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  Reviews


Sanctity  of Freedom is a masterclass in suspense, combining intelligence work, personal vendettas, and heart-pounding action. It’s a perfect read for fans of international thrillers, and it leaves you questioning the lengths one will go to for freedom and justice. Pontsa has crafted a brilliant, edge-of-your-seat novel that delivers on both excitement and emotional depth. Highly recommended.Alan R. Warren House of Mystery Radio NBC News Radio Los Angeles Bestselling True Crime Author

Sanctity of Freedom by Peter Thomas Pontsa is a gripping thriller that delivers an engaging ride that will keep readers flipping pages late into the night.A Limitless Reader

Deadly, dark, and action-packed this thriller has everything to keep readers on the edge. For fans of Glenn Dyer, Charlie Donlea, and Mary Kubacia this is a must read.AR Critique

Pontsa's writing style is sharp and immersive, seamlessly blending action, dialogue, and vivid settings.Shubham Lakhina

This sequel offered great pacing and intensity, complete with some nice twists along the way. The characters and their relationships are believable, and the intricacies of foreign affairs have been incredibly well researched. I felt as though I had been thrust into the underworlds of China, North Korea and South Korea.Mike Madill, Author








  
  











For Angela, my best friend, my confidante, and my love.








  
  Quotes


“Freedom lies in being bold.”Robert Frost

“Freedom is not worth having if it does not connote freedom to err and even sin.”Mahatma Gandi

“From every mountain side, let freedom ring.” Martin Luther King.
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  one
The Note
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May 2019
The ship’s shadow shimmered against the sun-bleached skyline of the distant city. For once, Do Yun Cho had made the right choice. The price he would pay could very well be his life. He took a drag of the cigarette, exhaled and flicked the remainder over the stern. Little did he know it would be the last one he ever smoked. 
He turned toward the approaching footsteps and stared into the face of trouble. After thirteen days at sea, the North Korean agent demanded his answer. “Are you coming back?”
“No, I made a promise never to go back.”
“You, stupid man,” he said. “You must return!” he yelled shaking with fury.
“Never!” said the other.
“This was your last warning,” he shouted. He stomped and grabbed Cho’s windbreaker. Cho struggled, pushing away from the aggressor.
“No,” he repeated as the glint of polished steel, followed by searing pain, felled him to his knees. He grabbed at his gut, now perforated with multiple stab wounds. The blade’s final slash severed the trachea. The killer threw the body over the aft rail, the splash imperceptible, lost in the turbulence that washed it away. The activity drew seagulls and cormorants soaring toward the void that disappeared as fast as it had appeared. The killer wiped the blade and his blood-splattered hands with his bandana, then replaced the knife back in its sheath. He released the bandana into the light wind and watched it flutter to the river. His eyes swept along the deck. It was empty. Relieved, he placed both hands on the aft rail and peered into the propeller wash. Reassured, he found his phone and cupped the device as a gust tousled his hair.
“Is it done?” asked the grit-laden voice.
“It was quick. He refused to obey,” the killer uttered in harsh Korean.
He retreated from the stern and paced to the galley for his shift. His assignment, set by his superiors in North Korea, had been completed to the letter.
He had anticipated a small degree of remorse from the defector and made provisions to bring him back. This awkward execution was right on Canada’s doorstep. He tried reasoning with the stubborn man to no avail. His orders were clear: bring him back or dispatch the traitor. The Reconnaissance General Bureau (RGB), North Korea’s Intelligence Organization, had trained him to be an artful killer. He had performed his duty. There was nothing else he could have done.
The ship carrying Japanese manufactured electrical machinery would be delivered at De Port-de-Montréal this afternoon at Terminal Tremont Fifty-Two. He planned to disembark and meet an accomplice, be driven to the airport and flown out of Canada before the authorities pieced it together.
His mission and escape route were planned with little leeway for mistakes. There was a high probability of being apprehended if his associate missed their rendezvous. It was essential he cut and run to the safety of North Korea.

      ***The spring weather’s ice melt cleared the St. Lawrence River. Freighters and cargo ships moved freely along the seaway. Much-needed materials arrived and resupplied the country, because of its explosive economy.
Blessed with a balmy day in May, William Fox and Tracy Jordon arrived at the marina for the pre-opening of boating season.
William took a weekend off. As an inspector at RCMP Montréal’s C Division his busy schedule allowed little time for fun, so he was looking forward to some downtime with Tracy.
A few enthusiastic boaters primed for a glorious Sunday morning milled about the docks. The marina owner making his rounds waved to William who towered above the rest.
“Make sure you bring your vest,” he said, nudging his friend beside him.
“Got it,” said William holding up his life jacket gripped in his well-developed arm.
“Not that one, the bulletproof one,” he replied as both men chuckled.
William extended his middle finger hiding it along his thigh.
“I saw that,” said Tracy. “Just smile and wave back.”
“He’s an asshole,” said William waggling his hand.
“I know. Just ignore him,” Tracy said, tossing a microfiber cloth at William. “Let’s get started.”
Last year while on patrol, William and officer Philip White were ambushed, on the seaway. The gangsters shot up and damaged his cruiser the Midnight Fox. A near death experience William would like to forget.
Tracy stood mid-height with blonde hair and steel-blue eyes and resembled Scarlett Johansson. An outspoken and strong-willed woman, she had led an expedition for Chinese artifacts. She reunited with William after he rescued her from Triad kidnappers intent on stealing the treasure. Like today, she often kept him in line when he got antsy.
William wore torn jeans and a beat-up sweatshirt with McGill embossed on the front. Tracy dressed in dingy leggings and a perforated t-shirt. They spent the better part of the morning cleaning the vessel for a shakedown run. The marina had dry-docked the boat for the winter and now it required attention.
William’s brown eyes swept across the sleek sharp bow. His soft circular pressure with Carnauba wax made its surface glisten. A lax river breeze tussled Tracy’s blonde hair. She rubbed her microfiber cloth over the Midnight Fox’s hand painted cursive. Overlaid beside it a red stripe split the length of the stealthy hull. William strode ten paces to the stern and removed the engine cover. He checked the fluids and assessed the boat’s running gear.
In preseason, an opportunity opened for boaters to carry out early safety maintenance. William, an experienced skipper, expected to be on the water sooner by taking precautions. Most issues could be remedied during pre-inspection and a shakedown run.
William started the twin Mercury Engines and released the bow while Tracy freed the aft lines. They leaped into the cockpit as the boat drifted away. William slid the throttles forward and the cruiser’s bow lifted. He guided the boat out of the marina, headed into the channel and coxswained toward the Jacque Cartier bridge. Tracy shook her head in the gust, and it tangled her lustrous locks. She smiled face-first into the breeze, enjoying the cool crispness of freedom. William braced himself as he shoved the twin levers forward in the gate.
“Let’s see what this baby can do,” said William, grinning.
William freewheeled across the channel, checking his gauges while listening to the sterndrive for issues. The police scanner crackled. Frowning, he reduced the engine speed and slowed to a crawl, listening to the dispatch. The Longueuil Agglomeration Police Services (SPAL) was attending a homicide scene at Parc de l’lle Charron near Terrasse-Charbonneau. The Coast Guard was on location along with the investigating officers. A body had been discovered on the municipal beach on Charron Island and the media was already on scene. Grasping the severity of the situation curiosity got the best of him.
“Tracy, we’re not far. I’d like to check it out.”
“Oh, my God. When are you going to stop? This was supposed to be our day together!”
“Just for a few minutes, Tracy. I need to see what’s going on. They may need my help.”
“All right. But we have to get back, and soon,” she said, rolling her eyes.
William knew the better idea was to forget the call rather than get entangled. But a dead body on a public beach concerned all police departments. His curiosity already had annoyed Tracy, and it might get worse the more he immersed himself.
His main concern dealt with national security. If the deceased had an international connection, part of his mandate, set down by the Ministry of Public Safety, and the Federal Police Commissioner, included connecting homicides with terrorist activities.                  
He arrived at the scene only to be waved off. William extended his badge, and the officer gestured him back to the dock. Two uniformed police officers helped secure his cruiser.
“Bonjour gentlemen. I’m Inspector William Fox.”
“Bonjour Inspector. What brings you here?” said the officer.
“Just professional interest. Perhaps the RCMP can help.”
“We have a homicide investigator on the scene,” said the officer pointing toward the orange security tape.
“Tracy, wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.”
Tracy slapped the vinyl seat, scowling. Her date with William had taken a turn for the worse. She nearly exploded in fury, bouncing in the seat.
William walked past the large mobile command center; a high-tech vehicle capable of data processing. He lifted the perimeter tape, glanced over at the still body under the protective canopy. William saw an officer near the crime scene, appearing to be the person in charge, and waved at him to get his attention.
Montréal Gazette journalists rushed the orange tape in anticipation of a statement from the new arrival while constables held them off.
The investigator rubbed his forehead and stepped forward in comfortable rubber-soled boots. A snug, grayish windbreaker hugged his solid frame, along with his slim fit charcoal chinos, his grizzled hair and his beard neatly trimmed. He turned to William, holding a clipboard and wearing blue micro flex gloves. A pen in his left hand publicized his south paw, a liability to unsuspecting challengers. William approached and exposed his belt badge to him.
“Bonjour, je suis l’inspecteur Fox.”
“Ton français est rouillé. Peut-être que l’anglais sera meilleur. I’m Detective Guy Allard by the way,” he said, launching an automated smile. 
“Pleased to meet you,” said William. 
“Inspector Fox, your French … a bit rusty, yes? Perhaps you’d prefer English?”
“English would be preferred. May I speak with you about this homicide?”
Guy handed over the pen and said, “Sign in.”
William’s eyes darted along the sheet as he signed.
“How may I help the Inspector?”
“I’d like to take a look at the body.”  
Investigator Allard looked up from his sign-in sheet, wrinkling his brow.
William caught the annoyance and realized Guy Allard was formidable. As tough cops went, he resembled a pillar of hardened flint. The kind of guy who went by the book and dished it out as good as he got. The sort of professional William respected.
“Why?” asked Guy.
“This is not protocol, but the victim may be of interest to my department. I’d like to take a few photographs,” said William. “We’ll run them through our system.”
Guy removed his shades, gave William a cold disapproving glare, and slapped his clipboard on his thigh.
“Okay, your database may be useful.”
The coroner paused and waved over the gurney that would transport the body to the pathology lab.
“Pardon, Monsieur. I am with the RCMP. Detective Allard gave me permission for a peek,” said William.
Guy said to the coroner, “It’s okay. He can take a look.”
The coroner unzipped the bag. William took a facial photograph first. The slash through the neck was grave. William noticed scrapes and bruises indicative of a desperate struggle.
William retrieved his cell and located his Mobile Biometric Check, a digital fingerprinting application. He asked the coroner to rotate the arm and focused the camera lens at the digits of the sodden hand, then repeated the process with the other hand. Satisfied with the image results he hoisted himself up and stood beside Detective Allard and shook his head.
“His prints are not in the system.”
“He may be a foreign national,” said Guy. “It’s amazing how fast the Biometric system check works. Far cry from the old days.”
“True.”
Guy brought the clipboard to his chest.
“We discovered a temporary Canadian passport. His name was Do Yun Cho.”  Guy held up an evidence bag containing a white official document. “As well as this,” Allard added. He held up another baggie with waterlogged note paper.
The address was bleeding but readable. William’s eyes twitched and his stomach lurched as he recognized the location.
“Thank you … Detective Allard.”
“Are you feeling well, sir?”
William did his utmost to compose himself and said, “Yeah, I’m okay. Who found the body?”
“Over there. The young boy.”
William heaved a sigh, turned, and ambled over to the boy who appeared to be in his mid-teens. A police officer was consoling the young man as William approached.
“Excuse me, officer, may I speak to the witness?” said William.
The officer moved away as William smiled at the young man. The boy’s face was ashen, and his eyes blinked frequently. William registered the signs of shock, something he saw all too frequently.
“Hello, my name is William. I’m an RCMP inspector. I heard you’re the one who found the body?”
“Yes. I … I found it,” he replied.
“The policeman told me you are Anthony Fabergé,” said William.
“Yes,” said Anthony.
“Can you tell me what you saw?”
“I was fishing, and I hooked a massive fish. I pulled it over to the shore. Except it wasn’t a fish,” his adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “The man didn’t move, and I wasn’t sure what to do,” said Anthony. “So, I ran over to the bait shop.”
“And he’s the one who called the police?” asked William.
“Yes, the guy at the bait shop did.”
Tracy slipped out of the boat and made her way over to them.
“Hi, I’m Tracy,”
“This is Anthony, our witness,” said William.
“How are you feeling?” said Tracy.
“I never saw a dead body before,” he said.
“You have been brave. Is someone coming to get you?”
“Yeah, my parents will be here soon. We live nearby.” He swallowed, “They say we have to go to the station first for a statement. My mom and dad have to come with me.”
“They will have someone there for you to talk to,” said William.
“Why would someone kill him?” said Anthony, his nostrils flaring.
“That’s an interesting question.  I don’t know the answer. But Detective Allard will find out. Here, take my card. Call me if you remember anything,” said William.
“He’s too traumatized right now,” said Tracy, whispering in his ear. William placed his hand on her shoulder.
“Can I go for a ride in your boat someday?“ said Anthony. “I saw you come to shore in it.”
William smiled and took a sideways glance at his cruiser.
“Why not? But get your parent’s permission. Okay?”
“Okay,” said Anthony.
William’s chest tightened as he exhaled. Stepping onto the cigarette boat, a sense of dread lingered. He sensed the address on the note was about to change his life.
Tracy and William waved goodbye to Anthony and powered up the boat. Traveling back to the marina, it was a Sunday that neither had envisioned.
On Monday, he planned to liaison with the Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) in case they could provide further intelligence data. Their vast database updated information every second. Alongside his department’s resources, the combination would furnish leads necessary to help the police in Longueuil.
William’s response to the note’s washed-out address upset his stomach. He chewed a couple of antacids to relieve the distress. The familiar address belonged to Mr. Kim’s Taekwondo Dojang. If the dead man was a student, William had never seen him. Had he studied taekwondo in South Korea? If so, Mr. Kim had never introduced him. Could it be someone from Mr. Kim’s past? A policeman or a military man? Did he come for help or for some other nefarious reason?
Just who was Do Yun Cho? And, would this homicide case test his friendship with his mentor, Mr. Kim?
Many questions and dubious explanations led to nothing. Perplexed, his mind was automatically engaging in this exercise of deduction before the issues became difficulties. In normal circumstances the sequence would follow a logical progression of thought. Not now, not today. He knew it was already too late the moment he realized whose address was smeared across the note.
“Tracy. I apologize for today,” said William.
“I know. You just can’t help yourself. That’s why I love you,” said Tracy. “But I was still disappointed.”
“At least we know the cruiser is seaworthy,” said William raising his voice against the wind speed.
“Yeah, I guess that’s one thing.” Tracy brushed back her hair while William slipped the boat around. “I’ll make dinner and you’re washing dishes,” she said in a coquettish manner.
William made an evasive expression, his eyes rolling and wandering away. He had to see Mr. Kim about that note.
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The Cadaver
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May 2019
William berthed his cigarette boat and managed to tie her up. Attaching the bow line to the cleat was difficult with trembling fingers. All he could think of was Mr. Kim and whether he was in trouble. Stepping onto the dock, his deck shoe twisted on craggy boards, almost tipping him off the dock. Regaining his balance he smiled with relief, having evaded the oily, fishy, ice-cold water. He checked with Tracy as she finished tying off the aft. 
“Tracy, I’ve got something urgent to discuss with Mr. Kim.”
She sighed and slung her shoulder bag over her arm.
“Whenever you two get together, it’s time for the girls to clear out,” she said.
Giving him a sideways glance she pulled out her phone. “I’ll go home on my own.” She trekked to the marina clubhouse while speaking to a cab dispatcher. Her chin quivered in anger, and her breath became short from walking so fast. She reached for her inhaler.

      ***On the way home, Tracy sat fuming in the back seat. In front of the duplex, she slammed the cab’s rear door. The driver turned around in shock. The day she had planned with William had gone awry. It was their last day together before she would fly back to Sydney, Nova Scotia to join her father Jeffrey and continue cataloging Admiral Zheng He’s treasure.
The invitation to clean the boat was last minute. She agreed, knowing her laundry could wait. Visiting a murder scene and disrupting her agenda made her furious.
Regaining her composure, she threw the soiled clothes into the washer. She retreated to the kitchen for a cup of tea while the machine was running. She wanted to rest and have fresh clothes before flying out early the next morning. Strapped for time, she decided to order a pizza instead of making dinner.
The Toronto trip to meet William’s mother and disabled brother Jamey had been an enjoyable experience. It was only last summer that the four of them connected. That weekend of jubilation and reminiscing slid by faster than anyone thought. They promised to keep in touch.
A musical jingle from the clothes washer told Tracy her cleaning was ready. She tossed the damp clothing into the dryer. Moving into the living room she sat on the sofa, sipped her tepid green tea, and waited for William to arrive for dinner.
He was supposed to be here by now.
Tracy hit the dial button and texted William.
I’m taking a bubble bath, where are you?



      ***William glanced at Tracy’s text message, pocketed his phone without replying, put on his helmet, and mounted the Triumph Rocket opposite to the kickstand side, easing his left leg over the seat. The maneuver allowed him access to his sidearm should a precarious situation arise. It was a tip from the motorcycle traffic service unit in Saskatchewan.
William drove to Mr. Kim’s modest semi-detached brick bungalow in Montréal-Est. He needed to know Mr. Kim’s relationship with the homicide victim, if any. Arriving on the porch enclosure William heard the familiar sound of a Korean TV game show through the door. Knocking firmly, the door opened to the smiling martial arts master.
“William, this is a surprise. Sundays are for family,’ said Kim.
“My humble apologies. I need your help,” said William. The fragrance of Korean food was heavy and reminded William that he hadn’t yet eaten.
Kim stepped back and motioned William into the entrance hall. He unzipped his boots, placed them on the mat by the door, closed it, and followed Kim into the sitting room.
“Take a seat. Beer?” said Kim as he removed a throw blanket, folded it, then draped it on the sectional. William felt cozy listening to Korean TV streaming into the room and reminded him of his teenage years growing up in Seoul. Kim returned with the remote in hand and two Labatt’s Blue. He shut down the TV and handed a bottle to William. Kim took his place opposite and snuggled into a chair.
“You look grim,” said Kim.
“Yes, there is a development you should know about,” said William.
Kim tilted his head to the side and said, “What sort of development?”
William set the beer down, shifted forward, and with an edge to his voice said, “The Longueuil Police are investigating a homicide on Isle Charron.”
Kim’s eyes flickered as he raised his head in anticipation.
“Is this victim Korean?”
William’s forehead glistened with sweat. He wiped it away with the back of his hand.
“Yes, he is. Do you know someone called Do Yun Cho?” said William.
Kim shifted, raised his eyebrows, and sipped his beer.
“No. Just how was he killed?”
“Multiple stab wounds to the abdomen, before a deep and vicious throat cut,” said William.
Kim touched his bowed forehead.
“This is terrible news. But how does this affect me?”
William cleared his throat.
“The police found a note on the deceased. It had the address of your taekwondo dojang.”
Kim’s lips sagged and his eyes opened further.
“I took a picture,” said William, extending his phone, so that Kim could view the screen.
Taking the phone, Kim’s eyes narrowed, trying to recall the face. “I don’t know him,” said Kim.
“We have a problem. This man was on his way to you. Perhaps with a message. Perhaps to threaten you. Perhaps he wanted to kill you. You are lucky he didn’t get this far,” said William.
Kim rose abruptly and paced the floor.
“What are you going to do?” asked Kim.
“I know about the significance of the note. But there will be police following up probably tomorrow.”
“I can’t tell them anything I don’t know.”
“All the same. I think you should remain discreet because when the police arrive, they will escort you to the morgue for identification. You will be badgered with questions about him. His relationship to you or any other information to help their case. Remain careful and leave the rest to me,” said William.
“I think I should try to find out as much as I can,” said Kim. “Perhaps someone in the Korean community knows about this man.”
“It’s a possibility we should explore. I will run the photo through Interpol’s international data files.  When you’re finished, we can talk later at the dojang.”
“Okay,” said Kim. A weariness weighed him down as he escorted William to the door.

      ***William started up his motorcycle and headed home. He took advantage by gliding past traffic with smooth lane changes. 
The current situation took up his thoughts. William had been Mr. Kim’s taekwondo student for many years and understood the man. At Kim’s home, he had perceived a deception of sorts. Over the years he had learned whether Mr. Kim was being truthful with him or not. What could it be? What was he hiding?
This homicide was like a time bomb ready to go off and he needed Mr. Kim to trust him. Maybe he would come forward after he’d talked to the police. Otherwise, William would be forced to pressure Mr. Kim to answer his suspicions.
William arrived home to a cold pizza dinner and a wilted Caesar salad. Tracy had packed, ready to leave in the morning for Nova Scotia.
“Did you get my text at all?” said Tracy.
“No, I haven’t even checked my phone,” said William, averting his gaze. “Sorry, dear.”
“How is Mr. Kim?”
“Great. He wants to get together at the dojang.”
“Were you happy with the Midnight Fox’s performance today?“ said Tracy, changing the subject.
“Flawless. She’s fast, beautiful, and flies like a dolphin.”
“Ahem! Really that good huh?”
“A little like you,” said William as he chewed a pepperoni slice.
Tracy’s cheeks flashed pink.
“Wanna beer?”
“Sure. Heineken zero will do,” said William. “I’ve got an early start.”
“Me, too. I have to be at the airport first thing tomorrow morning.”
After their late dinner, Tracy cleared the dishes away as William washed and dried them. Then she took William by his hand and guided him into the bedroom. She pulled the curtains closed over the windows and pushed him onto the bed. William grinned as he ran his finger along her nose to her lips. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. Tracy rolled onto her back and pulled him closer.

      ***As predicted, on Monday morning Kim’s studio doors opened and two homicide investigators from The Longueuil Agglomeration Police Services entered the dojang.
“Good morning, Mr. Kim, My name is Guy Allard.” He flashed his badge. “May I have a word?” The other cop followed in silence.
Guy briefly explained his homicide case, and asked “Would you be able to come down to the station to identify the body?”
“Sure. I’ll meet you down there.” He turned toward one of his blackbelts and said, “You take over the class.”

      ***At the morgue, Kim examined the cadaver and behaved as if he’d never seen this man.
“No, I don’t recognize him,” said Kim.
“Why does he have your address?”
“I have no damn idea!” said Kim, stiffening into a rigid posture.
Guy looked crestfallen. There was no easy solution here or a new lead to the next inquiry.
“Could you ask within the Korean community?”
“Okay,” said Kim. “But I already told you, if there was something, I would have already said so.”
All of Guy’s attempt were fruitless. The drawer with the cadaver slid back in place. He dismissed the pathologist and waved over to Mr. Kim.
“I’ll be in touch,” said Guy, with an edge to his voice.
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The Favor
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May 2019
Mr. Kim sat in his dojang office, looking at an old black-and-white photo of two children, posing in front of a run-down shack. A lonely tear traveled down his cheek. He hadn’t seen the girl in a long time. Was she still alive and was Do Yun Cho her messenger? Was it time to go look for her? 
In South Korea, during his youth, there were hundreds of thousands of villages. A typical village had a communal well and an area for washing clothes, often a riverbank, and a granary for threshing grain. Shaman or healers took care of the people’s health. There was always somebody in the village who sold cigarettes, sugar, and cooking fuel out of their house. For sanitation, they used the bush or the outhouse.
Some of the villages were remote, reached only by paths or rutted cart tracks. Kim’s village was such a place, not much more than a hamlet. It existed beyond the fork of two roads leading from the county toward the border province of Gyeonggi-do. The roads converged and went around the opposite side of the mountain into a worn track. A small river flowed along the valley floor.
There was a market town a few kilometers away that was built under Japanese colonial rule in the early part of the nineteenth century. The invaders created all sorts of systems that were still in use after the two Korean Wars.
The Kims, Parks and other families had built homes in the hamlet. The dwellings’ mud walls were protected inside by plastered newspaper and posters. Heavy wooden pillars were used for the roof structures then covered in thatch. Whenever it rained the walls eroded and it kept the villagers frustrated with constant repairs. His father Kim Han was mixing a pot of clay and straw to patch yet another hole when his children arrived home from school.
The afternoon sun retreated over the mountains and cooled the evening as the trio sat together. The children were seated around their father Han. He let the mud mixture stiffen, and his resolve firmed as well.
Kim Min Su was seven and the eldest son. His youthful energy and excitement kept him shifting about, rubbing his toes in the dirt. His younger sister, Mi Cha, was four. She sat, chin on her hands, with her elbows resting on her knees. She dreamed of butterflies and bees.
“This is the final time I warn you both about using the old bridge,” said Han.
“But Appa, it’s the easiest way to go to school,” said Min Su.
“The government built the Amjeong-gyo Bridge in nineteen-seventeen,” said Han. He shifted his rear from one cheek to the other. “It’s old and worn out now. During the First Korean War, the Guamgang Mountain Railway stopped using it to deliver produce from the North.”
“So that was a long time ago,” said Mi Cha.
“Yes, the concrete is crumbling and it’s dangerous. So, use the new bridge,” said Han. “The war was around here. That means booby traps could be near the old paths,” Han added.
“Appa, what’s a booby trap?” said Min Su.
“Punji sticks are sharpened bamboo spikes made to impale a victim. They put them in holes and cover them up.” He scratched the hairline above his ear.
“That’s scary, Father. We have been lucky,” said Min Su.
The sun disappeared and it was turning cooler. The children shivered and crowded a little closer to their father.
“Would you like to hear how I met your Omma?” said Han.
“Yes, Appa!” they both yelled out.
“Don’t repeat this to your mother.”
Min Su and Mi Cha said, “We won’t, Appa.”
“During the Second Korean War, the entire area around here was in a fierce battle. There were snipers stationed up along a ridge.” He pointed over his shoulder. Eager eyes followed his finger like it was a birthday balloon drifting away. “The old bridge was used by both sides for attacks and retreats.”
The boards rattled as the gate was slammed up against the wooden fence. Binna stepped through. She had long black hair in a chignon secured with a bun stick. She carried a basket with vegetables and stopped for a moment, taking in the assembly. Her eyes flicked, adjusting to the trio hidden in the dusk. Below the blushed wide cheeks, a pert smile erupted over a soft pointed chin.
“I’m making dinner soon. You should all get washed up,” she said.
She turned and shuffled her naked feet along the ground. They swooshed in the dirt as she padded toward the door of the shack.
Han looked toward the children. He had their attention.
“I was a soldier and was ordered to patrol the valley around the bridge. I got wounded,” said Han.
“Did it hurt? Do you have a scar?” said Mi Cha impulsively.
“Later, little one. The medical helicopter only took the seriously injured. But the doctor took the bullet out and a pretty nurse took care of me. We fell in love. She is your mother. When I recovered and the war was over, I stayed here to build my life.”
“Our mother is so pretty,” said Mi Cha.
“Yes, she is,” Han smiled in contentment. “So, there you have it children. That’s the history of our family. Now, let’s wash up for dinner. And one more reminder. Let’s use the new bridge to go back and forth. Okay?”
“Okay, I will,” said Min Su.
“Me too,” said Mi Cha.
Kim brushed the moisture away with the back of his hand and returned the cracked and worn photo to his wallet. He rubbed the knots from his temple. It was time to ask his close friend for a favor.
He texted William. 
Talked with Allard. Come to the dojang.
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April 2019
Brian Pendergast was a diplomat for Global Affairs Canada and worked at the Canadian Embassy in Seoul. He was running late for a lunch meeting. He thumbed the elevator button and looked at his watch. Concerned he may offend his date, he punched the button again. He was frustrated with the numbers displayed on the floors. Finally, it reached his level, and he entered the empty car. A faint hint of English Leather lingered. He had just missed the ambassador in the elevator. Pleased he didn’t have to interact with the overbearing man, he headed to the lobby as fast as he could, skirting through security. A cab waited for him. 
Brian jumped in the back seat as the young fresh-faced driver turned to him and said, “Where to, sir?”
“Gwangjang Market. Can you move it?” said Brian.
“Right away, sir.”
Ten minutes later, Brian said, “Stop here.”
“Sir, this is not the gate,” said the cabby.
“Don’t worry about it.” Brian handed a generous wad of Korean Won to the surprised driver.
“But sir, this is too much—”
Brian had already slammed the back door of the cab, walked past the pharmacy and turned into the alley. There in front of him was the rear entrance to the market. The aroma of seafood and fried food flooded the market and enfolded him in a culinary embrace. He grasped his midsection as it growled in anticipation.
Brian was tall, chiseled, and assertive. He was thirty-four and grounded. Women appreciated his good looks and charming nature. He rushed through the local lunch crowd and obvious tourists, scanned the market for his lover Ava Ryan and waited for her at their favorite food vendor.
His memory of the first time they met, at the same food vendor, about a year ago, was unadulterated and still meaningful. He had just ordered kimbap, the Korean sushi wrapped in seaweed. Her behavior had been curious as she stood beside him. She was reserved yet retained eye contact. His manner attracted self-assured women. He had run open fingers through his brown hair. She had run her fingers through hers. To his delight, that’s how it had started, by mirroring him. Waiting for the meal, he sensed a beguilement emanating from her.
“I’d like kimbap, too,” she said in an Australian accent.
He looked over at the curvaceous blond and her alluring eyes. She smiled and flipped back her hair. A flirtatious signal he returned with a smile and excited eyes. Brian took her in, astounded at the attractive and well-dressed woman. She was out of place wearing an evening dress.
He led off by asking her “You have good taste in food. How long have you been in Seoul?”
“A few years,” she said. Their eyes connected, speaking a silent language.
“My name’s Brian,” he said, taking his order and handing it to her.
“Thanks, I’m starving,” she took a bite of the kimbap. “Delicious.” She wiped her right hand on her napkin and shook his, and said, “I’m Ava.”
After they had finished their meal, Brian asked, “Like to try something else?”
“Sure, I feel adventurous.” She was taken with him and had touched his arm. Brian shivered with a jolt of anticipation.
“Let’s go,” he said. She had followed him through the food court. They tried every conceivable delicacy. The time went faster than expected. In the late evening, with drinks in the suite of the Four Seasons Hotel, they became lovers.
After months of lunches and dinners, Ava started asking probing questions.  Brian recognized a Kompromat and became troubled. Falling into a romantic relationship with a foreign intelligence officer is treason.
“You played me,” he had said, frowning in disappointment. He had become fond of her and she of him. He had to admit that both their governments were better for the exchange of certain facts. And on occasion, some delicate matters were taken care of discreetly.
As he got to know Ava, he had learned that she was an intelligence agent with the Australian government. Her ancestors were from the Wiradjuri tribe in Central New South Wales. Her Irish father and his dominant genes had left her a legacy of racial distrust until she had blossomed and developed her special skills as an agent.
Brian was intrigued by her call that morning to meet her for lunch at the Gwangjang Market.

      ***Ava navigated the crowd and breached a long queue at a popular stall. She spotted Brian a few meters away.
“Hey,” he said waving. Ava wore a khaki cotton loungewear set. Her greenish-blue eyes shone. The thirty-something blond layered deep pink balm across her lips. Brian didn’t care if she spied for living. He liked her spontaneity, playfulness and her quick wit. He loved the way she kissed.
“Been waiting long?” she said.
“No. You look ravishing,” he said. Ava tapped his arm and pecked his cheek.
“What shall we eat?” said Ava.
“How about steak tartare? Or better yet, baby octopus?” said Brian.
Ava stuck her tongue out. “Disgusting. Let’s have calamari,” she said wrinkling her nose.
“Very funny. Kimbap and Kalguksu it is,” said Brian. He gripped her hand and drew her along to the eatery.
They found a booth in a narrow food mart, slid in, and ordered from the wall-mounted digital menu.
“What’s so important? said Brian.
“Well, it’s sensitive. A person’s life is at risk,” said Ava.
“All right. Let’s have the short version.”
“It involves an undercover operative.”
“What’s my part in this?”
“We need a temporary passport. To move my informant to Canada.”
“I will be facing a lot of criticism,” said Brian. He stroked both temples with his index fingers.
“He is willing to share sensitive information with our government and yours. But we must get him out of North Korea. Before the Reconnaissance General Bureau agents catch up with him?” said Ava. Her head tilted and she grimaced.
“Anything else? Because there’s a limit on how much I can help,” said Brian.
“Yeah, I get it,” Ava expended a slow deliberate breath.
“He will give me a thumb drive. It must get to our agents,” she said.
“When am I supposed to do this?” said Brian. “And where?”
“Passport first, I’ll tell you where and when to meet,” said Ava. “But it will be in Dandong.”
A childlike server with a short bob and red apron brought their orders and muttered through a surgical mask, “Anything else?”
Ava waved her away.
“Are you going to dig in or not? said Brian.
“Delicious,” she said, as she dove in with her chopsticks.
He wasn’t sure whether to eat or to leave. There was a time when he could have. But now he was in deep and didn’t dare say no. And he didn’t want to be compromised by an agent, even if she represented one of the Five Eyes. The clandestine community was an alliance comprising Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States.
His fate was sealed and their enjoyable rendezvous didn’t cut it anymore. His position as a Global Security Reporting Program officer collecting information for Global Affairs Canada was getting severely fucked up. And now she expected him to succeed at fooling the Chinese and the North Koreans and make it safely out of Dandong, China.

      ***Brian’s misgivings about helping Ava almost destroyed their relationship

      ***
      ***
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