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for purchasing this novel

 

from the best-selling Jennifer Morgan Series

 

 

The Story

 

When lives intertwine

 

When newly-minted PI Jennifer Morgan is assigned an apparently simple case of a missing person, she has no idea what she is getting herself into. After international assassins place her in their crosshairs, Jenn suspects the involvement of cut-throat Chinese corporate spies.

 

As her relationship with her handsome fiancé, an NYPD detective, is facing an uncertain future, Jenn realizes she needs to tell him the whole truth about her intimacy fears. But will he accept Jenn with all her fears and imperfections? And how does his investigation of a case of technology theft tie into Jenn’s missing person case? What will Jenn and her fiancé have to do to save their relationship and their lives?
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Chapter One

 

 

Friday night

 

I pointed my Sig Sauer P229 pistol at Han, who had just climbed over the low glass railing of the terrace. We were at the rooftop of Tomorrow’s NanoTech Corporation’s thirty-story building in midtown Manhattan. The bright city skyline formed a magnificent backdrop, the last image Han would see if he decided to jump.

“Don’t do it, Han,” I shouted over the sharp wind cutting across the terrace and scratching at my face. I took a few steps forward so he could hear my words. “It’s not worth dying for.”

“Stay back—stay back or I’ll jump,” Han replied in a weak but determined voice.

I obliged. I had come so far tracking him down that I wasn’t going to risk losing him. And the prototype in the small metallic case Han had stolen from the nanotech company—handcuffed to his left wrist—was going to be destroyed if he jumped or fell.

“Come on, Han.” I lowered my pistol to the side. “Come down, and we can talk.”

“No time to talk, Jennifer. They . . .” The wind carried away his words. “I don’t have another way.”

“There’s always another way. If you hand over the case and end this now, there’s hope.”

I wasn’t sure Han heard my words, since he didn’t move or say anything. A wind gust blew his black hair across his face and threatened to sweep his thin frame off the rooftop. Han clung to the metallic handrail atop the transparent railing and bent his knees to withstand the wind’s blast.

“No, not doing it.” Han shook his head.

“Think about it. Think about Anming and the baby.” I took two more steps, taking advantage of the split second Han took to glance down. “You want to see them again, don’t you?”

“Stay where you are,” Han shouted.

He inched to his right, away from me, on the foot-wide ledge along the railing. His voice sounded warmer with what I thought was a tinge of hope. Or was I the one hoping Han would change his mind?

Han looked down again, then turned around. He nodded at me, then slowly put one leg back over the railing. Maybe I convinced him? Or is he trying to pull a trick and wrestle my gun away from me?

“Yes, that’s it, Han, good, very good.”

Another wind gust swept across the terrace. Han struggled to get his foot back onto the terrace. The case clanked against the glass.

“Slowly, slowly. Take your time.”

Han pulled his body over the railing, then rested with his back against it. He drew in a few deep breaths. His legs were shaky, and he was still grasping the railing.

“It’s okay, now, it’s all good, Han. You’re safe.”

He nodded, then sighed. “I’m sorry I have to do this to you, Jennifer.”

“Do what?”

Han bolted toward me.

I raised my Sig Sauer, but didn’t want to shoot him. If he wasn’t thinking about his family, I was. I didn’t want yet another baby girl to grow up never knowing a dad. And Han hadn’t struck me as a violent man. He had always run away from a fight.

But this time, he was a cornered animal.

He pounced at me before I raised my gun. His right hand tried to knock it out of my grip, but my fingers were wrapped tight around my pistol. So Han went for my head. He threw a light punch, which I had expected. I blocked it with my left forearm, then kicked him in the stomach. He doubled over and cried in pain, but then came at me. He speared me with his shoulder, and we both fell on the terrace’s hard floor.

Han was on top of me, still trying to take my pistol. I reached for his throat, but he pushed my hand away. Then he slapped me across the face. Pain seared me, and I felt blood in my mouth. I must have cut my cheek on my teeth when Han hit me. My fingers were loosening their grip around the pistol’s handle. If I couldn’t keep it, I definitely couldn’t let Han have it.

I pulled the trigger.

A round went off, shattering one of the railing’s glass panes.

The explosion didn’t deter Han. He kept slamming my weapon hand against the terrace floor.

I kneed him in the side, but he still stayed on top of me. I tried to roll and shake him off, but I couldn’t.

My fingers were slipping from my pistol. I made one last effort to close them, then tossed the pistol as far away as possible, toward the railing. I hoped it would slide underneath and fall down, away from Han.

It didn’t.

He slapped me again, harder than the first time. I felt my upper lip burst open. I should have shot the jerk when I had the chance. Perhaps in his leg, so he couldn’t run. But that could have caused him to fall to his death.

I fought back to throw Han off me, and it worked. He moved back to his knees, and I crawled away from Han.

“Jennifer, stay away from me.” Han climbed slowly to his feet.

I was still on my back on the floor. “Han, I can’t. I need to bring you in. And the case.”

Han glanced at the case hanging from his hand. “They will kill me. I . . . I need to save myself and my family.”

“Han, I found you once. I will do it again.”

He began to walk toward me, a menacing gaze darkening his face.

I leaned against the railing, put my weight on it, and climbed to my shaky feet. I put my balled fists up, readying myself for the second round.

Han stopped when he was about four feet away from me. “I don’t want to hurt you. But if you don’t stop chasing me, you will get hurt, seriously hurt.” His voice was strong and threatening, but also carried a slight hint of concern. “Go home, and let me go home as well.”

I said nothing.

He looked at me for a long moment. I saw determination in his small gray eyes.

Then Han turned around and began to run along the railing, toward the other end of the terrace.

“No, no,” I shouted and gave chase.

Han was faster. He reached the railing, climbed over it, and began to walk along the ledge. Then he disappeared into the night’s darkness.

I hurried my steps. “No, don’t jump, Han. Don’t!”

By the time I reached the railing, Han was gone.

I looked down. On the roof of the next building, about four stories down, there was a swimming pool about half the size of a tennis court. Han was just getting out of the water.

I cursed him and let out a deep sigh. Even if I tried to jump, which was almost suicidal, Han had given himself a great head start. I wouldn’t be able to catch up to him.

But I had found him once. I was going to find him again.

I’m a private investigator.

I always find my target.

But most importantly, I needed to figure out why Han was behaving in this way. He was not a corporate spy. He had a wife and a soon-to-be-born daughter. I knew what I had been told was the motivation for his behavior. But it didn’t make a lot of sense.

I needed to find out the secret cause.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

​Chapter Two

 

 

Three days ago

Tuesday morning

 

My stop at the H2O organic café was shorter than usual. H2O is the place where my best friend and business partner Amber and I get our caffeine fix every morning, now that the café is fully renovated and open for business. A drive-by shooting over six weeks ago had made a mess of the place and had turned our world upside down. Both Amber and I had left those horrific events behind, with only the occasional nightmare still haunting our nights.

Amber had taken a bank loan and had bought a small stake in the café. It was not even five percent, but she was happy with it. Whenever I bought coffee at H2O, I was helping my best friend, while at the same time enjoying some exotic java.

Today, I chose a Mexican flavor, Yachil Dark Roast. Unsure about its taste, I went for a medium, medio, as the new management had rebranded the cup sizes. But I picked up a grande for my boss at the PI agency where I had been working full-time for the past three weeks. My real work began only a couple of days ago, since I spent most of the time in gun handling and tactical driving training. My boss takes his coffee black, bitter, and bold. He has no open-mindedness about coffee creations, mochachinos, or lattes. He calls them “hippie drinks” or “fake coffees,” but he doesn’t mind when I bring my cappuccinos to his office.

I tightened the collar of my jacket to keep the chilly wind away and walked briskly to my Jeep Wrangler parked behind the café. I placed the cups in the console’s cup holder and drove to Wayne & Marlin Private Investigators. It occupies six offices on the second story of a gray and red brick building in midtown Manhattan. I share an office with another PI, but he’s almost never there. He mostly comes in on weekends, to turn in the paperwork of his cases.

“How’s it going, Tammy?” I asked our receptionist as I walked by her desk in the small hall.

“A new day, sugar,” Tammy said with a bright smile. Her perfect rows of teeth shone gorgeously against her bronze skin. “There are a couple of calls for you already. And boss wants to see you in his office, pronto.”

“Bad news?” I neared her desk and dropped my voice to barely a whisper.

Tammy’s long curls bobbed along with her head. “Don’t think so, sugar. He didn’t seem grumpy. Plus, with that coffee of yours and your smiley face, you’ll light up his day.”

“Okay, thanks, Tammy.”

She waved at me and sipped from the green tea she brews in the office’s kitchen. I’ve offered to bring her drinks from H2O or Creamy Donuts down the street, but she has never said “yes.” Maybe I should just bring her something one day. Who doesn’t like a chocolate donut?

I knocked on my boss’s office door. His name, Donny O’Donnell, was stenciled on the opaque glass. “Yes, come in.”

“Morning, boss. How you doin’ today?”

Donny looked up from the paper. He was sitting behind the large black walnut desk that took most of the space in his office. Heaps of papers, folders, reports, and photographs covered almost the entire desk. He shrugged his broad shoulders, then tried to smile. It didn’t work well, and his face just managed a small grin. “It’s turning out to be a messy day, but it’s not your fault. Take a seat.”

“This is for you.” I lifted his coffee from the tray.

Donny’s face finally formed a smile. “Here, lemme . . . lemme make some room for you.” He pushed away a few of the folders, then piled some of the documents, unconcerned about crumpling a few pages. “There.”

I balanced the coffee precariously on the uneven surface where Donny was pointing. There was a photo of a smiling young man on the top. The coffee cup formed a small ring on the photo as soon as I placed it there. It looked like the young man now had a thin moustache.

“Oh, that’s from a closed file.” Donny waved a dismissive hand as he picked up his coffee and took a sip. “Oh, this is good, very good, Jenn.”

“Glad you like it, boss.”

“Before you say it again, I know I should clean up this place. But, there’s never time for that.” He lay back in his overstuffed brown leather chair, then brushed back his gray hair. Most of Donny’s hair was gone, but what was left was gelled back.

I took the small metal chair across from his desk. Rumor had it that Donny had picked the most uncomfortable rickety chair in the entire office and taken it for his room. It was his not-so-subtle way of keeping the meetings in his office short and to the point.

“I wasn’t gonna say anything.”

Tammy had tried for years to get Donny to change his habits. But he was an old dog, with thirty-plus years in the PI business. He wasn’t about to change because Tammy or I wanted him to. And what he lacked in sleekness, he more than made up for with his excellent memory, especially for minute, seemingly unimportant details.

Donny nodded. “Yeah, well, maybe you weren’t. But you’ve probably thought about it.”

I said nothing but took a small sip of my coffee, which had grown on me. It had a delicate taste of dark chocolate, slightly smoky hints, and a full, rich body.

“Anyway, enough with small talk.” He waved his hand again, then reached for one of his desk drawers. I knew he kept his two-inch-barrel Rhino revolver on the right side, and checks and cash and important documents under lock and key on the left side. I heard a metallic rattle, then Donny pulled out a small check. He glanced at it, then handed it to me. “Your bonus for the Nadezhda case. The family is quite happy to have their daughter back.”

A thousand dollars. Wow! A pretty good bonus, considering I only worked for a couple of days on the case. Magdalena Nadezhda had disappeared without a trace a few weeks ago. When the police hadn’t been of much help, the family had hired our firm to find their daughter. Donny had assigned the case to Edwards, one of the associates, and me, as the assistant. While Edwards worked the streets, I began to search Magdalena’s social media. Her parents had figured out her passwords, so between Instagram and Facebook, I was able to follow her. Magdalena was okay and having a blast—considering the partying and drinking pictures she was posting almost every other hour—but we still didn’t know her location.

Then we had a breakthrough when one of the pictures had a recognizable landmark: a small Canadian flag atop a pole. After some digital manipulation of pictures and piecing together her trip, we established Magdalena was in Niagara Falls, across the Canadian border. The next day, her parents picked her up from a Motel 6 where she had been staying for the last week.

Donny was truly impressed with the results. The agency had dabbled in cyberspace, but most associates were not skilled at extensive Internet and social media searches. They were either unaware or simply couldn’t believe how much information people put online voluntarily and unknowingly because they used the wrong sharing features, or their phones and other mobile devices shared without the user’s authorization or even knowledge. My increasing reputation came with the appropriate nickname “cyber-sleuth.”

“Thanks, Donny. I appreciate this. It will come in very handy.”

“Well, you deserved it. And I hope you can pull a similar miracle on this other file I’m assigning Edwards and you.”

Since I wasn’t a licensed PI and pretty green on the job even as an assistant, all cases were assigned to Edwards, even if I did most of the legwork. That was fine by me. Donny treated me pretty well. Initially, it was because of his friendship with my fiancé, James Harris, the best NYPD detective. Then, it was because Donny believed in me and my potential.

“All right.” I pulled my tablet from my brown leather-bound briefcase. “What do we have?”

Donny shuffled some papers around on his desk. He didn’t find the folder, but dug out his glasses underneath yesterday’s newspaper. “So this is where I left them.” He put his glasses on, then continued his search, shifting everything to one side. “Where did I put it? Oh, here’s the darn thing.” He picked up a thin white folder.

I had heard Donny curse like a sailor when he didn’t think there was anyone around. But in my presence, he tried to act like a true gentleman.

He opened the folder, scanned it quickly, then handed it to me. “I’ll give you the gist: it’s another missing person case. But this time, it’s not an American.”

I looked at the name on the report. Han Xin Lao. The photo showed a small-statured man with helmet-cropped hair and a thin goatee. His nationality and citizenship were listed as Chinese, and under profession I read “student.” I looked at Donny. “New York University. Han’s studying nanotechnology. “

“Yes, a PhD student. He’s been in the city for about three months.”

“Who reported him missing?”

“About a week ago, his roommate went to the police. Han hadn’t returned to his apartment in three days. Very unusual for him. The roommate described Han as very quiet, kept to himself, and was home every night by ten at the latest. It’s all in the report.”

Donny swiveled in his chair and sipped his coffee.

I skimmed through the pages. Han was married and was expecting a daughter to be born in about five months. “So, what did the police do?”

Donny shrugged. “Not much. They sent someone to poke around NYU, but found nothing. Their conclusion is that maybe Han went home or left the country. And since he’s not an American, it’s not really the NYPD’s problem.”

“Anyone check the airports, to see if he flew out of the country?”

“No, cops didn’t do it. You know how many man-hours that would require? And it’s not just the airports. Han could have gotten onto a train or a bus and crossed the border. Or rented a car. Or walked.”

I sighed. “So we have to find Han in a haystack?”

Donny laughed. “Pretty much. But you’re good at this, so get started and see what you can do.”

I closed the folder. “How did this land on your desk?”

“A good friend in the precinct referred the roommate to our agency.”

“Last question. Who’s paying for this?”

Donny gave me a wry grin. “I was wondering when you’d ask that. His roommate. Oh, I should have mentioned that his roommate is female.”

“Oh, yeah, that would have been helpful.”

“They have separate rooms, of course, but it’s clear she has a crush on him.”

I shook my head. “On a married man expecting his first child.”

“That surprises you. Why?”

“In a world with over three and a half billion men, you’d think there were plenty of single ones for her.”

Donny shrugged. “At the risk of sounding cheesy”—he closed his eyes and gave his voice a high-pitched tone—“the heart wants what the heart wants.” 

“Oh, boss, that was pretty cheesy.”

“All right, well, get out of here now. I got so much stuff to do.”

I nodded and stood up. “Have a good day, boss.”

“Yeah, you too, Jenn.”

I glanced at the folder as I stepped into the hall and headed toward my office. Now, it’s you and me, Han.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Tuesday morning

 

My phone rang before I made it to my office. It was Beyoncé’s “Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)” ringtone. I had assigned that to James’s home phone as a joke when I first started to date him. But James had come around and had put a ring on my finger. At that moment, it was dipped in chocolate, but it was still a white gold ring, the symbol of James’s endless love for me.

“Hi, babe,” I said, “how are you this morning?”

“I’m so tired. It was quite a long night.” James groaned and I heard something creaking, as if he just dropped onto a couch or a bed.

I pushed open my office door. “I didn’t know you were working all night.”

“Oh, neither did I. But one thing led to another. Nicky and I were already in the thick of it, so we kept going.”

I sighed. Nicole Crosslaw was James’s partner. We’d had a big ugly fight because of her, something that had threatened to break up our relationship. But it was in the past. Forgotten—well, almost. I still got a bit nervous every time I heard Nicole’s name brought up in my conversations with James. “But everything is okay, right?”

“Yes, yes, no one has been harmed. We . . . we’re not close to solving the case, but we made some progress. But now, oh, I’ve got to sleep. And I won’t be able to make lunch.”

I dropped my folder on the desk. “Don’t worry about it, babe. I understand.”

“Sorry about that. My boss wants to see me at lunch. He’s assigning a new case to me and Nicky. Don’t know much about it, but it’s supposed to be pretty interesting. High-level and with an international flavor.”

“Wow, you’ve got to tell me all about it.”

“Well, I don’t know about all, but I can give you a general picture.”

“I know, James. I’m exaggerating.” I thought he would have clued in I didn’t mean “all” from the tone of my voice. But sometimes I have to spell out things for him. Or maybe my dramatic voice needs work.

“Maybe we can do dinner tonight?”

“Yes, that may work. No, wait, I’m going out with the girls,” I said, referring to my girlfriends. I paused as a thought occurred to me. “Today’s Tuesday, right?”

James seemed to think about it for a moment. “Yeah, it’s Tuesday.”

“No, sorry, our girls’ night is tomorrow. So, dinner tonight will work. Now, I’ll let you go to bed.”

“All right, sweetheart. Have a great day.”

“Yes, sleep well.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I smiled and hit the End button on my phone. It had taken a while for James to find the right words and tell me he loved me. But since he did, he no longer minds saying those words. And I love hearing them.

I turned on my laptop, since the office desktop was a dinosaur from the last millennium, still running Windows XP. I had tried to convince our accountant to upgrade our systems, but he didn’t see the point of spending money on computers. The other PIs used them as glorified typewriters for their reports and occasionally checking emails.

Then I opened Han’s file and began to make a to-do list. I needed to contact the Chinese consulate in the city. Maybe they had heard from Han, considering he was a Chinese national. The police report contained no information on whether someone had already talked to the consulate.

I also needed to talk to Han’s roommate. I looked for her information in the file. Zhang MeiLi was twenty-six, two years younger than Han. She was working on her doctorate degree in mechanical engineering and had been at NYU for over two years. Is she romantically involved with Han? A frown creased my forehead. I hoped Han was not a jerk, cheating on his pregnant wife. Han’s wife would also be someone to talk to. She might know more about him than MeiLi, even though his wife was in Beijing. She may know his social media and email passwords.

I typed a few more notes. Han’s university email account would also be useful. I doubted anyone working for the NYU Information Technology support services would be so kind as to give me Han’s password, since I wasn’t the police and didn’t have a court warrant. But it was worth a try. You never know who might be of help until you try. I also planned to talk to Han’s course friends and professors.

A faint knock came from the door. Amber poked her head inside. “Hey, girl, you got a moment for your best friend?”

I smiled. “Sure, Amber, any time.”

I stood up and we hugged. Amber’s long blonde hair flowed down her shoulders. She was dressed in faded blue jeans, a beige blazer, and a blue blouse. I used to dress like that and still did on weekends. But my office attire consisted of dress pants or a pencil skirt and jackets. Donny and the other associates were still set in their old ways also when it came to the dress code.

“How’s work, girl? You busy?” Amber pulled the chair from across my desk and sat next to me.

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I am. Just got this new case.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know. I won’t take much of your time.”

“It’s all good. How are you doing?”

Amber shrugged. “All right. Not much new. I just thought I’d drop by, see whatcha doing.”

Amber and I technically still owned a small ad agency, Creative Advertising. I say technically because Amber was now pretty much the sole owner. We set up our advertising
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