closing the door, he took a seat at his desk, then opened a drawer and selected a new burner cell phone from his stash. Untraceable cell phones would have been a godsend when he lived in East Berlin. But the Stasi probably would have come up with a way to jam tower signals and keep the German Democratic Republic citizens under their thumb like they had anyway. He’d always been an early adapter to new technology and had been using the disposable phones for years. Dialing a number he had long since memorized, he didn’t have to wait long for the other person to pick up.

      “Yes?” A crisp voice answered.

      Hoffman leaned against the high back of the chair. “General, we had an understanding my work was finished.”

      “Then why are you calling me?”

      The thread of concern in the other man’s voice triggered a smile. “I might be out of the game, but I still have ears. Someone is trying to contact me.”

      General Marvin Pettigrew barked a short laugh. “Believe me, I’ve got better things to do than track down an old dog like you. Enjoy your retirement.”

      Hoffman pushed the end button. Selecting another phone, he punched a number he had used only once before, when he had seen the writing on the wall that his days as a scientist in East Germany were numbered.

      The call was answered on the second ring. “Yeah, good morning.” The impatience in the man’s voice was an act Hoffman wasn’t buying.

      “An east wind is blowing across the Danube.” The code phrase tripped off Hoffman’s tongue as easily as if he had memorized it yesterday instead of nearly four decades ago. He only hoped he hadn’t been foolish to call in the favor.

      A short pause. “You realize we cannot guarantee the arrangements.”

      Hoffman gripped the phone, adrenaline pulsating through his veins much like it had when he set into motion his escape from East Berlin. “I think by now I know the risks as well as any man.”

      “I suppose that’s true. Call again tomorrow for instructions.” He disconnected the call.

      Hoffman turned the phone over and popped out the SIM card. Placing it on a stone slab resting on the floor, he took up the hammer beside his desk and crushed the card into bits. One couldn’t be too careful when awakening sleeping giants.
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        * * *

      

      Lena opened the door of her apartment to a loud meow. Her mixed breed cat bounded up. “Hey, Goliath. It’s good to see you too.” She smiled as she reached down to scratch between the feline’s ears.

      He purred his approval, and she set her purse on the foyer table and shed her coat. As she made her way to the coat closet, located down a short hallway past the living room of her condo, Goliath followed. Exchanging her heels for slippers, she moved into the kitchen and gifted him with a few cat treats, then poured a glass of wine. Last night’s lasagna would have to do for dinner, so she placed the leftovers into the microwave.

      Goliath stared up at her, his blue eyes accusatory. “Yes, I know I’m a home later than usual.” She stooped to pet him again, but he stalked off. Just like a cat to demand attention only to shun it when offered.

      Lena rested against the counter and watched her meal rotating in the microwave. It had been a long day, and her body craved bed. Her mind drifted to Devlin, who had been so sweet a week ago, bringing over the gel cold packs and a two chimichangas from Guajillo. Sadly, they’d missed each other at the mailboxes in the intervening days.

      She took out her reheated lasagna and carried it to the table. As she ate, thoughts of what Devlin had shared about his background during their brief time together flitted through her mind. He and his three older sisters had grown up in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. After attending medical school at Georgetown, he’d stayed in the DC area to do research work on treatments for liver cancer at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland.

      In short, he had an upbringing she had longed to experience herself, instead of feeling isolated and alone as an only child. She’d sketched the bare minimum of her own backstory, preferring to hear him speak of his childhood shenanigans as they ate dinner.

      When she’d finished her solitary meal, she washed up the dishes, then connected her iPhone into the Bose audio system. The Hamilton soundtrack would help ease the transition from work to sleep. Someone knocked on her door in the middle of Jefferson’s “What Did I Miss?”.

      Silencing the music with a swipe of her finger on the phone, she padded over to the door. Surely it wasn’t an overly ambitious solicitor trying to sell her windows. She wished the condo association would figure out a way to enclose the entire the property instead of only the stretch along Wilson Boulevard. Just last week, she’d had to shoo away a salesman who’d knocked on her door despite the signs saying no solicitors posted in prominent places around the complex.

      A quick glance through the peephole revealed Devlin on the other side. Her heart leapt as she unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door. “Devlin, what a pleasant surprise.”

      He smiled. “I’m sorry to drop by unannounced, but we keep missing each other at the mailbox. May I get your number?”

      “Sure, come on in.” As he entered the apartment, she grabbed her phone from the entryway table. “Ready?” At his nod, she rattled off her number, which he keyed into his phone. Then he did the same for her. “That was easy.” She saved the new contact.

      “Thanks.” Devlin returned his phone to his pocket and shifted his feet. “I also wanted to see if you’re okay after the near-miss last Tuesday. I’ve been working late and had to go out of town over the weekend, so didn’t get a chance to check until now.”

      Lena rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m still a tiny bit sore. The past few nights I’ve slept without waking up from a bad dream about the incident.” The Incident. Good grief, she sounded like the heroine in a gothic melodrama. “I probably overreacted about the whole thing. I mean, who would want to run me down?”

      Goliath jumped onto the table beside Devlin, butting his head into Devlin’s arm. “Hey, boy. Remember me?” He scratched the cat under his chin, eliciting a loud purr from Goliath. The cat suddenly pivoted, then leaped from the table onto the floor, his hind legs scattering the mail Lena had placed there.

      “Goliath! That cat definitely has a mind of his own.” She started toward the pile of paper on the floor, but Devlin waved her off.

      “I’ll pick it up.”

      Lena smiled at him. “Thank you.” His thoughtfulness could certainly grow on her. “Would you like some coffee?”

      He nodded.

      “Great. I got a one-cup Keurig for my birthday, and I love it.”

      “Those machines make a good cup of coffee. We have one in the break room, although we only get the generic pods.”

      She left him to gather the mail while she went into the kitchen and turned on the machine. When she returned to the living room with a selection of pods for Devlin to pick his brew, he had placed the mail back on the table but held a postcard in his hand. “I’ve always wanted to visit Bryce Canyon.”

      “Bryce Canyon? Where is that?” Lena peered at a photo showing a sun-washed vista of towering red rock formations dotted with evergreen scrub brush and trees.

      “Utah.” Devlin flipped the postcard over. “The photo is, to quote the text, ‘A view from Sunrise Point, which shows the Boat Mesa and the Sinking Ship, set against the stark Pine Cliffs of the Aquarius Plateau.’” He handed her the postcard.

      She studied her name and address printed in block lettering, then at the message scrawled on the left side of the back. No signature, just a short note written in German.

      “Earth to Lena.?”

      Lena glanced at Devlin, her cheeks warming. “Sorry, I was puzzling over the strangeness of the card. There’s no signature on it, just my name and address, and one sentence.” Lena read the words. “Ihre letzten ärztlichen Rat war falsch-es ist immer noch ein Leben zu führen.”

      “Is that German?”

      She frowned. “I’m sorry, what?”

      He pointed to the words on the postcard. “It sounded like German.”

      Understanding dawned. “I didn’t realize I’d spoken them out loud. Yes, it’s German.”

      “What’s it mean?”

      She translated the sentence in her head, then shared it out loud. “Your past medical advice was wrong—there is still a life to lead.” Lena flipped through her mental German-English dictionary but couldn’t come up with a different translation. Both the German and the English words said the same, strange sentence.

      Your past medical advice was wrong… Whatever the words meant, they reminded her of the idiomatic expression her mother used to say. Der Schein trügt. Things are not always as they look like.
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      “What do you think it means?” Devlin’s question grabbed Lena’s attention.

      “I don’t know.” She put the postcard back on the table and gestured toward the basket of coffee pods. “Maybe coffee will give us a mental jolt to help us figure it out. What flavor would you like?”

      He selected pumpkin spice decaf and handed her the pod.

      “One of my favorites.” She measured water into the Keurig.

      Devlin trailed her and stood in the doorway. “I like what you’ve done with the kitchen. Mine’s still mired in the 1970s with lovely avocado coloring on the appliances.”

      She inserted the pod into the Keurig and pressed the start button, then placed a twin of his pod on the counter to make her own cup. “I remember that. Renovating the kitchen was the first thing I did after I bought the unit six years ago.”

      “I keep meaning to do something about my kitchen too, but, well,” he shrugged, “I don’t spend much time cooking.”

      “Surely you know how to cook.” She handed him the steaming mug before starting her own. “Do you want anything in your coffee?”

      “Nah, I drink it black most of the time.” He blew across the surface of the hot liquid. “I can cook but just don’t have time.”

      “I imagine your line of work means long hours.” She added a packet of raw sugar to her mug and stirred.

      “Sometimes.” He sipped his coffee, then grinned at her. “To be honest, on the cooking front, I’m probably more lazy than anything. Takeout is much easier, and microwave dinners easier still.”

      The smile triggered a warm glow around her heart. It had been way too long since a man’s smile turned her insides to mush. “That’s so true. I usually cook one big pot or casserole on Sunday evening to last the entire week.”

      Lena picked up her mug and moved to the couch. She spied the postcard she’d laid on the end table. The missive made her uneasy, but she couldn’t exactly say why. Devlin’s brown eyes twinkled as he settled on the sofa beside her. How good it felt to share something as casual as a cup of coffee with this man.

      She read the translated text out loud again. “‘Your past medical advice was wrong—there is still a life to lead.’ It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Devlin tapped a finger on the side of his mug. “Sounds like an infomercial for a magic elixir to cure all that ails you.”

      Lena laughed. “It is rather stilted wording.”

      “Hmm.” He furrowed his brow.

      “I can’t imagine how it would apply to me. I’m rarely sick.”

      “Maybe it’s about someone you know?”

      “That’s even more confusing. I don’t know anyone who was given bad medical advice.” She slipped off her shoes and tucked her feet underneath her. “I have no idea why someone would send me an anonymous postcard with a nonsense message.”

      “I might have read too many Hardy Boys mysteries as a kid, but it doesn’t seem normal for someone to write so carefully—see the neat block letters?—and send a cryptic message. It must mean something.”

      “Hardy Boys, eh?” Lena smiled. “While I loved Nancy Drew, I admit to reading quite a few Hardy Boys myself. Okay, Frank Hardy, how do you think we should tackle cracking the code, assuming there’s a code to crack?”

      “Let’s see if we can come up with alternative meanings from the translated words.” He set his mug on the coffee table. “What phrase should we start with?”

      Lena stared at the postcard. “Past medical advice.”

      “What could that mean beyond the surface?”

      “A misdiagnosis?”

      “Or the patient discharged themselves too early from treatment,” Devlin offered.

      They bantered several more possibilities around, but none seemed remotely plausible. “We’re grasping at straws,” she said.

      He crossed his ankle on the opposite knee. “Perhaps, but what about if we started by assuming what the past medical advice was instead of what the phrase itself could mean?”

      Thoughts jumbled together in her brain as she explored the suggestion. “Such as assuming the diagnosis was wrong?”

      “What could be the outcome of that?” His eyes met hers, the intensity of his gaze quickening her heart rate. For a moment, she forgot the question as she allowed herself to fully experience the connection between them. Then he blinked, and the electricity that had been zipping from him to her snapped.

      “I think it could mean the patient would die,” he said, tipping his mug back to finish the coffee.

      She mentally shook her head to get her mind back on the postcard and not on Devlin’s handsome face. “And if we take the word past and apply it to die, we get dead.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.” He straightened on the couch, his eyes bright. “Then we get to the last phrase. There is still a life to lead. It could mean the patient we thought was dead has some life left in him.”

      Lena pondered for a moment, then shook her head. “But why the subterfuge? Why not tell me, ‘Hey, someone you thought was dead is alive?’ I mean, it’s not like we’re actually in a Hardy Boys novel.”

      “You’re probably right. I guess we all want a bit of mystery in our lives. You really have no clue who sent it?”

      She studied the postcard more closely. There, under the word rat, which was advice in English, the imprint of the letters DR appeared in faint outline as if they had been added in pencil before being erased nearly all the way. She handed the postcard to Devlin. “Do you see anything beneath the word that looks like rat?”

      He examined the card. “It looks like ‘DR’ or the abbreviation for doctor.”

      “That’s what I thought. Do you see any other words like that?”

      As he bent over the postcard, his dark brown hair flopped onto his forehead. She had a sudden desire to smooth it back for him.

      His words brought her back to the mystery at hand. “I think there’s an H and an O. There’s possibly double Fs under the word spelled f-a-l-s-c-h. Then the word man behind the next set of letters.” Devlin raised his head. “It could spell your last name: Hoffman. You’re not a doctor, are you?”

      “No, of course not, but I…” She suppressed a shudder.

      “Lena? Are you okay?” Devlin tossed the postcard onto the coffee table. “You’re awfully pale.”

      Surely she was imagining a boogeyman when someone simply made a mistake. She sucked in a breath. “It’s absurd because he’s dead.”

      “Who’s dead?”

      Lena focused her eyes on Devlin’s face. “My grandfather.”

      “Did that happen recently?” His forehead creased in concern.

      “No, years ago. Since I don’t believe in ghosts or communication from the other side, there has to be a rational explanation for someone sending me a postcard with his name hidden behind the message.” Because if her grandfather was alive, it would mean yet another thing her parents had concealed from her.

      “You never knew your grandfather?”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t thought about him in years. My mother said her parents had died before I was born. My father said he had no close relatives living. I presumed that meant my paternal grandparents were also deceased.”

      Devlin leaned forward, his attention squarely on her.

      More memories spilled over. “My dad said his mom died right before he emigrated from Germany to the United States. He never talked about my grandfather, and I only know he was a doctor because I overheard my parents arguing about him one time as a kid.” Another recollection slammed into her. “It’s strange now that I think about it, but my parents had frequent discussions with the radio turned up really loud.”

      “To avoid being overheard?”

      Lena nodded. “Looking back, it reminds me of those Hollywood spy thrillers set behind the Iron Curtain, with the hero and heroine having secret talks to avoid enemy agents hearing their plans.” She shivered. “But my father was a janitor, not a secret agent.”

      “Maybe they didn’t want you to hear them.”

      “Possibly.” A wave of tiredness swept over her despite the coffee. Her hip twinged, reminding her of last week’s pavement dive.

      Devlin raised his eyebrows. “I can tell you’re inspired by this conversation.”

      Lena’s cheeks warmed. “I am, but I think the day is beginning to catch up to me.”

      Devlin’s cell phone chimed, and he pulled it out of his pocket. “That’s my alarm for bed. You’re not the only one who needs to call it a night.”

      “And you must get your beauty sleep?” Lena rose and gathered the mugs, then deposited them in the kitchen.

      He waited by the couch for her return. “I suspect you’re the one who gets more beautiful with each passing day.”

      Lena blushed. “You’re quite the charmer. I can see I’ll have to keep an eye on you.”

      Devlin’s smile stretched wider. “I’d like that very much.”

      She waggled a finger at him. “Enough, Dr. Mills.”

      Devlin’s eyes crinkled at her mock reproof. He paused near her front door. “Maybe we should have dinner together one night soon, since you want to keep tabs on me.”

      “Perhaps that would be wise.” Lena fought to keep the corners of her mouth from turning up but failed.

      He pulled out his phone and scrolled through it. “What about Friday?”

      Lena got her phone and clicked through to her calendar. Friday loomed wide open. “That should work for me.”

      “Meet you by the mailboxes after work?” Devlin raised his eyebrows.

      “Perfect.” She managed to keep her voice level when she really wanted to jump up and down. A real date with her hunky neighbor. Belinda was not going to believe this. Maybe she wouldn’t tell her until Saturday. Then again, Belinda could ferret out a secret faster than Nancy Drew. “Good night.”

      “Sweet dreams, Lena.” Devlin turned and slipped out. She closed the door behind him to keep her cat from escaping but pressed her ear against it to hear him open the door across the hall. She slipped the deadbolt home, then, with a bounce in her step, headed off to tidy up the kitchen.

      Just before she clicked off the lights in the living room, her eyes spotted the postcard on the coffee table. The euphoria of a date with Devlin had temporarily overshadowed the mysterious message. If her grandfather had figuratively come back from the dead, it would mean revisiting her past.

      And she had no desire to reopen that painful chapter.
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      “It appears Dr. Hoffman has risen from the dead.”

      Dr. Tatiana Dern didn’t look up from the microscope at the words spoken by Carl Schuler. The National Security agent moved closer to where she worked at a corner counter in a bustling lab.

      She adjusted the focus and peered intently at the now-magnified cells. “Carl, you’ve been bringing me rumors of his resurrection for years.” She removed the slide and snapped another one in its place.

      From the corner of her eye, Carl shifted on his feet. Good. He was still rattled enough by who she was to not be easy in her presence.

      “True, but this time, he called the number.”

      This bit of information broke Tatiana’s concentration and she raised her eyes to his. His discomfort at her steady gaze showed in the slight flush on his cheeks.

      “Did he indeed.” Tatiana regarded him thoughtfully, the information about Dr. Hoffman swirling in her mind along with possibilities of what should come next. She always knew this day would come but wished it hadn’t arrived so soon. There was much work left to be done, work Dr. Hoffman could assist with if given the right motivation.

      She gave a crisp nod. “I think it’s time to bring Dr. Hoffman in from the cold.” She turned back to her microscope. “The next time I see you, he’d better be with you.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He was nearly out of the door when she called his name.

      Tatiana hesitated only an instant. The possibility of Dr. Hoffman refusing to help was slim, but she couldn’t take the chance he had developed a conscience after all these years. “If he won’t come willingly, use any means necessary.”

      Without flinching, he nodded.

      She’d measured his commitment by how he took the order. After his departure, she stared at the cells illuminated by the microscope’s bright light. She had long admired Dr. Hoffman, but his cooperation was far from assured. Unfortunately, time could soften as well as harden. The years might have given him too much time to think. And a man contemplating his own morality was one who would be hard to control.
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        * * *

      

      Wolfgang Hoffman stared at the envelope slipped under his door while he was out to dinner with friends. He bent to pick up the slim padded mailer and shut the door behind him. Slitting it open, he tipped the envelope. Into his palm dropped a small thumb drive.

      He hadn’t stayed alive this long by making stupid mistakes like inserting unknown devices into his home computer. He had no desire to be found until he was ready to be found. He even regretted making that phone call last week, but what was done was done. He headed to the community library in the clubhouse complex.

      After finding an empty computer terminal, he surfed a few news websites and the AARP website before surreptitiously inserting the drive into a USB port. Only one file appeared to be on the drive, a video file if he read the extension correctly. With a sense of trepidation, he clicked on it and, after selecting the appropriate media program, he watched a young woman nearly fall into the path of a SUV. The footage froze on a screen shot of the woman’s face, tendrils from her long blonde hair framing her face, her terrified blue eyes beseeching.

      Lena Hoffman, his granddaughter.

      Wolfgang yanked out the thumb drive, sweat breaking out on his forehead. An icy hand clutched his heart. Somehow, the wrong person had discovered his connection to Lena—and had tried to kill her.

      He flashed back to the phone call. Had that been a mistake, one that led to the attempt on Lena’s life? He had purposefully stayed far away from his family when arriving in the United States. Followed from a discrete distance the lives of his only son and daughter-in-law. Rejoiced from afar at the birth of his sole grandchild. When his son and daughter-in-law died, he hadn’t contacted their daughter in the hopes of keeping Lena safe. Now it seemed she was in danger despite his best efforts.

      “Lenny, what are you doing here?”

      A hearty voice jolted him back to the present. Slipping the drive into his pocket, he turned to see Max, a robust former two-star army general dressed in his usual attire: plaid shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and sandals with knee-high socks.

      Wolfgang, or Lenny, as he was known these days, stood. “Hey, Max. Just checking out some things on the computer. Trying to avoid the slow internet in our building today.”

      “You missed our golf outing this morning.”

      Wolfgang groaned. “I’m sorry. I woke up with a migraine, and the medication makes me so sleepy, I forgot to let you know I couldn’t make it today.”

      “Are you feeling better?”

      “Some, but I think I need a little more peace and quiet.”

      Max regarded him with a penetrating gaze, then shrugged. “Okay. Are you planning on going on the Sedona trip tomorrow?”

      “No, I’ve got something else to do. Maybe I’ll see you at the Old Timer’s Grille Saturday night.”

      After exchanging goodbyes with Max, Wolfgang erased the search history and left the library. Someone knew Lena was his granddaughter. All he had worked for, all the sacrifices he had made, all he had done to ensure his family’s safety, had been for naught.
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        * * *

      

      At the NIH’s Center for Cancer Research, Devlin examined the contents of a petri dish in one of the bio-hazard labs. The cells of JX-642 were replicating nicely and needed to be separated into several petri dishes to encourage more growth. With slow, precise movements, he performed the separation and placed the three petri dishes back into their sealed and locked container. He cleaned the work area with disinfectant, then checked again to ensure the container with the samples had been secured. Satisfied he had followed all the protocols, he walked over to his colleague, Dr. Nancy Orleans, who had been working on her own batch of JX-642 cells.

      “Finished already?” Dr. Orleans transferred her petri dishes into a similar container, shutting the safe door and entering the access code, which locked it with a soft whirr.

      “Yes. I’m ready to get out of this pressure cooker of a hazmat suit.” As if to emphasize his point, a drop of sweat trickled down his face. “I really wish they would fix the heating and air conditioning in this room so we can keep it colder. I’m roasting.”

      She laughed and tossed her bleach wipe into a receptacle marked for waste. “There, all done.” She too gave her area a careful perusal before nodding her head. “Let’s get out of these.”

      Devlin walked beside Dr. Orleans as they made their way to the decontamination room attached to the lab. She pressed the buzzer to signal their entrance and the door slid open.

      Devlin followed her inside and punched the button to close the door behind them, immediately sealing the room and releasing a whoosh of air to clean off anything attached to their suits. After sixty seconds, the air decreased, and he pulled a bleach wipe from a container attached to the wall. Each of them used the disposable cloths go over the outside of their suits.

      The two worked in tandem to complete the arduous task of safely removing their hazmat suits. Once they had finished the process, Delvin stepped out of the decontamination room to a sealed locker room with single showers to scrub down with special soap. As Devlin let the hot water wash over his skin, he groaned. He’d forgotten to bring his cologne in and now would go to his date with Lena smelling like antiseptic. Not a romantic scent by any stretch of the imagination.

      He toweled off and donned a robe to walk down the hallway to where he’d left his clothes before the suiting up. Once dressed, he strapped on his watch and checked the time. Three-forty-eight. Just over three hours until his date with Lena. But he had a lot of work to get through before their seven-thirty dinner reservation.

      Back in his office, he tugged a binder off the shelf and paged through it. While working with JX-642 today, something he’d read in graduate school had tickled his subconscious. Delvin enjoyed the combination of lab work and book learning as he and his colleagues searched for new protocols, treatments, and vaccines for cancers.

      The binder contained obscure journal articles his virology professor had handed out in class. Devlin extracted the article written four decades ago by a German scientist on the chicken pox virus and liver cancer. Firing up his laptop, he opened a document to take notes while he slowly read the article. He could barely make out the text on the original, so faded was the copy, but the attached short English translation gave a synopsis.

      The German scientist had conducted clinical trials that showed early promise in using an altered chicken pox virus to attack cancer cells. The solution containing the virus had been injected into liver cancers, allowing the virus to enter the cancer cells. In theory, this would cause the cancer cells to die or to make proteins that resulted in them being attacked by the body’s immune system. According to the research, this initially happened during the clinical trials, but the gains then reversed themselves, and the liver cancer cells roared back to life stronger than before.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. He and Dr. Orleans worked on the same type of thing. They’d found a similar problem. The chicken pox virus entered the cancer cells, causing the cells to die initially, but after forty-eight to seventy-two hours, the cancer cells started to rebound and overtake the chicken pox virus, rendering the virus impotent within a week’s time.

      The author’s name had been smeared by the copier. Squinting at the paper, he made out a W as the initial of his first name and an H as the initial of his last name. No help at all. He sent an email to his Georgetown University professor to request a cleaner copy of the original source material. Maybe he could get a better translation that would provide some answers to the perplexing questions he and Dr. Orleans were trying to unravel.

      Standing to replace the binder on the shelf, he groaned as he caught site of the wall clock. Six-eighteen. He should have left before six if he had any hope of being on time for his date. He shut down his laptop and secured it in a locked drawer before shrugging into his coat. The weather had turned cold again after a mild January week. At least the restaurant he’d picked was within easy walking distance of their complex. As he chirped open his car and settled inside, the feeling of being watched washed over him. Strange, he’d never had that thought before. Shrugging it off, he merged into traffic and headed for home.
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      Lena wrote the phrase from the postcard on a slip of paper and walked down the hallway to her colleague’s cubicle. Gillian Drewyer had been translating documents from German to English for more than three decades. Perhaps the older woman would have another interpretation of the sentence that had been plaguing her all week.

      She rapped on the cubicle frame. Gillian removed her headphones. “Hello, Lena. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay.” She moved into the cubicle. “I came across this phrase while reading some German magazines my aunt sent me, but I’m not sure I’m translating it correctly. I think it might be colloquial and that’s what’s throwing me off.”

      “Let me take a peek.”

      Lena handed Gillian the piece of paper. “Ihre letzten ärztlichen Rat war falsch-es ist immer noch ein Leben zu führen.” She looked up at Lena. “What did you translate it as?”

      “Your past medical advice was wrong—there is still a life to lead.”

      Gillian snorted. “I can see why you’re confused. It’s idiomatic in nature.”

      Lena frowned. “I checked my favorite German idiomatic expressions website, and nothing came back.”

      “That’s because it’s something a German in post-World War I Germany would have said.” She patted Lena’s hand. “Don’t worry, sehr geehrter. You didn’t miss anything in German class. The phrase wouldn’t have been taught in school.”

      “But what does it mean?” Lena held her breath, as if hearing the reply would answer all of her questions about the postcard and its sender.

      The older woman stared at the slip of paper. “It reminds me of what Mark Twain quipped so eloquently. ‘The reports of my death are greatly exaggerated.’”

      Lena struggled to keep her shock from showing. “It’s an expression that means the person you thought was dead isn’t?”

      “Yes, at least that’s as close to an English translation as I can get.” Gillian handed back the paper. “The phrase entered the vernacular because of all the missing World War I soldiers who were presumed dead but then turned up one, two, or more years later and gave Mom and Dad the shock of their lives.”

      “I see.” Lena folded the piece of paper. “Thank you. I guess you do learn something new every day.”

      “Especially when you’re young,” Gillian chuckled. “What article had that phrase in it? I’d be surprised if young Germans today would know that wording.”

      “It was a magazine geared toward senior Germans.” The lie tumbled off her lips without a conscious thought. Lena hadn’t considered herself able to tell fibs, but for some reason, she hadn’t wanted to share the contents of her postcard with anyone besides Delvin. “Thanks again.”

      “Sure.” Gillian put on her headphones.

      Lena returned to her own cubicle. She studied the wording on the piece of paper. The person who was thought dead isn’t dead after all. It looked like she might have a close living relative—her grandfather, Dr. Wolfgang Hoffman.
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        * * *

      

      Delvin smoothed back his hair, then knocked on Lena’s door. The single pink rose surrounded by baby’s breath suddenly looked tawdry in his hand. What had he been thinking? This wasn’t the Bachelor. He should have gone with the bouquet of mixed blossoms instead. At least he’d splashed on some cologne to mask the smell of disinfectant before crossing to her condo.

      The door opened, and Lena grinned at him. “Come on in. I just need to find my other shoe.”

      He glanced down, noting one foot encased in an ankle-high boot, while the other sported—he squinted—a Harry Potter sock?

      “I love Harry Potter,” she said as he entered.

      “Who doesn’t? It’s, er, cute.” He sounded like a schoolboy on his first date, not a thirty-year-old man. Thrusting out the rose to cover his blunder, he said, “For you.”

      “Thank you.” She accepted the flower and sniffed the bud. “It’s lovely. Let me put it in water, then find my other boot.” Lena placed the rose in a vase and added water. “I’ll be right back.” She disappeared down the short hallway.

      Goliath jumped onto the small end table and butted his hand with his head. Delvin scratched the cat’s chin. “It’s good to see you too.”

      Lean appeared, shoes on both feet. She slipped into her coat. “Ready?”

      He nodded and followed her outside. “I thought we’d walk to that new Italian restaurant at Courthouse Plaza.”

      “I’ve been wanting to try it.” She drew in a deep breath. “And a walk sounds lovely. I love cold, clear nights like this, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know.” He opened the security gate to exit the complex grounds. “I guess I hadn’t really thought of it one way or another.”

      “My parents gave me a telescope for my tenth birthday, and I used to spend hours staring at the stars from my second-story bedroom window. On a night like this, I’d even climb onto the roof with a thermos of hot chocolate, an old quilt, and my telescope.” She sighed. “I still have the telescope, but,” she gestured to the street lights, “there’s no good place to stargaze this close to the city.”

      The walk to the restaurant ended sooner than Devlin wanted. He’d been gathering his courage to take her hand in his as they strolled along, but that would have to wait until their return trip.

      “Here we are.” Devlin gave their names to the hostess, and she seated them in a corner at a table with a trio of small tea candles flickering on the snowy white tablecloth. He helped her out of her coat, then seated her across from him. His stomach rumbled in response to the scent of oregano, basil, and tomato sauce. “I think they do northern Italian cuisine here.”

      Lena picked up her menu
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