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Book One

ESCAPE FROM THE 38TH

A gripping international thriller of courage, sacrifice, faith, and freedom.

Book Two

RETURN TO THE 38TH

(The Fight Continues)

The mission may be over, but the fight is far from finished. New secrets emerge, old enemies return, and the cost of freedom continues to rise.

Book Three

38 HOT

(Worlds Collide)

As global tensions reach a breaking point, the battle for survival expands beyond borders and threatens to ignite a conflict that could change the world forever
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This book is dedicated to my grandmother, Sarah Bernice Woodall.

Your strength, wisdom, faith, and unconditional love have been a guiding light throughout my life. Thank you for every lesson, every prayer, and every sacrifice. Your legacy lives on in the lives you have touched and the family you helped build.

To my daughters, Emmarie and Nevaeh McDonald—

You are my greatest blessing, my motivation, and my purpose. Every dream I pursue and every challenge I overcome is inspired by my love for you. I hope you always remember that there is no limit to what you can achieve through faith, determination, and perseverance.

To my brother in Christ, Dietrich Stewart—

Rest in peace. Your friendship, encouragement, and faith left a lasting impact on my life. You are deeply missed but never forgotten.

To Otto Warmbier—

Rest in peace. Your story touched people around the world and inspired reflection, awareness, and compassion. Your memory remains a reminder of the value of freedom and the human cost of oppression.

And to all those who have suffered under tyranny, oppression, and injustice—especially those whose voices have been silenced and those still longing for freedom—

This story is dedicated to your courage, your resilience, and your hope.

May we never forget that freedom is precious, hope is powerful, and the human spirit is stronger than any wall, border, or prison ever built.

— Jonathan M. McDonald

“...Be strong and of a good courage; be not afraid, neither be thou dismayed: for the LORD thy God is with thee whithersoever thou goest.”

‭‭Joshua‬ ‭1‬:‭9 KJV‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬‬

"Freedom is indivisible, and when one man is enslaved, all are not free."

– John F. Kennedy

"Those who deny freedom to others, deserve it not for themselves; and, under a just God, can not long retain it." 

– Abraham Lincoln
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The idea for Escape from the 38th began in an unexpected way. Like many people, I found myself scrolling through social media, watching one video after another. What started as simple curiosity eventually led me down a rabbit hole of documentaries, interviews, news reports, and personal accounts centered around North Korea. The more I learned, the more questions I had. I became fascinated not only by the politics and mystery surrounding one of the most isolated nations on Earth, but also by the human stories hidden beneath the headlines—stories of separation, sacrifice, survival, and hope.
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Chapter 1: The Night the Border Broke
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Her hand was locked around her twin sister’s. 
Soo-Min. 
Their fingers were held together so tightly that Ji-Ah could no 
longer tell where her hand ended, and her sister’s began. Even now—thirteen years later —she could feel the exact shape of Soo-Min’s fingers in her palm: long, slim, familiar in a way no one else’s ever was. They had held hands since birth. Letting go had never felt like an option. It felt like an invitation to something final. 
Ahead of them, their grandmother —Halmeoni—moved faster than anyone that didn’t match her age. Her back was bent, her steps short but steady, the hem of her coat barely stirring as she walked. Her breath rose in faint clouds, controlled, measured. She never turned around. Turning back meant checking. Checking meant hesitation. Hesitation could get them all killed. Behind them, Ji -Ah sensed rather than saw the others —her parents, her uncle—keeping pace, their footsteps swallowed by the grass. They moved close, close enough that a stumble would ripple through all of them. No one spoke. No one cleared a throat or shift ed a coat. Silence wasn’t just expected in North Korea; it was practised, rehearsed, perfected. The night smelled of wet earth and rust. Somewhere nearby, metal groaned faintly—an old fence, half-rotted, swaying in the wind. Smoke lingered in the distance, thin and sour, clinging to the back of her throat. Above them, the moon slipped in and out of thick clouds, as if even the sky were unsure it wanted to see what they were doing.

They had prepared for this night for months. 
The radio had been turned up too loud during whispered conversations. Scraps of paper were written on, memorized, 
then fed to the stove until nothing remained but ash. In the dirt 
behind the house, routes were traced with the toe of a shoe, 
studied, then smoothed away before morning. Trust was given 
in careful fragments, never whole. Too much trust could make 
a person vanish —not die, but disappear, as if they had never 
existed at all. 
At twelve, Ji-Ah did not understand politics or borders. But she 
knew fear by the way her stomach stayed tight even after eating. 
She knew hunger by the dull ache that never quite left. She knew 
something was wrong by the way her parents smiled with their 
lips while their voices trembled, and by the way their hands 
lingered on her shoulders just a second longer than usual. 
They were leaving. 
They were crossing the line. 
The 38th Parallel. 
Earlier that night, her mother had knelt in front of Ji -Ah and 
Soo-Min, the floor cold beneath their bare knees. Her fingers 
shook as she fastened thin silver chains around their necks, 
fumbling once, then trying again. The pendants were small, dull 
in the low light —two halves of something unfinished, 
meaningless on their own. 
Together, they made one shape. 
“Promise me,” her mother whispered, her breath hitching as 
tears slid down her cheeks. “Never lose this.” 
The metal felt cold against Ji -Ah’s skin. Soo-Min had lifted her 
chin so their mother could reach, smiling as if this were nothing 
more than a game. Too steady. Too calm. Ji -Ah remembered 
that smile more than anything—the way Soo-Min always stood 
a little straighter, always tried to be brave first. 
Now, in the dream, that smile flickered and faded as the ground 
began to rise beneath their feet. 
The border was closed. 
Ji-Ah’s heart slammed against her ribs, each beat thudding so 
loudly she was certain it carried across the open land. A twig 
snapped under someone’s foot, and the sound cracked through 
her like a shot. She held her breath, then let it out in thin, careful 
strands, afraid even the sound of breathing might betray them. 
Then— A shout. 
A hard white beam tore through the darkness, blinding and 
sudden. 
“Stop!” 
The night broke apart. 
Flashlights swept through the tall grass, slicing it open. Boots 
pounded the frozen earth, fast and heavy. Dogs barked—sharp, 
feral sounds that ripped straight through Ji -Ah’s chest. 
Someone screamed her name. 
Her mother. 
Hands seized Ji -Ah from behind, fingers digging into her coat, 
yanking her off balance. She stumbled, gasping, as Soo -Min’s 
grip tightened around her hand—tightened— 
Then tore free. 
“No!” The scream ripped out of Ji -Ah’s throat as she twisted 
and kicked, clawing at air, reaching —Soo-Min was dragged the 
other way, her face washed pale under the harsh light. Their 
mother surged forward, arms outstretched, only to be struck 
down, her body folding into the dirt. Ji-Ah saw her father lunge, 
his face twisted with rage and terror— 
A gunshot split the night. 
Then another. 
Her uncle collapsed first. 
Her father followed. 
The sound echoed, flat and final, as if the world itself had gone 
still to listen. 
Ji-Ah’s scream shredded into something raw and wordless as she 
fought the soldier’s grip, her heels scraping uselessly against the 
ground. He was stronger. Unmoving. The night blurred into 
shouting and light and the copper taste of blood where she bit 
down on her lip. 
Soo-Min thrashed as she was dragged away, her chain snapping 
with a sharp metallic crack. One half of the pendant slipped free and dropped into the dirt between them, catching the light for 
a single, terrible second. 
Ji-Ah reached for it. 
Reached for her sister. 
Reached for the life they were supposed to have— 
And then the dream shattered. 
Ji-Ah woke with a gasp, jerking upright as if yanked by an 
invisible cord. 
Her heart slammed against her ribs, wild and uneven. Sweat 
slicked her skin, her shirt clinging uncomfortably as she hauled 
air into her lungs, one breath after another, sharp and shallow, 
like she was still running. 
For a moment, she didn’t know where she was. 
Then the ceiling fan came into focus, spinning lazily above her. 
Pale yellow walls. The steady hum of the air conditioner. 
Pensacola. 
Florida. 
Now. 
She pressed a hand flat against her chest, feeling the frantic thud 
beneath her palm, anchoring herself to it. A whisper slipped out 
before she could stop it, the words instinctive, worn smooth by 
repetition.
“Jesus... Jesus...” 
The mattress shifted beside her. 
“Hey,” a voice murmured. “Hey—it’s okay.” 
Arms came around her, solid and warm, drawing her in. 
It was Daniel. 
Her fiancé sat up fully now, one hand firm at her back, the other 
brushing damp hair away from her face. His voice stayed calm, 
steady—the voice of someone who had learned how to speak her 
back from the edge. 
“It happened again,” he said quietly. “You’re okay. You’re here.” 
Ji-Ah nodded, though her body lagged behind the motion. The 
dream clung to her —the crack of gunfire, the slicing light, the 
awful emptiness where her sister’s hand had been. 
Daniel pulled her closer until her head rested against his chest. 
His heartbeat was slow and sure beneath her ear. She counted it 
without meaning to. One. Two. Three. Real. 
He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. 
“Was it about your mother?” he asked, barely above a whisper. 
Ji-Ah stilled. 
Then she nodded. 
It was easier that way.
Her mother was a safe answer. A door that only opened 
partway. One grief she could name instead of all the others 
waiting behind it. 
Daniel exhaled, long and
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