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PROLOGUE

MUSUDAN-RI MISSILE TEST FACILITY, NORTH KOREA

“HOW IS HE?”

The innocuous-sounding question was anything but. In fact, to refer to the man in question simply as he without the accompaniment of one of his many honorifics was grounds for execution. But for Eun Pak, that ship had long since sailed. He remembered what was at stake with every breath, and Pak intended to ensure that his coconspirators did as well.

“The same.”

Pak examined the man standing before him, considering.

Choi Ha-guk, chairman of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and its Supreme Leader, had been incapacitated for the last week. One week since the Russians had unexpectedly handed Pak the opportunity of a lifetime. In most other places on earth, one week was not a significant amount of time.

Seven days.

The length of a typical American vacation.

But in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, or DPRK, one week was time enough for an empire to fall.

Or rise.

But only if the weak-kneed man standing before him was telling the truth.

“And how is your baby daughter?” Pak said, coloring the question with a smile. “Her name is Seo-jun, correct?”

Of course it was correct.

Though Pak was an unremarkable middle-aged man with a slight build, hairless scalp, and thick glasses that magnified his watery eyes, he was also a member of the Korean Workers’ Party. More important, Pak was a ranking member of the Politburo. A role with no parallel outside of the hermit kingdom. But here, in the land that time forgot, Pak was a minor deity. Certainly not on the same scale as the Supreme Leader, but powerful in his own right. Even a minor god such as Pak could erase an entire bloodline with a single telephone call.

Judging by the pasty look on the man’s face, this knowledge wasn’t lost on him. The man was a party member also and a doctor to boot, but in the DPRK, science was no match for deity. Either way, the doctor’s time on earth was finite. If Pak was successful in his endeavor, there would be no witnesses. If he wasn’t, well, Pak didn’t intend to die alone. But just because the doctor had to be silenced didn’t mean his infant daughter had to share the man’s fate. Pak might be thorough, but he wasn’t a monster.

Not without reason, anyway.

“She is fine, comrade,” the doctor whispered. “Just fine.”

“Good,” Pak said with a nod. “Then let’s ensure she stays that way. Tell me again his status.”

Even here, in the sanctity of his temporary office located at the Musudan-ri Missile Test Facility, over six hundred kilometers from the seat of government in Pyongyang, Pak refused to speak the Supreme Leader’s name. Past generations had attributed mythical qualities to the nation’s ruling dynasty, and while Pak didn’t subscribe to such superstitious nonsense, he was cautious for a different reason.

Unlike many of his fellow ruling elite, Pak made it a point to keep track of the advancements taking place beyond the DPRK’s borders. He’d heard of listening devices that activated based on the utterance of a specific word. While Pak had his office swept for bugs regularly, one of the Supreme Leader’s sycophants in the Ministry of State Security might have hidden some technological marvel that activated only when the Korean dictator’s name was spoken. Pak hadn’t risen to his current station through cowardice, but neither did he spit in the face of fate.

The man huffed out a breath, his lips smacking together like a horse’s.

Pak thought the gesture something that a peasant might do. A mannerism unworthy of a doctor who attended to the Supreme Leader, but Pak let it pass without comment. Pak had ascended to his current station through meritocracy, but not the kind that resulted in promotions for bureaucrats in other corners of the world. No, Pak’s skill was in a discipline much more basic.

Survival.

As a sitting member of the Politburo, Pak worked in the DPRK’s decision-making apparatus. The Politburo’s members were second only to the Supreme Leader and his family when it came to governance authority. Contrary to his predecessor cousin who’d championed the concept of Songun, or military-first as it pertained to DPRK politics, the Supreme Leader had vested more authority in the Politburo. The Supreme Leader had assumed power in a military-backed coup. He evidently didn’t want to lose his position and life in a similar manner. This restructuring of the government had muted the all-consuming influence of the Korean People’s Army and increased the influence of Pak and his fellow cabinet members.

But Pak’s high-profile position wasn’t without risk. Members of the Politburo who fell out of favor with the Supreme Leader often just disappeared. A single misplaced word or misunderstood facial expression could mean death. And when it came to the deaths of those who disappointed them, the leaders of the DPRK both past and present were anything but boring. In his three decades of service to the Korean Workers’ Party, Pak had seen men stabbed to death by bayonet-wielding soldiers, burned alive by flamethrowers, mauled by attack dogs, and torn limb from limb by antiaircraft guns.

The Supreme Leader’s lust for capital punishment wasn’t limited to hapless paper pushers or military officers. Several branches of the dictator’s family tree had been pruned in a manner only slightly less morbid. In addition to the cousin who predated him, the Supreme Leader had consolidated his power by dispatching a team of killers equipped with an experimental nerve agent to Malaysia to deal with a wayward half-brother. Pak had survived the lethal palace intrigue this long because he’d learned how to read people, how to recognize their tells. For instance, the doctor standing before him was as prone to hedge against relaying bad news as anyone, but when the man mimicked a horse, his words were true.

“Outwardly, his condition hasn’t changed. But I think he’s getting better.”

“Why?” Pak said.

Pak was careful with the amount of influence he placed on the question, maintaining a stoic face while his heart raced. Much hung on the doctor’s answer.

The doctor ran a hand through his sparse hair as he hunched forward, his thin frame sagging under the question’s weight.

As a medical attendant charged with the Supreme Leader’s health, the man ranked much higher in North Korea’s unofficial caste system than the average citizen. In practical terms, this meant that the man and his family rated rations in great enough quantity that they wouldn’t starve and living quarters with both power and running water.

But the effects of malnutrition were evident all the same.

Though only in his mid-thirties, the man looked two decades older. The wispy patches of hair sprouting from his scalp were prematurely gray, his shoulders stooped, and his skin sallow. While the median height and weight of their cousins to the south had steadily increased since the Fatherland Liberation War ended seventy years earlier, North Korea’s population had withered both figuratively and literally. Life expectancy, weight, height, and overall health had all been in a steady decline for years.

The frail men and women surrounding him were constant reminders to Pak that an existence separate from the murderous undertones surrounding the politically elite was no guarantee of a longer life. In fact, the opposite was quite often true. Pak might live with one eye always open, waiting for a dagger thrust at his back, but he wouldn’t starve to death.

That was something.

“His respiration and heart rate have begun to spike at increasing intervals during the day. This indicates that the patient is healing. His mind is slowly walking the path toward consciousness.”

“How long until he wakes?” Pak said.

The doctor shrugged, his bony shoulders barely lifting his shirt. “There’s no way to be sure. The periods between the increased heart rate and respiration are growing shorter and the manifestations longer. If the patient continues on this trajectory, I expect him to regain some semblance of lucidity in as soon as forty-eight hours.”

“Two days?” Pak said.

Another huff.

“It could take longer. Conservatively I’d estimate a week, but I think he will be conscious much sooner.”

Two days.

The words crashed against Pak’s carefully constructed façade like a howling typhoon. Up until this point, everything he’d done was explainable or deniable. There would still be loose ends to clean up, like the good doctor, but on the whole Pak’s exposure was minimal. Or as minimal as could be expected in the hermit kingdom, a place in which entire families ceased to exist at the whims of a boy-king.

Over the last several days, Pak had edged around the opportunity the ancestors had provided him. It was not unreasonable to think that the Supreme Leader’s incapacitation might even have been staged. An elaborate stunt to test his inner circle’s loyalty in preparation for yet another purge. Now that he was convinced that Choi really was incapacitated, Pak faced an ultimatum—act or watch the opportunity of a lifetime disappear.

Pak’s gaze settled on the polished brass shell casing situated at the corner of his desk. Unlike his spacious office in Pyongyang, Pak’s current quarters were decidedly more Spartan. If the scientist Pak had displaced to claim the space had a personal life, it was not evident. No family pictures or knickknacks graced the walls or shelves. Instead, every spare meter was devoted to academic books, charts and graphs covered with indecipherable equations, or reports detailing the successes and failures of previous missile tests.

Pak’s brass shell casing was the one exception.

The cartridge was from a 7.62-millimeter round commonly fired by the AK-47. Though Pak had long ago learned the value of keeping his public workspace sterile as to not provide potential enemies with anything that could give them a deeper insight into his motivation, such decorations were not uncommon. The shell casings were supposed to serve as a remembrance of the regime’s martial history, but to Pak, the length of brass signified something more.

The cartridge had been passed down to him by his father, who in turn had received it from his father. A man who’d been slated for execution in one of the many mass killings orchestrated by the boy-king’s grandfather. Learning of his fate from a trusted friend, Pak’s grandfather had arranged for his own death. A farm accident that was plausible and therefore not considered suicide. With this gift, Pak’s grandfather had maintained his family’s status in the Party and shielded his lineage from further harm. This selfless act defined Pak’s life in two ways. On one hand, Pak wanted to honor his grandfather’s sacrifice. On the other, Pak had vowed to make himself and his descendants immune to a single man’s homicidal urges. This was quite simply the opportunity of a lifetime.

Two days wasn’t much time, but it would have to be enough.

“Excellent,” Pak said, sweetening the word with a rare smile. “You’ve brought honor to yourself and your family.”

“Thank you, comrade,” the doctor said, bowing at the compliment. “I am honored to serve.”

“Yes, you are,” Pak said. “And this is how you will ensure that honor passes from you to your daughter.”

The doctor’s hopeful expression faded more with each word Pak spoke. By the time Pak finished, the doctor’s face was again the color of ash. This was to be expected. Pak was a man of his word. The doctor’s daughter would reap the benefits of her father’s sacrifice, just as Pak had with his grandfather.

Unfortunately for the doctor, the similarities wouldn’t end there.
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SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA

JACK RYAN, JR., CONSIDERED HIMSELF A MAN OF CULTURE. EVEN SO, HE’D NEVER before experienced a flash mob. At least he thought it was a flash mob. This was South Korea. If there was anything Jack had learned in the handful of hours he’d been on Korean soil, it was that things here were a bit … different.

And that included flash mobs.

One moment Jack had been contemplating the towering stone statue of Admiral Yi Sun-sin, the next he was body-to-body with a plaza full of chanting Koreans. Though the early-afternoon sun had yet to burn through a gray overcast sky, and scattered puddles of oily water from the morning’s rain still coated the pedestrian area’s stone walkways, the iffy weather did little to deter the growing crowd. People poured into Gwanghwamun Plaza from adjacent streets, spilling past the office buildings lining the west and east sides of the plaza and threading around the concrete barriers and stone planters designed to keep frisky Korean drivers at bay.

Jack had taken Domingo “Ding” Chavez’s advice. Rather than renting a car, Jack had grabbed a cab at the airport. Once again his mentor and coworker had provided Jack with safe counsel. While he wasn’t exactly a stranger to driving overseas, as near as Jack could tell, Korean traffic signs were merely suggestions. In fact, none of the Western driving norms Jack was accustomed to seemed to apply. After he and the cabbie experienced two near misses before even leaving the airport proper, Jack had decided that feigning sleep and reciting the Rosary was the best way to allow his jet-lagged mind to cope with the sudden onslaught of stimuli. Lisanne Robertson had followed suit, cradling her head against Jack’s shoulder and closing her eyes. With the feel of her thick, dark hair against his cheek and the smell of her olive-toned skin just inches away, the traffic hadn’t seemed quite so horrible.

Or maybe Jack had just come to the realization that dying with a beautiful woman’s head on his shoulder wasn’t such a bad way to go. In any case, the avalanche of bodies now pouring into the plaza made the taxi ride’s madness seem like a Sunday drive.

At six-foot-two, Jack had no problem seeing over the crowd, but he was less successful in locating an avenue of escape. The people really were coming from everywhere, and the first human wave had washed up against the statue and was now pooling in swirling eddies. Jack was a big man even by American standards. His two-hundred-twenty-pound athletic frame usually ensured that bystanders kept their distance.

Not in South Korea.

Like in many Asian countries, Koreans didn’t subscribe to the Western idea of personal space. Though to be fair, flash mobs by nature were all about crowding as many people into a confined space as possible. Assuming of course that this gathering actually was a flash mob. Jack was not the hippest guy when it came to social media, but the videos he’d seen tended to feature impromptu concerts or dancing, not chanting people holding signs. Which meant this probably wasn’t a flash mob at all. Koreans had a long history of protesting government abuses, both real and perceived, and this tradition far predated Instagram or TikTok.

Using the lifelike rendering of Admiral Yi Sun-sin as a reference point, Jack pressed through the crowd until he arrived at the statue’s elliptical-shaped base. Mounting the two steps leading up to a viewing platform of sorts, Jack assessed the situation from his newly found observation post.

The plaza was oriented north-to-south, with the statue of Admiral Yi Sun-sin on the very southern tip, surrounded by an array of decorative fountains and specially designed stones commemorating the admiral’s victory over a Japanese fleet back in the 1500s. A second statue sat to the north of the admiral, this one a golden rendering of King Sejong the Great seated on his throne. Beyond the throne, a long stretch of closely cropped grass pointed to a traditional temple-style building framed by a pastoral set of mountainous foothills, an unexpected sight in the center of a city of more than nine million people.

But there was nothing pastoral about the press of bodies surging into the plaza or the ranks of riot police taking up station between the demonstrators and the office buildings. For the first time since he’d set off on his solo sightseeing trip, Jack was glad that Lisanne was back at the hotel. She’d elected to crash in her room for a short nap before dinner.

Her room.

Those two words carried with them a world of significance.

Pushing away his romantic quandary for the moment, Jack focused his sluggish brain on the task at hand. While he was all for experiencing as much of South Korea as possible during his short trip, participating in a riot wasn’t on his list. He was wearing a hat to hide his dark hair and sunglasses to conceal his blue eyes, but Jack was under no illusions that he somehow blended into the crowd. Between his height and girth, he stuck out like a sore thumb, and if there was one place where blending in mattered, it was in a rambunctious crowd, especially one overseen by riot policemen looking for an excuse to make an example out of someone.

While his potential escape route to the south was clearly untenable, the north looked more promising. Much like the National Mall in Washington, D.C., this area of Seoul was packed full of cultural icons, museums, and the like. In fact, the Blue House, the Korean version of the White House, was only a couple kilometers to the north. It stood to reason that security measures would become progressively more restrictive in that direction of travel.

Jack figured this meant that if the crowd became unruly, the demonstrators would confine their activities to this section of the plaza rather than risk the wrath of the Presidential Security Service, whose security cordon would tighten the closer one came to the president’s residence. Besides, if things truly got out of hand, Jack could always seek refuge at the U.S. embassy conveniently located on the eastern side of the plaza. Though they might tolerate a bit of social disobedience directed at their own government, the South Korean National Police Agency would take a dim view toward anyone targeting a foreign embassy.

His decision made, Jack moved north using the giant golden statue as his guide. As he pushed through the crowd, he was careful not to let the riptide of bodies drag him down the steps to his right. The stairs led to a lower tier and the recessed entrance of a museum dedicated to Admiral Yi Sun-sin. The lower landing’s high walls to the east and steps to the west were channelizing terrain, and Jack instinctively knew to avoid it.

These were not the thoughts of an average tourist.

Very little about Jack was average.
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AS JACK EDGED THROUGH THE BYSTANDERS, HE SENSED THE CROWD’S ENERGY changing. The gathering had begun with an orderly vibe. Though the plaza’s pedestrian space was limited, the press of bodies had felt benign, more like the spectators lining the corner of Broadway and 34th Street for the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade than the chaos of a riot. In a way he couldn’t really explain, Jack would have almost termed the mass of people polite.

But not anymore.

Now a sense of menace permeated the air like the smell of ozone after a lightning strike. Jack would be hard-pressed to articulate what exactly had changed, but he believed what his sixth sense was communicating all the same. The chants sounded angrier, people’s expressions looked harsher, and the shoving and pushing were more pronounced.

Something was about to happen.

Something malignant.

Jack had no intentions of being close by when it did.

A scream echoed to his right.

Jack looked toward the sound, watching as several bodies tumbled down the recessed steps, like boulders eroded by a flash flood. Two of the bodies, a portly middle-aged man and a twenty-something hipster, both pushed themselves to their feet. The third, a teenage girl, lay where she’d sprawled, clutching her ankle. For a moment, the mass of humanity parted, and the girl’s fearful eyes found Jack’s. Then a cloud of tear gas drifted skyward from the row of riot police lining the street to the west.

The crowd convulsed as protesters swarmed.

The stricken teenager vanished.

Cursing, Jack grabbed the metal railing and vaulted into the makeshift mosh pit. Like a stone splashing into a pond, Jack’s bulk sent ripples through the crowd. He capitalized on the disruption, charting a path through the humanity with the subtlety of an icebreaker’s bow. In four quick strides, Jack smashed his way to the still-screaming girl, scooping her up with powerful arms and dislodging two of the people trampling her in the process. With a drowning swimmer’s desperation, the girl wrapped her arms around Jack’s thick neck, babbling in Korean between tear-filled hiccups.

“It’s okay,” Jack said, cradling the teenager to his chest. “I’ve got you.”

While Jack did in fact have the girl, the situation was a long way from okay.

As Jack had feared, the recessed area leading to the museum had become a choke point. People were fleeing the lurking tear-gas clouds spiraling in from the west with none of the discipline and consideration for others the demonstrators had initially displayed. As Jack watched, a man was crushed against the railing above him, crying out in pain. The demonstrator shoved back against the encroaching bodies, freeing himself, but Jack knew that the next person wouldn’t be so lucky.

Though humans liked to think of themselves as enlightened beings, the primal animal lurking beneath the veneer of civilization was closer to the surface than most people realized. When a fight-or-flight situation arose, the average Homo sapiens didn’t react all that much differently than a stampeding bovine. To make matters worse, the ramp sloping from the upper plaza to the museum’s entrance was acting like a funnel, channeling the surging crowd into a whirlpool of swirling bodies. Turning behind him, Jack looked toward the museum’s entrance just in time to see a protective metal accordion drop over the glass doors, sealing the antiquities in and the crowd out.

No help that way.

The girl murmured something Jack could neither hear nor comprehend. When he didn’t respond, she said it again, this time pointing. Following her outstretched index finger, Jack understood.

Up.

The panicking crowd made escape up the stairs to the west or the sloping ramp to the north impossible. Likewise, with the entrance to the museum barricaded, evading to the south was out. But perhaps Jack needed to think three-dimensionally. The eastern wall was made of smooth cinder block, unclimbable to anyone not part spider. But the top of the barrier was lined with metal railings, presumably to keep street-level pedestrians from accidentally falling into the recessed area.

That was a possibility.

Grunting, Jack push-pressed the girl over his head toward the tubular railings, shoulders quivering with the effort. The teenager stretched for the barricade, her fingertips just brushing the cylindrical railing.

Too far.

A series of distant screams brought another avalanche of bodies tumbling into the already confined space. Jack cradled the girl against his chest an instant before the surge smashed him against the cinder-block wall. He took most of the impact across his back and shoulders, but the collision whiplashed his head into the masonry, causing him to briefly see stars. Somehow Jack kept his footing, but the bodies compressed him against the wall, making it difficult to breathe. The girl squirmed in his arms, shrieking as an overweight Korean man used her damaged ankle as leverage to pull himself upright.

This had to end.

Now.

Turning so that he faced south, Jack backpedaled, forcing his way up the ramp. People groaned and cried out to either side, but Jack no longer had the luxury of caring. The compounded force of thousands of bodies was just too strong. Sooner or later, the girl would be ripped from his arms and trampled to death.

Jack wasn’t going to let that happen.

The first several yards were relatively easy going, but Jack’s good fortune quickly ended. Like a spring compressed to its limits, Jack’s progress was abruptly halted by a wall of unyielding human flesh.

He wasn’t going any farther.

Looking up, Jack eyed the railing, judging distances. By shouldering his way up the ramp, he’d lessened the height to the metal barrier. Not as much as he’d have liked, but maybe enough. Transferring his grip, Jack shoulder-pressed the girl upward. This time she got her fingers around the bar, but the smooth metal slid from her grasp.

His shoulders and arms quaking, Jack lowered the teenager back to his chest.

He had to lift her higher.

Another round of screams echoed from the west, but Jack didn’t bother to look. He already knew there wasn’t enough room for the coming wave of people. Either he was lifting the girl free or they’d both die in this hellhole. Jack crouched and then exploded upward, driving from his heels. Rather than trying to just lift the girl, this time Jack hurled her into the air like he was squat-thrusting an Olympic bar piled with weights.

The teenager rocketed upward with a shriek.

The apogee of the girl’s flight brought her even with the top railing, but her flailing arms missed the silvery metal completely. Jack cursed even as he prepared to catch her deadweight, but the girl surprised him. With a move that might have been equal parts skill or desperation, she snagged the bottom section of the rail, wrapping both of her thin arms around it. The teenager didn’t look like she had the strength to haul herself the rest of the way over the railing and onto the street, but she was safe.

For now.

Seeing the girl’s leg dangling invitingly down the cinder-block wall, a man several people down from Jack grabbed hold as if to pull himself out of the churning pit. Or at least Jack assumed that’s what the Korean was trying to do. Jack’s Korean was extremely limited, so he persuaded the man of the inadequacies of this plan using a more universal language.

Violence.

Leaning over the swirling mass, Jack struck the man once at the base of the neck with his closed fist.

Once was enough.

The man crumpled soundlessly, but the damage to the teenager was already done. The Korean’s weight had yanked the girl off her somewhat secure perch. Now she was hanging the length of the wall, her grip on the railing slipping.

Figuring that turnabout was fair play, Jack planted a boot on the fallen man’s back and vaulted upward. He too snagged the lowest section of railing, but unlike the girl, Jack had the use of both legs. Grunting, he turned perpendicular to the wall, placing his feet flat against the cinder block. Then he pushed off the rough surface, trading grips for a crossbeam slightly higher than the one he’d previously held. This gave him enough room to loop his leg over the lower railing, winching himself up and over the concrete lip.

The little maneuver had taken more out of Jack than he cared to admit, but he hadn’t earned a rest just yet. Crouching on the street level, he threaded his arms between the railing and snared the girl’s wrist just as her grip faltered. She screamed as she hung by one arm, but this time Jack was ready for the weight. Clamping both of his massive hands on her slender forearm, Jack stood, taking her mass with his legs.

Once again, the teenager surprised him. The girl grabbed Jack’s wrist with her free hand, solidifying their link. Then, as she drew even with the top railing, she looped her uninjured leg over the metal, easing some of the load on Jack’s traps and hamstrings. The maneuver caused her broken ankle to bang against the cinder-block wall, and while the girl cried out, she didn’t loosen her hold on Jack or on the railing.

Tough cookie.

Jack wrenched the girl’s wrist skyward as he pushed with his legs, executing a hang-clean lift that would have done his strength coach proud. The girl rocketed over the railing and into his arms. Now they were on the street above the roiling crowd. Jack took a shuddering breath and started to lower the girl to the ground until he caught sight of her ankle for the first time.

The flesh was swollen and deformed—broken for sure.

He needed to get her to help.

Turning, Jack saw a scattering of police officers forming up on the eastern five-lane road separating the plaza from the north/ south running line of office buildings and hotels. As Jack watched, a white van with a green light bar, green stripes, and a prominent green cross nosed up to the sidewalk. Taking the ambulance’s arrival as a sign, Jack started across the street, the girl once again cradled against his chest.

Several of the police eyed Jack, but no one attempted to interdict him. While Jack knew firsthand that riots could be nasty business, the South Korean National Police had a reputation for professionalism. They were here to do a job, and that job was to prevent looting or damage to the businesses and cultural icons lining the plaza, not rough up a man carrying an obviously injured girl. But while they weren’t actively preventing Jack from leaving the site of the riot, neither were they rushing to help.

Fair enough.

Jack could certainly understand the sentiment behind their actions. As Ding was fond of saying, if you’re gonna be stupid, you’d better be tough. Ding was one of the original members of the storied Rainbow counterterrorism team.

When he spoke, Jack listened.

Adjusting his course, Jack tracked toward the green-and-white ambulance. The vehicle had parked about seventy-five meters south of the nearest police picket line, perhaps so that the medics wouldn’t be caught up in a potential melee between police and protesters. This meant Jack had significantly farther to carry the teenage girl, a situation emphasized when his foot caught an unseen pothole and he stumbled, jarring the girl’s leg.

“I’m sorry,” Jack said as the girl whimpered. “Joesong haeyo.”

This along with please, thank you, and excuse me formed the bulk of Jack’s Korean vocabulary.

In this case, it was enough.

“Thank you,” the teenager replied hesitantly.

“No worries,” Jack said, hoping a reassuring tone would comfort the girl even if his words didn’t. “These medics will fix you up. Once they get a splint on your ankle, you’ll feel right as rain.”

Right as rain.

Who talked like that?

The answer came a millisecond later—his mom, the indomitable Cathy Ryan. Apparently, holding a child transformed Jack into his mother.

Fantastic.

“Oh-kay,” the girl said, spacing out the word’s two syllables. She tightened her arms around Jack’s neck even as she gritted her teeth.

If her ankle truly was broken, by now the initial shot of adrenaline had to be wearing off. The poor kid must be in agony. Across the way, two medics hopped out of the ambulance. Jack assumed that the pair would be moving to help, but neither man so much as glanced his way. Instead, the driver rounded the front of the vehicle and headed east, disappearing from view. The second medic yanked open the ambulance’s side door before sticking his head inside.

“Hey,” Jack said, bellowing to ensure that his voice was heard. “A little help here. Dowa juseyo.”

Who would have thought that he’d exhaust all his Korean phrases in his first five minutes of conversation? That said, either the language app he’d selected was defective or Jack was dealing with the most disinterested paramedic ever to take the Hippocratic oath.

“Over here,” Jack yelled. “This girl needs help.”

This time he put enough umph in his voice to attract the attention of the nearest policeman. The man turned to his partner and exchanged words. The partner shrugged. Setting his riot shield and baton on the ground, the policeman trotted toward Jack.

Which was more than could be said of the paramedic. The man’s head popped out of the ambulance’s cabin as Jack’s second bellow echoed across the street, but what the paramedic did next was puzzling. Rather than follow the policeman’s lead, he locked gazes with Jack as he stood in front of the ambulance, unmoving.

Then he smiled.

Though it was a heartless gesture, Jack could understand why the medic might react that way to rioters who’d injured themselves while breaking the law. But Jack would have thought that even the most hardened first responder would feel compassion for a suffering teenage girl. After all, the riot policeman had to be every bit as jaded, and he was still coming to help.

Or maybe the ambulance was meant to serve as a casualty collection point. In this case, perhaps the medic had been instructed not to leave the vehicle for fear that he would become lost in the crowd and unreachable when those with truly life-threatening injuries were discovered. While Jack didn’t agree with this logic, he at least understood it. But here again, the medic’s actions were indecipherable. After holding Jack’s gaze for a beat, the man walked around the vehicle and disappeared to the east, retracing his partner’s footsteps.

Jack stopped mid-stride, finally understanding.

To his left, the policeman was halfway across the street.

To his right, the ambulance’s passenger door was still swinging open.

No help there.

Spinning in a complete circle, Jack saw them.

A series of concrete planters lining the metal railing behind him.

With a grunt, Jack sprinted for the planters even as the teenager pounded her fists against his chest. The policeman called out, but the totality of Jack’s being was focused on the rectangular concrete structure steps away. He could see every indentation in the chipped surface, count every blade of grass in the green foliage sprouting from the dark soil.

Just three more steps.

Then two.

Jack dove across the planter, banging his knee on the jagged edge as he sailed over in a headfirst, Pete Rose slide. He careened into the metal grating on the other side of the structure like a pinball bouncing off a bumper. Then he was on the ground, the girl squirming beneath him. Shrieking, she clawed at his face and neck, no doubt convinced that her American savior had lost his mind.

For a long moment, Jack found himself agreeing.

Then the world exploded.
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THE BLAST FOUND JACK IN PIECES.

First, an eye-scorching flash of light. Then invisible fists of heat that pummeled him with searing haymakers. Finally, an all-consuming roar. Jack curled around the girl in the fetal position as debris fell from the sky, waiting for the ground to cease trembling. After a moment he realized that it was his equilibrium, not the earth, that was still trembling.

With a groan, Jack pushed himself to his knees, using the planter for support.

Or what was left of it, anyway.

A piece of metal had shattered the thick concrete like a children’s sandcastle, embedding itself in the potting soil that had formerly held foliage of some kind.

Now only charred stalks remained.

Another couple inches and the shrapnel would have scythed into Jack’s head.

This sobering thought did much to propel Jack the rest of the way to his feet. Though the world was still tilted slightly off axis, he could stand. This meant he could walk.

At least in theory.

Reaching down, Jack gathered the teenager in his arms.

“You okay?” Jack said. “Okay?”

Tears streamed down her face, but she nodded.

Tough cookie didn’t even begin to describe the teen’s grit. When this was over, he might just have to introduce her to Ding. Cradling the girl, Jack turned to where the ambulance had once stood. This was not a natural disaster or some kind of horrific accident.

It had been a bombing.

An attack.

Which meant that there were no assurances that the ambush was actually over. In Jack’s experience, a bomb was more often than not the precursor to the main event. A way to soften and disorient the target before the real killing began. He needed to get off the X and vacate the kill zone.

The devastation on the opposite side of the street was reassuring in an odd way. Though bodies were strewn around the ambulance’s wreckage, and several of the neighboring buildings showed damage from flying debris, the structures were still standing. Likewise, the vehicle itself, while engulfed in flames, was recognizable and not at the bottom of a crater. Either the explosives hadn’t detonated properly or the bomb was smaller than Jack had originally thought.

In some ways, it was the difference between a tragic event and a catastrophic one. If the entire ambulance had been loaded with ammonium nitrate and fuel oil like the rental truck used in the Oklahoma City bombing, nearly everyone in the plaza would have been injured while those in the outermost ring would have been killed by flying debris, the bomb’s shock wave, or both.

Including Jack.

While he didn’t know why the bomb’s explosive yield had been abnormally low, Jack wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Putting one foot in front of the other, he stumbled toward the line of policemen. This time, he didn’t have to bother asking for help. Like the best of law enforcement officers the world over, the Korean police were running toward the death and destruction wrought by the car bomb with little regard for their own safety or injuries. A female officer sprinted up to Jack, her cap missing and her short black hair disheveled. As she drew closer, Jack saw a wicked gash across her forehead that was still leaking blood. Nevertheless, she pointed at the girl while jabbering in Korean.

“It’s broken,” Jack said, loudly and slowly. “Her ankle.”

He realized the idiotic statement for what it was when the teenager responded to the police officer with a rush of Korean.

Way to live up to the American stereotype.

“Take her over there,” the policewoman said, her English accented but easily understandable. “We have to help the most injured first.”

The officer pointed toward a street corner that was fast becoming a casualty collection point. Jack nodded. While the bomb’s blast had been far less damaging than it could have been, the ensuing destruction was still significant. Not to mention the injuries, which must have resulted from the tear gas−induced stampede Jack had barely escaped. The girl’s broken ankle was no doubt painful, but it wasn’t life-threatening.

For that, Jack was grateful.

Walking across the street, Jack tried to keep his stride even and measured, as much to keep from falling as to avoid jarring the teenager. The poor girl had been through a lot already today. Jack didn’t want to add getting smothered by an American to the list.

In a first, he made it to the casualty collection point without incident and placed the teenager gently on the ground. A frazzled-looking man rushed over wearing a paramedic’s uniform and blood-soaked gloves. The medic barked a question, and Jack responded by making the break sign with his hands and then pointing at the girl’s ankle.

The man knelt, triaging the leg with quick, efficient motions even as he conversed with the girl in Korean. After finishing his examination, the man looked at Jack and asked a question in halting English.

“You friend?”

Jack shook his head. “Aniyo. Just helping.”

The medic nodded. “She stay here. Then go hospital.”

“Sounds good,” Jack said.

The medic was on the verge of leaving when the girl accosted him with a deluge of Korean. The man nodded twice and then turned back to Jack.

“She say you saved her. She say thank you.”

The girl grabbed Jack’s hand with both of hers as the medic spoke.

“Thank you,” she said, again pausing between the words.

“You’re very welcome,” Jack said with a smile.

After giving the girl a final wave, Jack turned and headed east, away from the destruction and chaos engulfing the plaza.

Though his first inclination was to stick around to tell the South Korean authorities what he’d seen, Jack decided against that course of action. The bombers had been dressed as paramedics, and the crowd had been herded into the kill zone, presumably by additional coconspirators who looked like police. Until he could better tell friend from foe, Jack intended to get as far away from the site of the bombing as possible. If anything, he and Lisanne would probably be on a plane headed back home by this time tomorrow.

Then his phone rang.
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“HELLO,” JACK SAID, ANGLING HIS FACE TOWARD THE GROUND AS HE WALKED.

Though he was wearing bulky clothing and a hat to conceal his hair, there was nothing Jack could do about his fair Irish skin or light-colored eyes. In a city as homogenous as Seoul, different stood out. This was not the time to draw the attention of law enforcement.

“Jack? It’s Lisanne.”

The husky voice brought the beginnings of a smile to Jack’s face, despite the craziness surrounding him. He and the half-Lebanese, half-American woman were currently in the relationship equivalent of no-man’s-land. They were something more than friends, but not yet lovers. Jack had brought her home to Mom and Dad twice now, and that was significant. First, because Jack could count the number of romantic interests he’d seen fit to introduce to his parents on one hand.

But that wasn’t all.

Jack’s parents had the honor of being the First Lady and the President of the United States. With this in mind, bringing a date home for Sunday dinner took a bit more coordination than it had before Jack Ryan, Sr., had been elected to the nation’s highest office.

And then there was the fact that he and Lisanne were coworkers.

Or at least had been coworkers.

Jack and Lisanne were both clandestine employees of The Campus—a private organization technically outside the umbrella of the American intelligence community. Though Lisanne’s director of transportation title sounded ordinary enough, like most things Campus-related, there was more to Lisanne’s role than what met the eye. As a former Marine whose Lebanese mother had ensured she was fluent in Arabic, Lisanne had quickly proven herself operative material. In fact, the legendary John T. Clark, director of operations for The Campus and plank owner in the storied Rainbow organization, had been supervising her field training when an operation in China had tragically gone wrong. Lisanne had sustained a grievous gunshot wound that had required the amputation of her arm and almost cost her her life. Now Clark and his second-in-command, Ding, were trying to decide what to do with Lisanne.

Or perhaps it was more accurate to say that Lisanne was trying to figure out what to do with herself.

With just one arm, her career as a gunfighter was over before it had really begun.

But that didn’t mean her utility to The Campus had ended.

“Hey, Lisanne,” Jack said, his smile widening. “I thought you were taking a nap.”

“I am. Or at least I was. Every emergency siren in Seoul seems to be blaring. Know anything about it?”

“Well …”

“Holy crap, Jack,” Lisanne said. “You serious?”

“Afraid so,” Jack said.

“You need to come in?” Lisanne said.

Once again Jack found himself appreciating the way Lisanne thought. Rather than asking for a play-by-play of what had happened, she went straight to the most pertinent question—was Jack operationally compromised. Jack thought that it was this, more than her martial prowess or linguistic proficiency, that had impressed Clark. Lots of people knew how to shoot and fight. Someone who could think while enduring the crushing pressure that went hand in hand with clandestine operations really was a diamond in the rough.

“I don’t think so,” Jack said, angling down yet another side street. “But we should move up our schedule if possible. I didn’t cause this nonsense, but I had a front-row seat.”

Jack had briefly entertained the idea of heading to the U.S. embassy. The mission was only a block or two from the riot and subsequent car bombing and would offer refuge if things really went sideways. But that safety was a double-edged sword. Foreign intelligence services routinely tasked watchers to log the comings and goings of embassy visitors. Jack and Lisanne were in South Korea for operational purposes. He wanted to stay under the radar, and that meant avoiding the embassy.

“Agreed,” Lisanne said. “That’s why I’m calling. Well, and because I half expected you to have something to do with the sirens.”

“Seriously?” Jack said, a smile in his voice.

“Let’s face it, friend. Subtlety isn’t your thing. Anyway, Isabel texted. She wants to meet today instead of tomorrow.”

“She say why?” Jack said.

“No. And since we’re still in the dating phase, I didn’t push. You know how people can be about commitment.”

The double entendre, intentional or not, gave Jack pause.

He and Lisanne were also standing at the commitment precipice. For the first time in his life, Jack found himself intentionally going slower. This was partly because Lisanne was a Campus colleague and Jack knew that the nature of their work relationship would permanently change if they became intimate. But his hesitation ran deeper. Jack’s history with women wasn’t stellar. For far too long he’d lived the playboy life, never thinking past the moment.

This attitude had gotten him nowhere.

During his last assignment to Israel, Jack had done some soul-searching. He was no longer the junior Campus guy who needed hand-holding from Clark or Ding. He’d finally achieved what he’d spent the last decade chasing in one form or fashion only to find it … wanting.

By this point in his life, Jack’s dad had already met and married his true love and had fathered two children. Jack always assumed he’d follow in Senior’s footsteps. He’d meet the right girl and start a family. Now that he was in his thirties, Jack had finally realized that he wasn’t going to just bump into the future Mrs. Ryan while running clandestine operations for The Campus. To quote his surgeon mother, a change in results necessitated a change in behavior. Jack hadn’t yet worked out exactly how to make that change, but he knew the series of flings and casual relationships he’d pursued in his twenties had not led to happiness.

With Lisanne, he had the chance to start over. To court a woman who could very well be the future Mrs. Ryan. Though their relationship was still in its infancy, Jack knew that Lisanne was something special. He wasn’t going to mess this one up by repeating past mistakes, even if that meant sailing into uncharted territory.

“Sorry,” Lisanne said, breaking the silence, “I didn’t mean—”

“Lisanne Robertson, you’re the only girl I’ve brought home to Mom and Dad,” Jack said, smiling into the phone. “Ever. I’m not afraid of commitment, but I want to do this right. You deserve it.”

For a long moment, Lisanne didn’t reply. Jack forced himself to remain quiet, even though he desperately wanted to speak. Patience wasn’t something that came easy to Jack Ryan, Jr., but maybe even old dogs really could learn new tricks.

“Jack Ryan,” Lisanne said with a chuckle, “you are something else. We spend the better part of a fifteen-hour plane ride trading magazines and talking about nothing. But now that you’re on a cell phone and dodging the police, you want to have the relationship discussion. You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

“Wait a minute,” Jack said, coming to a stop on the sidewalk. “I—”

“Joking, Jack,” Lisanne said with another soft laugh. “I’m joking. And also a little flattered. I can’t say I’ve ever had this talk with emergency sirens for mood music. Tell you what, I’ll give you credit for starting the conversation, but let’s pick this up later. We need to focus on the girl we’re jointly dating instead.”

In the lexicon of espionage, The Campus was very much still dating Isabel Yang. The twenty-six-year-old Ph.D. student had come to The Campus’s attention via a handoff from Adam Yao, a CIA case officer and sometime Campus collaborator. Adam had originally considered making the approach himself, but hadn’t. Isabel had already turned down a recruitment offer from the buttoned-down agency once. Perhaps she would respond more favorably to a different organization.

An organization like The Campus.

As an off-the-books, quasi-government entity, The Campus did not have access to the formidable recruiting tools available to the acknowledged members of the intelligence community, even though its operational tempo was greater than that of many of its sister entities. The recruitment and training of new Campus personnel was a monumental task the organization struggled to handle. After experiencing the rigors of onboarding new operatives firsthand, Ding Chavez had come up with a novel idea—utilize the Israeli Mossad’s model of “helpers” to augment The Campus’s operational staff.

With this in mind, Jack and Lisanne were given the task to follow up on Adam Yao’s lead by flying to South Korea and conducting an assessment of Isabel’s current and future utility to The Campus. While nothing in her already extensive file suggested that the scientist was asset material, Isabel was deemed worth the trip. An American female academic who spoke three languages, lived in South Korea, and could pass for half a dozen nationalities wasn’t exactly a four-leaf clover, but she was pretty darn close.

“Deal,” Jack said, “but this conversation isn’t over.”

“It took fifteen hours to get here,” Lisanne said. “I’m pretty sure it’ll take at least that long to fly back. We’ll keep until then. Isabel, on the other hand, wants to meet in less than an hour.”

“Where?” Jack said.

“Itaewon,” Lisanne said. “She sent an address to a coffee shop off Hoenamu-ro Street.”

Jack pulled up Google Maps and entered the address. The establishment was a fifteen-minute walk from his current location, just southeast of the sprawling Namsan Park, famous as the home of the iconic Seoul Tower. The mountainous terrain would act as a natural buffer to the chaos enveloping the Gwanghwamun Plaza Jack had just left and the shopping and dining mecca that was Itaewon.

Better still, the U.S. Army garrison of Yongsan was just to the southwest of the café. At this point, Jack wasn’t expecting trouble, but he hadn’t been during his earlier sightseeing excursion, either. The longer he spent in this business, the more Jack subscribed to the operational belief attributed to legendary Marine General James N. Mattis—be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everyone you meet.

In this case, Jack wasn’t on a mission to kill anyone, but that didn’t negate the need for contingency planning. Though much of the U.S. footprint originally stationed at Yongsan had been relocated to Camp Humphreys, the installation still housed armed American soldiers.

Good enough for Jack.

“I can make that work,” Jack said. “What about you?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll take a cab and text you when I’m on the way.”

“It’s a date,” Jack said.

Another soft chuckle.

“This is work, Jack. Not a date. Someday I hope you learn the difference.”

Jack scrambled for a witty reply, but he was too late.

Lisanne had already hung up.
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SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA

“I HAVE A QUESTION,” SERGEANT FIRST CLASS JAD MUSTAFA SAID, PLACING HIS Sac Sac can on the faux-wood table.

“For the last time, I don’t know how they squeeze the grape past the little hole in the soda can,” Master Sergeant Cary Marks said, flipping over the strips of meat sizzling on the boxy grill separating the two men. “Maybe the same way they get those little sailboats into bottles.”

“Nah,” Jad said, adding bits of garlic to the smoking meat, “the little ships are collapsible. Everybody knows that. Besides, that wasn’t my question, though I think I just swallowed an entirely intact grape. I have a much more pressing inquiry—why are we here again?”

Cary sighed as he rescued a slice of bulgogi from the hungry flames, slapping the spitting beef on the lettuce he’d appropriated for this purpose. Or at least he hoped it was lettuce. In Cary’s opinion, the greens the waitress had deposited on the men’s table bore a striking resemblance to the trimmings left on the sidewalk last time he’d weed-whacked his front yard.

To be fair, this was a long way away from Cary’s front yard, which was located just minutes from the 5th Special Forces Group’s home of Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Cary and his best friend and fellow sniper were in a barbecue restaurant in Seoul, South Korea. And while the two Green Berets were accustomed to spending time in far-flung places around the globe in the company of their fellow Operational Detachment Alpha, or ODA, teammates, this was something new.

The two men, along with the ten other members of ODA 555, or Triple Nickel, had traded their MultiCams for civvies and left their field gear and weapons in the team room. From Cary’s perspective, their current digs were a good deal better than baking in the Syrian heat while lying shoulder-to-shoulder under a smelly sniper hide site. But Jad had a point, and Cary owed him the courtesy of an honest reply.

“Do I look like an officer?” Cary said, adding some mostly cooked garlic strips to the meat. “We’re here because we were told to be here. Now eat.”

Jad swiped a piece of charred meat from the grill with his chopsticks, showing a surprising amount of dexterity. He studied the dangling strip for a second before adding the beef to his own stack of lettuce.

“Do you think it’s—”

“No,” Cary said, “I don’t.”

“How do you know—”

“Because I do,” Cary said. “That’s a delicacy here. They wouldn’t just serve it to us out of the blue.”

“Okay, but—”

“Are you a Green Beret or not?” Cary said, sandwiching the lettuce around his meat. “’Cause if this is too much culture, you can always eat at McDonald’s with the SEALs.”

Physically, the two Green Berets couldn’t have been more different. Cary Marks was a blue-eyed, blond-haired farm boy from New England whose vowels gave away his Yankee roots under moments of duress. Jad Mustafa’s dark complexion and SoCal surfer accent lent itself to kidding from his teammates, who often accused him of being a SEAL in disguise, a sentiment Jad’s affinity for hair gel and fashionable clothes didn’t help. Even so, the men’s differences in skin color or nationality had ceased to matter long ago. After more than a half a dozen shared combat deployments, Cary and Jad were brothers in a way that transcended birth parents or family lineage.

And like brothers, they enjoyed picking at each other.

“That was uncalled for,” Jad said, his brown eyes twinkling. “As a proud Libyan, I have more culture in my little finger than you do in your farm-boy—whoa, now. Boss, I think our dinner plans just got interesting.”

Cary had shared more meals with Jad than he could count. Some of these had been of the beers-and-burgers variety typical of American friendships, but most had not. Far more often Cary and his spotter had spent mealtime huddled over the remains of a meal, ready-to-eat, or MRE, passing the tiny allotment of Tabasco sauce between them as they alternated duties behind an M151 spotting scope or the SIG Sauer Tango6T optic mounted to Barrett Advanced Sniper Rifles.

Sitting on the back deck with a cold one while jawing about the Titans’ chances at a Super Bowl ring was one way to gain the measure of a man. Trying to ignore sand fleas munching their way up your inner thigh while maintaining surveillance on a target compound in one-hundred-degree heat was another. Cary had been the team sergeant for Triple Nickel long enough to do both with Jad, and with that familiarity came knowledge. In this case, the knowledge that when Jad used the word boss, the time for bullshitting and ass grabbing was over.

“Whaddaya got?” Cary said, resisting the urge to look over his shoulder.

As was the case with most folks who lived at the pointy end of the spear, Cary hated sitting in a room with his back to the door. Unfortunately, his spotter was of the same philosophy, and had been a little fleeter of foot when the two men had entered the restaurant. This meant that Jad was now positioned with his back against the wall, leaving Cary dependent on his spotter.

Which, now that Cary thought about it, wasn’t all that different from the situations in which the two men usually found themselves.

“Important dude just arrived,” Jad said, pitching his voice low enough not to carry. “Dark suit, blue tie, glasses. Three protective agents with him—two men and a woman. All three are giving yours truly the hairy eyeball.”

“Let’s face it,” Cary said, folding the lettuce around the meat strips and roasted garlic slivers, “you are a shady-looking dude.”

“I don’t know, white boy,” Jad said, his voice barely a whisper. “Neither of us really blends in here.”

The pair were in a nondescript Korean barbecue restaurant off an unnamed side street in the Itaewon section of Seoul, within walking distance of the U.S. Army garrison at Yongsan. The establishment was no-frills, but clean. The tables were made of fake laminated wood and the plastic chairs were clearly not meant for lingering. Patrons cooked their meal on the boxy grills that formed the centerpiece of each table, ate, and then made room for the next customer.

Judging by the lack of English signs, the restaurant’s off-the-beaten-path location, and the waitstaff’s general indifference, this was not one of the places that catered to American soldiers and their ready supply of dollars. This was a refuge for Koreans looking for good food without the exuberance that often accompanied large groups of U.S. servicemen.

In other words, a perfect place for Cary and Jad to set up a command post for the exercise the rest of the team was currently conducting on Seoul’s crowded streets. But when it came to escaping the notice of perpetually suspicious bodyguards, the BBQ joint wasn’t quite as perfect. Though the two Green Berets had the wide shoulders and broad backs typical of those who called the Special Operations community home, there wasn’t anything particularly noteworthy about their appearance.

At least back in America.

In Korea, Cary’s blue eyes and blond hair were as atypical as Jad’s Arab complexion. Which was exactly the point of the exercise. Like it or not, the Chinese Dragon’s ever-expanding sphere of influence was on a collision course with America’s interests. Sooner or later, the two biggest kids on the block were going to slug it out. When that happened, people like Cary and Jad needed to know how to operate in an environment in which they stuck out like sore thumbs.

Environments like the dimly lit BBQ joint, for instance.

“Smile,” Jad said. “We got company.”
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ONCE AGAIN CARY RESISTED THE URGE TO TURN, EVEN AS HIS SHOULDERS AND back tensed. This was the last time he would let his spotter beat him to the seat facing the door, even if he had to resort to drastic measures like kicking a fellow Long Tabber in the shin. Whoever had coined the phrase ignorance is bliss had obviously never sat unarmed in a Korean restaurant with trouble at his back.

“Good afternoon.”

The greeting was spoken in accented but understandable English by a woman standing just behind Cary’s right shoulder. He turned, acting surprised even as he pondered his response. On one hand, he could go with the tried-and-true Loud American stereotype and reply in a manner the Korean would dismiss as rude but ultimately harmless. Or he could embrace his Special Forces heritage and attempt to start winning hearts and minds.

Cary chose the latter.

“An-nyeong-ha-se-yo,” Cary said, giving the woman his best New England farm boy smile.

She didn’t seem impressed. Though to be fair, she didn’t look like a woman who was easily impressed. She stood a little over five feet tall and probably weighed about a hundred pounds soaking wet. Like her principal, she was dressed formally, but her dark suit was considerably less flashy—white blouse, dark slacks, and a jacket. A wardrobe meant to deflect rather than demand attention.

The apparel of protective details the world over.

“Are you enjoying your meal?” the woman said.

Cary turned all the way in his seat before answering, providing him with an excuse to survey the rest of the room. The Important Dude, as Jad had so aptly termed him, was clearly the center of attention. The shop’s proprietors, who hadn’t so much as looked up when Cary and Jad had taken their seats, both came out from behind the counter that ran the length of the far wall, chattering in Korean.

The restaurant’s other occupants, a gray-haired man and woman at the opposite end of the room, were similarly engaged. Though the older couple hadn’t risen from their seats, their collective attention was focused on the middle-aged Korean man with an expensive suit, perfectly coiffed hair, and a camera-ready smile.

But Cary gave the man no more than a passing glance. The Green Beret’s interest was professional in nature, so it was the woman and her two muscle-bound companions who garnered his attention. The trio had divided forces. The woman and the shorter of the two men had actioned on the room’s only possible threat—Cary and Jad—while the third bodyguard stood facing the door.

He was the first to die.

One moment the man had been peering out the front entrance, the next his head exploded in a splatter of brain matter, skull fragments, and gore. The accompanying pistol reports were soft, more coughs than the thundering barks Cary expected.

Which meant that the firearm was suppressed.

Which told Cary quite a
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