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      January 18 – 7:04 p.m. – Washington, DC

      “You’re up to your pretty eyeballs in danger.”

      A deep voice from the shadows sent Sun Yin into instant attack mode. She executed a roundhouse kick, aiming high and hitting her mark. A muffled oomph gave her a surge of satisfaction. She danced to the side and kicked again, only this time her foot was deflected away, sending her off balance. With the grace of a ballet dancer, she spun and found her center before striking again, determined to neutralize the threat.

      “Sun! Stop! It’s me, Mack.”

      His words came a second too late; her next kick hit him square in the chest. He grunted but didn’t strike back, although if the man in the shadows really was Macklin Remington, he could have easily held his own against her.

      “Stop already! I didn’t come here to hurt you.”

      She went still, every sense on alert. It was impossible to see his face clearly in the darkness. Was this guy really Mack? It would explain why he hadn’t fought back. Yet why was he lurking in the shadows outside her house? “Where did we last meet?”

      “The Mensa roundtable in Geneva, Switzerland.”

      Sun let out a deep breath and relaxed her guard. No one knew the details of her Mensa group meetings, except those who were there. “Why hide in the shadows, Mack? I could have killed you.”

      “Yeah, right.” He stepped forward, revealing his tall, broad-shouldered frame and blond hair. He dismissed her assertion with a wave of his hand. “We’ve sparred too many times for you to beat me. I know all your tricks.”

      They’d often fought as teens, verbally and physically, so there was an element of truth to his statement. She stared at him, trying to understand why Mack was here in Washington, DC. The last time she’d seen him was more than five years ago, at her last Mensa roundtable. They’d practically grown up together in the Mensa boarding school they’d both attended, until they’d gone their separate ways.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Mack asked.

      “No.” She and Mack had spent more time fighting than getting along, and she was in the middle of a case. He’d broken her heart by dating her best friend, Abigail, and she still hadn’t forgiven him. She wasn’t in the mood for a trip down memory lane. “Why are you here? What makes you think I’m in danger?” She didn’t point out that her job with Security Specialists, Incorporated put her in danger every single day.

      “Sun, please. Let’s go inside.” Mack glanced around the area. It was dark and cold, a hint of January snow in the air. “We need to talk.”

      She didn’t move. “About what?”

      He blew out his breath, a puff of smoke forming in the crisp air. “You’re being targeted. Someone is going to great lengths to find you.”

      A shiver of apprehension shimmied down her spine. “How do you know?”

      “Because they found and attacked me.” Mack’s voice turned grim. “Thankfully, I managed to get away relatively unscathed. I came here to warn you.”

      “You played right into their hand,” Sun said in a rare spurt of anger. “You led them straight to me.”

      “No, I did not. Give me a little credit, will you? I took precautions to avoid being followed.”

      She didn’t believe him. Oh, she believed he’d tried his best not to be followed, but Mack wasn’t an undercover operative the way she was. Her current role within Security Specialists, Inc. had taught her a lot about staying under the radar.

      “Thanks for the warning.” She was anxious for him to leave. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      When she moved toward the door, he caught her arm. She could feel the heat of his hand through the sleeve of her thin coat. It took all her willpower not to toss him over her shoulder like a bag of bricks.

      “Sun, please. I’m worried about you.” Mack hesitated, then added, “I think they’re really searching for your mother.”

      Her heart stopped, and her breath froze in her chest. Her mother had escaped North Korea long ago, before Sun was born. But the current regime maintained lengthy memories and did not tolerate defectors.

      If there was the slightest possibility her mother was in danger, Sun needed to be prepared. “Come inside, then.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Mack’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on her, but she ignored it.

      Moving quickly now, she unlocked the door and went inside, Mack following close behind her. As always, she did a quick sweep of her house, looking for anything that may have been disturbed.

      Paranoid? Maybe, but if Mack was telling the truth, there was good reason to be. After clearing the house, she returned to the kitchen, flipped on a light, and faced Mack.

      Oddly enough, he looked older, wiser, more serious, and more muscular than she’d remembered. In her mind, he was always the pesky kid who constantly teased her. He’d treated her like a little sister, while she’d secretly wanted more.

      The way her pulse kicked up proved she wasn’t as immune to him even after all these years as she’d have liked. Brother, remember? She needed to keep him firmly in the annoying-friend bucket. Anything else was unacceptable. He preferred cute perky blondes like Abigail. Steeling her resolve, she tipped her chin. “Start at the beginning.”

      Mack pulled out a chair and sat, rubbing the center of his chest where one of her kicks had landed. “You’ve been practicing.”

      She stared up at the ceiling for a moment, praying for patience. “If you’re not going to tell me what you know, then leave. I’ll figure it out on my own.”

      “Still stubborn, aren’t you?” Mack offered a crooked smile. “I’ve missed your sass.” When she scowled, he went on. “I was in Central Park, New York, when two Asian men attacked me. One held me in place, punching and hitting me, as the other demanded to know where you were. They used your full name, Sun Yin-lee. I didn’t answer them and was able to get away. Still, I heard enough of their own personal conversation to be concerned.”

      “Like what?” Intrigued, Sun dropped into a seat across from him.

      “They mentioned a North Korean defector going by the name of Hana Yin-lee.” Mack’s expression turned serious. “I remember you mentioning your mother’s name was Hana.”

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded faint, and she worked hard not to show her deep, visceral reaction to the news. “What language were they speaking?”

      “A North Korean dialect.” Mack leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “This is serious stuff, Sun. Sounded to me as if they’re seeking revenge, for what I’m not sure.”

      The knot of fear in her stomach tightened. “Revenge against my mother? Or me?”

      “I don’t know,” Mack admitted. “Possibly both. This must have something to do with those devoted to Kim Jong-un.”

      Her stomach tightened to the point she felt sick. Kim Jong-un was known to be a brutal dictator when it came to finding and executing those he considered traitors. He had no qualms about doing so, even killing members of his own family.

      Living here, halfway across the globe in the United States of America, wouldn’t protect them if Kim Jong-un wanted her or her mother dead.

      Weren’t there rumors, though, of him being sick? Not that Sun expected those who served the regime wouldn’t still carry out his orders.

      “I need to warn her of the danger,” Sun murmured, thinking fast. She hadn’t seen her mother in years, specifically to keep her safe. The timing couldn’t be worse as the FBI had hired Security Specialists, Inc. to find intel on a potential nuclear threat coming from North Korea. She had, in fact, just come from a meeting with a North Korean defector known as Hyun-woo.

      A coincidence? She didn’t believe in them.

      “I agree,” Mack said. “When do we leave?”

      “We?” She gaped at him in surprise, momentarily forgetting he was there. “This is my problem, not yours.”

      “Wrong answer.” Mack’s expression tightened, and for the first time, she realized how far he’d come from the prankster he’d once been. He was only two years older than her twenty-nine years but looked very much like a man determined to do what he felt was best. “I was attacked, Sun, which means we’re in this together.”

      Every instinct in her body rebelled against the idea of teaming up with Mack, but there was no denying that he was in danger too. Those men had attacked him in Central Park.

      Because of her.

      And Kim Jong-un’s insatiable thirst for revenge.

      

      January 18 – 7:15 p.m. – Chicago, IL

      Professor Jarek Zeman stood staring out the window of his condo, watching the rippling water of Lake Michigan. He’d been searching for Hana recently, and with the help of a private investigator, he had finally gotten his first big break.

      To learn after all this time that Hana was last seen in Geneva, Switzerland, was crazy, considering that was where this had all started just over thirty years ago. He’d met her here, in Chicago, but she’d come from Geneva to study here in the US.

      Not once had he stopped thinking of Hana. Stopped yearning for what they’d once had. But she’d pushed him away, insisting he must leave her alone for his safety and hers.

      Honoring her request was the hardest thing he’d ever done. And to this day, he called himself all kinds of a coward to have given up so easily.

      Well, not anymore. The cancer scare had convinced him there was no time to waste. He was going to find Hana and make her understand how important she was to him. Of course, there was always the chance she’d moved on to someone else. Was married with children. A family.

      The family he’d been denied. Oh, he knew Hana would have wanted him to find someone else, but that had proved impossible.

      Without hesitating, he turned from the window and sat behind his computer. He booked the first available flight out of O’Hare to Geneva, Switzerland.

      It was time to put the past to rest and look forward to the future.

      

      January 18 – 7:17 p.m. – Washington, DC

      Mack wasn’t sure what irritated him more, Sun’s timeless and graceful beauty or her ridiculous stubborn streak.

      He’d always been secretly fascinated with her. Oh, he’d tried to treat her like a younger sister, but it hadn’t worked out very well. The whole time he’d dated her best friend, he’d thought of her. Sun was as tough as ever, determined to prove that her petite, slender stature didn’t hinder her ability to fight. The way she’d kicked him in the stomach and the chest with surprising force made him smile.

      All hint of humor faded when he thought of Sun being in danger. He’d done his best to cover his tracks in getting here. Had taken twice as long as normal in order to make sure he hadn’t been followed.

      But the truth of the matter was if he could find Sun, so could others. Especially Kim Jong-un’s men.

      If that’s who attacked him. If not for his own expertise in martial arts, that little encounter may have ended much differently. He’d pretended to be helpless to get as much information as he could, before fighting back and breaking loose.

      He hated the thought of Sun being placed in a similar situation. He cleared his throat. “We need to move. Now. Tonight.”

      Sun stared at him through her dark slanted eyes. “It’s not that easy. I have other commitments.”

      “Nothing more important than your life.”

      She grimaced and nodded. “Okay, but we can’t go far, not until I connect with my boss and maybe our FBI contact.”

      “Feds?” He lifted a brow. “Impressive.”

      “Private company, actually, but we do a lot of work for the Feds.” Sun rose to her feet. “Better to call him from the road. I’ll be ready to leave in ten.”

      He didn’t doubt her statement, Sun was always precise. Rubbing the back of his neck, he tried to ignore the deep sense of foreboding.

      Sitting here in her kitchen felt a lot like being one of those goofy rubber ducks in a shooting gallery, just waiting to be picked off.

      He sighed. At some point, he’d have to tell Sun the entire truth about why he was here. The attack in Central Park was only part of it. Not yet, but soon. His phone buzzed silently. He scowled at the number displayed on the screen and let the call go to voice mail.

      He didn’t have time to talk to his boss.

      Right now, nothing was more important than getting Sun out of here.

      Mack rose and began pacing the length of the kitchen. He watched as the seconds ticked by slowly. He felt certain Sun would want to head straight for Geneva, the last known location of Hana Yin-lee, but he couldn’t let her do that. There was too much going on here, in DC.

      Somehow, he needed to convince her to stay put. How he’d manage that, he had no clue.

      It would be easier to stop an active volcano from erupting.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face, the lack of sleep catching up with him. When Sun returned carrying a small duffel, he was relieved. “Ready?”

      “Yes, but we need to head out the back, just in case.”

      He silently approved of the strategy and eased ahead of her. “Allow me.”

      “I’m not helpless,” Sun protested.

      “I never said you were.” Why did she have to argue over every little thing? He admired her stubborn streak, but at times like this, it was maddening. “But if something happens to you, who’s going to warn your mother?”

      That silenced her, at least for the moment. He peered through the window first, making sure no one was around. He’d checked out the entire property while waiting for Sun to come home.

      Which reminded him. “Where’s your car?” he asked in a hushed tone.

      “Why do you think I have one?”

      He ground his teeth together in frustration. “Because you were always partial to Jeeps, and there’s one registered under Security Specialists, Incorporated, which is the private company you work for.”

      She stared at him in the darkness for a long moment. “And how did you know that?”

      “You’re wasting time,” he said curtly. “I don’t have a vehicle. I flew in from LaGuardia and took the Metro here. Just tell me where you keep the Jeep.”

      “I pay for a parking spot a few blocks from here.” She gestured with her hand to open the door. “Let’s go. May as well find out sooner than later if you’re right about not being followed from New York.”

      He bit back a sarcastic reply, pulled a gun from the shoulder holster that was under his winter jacket, and stepped outside. He’d had to use his credentials and lock it up to fly here, but Sun didn’t ask about how he’d managed that. Instead, she appeared relieved to see the weapon.

      Even though he felt certain she was equally armed and dangerous.

      Mack led the way through her small fenced-in yard, heading to the gate that opened into an alley. Sun was close on his heels, covering his back. He opened the gate and slid through, keeping a sharp gaze out for any hint of a threat.

      Moving silently together, they lightly ran along the edge of the alley to the next cross-street. From there, Sun gestured to the left, and he allowed her to take the lead. He had no idea where the parking place was.

      He’d studied maps of DC and could easily bring them into his mind, but that wasn’t the same as knowing everything around them. From what he could tell, Sun had been living here for at least two years now.

      So close, and yet so far.

      The wind coming in from the north was sharp, stealing his breath. The streets of DC weren’t all that different from those of New York, and lights from various homes slashed through the darkness.

      They went more than a few blocks, taking a variety of turns, then retracing their steps. Once again, he was impressed with Sun’s ability. Earlier, she’d approached her house in a similar manner, coming in silent and quick.

      She paused at a corner coffee shop. “That’s the parking garage.”

      He nodded, raking his gaze over the four-story parking structure sitting across the street. “Which level are you on?”

      “I pay extra to be on the ground floor, easy access in and out.” She stared out at the structure. “It occurs to me that if you found the Jeep, others might have too.”

      “Maybe.” He couldn’t deny the truth in her statement. Then again, his job granted him access to a wealth of resources most people didn’t have. He held out his hand. “Give me the keys, I’ll go in and check it out.”

      “No. You stay here, I’ll go.”

      He was getting mighty tired of her obstinacy. Why had he ever thought it cute? It wasn’t. At least Abigail had been sweet and nice. Which was likely why their relationship hadn’t lasted more than six months. Cute and perky only took a relationship so far.

      “Wait. Use your key fob from here.” Maybe he was being paranoid, but that’s what happened when you learned the woman you grew up with was in danger.

      Sun dug in her pocket and pulled out her keys. She pointed the fob in the general direction of the structure and hit the button.

      The resulting explosion shook the earth beneath their feet, sending them backward onto the unforgiving and frozen ground. A ball of fire lit up the sky.

      For a moment he was stunned speechless, then he scrambled upright. He grabbed Sun’s arm and drew her onto her feet.

      “Let’s go,” he said hoarsely. “Hurry!”

      Without hesitation, they turned and ran in the opposite direction from the burning vehicle.

      Mack found himself being grateful her Jeep had been rigged to blow rather than her house.

      Or they’d both already be dead.
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      January 18 – 7:54 p.m. – Washington, DC

      “This way.” Sun grabbed Mack’s hand and tugged him around the corner and down two blocks before turning into a narrow alley. She knew the neighborhood far better than he did, and she always had a backup plan. Not that she’d expected her car to blow up with the click of her key fob.

      The regime knew where she was.

      The realization was horrifying, but she couldn’t afford to worry about it now. She and Mack needed to get far away from the explosion before the cops and fire trucks arrived.

      She could already hear the faint wail of a siren in the distance, which galvanized her into moving even faster.

      To his credit, Mack allowed her to take the lead without complaint, easily keeping pace with her. She headed toward a rather rough neighborhood that wasn’t too far. The duffel bounced against her hip, and she didn’t argue when Mack took the bag from her. It occurred to her that he was still in prime physical condition, maybe even more so since the last time she’d seen him. At the end of the alley, she made another turn and led them down a street with several low-budget homes lining each side of the road.

      After three blocks, she slowed her pace, mentally counting the houses. Passing the fourth house from the corner, she raked a quick glance over it, checking for any signs it was compromised. She couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but that didn’t mean much.

      If Kim Jong-un and the regime had sent assassins after her, they wouldn’t sit in the living room with the lights on, waiting for her to arrive.

      Mack slowed his pace, matching hers, waiting with uncharacteristic patience for her to make the next move. She went past the house and turned at the next corner, intending to approach her secondary hideout from the rear, just in case.

      The lack of pedestrians was concerning. In this area of town, the cold weather didn’t keep people from buying or selling drugs, gathering at street corners with said drugs or liquor, finding a myriad of ways to get into trouble. It was almost as if there was a pall hanging over the neighborhood, a warning of bad things to come.

      Normally, she wasn’t the type to believe in bad omens. But fear for her mother’s safety had dredged up decades-old superstitions.

      The wail of sirens grew louder, and she could see the orange glow in the sky behind them from the car fire. Time was running out. She eased through the property of the ramshackle two-story home located behind her safe house, coming to a stop in the shadow of an ancient cherry tree. Mack slipped in behind her, remaining silent as she once again checked the place she used as her backup safe house.

      It appeared undisturbed.

      Sun stepped forward, but Mack clamped his hand on her arm, preventing her from moving. She shot him a narrow warning glare over her shoulder.

      But his gaze was focused on the dilapidated house beside them. She frowned, following his gaze to understand what had caught his attention. Then she saw it. The barest flicker of a light from the upper level window. It was off so quickly she could have imagined it.

      She hadn’t. And neither had Mack.

      Someone watching? Or was the person upstairs simply one of the residents living there?

      She blew out a silent breath, relieved he’d noticed the light before they’d made a mad dash for the safe house, even as her stomach knotted with frustration.

      No one knew about this place. It wasn’t under her name or that of Security Specialists, Inc. If someone was watching her backup safe house, how had it been found?

      No clue, but their options were limited if she couldn’t access the items and extra funds she’d hidden inside.

      Torn with indecision, she tried to come up with another plan. It was tempting to break into the house where they’d seen the light, if only to find out who was up there. Confronting your enemy was often the best way to know exactly who you were dealing with.

      Mack touched her arm, drawing her gaze. He leaned down, his mouth near her ear. “We need a diversion.”

      His suggestion sparked an idea. Dropping to one knee, she patted the ground, searching for a rock. The ground was frozen, but thankfully there wasn’t a lot of January snow to deal with, just a few patchy areas that hadn’t melted during the heat of the day when temperatures managed to sneak a degree or two above freezing.

      Closing her fingers around a large rock, she eyed the window, estimating the distance. Mack plucked the rock from her hand.

      “You decide whether or not to make a run for the place while I distract whoever is up there,” he whispered. “I’ll go around front, hopefully draw him that way.”

      Since she knew where she’d hidden her things, including the safe house key, she nodded. “Okay.”

      Mack slipped back in the direction from where they’d come. Staying put was difficult, but she had to trust he’d do what was necessary.

      Sending up a quick prayer that he’d be safe, she waited until she heard the loud crash of the rock sailing through one of the lower-level windows. Instantly, the light in the upper window flashed on as the person up there went to investigate.

      Without hesitation, she ran, keeping to the shadows as much as possible. Kneeling beside the porch, she found the key and quickly inserted it in the lock. Seconds later, she was inside the safe house.

      There wasn’t a moment to waste. Without using any lights, she made her way through the kitchen and into the living area, to a specific floorboard along the wall. Wedging her fingernail beneath the lid, she flipped up the floorboard. She pulled out the cash and disposable phone, along with the keys to a backup vehicle.

      Less than two minutes later, she was back outside, making a mad dash to the shadow beneath the cherry tree.

      Her breath hitched in her throat as she crouched in the shadow.

      Where was Mack?

      

      January 18 – 8:22 p.m. – Washington, DC

      After tossing the rock through the window, Mack dropped behind a small pine tree as a dark figure emerged from the doorway of the house. He couldn’t tell the gender of the person standing there, but he could make out the outline of a something small and dark in the guy’s hand. Likely a gun.

      How long would Sun need?

      He lifted his arm and threw a second rock directly at the figure standing in the doorway. It hit its mark, right in the center of the chest. In return, the guy fired the weapon, aiming in Mack’s general direction.

      Well, okay, if that’s the way he wanted to play. Mack waited another ten seconds, then lifted his weapon. He didn’t like killing people, especially since he didn’t know for sure this guy was their enemy, but he would do whatever was necessary to protect Sun.

      Before he could pull the trigger, another gunshot echoed loudly. He ducked at the same instant Sun sprinted toward him. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he realized she was the one who’d fired at the guy in the doorway.

      They needed to get out of here, pronto.

      Another gunshot rang out, even as the wail of sirens echoed through the night. When would the gunshots garner attention? They couldn’t stay behind the small pine tree for long.

      Sun peered through the tree branches and lifted her weapon, aiming carefully. He tensed, ready to run. Upon hearing the crack of gunfire, followed by a howl of pain, Mack stood and ran down the street with Sun hot on his heels.

      With a burst of speed, she passed him, which was good as he would rather protect her back from the guy in the doorway. A bullet would have to go through him first to get to her. The way the guy had yelled out meant she hadn’t tried to kill him, only to slow him down. He liked her aversion to killing unless absolutely necessary, it was his philosophy as well. He gladly followed Sun. This time, she headed down another street, then cut through more backyards as if she knew exactly where she was going.

      Oddly enough, he was exhilarated being with her, despite the lack of contact over the past five years.

      They’d nearly blown up in a car bomb and had now been shot at, yet he felt reasonably confident they’d find a way to escape the bad guys nipping like Chihuahuas at their heels. As crazy as it sounded, he wanted to grin like a loon.

      Sun slowed to a walk as she approached a corner tavern. Before he could ask what they were doing there, she crossed the parking lot to an old, rusty dark-colored Chevy.

      “Get in,” she said, pulling the driver’s door open. He didn’t hesitate to get into the passenger seat, tossing the duffel into the back.

      “Yours?” he asked incredulously as she inserted the key into the ignition. Despite how rusty the vehicle looked on the outside, the engine started right up. And moments later, they were out on the street, heading away from the source of the fire.

      “Yes.” She frowned at him. “There’s no way anyone should know about my backup safe house.”

      He wasn’t sure how to respond to that since it appeared someone had been watching the place. “What about Security Specialists, Incorporated?”

      “I never told anyone I work with about it. It’s always been a backup for me, personally, just in case of situations like this. It’s a tactic I learned from my mother.” Her scowl deepened as she navigated the side streets, taking so many turns it made his head spin.

      “I suppose it could be a coincidence,” he said, knowing full well that wasn’t likely.

      “Maybe.” She took yet another turn. “To be honest, I’m surprised there was only one guy watching the place.”

      “Only one that you saw.” He twisted in his seat to look out the back window. “There could be others.”

      “I know.” Sun’s easy acceptance of the possibility sent a warning chill down his spine.

      Whoever had come after her had more resources than he’d anticipated.

      How long before they were captured, or worse, silenced for good?

      

      January 18 – 9:01 p.m. – Chicago, IL

      Jarek Zeman paused in front of the airport gate, glancing at his watch. His flight to Geneva, Switzerland, was due to leave within the hour.

      But now there was a delay posted on the screen. With no specific time designated for takeoff.

      Despite the hour, the Chicago O’Hare International Airport was always teeming with people. They might not have quite as many citizens as New York or LA, but Chicago could hold its own with the other major cities.

      Frustrated with the delay, he turned away from the counter. A man of Asian descent caught his attention, making him frown. The guy looked familiar, as if he’d seen him before. Maybe going through the TSA security checkpoint.

      Jarek knew it wasn’t unusual to see familiar faces in an airport, after all, they were all flying somewhere, and it was entirely possible for him and the Asian to be on the same flight. But a warning tingle had him turning into the closest restroom, his heart thudding painfully against his sternum.

      Was it possible he was being followed to Geneva? And if so, why? Because of Hana?

      Staring at his reflection in the mirror, he silently rebuked himself for being paranoid. It had been thirty years since Hana had left him. Three decades! Why on earth would anyone follow him now?

      Unless he’d somehow triggered the dangers of the past by secretly searching for Hana. It seemed impossible, but according to Hana, she would never be safe, which was why she’d left him in Chicago all those years ago.

      Fully expecting him to move on with his life, without her.

      And he had, until his recent cancer scare had made him realize what he might be missing.

      What if going to Switzerland caused harm to come to Hana? Bitter fear lodged in his throat.

      As an English professor, he wasn’t an expert at all this cloak-and-dagger stuff. Yet there was no denying he had the distinct sense he should try to leave this area of the airport without letting the Asian know he was onto him.

      But how?

      He splashed cold water on his face, then came up with an idea. Albeit an outrageous one. If he was right about the Asian tailing him, he needed to do something drastic.

      Emerging from the restroom, he pulled out his phone, staring down at the screen as if reading a text or an email. From the corner of his eye, he noted the Asian had taken a seat at the end of a row, holding an open newspaper up so that it partially covered his face.

      Not enough, though, to prevent Jarek from recognizing him.

      The newspaper was the New York Times, which piqued his interest. Why not the Wall Street Journal? Or the Chicago Tribune? Was the man originally from New York? Or just preferred the Times?

      Maybe he was making too big of a deal out of the Asian’s choice of reading material. What did it matter? Jarek turned and idly walked in the opposite direction, glancing at various kiosk stands pretending to look for food.

      When he was far enough down the terminal that he couldn’t see the Asian any longer, he ducked into a bar and waited for the guy to emerge.

      It didn’t take long. Ten minutes later, with the Times tucked under his arm, the Asian strolled by as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Jarek wasn’t buying his act.

      He could only think of one way to get out of the airport without his tail following his every move.

      Turning toward the bar area, he abruptly clutched his chest and moaned. “Help me,” he said in a strained voice. “My chest hurts. Please, help me!”

      Instant pandemonium broke out around him as patrons sprang into action.

      “Call an ambulance,” someone shouted.

      “Where’s the defibrillator?” another asked.

      He continued moaning as people crowded around him. He noticed the Asian scowl in his direction before taking several steps away.

      Still, Jarek knew he wasn’t safe yet. When someone arrived with one of those portable defibrillators, he hoped and prayed they wouldn’t shock him into having the heart attack he was pretending to have. After being checked out from head to toe during the cancer workup, he knew his heart was actually in good shape.

      Thankfully, they didn’t. Within ten minutes, the ambulance crew arrived. Two EMTs young enough to be his kids, if he had any, quickly packed him onto a gurney and wheeled him down the airport terminal. Through a slit in his eyes, he could see the Asian watching him go by with obvious displeasure.

      Jarek didn’t relax until they’d stuffed him into the back of the ambulance, slammed the doors shut behind him, and drove away. He felt certain he was being taken to Loyola Medical Center as it was the best place to go for cardiac care, and not far from O’Hare.

      As the EMTs checked his vital signs and asked questions about his health history, his mind whirled.

      If his searching for Hana had placed her in danger, he needed to find a way to warn her.

      Before it was too late.

      

      January 18 – 9:25 p.m. – Washington, DC

      Sun gripped the steering wheel of the old Chevy with both hands to keep them from shaking bad enough for Mack to notice.

      Her goal had not been to kill the person at the ramshackle place, only to scare him or her off.

      But her bullet had hit flesh and bone rather than the wall or doorframe.

      There was a sour taste in her mouth. What if she’d shot an innocent person? Someone who wasn’t mixed up in all of this?

      Her mind veered sharply from that thought. It was too much of a coincidence that an armed person had come outside after being on the second floor overlooking her safe house. An armed man who’d taken a shot at Mack was hardly innocent.

      Innocent until proven guilty, reminded a tiny voice in the back of her head.

      “Do you have a destination in mind?” Mack asked, interrupting her troubled thoughts.

      “Out of DC,” she responded curtly. She thought about the motel she and her boss, Jordan Rashid, had used a few months back. Clarksville was about halfway between DC and Baltimore. It wasn’t that late, but she wanted a few minutes of peace and quiet to regroup.

      They needed a plan. A way to reach her mother before anyone from the North Korean regime found her.

      And she needed to call Jordan to let him know she may not be able to work the possible nuclear bomb case, although she hated disappointing him. This particular case was right up her alley.

      Being torn in two directions, between her work and her personal life, reminded her of the series of events that had unfolded just a few months ago when Jordan had been trying to infiltrate a terrorist cell only to have his daughter kidnapped and held for ransom. Only to learn his daughter had been captured by the same terrorists.

      Was she walking into a similar scenario? Something created by the regime to keep her from uncovering the truth about a possible nuclear threat?

      “Sun?” Mack’s deep voice had her glancing toward him. “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “We’re going to head to Clarksville, but we’re taking the long way, just in case we’ve picked up a tail.”

      “What’s in Clarksville?” His tone was curious, as if there was something important they were heading toward.

      Instead of something dangerous they were running from.

      “A hotel I know that will take cash no questions asked.” She shrugged and headed onto the interstate, going west instead of east. “We need to think this through.”

      He was silent for a long moment. “You mentioned a job you were supposed to do for the Feds. Could the bombing of your car be related to that?”

      “Anything is possible, but I don’t think so. I wouldn’t have gone to get the car if not for you showing up on my doorstep.” She hadn’t intended to sound accusatory, but the words had an edge to them.

      “I didn’t do this, Sun.” His voice was low but intense. “I would cut off my arm rather than put you in harm’s way.”

      Despite her loner mentality and suspicious nature, she leaned toward believing him. Sure, he’d broken her foolish heart, but that was her problem not his. Considering the history between them, she couldn’t believe Mack would physically harm her. “You really don’t have any idea who attacked you in Central Park?”

      “None, other than how they spoke a North Korean dialect, the way I told you.” He sounded disgusted with himself, but she knew that escaping two skilled attackers had been more than enough for him to handle.

      Mack was just as smart as she was, and he also picked up languages without difficulty. It was one of the traits they shared during those early years in the Mensa school.

      That and the lack of having any family. Her mother had sent her to the school, then disappeared, returning only on a rare occasion.

      Why was she thinking about that now? There were bigger issues to be concerned with. “We have to assume they’re from the regime, and that means anyone who had the misfortune of interacting with me is in danger.” Including Jordan and Diana and Sloan and Natalia, the other members of Security Specialists, Inc.

      Even Bryn, Jordan and Diana’s young daughter. She felt sick to her stomach. Why had she thought she could live a normal life? After leaving LA, she’d felt certain living and working in Washington, DC, wouldn’t be a problem.

      Yet here she was, on the run from a monster who would stop at nothing to get what they wanted.

      Which she knew with sick certainty was to kill her, and her mother.

      Along with anyone who tried to get in their way.
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      January 18 – 10:12 p.m. – Chicago, IL

      Jarek waited until the medical team—having determined by numerous test results that he wasn’t having an acute heart attack—left him alone. He slipped from the bed, grabbed his clothes, and disappeared into the bathroom to change. He had to rip off the EKG patches, which made him wince as several chest hairs came with them. In the distance, he could barely hear the faint beeping of an alarm, likely triggered from removing the patches.

      He didn’t feel safe here. Frankly, he didn’t feel safe anywhere.

      Thankfully, the emergency department was busy, and he’d heard a couple of staff members talking about the steady stream of patients. Too busy to notice the alarm until it was too late, he hoped. His leaving was doing them a favor, one less person to deal with. And he knew there was nothing wrong with him, at least physically.

      Mentally? His inability to let Hana go may qualify him as mentally imbalanced.

      Moving casually, hoping no one would notice, he headed toward the nearest exit. Without a car, his choices were taxi or rideshare. Taxi was safer as he could use cash, so he went through the doors leading outside, an icy breeze hitting him in the face.

      They didn’t call Chicago the Windy City for nothing.

      He moved toward a shivering guard standing near a valet stand. Valet parking was all the rage with hospitals these days, and this poor guy did not look as if he was very happy about it.

      “Any chance you can call me a taxi?”

      “Yeah.” The guard pulled up a radio and spoke into it, before turning toward him. “Taxi will be here shortly.”

      “Thank you.” He gave the guard a five-dollar bill for making the call. While waiting for the taxi, he tried to think about where to go.

      Returning to his condo didn’t seem like a smart move. If the Asian had followed him to the airport, he had to have known not just where he lived but that he’d made an airline reservation for the flight to Geneva.

      How was that even possible? Oh, he understood his knowledge of all things technical was sorely lacking, but still, it seemed crazy to him that they’d followed him to O’Hare so effortlessly.

      The thought of the Asian knowing every move he made caused a sick feeling to settle in his stomach. Would the Asian have gone all the way to Geneva, Switzerland, with him? He had to assume so.

      The taxi pulled up beside him. Jarek bent over to get a good look at the driver’s face. He was of Hispanic descent, but he still hesitated, wondering if it was possible the Asian was still somehow tracking him.

      “Where to?” The driver’s tone held impatience.

      “The DoubleTree Hotel.” It wasn’t his usual type of place, over the years he’d gotten soft, preferring to stay in four- and five-star establishments, but desperate times called for equally extreme measures.

      As the taxi driver navigated through traffic, he considered his next steps. How could he get to Geneva to find Hana without anyone following him?

      He needed a new identity. Something that would throw off the Asian and whoever else might be out there watching him. Could he borrow one from a friend?

      As he pulled out his phone to call one of his faculty friends, he hesitated, then opened the window and tossed the cell phone out. The taxi driver eyed him warily in the rearview mirror as if he might at any minute turn into a lunatic.

      A valid concern, the way he felt at the moment.

      “Change in plan.” He leaned forward. “I need you to take me to Oak Park and Washington Street.”

      The driver frowned. “That’s a long drive.”

      He pulled out a one-hundred-dollar bill. “I’ll make it worth your time.”

      The driver’s eyes widened, and he nodded. “Okay, yeah sure. Oak Park and Washington Street. No problem.”

      “Thank you.” Jarek sat back against the seat feeling good about his decision. Geoff Webber wouldn’t be happy to see him at this hour, but his long-time friend and co-faculty member would certainly help him out.

      He closed his eyes, knowing this was merely a temporary reprieve. He had to find a way to warn Hana of the danger.

      Danger he’d likely brought thundering down upon her.

      

      January 18 – 10:23 p.m. – Clarksville, MD

      Mack kept a keen eye on the headlights behind them as Sun drove. A tail wasn’t out of the question, but he was confident they hadn’t been followed. He was impressed with her resourcefulness, having both a second safe house and a backup vehicle at her disposal. He didn’t know of anyone else who had that type of fallback plan. Sun had obviously come a long way since the last time he’d seen her.

      She’d be a perfect agent for the federal government, especially considering her eidetic memory, much like his, but she had chosen instead to work the private sector.

      To make more money? Maybe, but money hadn’t been that important to Sun, at least when they’d been growing up.

      Things could have changed. And he needed to come clean about his current role in this case. He hadn’t lied about being attacked by two North Koreans in Central Park or about how they’d mentioned her mother as a traitor, but he hadn’t been completely honest with Sun about why he’d come to DC so quickly either.

      His role in the NSA was classified, although that wasn’t why he hadn’t told her. Deep down, he was afraid she’d refuse to work with him once she knew the truth.

      And that wasn’t an option. Not anymore. No way was he leaving her to deal with this mess alone.

      Seeing her again made him realize how
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