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      For My Girls,

      

      Rose is the combination of the two of you—she’s sweet, a bit sarcastic, and totally lovable.

      

      The bad guy is the combination of you both as well…when you haven’t had enough food.
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      E.D.G.E. Security is a cover for a covert international organization that handles jobs most governments won’t. The operators are the elite of the elite, soldiers and spies, chosen for their skills and secrecy, and their ability to go beyond the edge.

      

      Secrets attract Cassie Kwon and as a reporter, it’s her job to expose them, no matter who disapproves or disagrees. She’s no longer the naïve young girl who’d do anything for the soldier who stole her heart. Now she’s a woman who won’t be swayed by a set of stupidly broad shoulders – no matter how much those shoulders remind her of sexy stares and stolen kisses. She doesn’t have time to be pining after some soldier, especially when that soldier is Derrick Blackwell.

      When the biggest story of her life takes Cassie to North Korea, she doesn’t hesitate to search for the truth. Alone. But sneaking past the closed border into one of the most corrupt and oppressive countries in the world is not only dangerous. It’s close to suicide. It’s going to take all of her wits to stay alive.

      Colonel Derrick ‘Hawk’ Blackwell has dedicated his life to his country and his unit. He’s never let anything or anyone distract him from the task at hand. Anyone, except for one woman with a fiery temper, wild hair and a driving need to discover the truth. But he’s put the woman who broke his heart behind him—as she clearly demanded—until he finds out she’s missing, then he doesn’t give a damn about what she wants. He has to find her.

      For two strong-willed people who delight in defying one another, working together has never been easy. But escaping North Korea will take all of their combined skills and if they can’t resolve their differences, they won’t get out alive.

      

      Edge of Defiance is a continuation of Edge Security: The Beginning. You do not need to have read the prequel novella, but it might make the story more enjoyable for you.

      You can find it here…Edge Security: The Beginning

      

      For more Edge Security sign up for my newsletter (Click Here!) or checkout my website. www.trishloye.com
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      Cassandra Kwon should have become a TV news anchor when she’d had the chance. If she’d become a news anchor instead of a field reporter, then she wouldn’t be standing here getting felt up by a security guard. She sighed as the female guard pressed her hands to Cassie’s small chest and slid them down her stomach before patting them along her ribs.

      Cassie was a reporter for the Global News television network in Canada. She freelanced articles for some newspapers, e-zines and blogs, but most of her measly income came from Global News. She waited to get through the security pat-down to enter the press conference given by the North Korean envoy.

      This latest story wasn’t an assignment from the paper, but one that she’d been wanting to dig into for a long time. She hoped to get enough information to eventually make a documentary for TV. Her mother had escaped North Korea when she’d been pregnant with Cassie, and her father had died there. Cassie wanted—no, needed—to tell the world about the corruption and horrors happening in that country.

      “Spread your legs.”

      Cassie widened her stance, thankful she wore pants rather than a skirt. She scanned her surroundings, purposely not looking down while the security guard crouched before her. She wanted to squirm as the woman felt along her legs. She sighed and studied the other reporters wanting access to the press conference. Movement caught her eye. A tall, dark-haired man, on the other side of the security line, strode down the hall away from the area. He wore some kind of black uniform. She only saw his back, but something about him… She blinked and her heart did a wild leap.

      Derrick?

      Her gaze focused on him with the intense concentration of a drowning woman watching a lifeline. He entered a room and the door closed, blocking her sight. She hadn’t seen his face, just his dark hair and broad shoulders. Something about the way he’d walked had triggered her. He moved like a soldier. Like Derrick.

      No.

      No, it couldn’t be, she reminded herself. Derrick was dead. And had been for years. She took a deep breath and released it slowly as the guard felt along her legs. She forced her gaze from the closed door. It hadn’t been him.

      She kept her breathing even and her heart rate slowed. It had been a long time since she’d had a phantom sighting of Derrick. Her shoulders slumped for just a moment before she straightened them, refusing to be buried by painful memories of the past.

      It must be all the security and uniforms that made her think she’d seen him. She frowned as she eyed the two guards, one male and one female, patting down all the reporters waiting to get into the hotel’s conference room where the envoy was supposed to speak. This was a lot of security for a simple press conference.

      “Why the tight security?” she asked.

      The guard shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t care.” Then she eyed Cassie’s hair and Cassie tried not to make a face. She’d tied the mass of waves and curls back into a loose bun, but she knew that wasn’t going to stop the woman. Maybe if she’d been an anchorwoman with perfect hair?

      “I’m going to need to touch your hair,” the security guard said. “Turn around please.”

      The guard touched her bun, massaging it. What was she looking for? A knife masquerading as a bobby pin? A tug and then her hair tumbled around her shoulders. Cassandra sighed. It was only a matter of time before—

      “You look a lot like that woman from that doctor show. Grey’s Anatomy? You know the one, where they’re all surgeons?” The security guard tugged her hands through the tangles of Cassandra’s hair. “I haven’t seen a lot of Asians with curly hair. Do you perm it?”

      Cassie tugged her hair away from the woman. “No, I don’t perm it. You know that’s a stereotype, right?”

      The guard frowned at her. “What’s a stereotype?”

      Cassie barely stifled her sigh. “Not all Asians have straight hair. And just for the record, I’m not good at math either.”

      The guard’s frown deepened.

      No one home, Cassie thought and swallowed another retort. “Am I clear to go?”

      The woman hesitated and it lit Cassie’s temper. It didn’t help that she’d been up late working on this story. Being a single mom meant there was never enough sleep for her, but she’d only had a few hours last night and it meant her temper sat closer to the surface than normal.

      “You’re clear,” the woman said.

      Cassie left her hair down and strode into the conference room. Most of the seats near the front were already taken. A small dais and a podium had been set up. Mics crowded the area directly in front of the podium, along with camera crews. Chairs sat in two groups on either side.

      She picked the side by the inner door. The door the North Korean envoy and his entourage would most likely come through. She spoke Korean and hoped to overhear something interesting by his guards or staff. Unlikely, but a woman could dream.

      Before she could sit, her phone rang. It was Kate, her friend from work. “Hey, Kate. How’s the sports desk?”

      “It’s all hockey, as you know. You still doing that piece on North Korea?”

      “Yes.” A rhythmic slapping sounded in the background. “Are you holding your bat?” she asked.

      “My lucky-signed-by-the-best-hitter-in-the-league bat? Yup, why?”

      Cassie scanned for a seat. “It means you’re over-analyzing something whenever you slap that thing into your palm. What’s the problem? Is it about my story?”

      Kate sighed and a thunk sounded. She must have plopped the bat on her desk. “Frank stopped by our cozy cubicles, looking for you.”

      Her stomach turned. “And?”

      “He wants his story on the missing scientist…a Dr. Adam French.”

      “Shit.” Frank had asked her to look into the rumblings about the missing nuclear physicist, but she hadn’t had time with her prep for this press conference.

      “I stalled him. I think,” Kate said. “I know this story is important to you, but if you want to keep your job then you need to get something on that scientist and soon.”

      Dammit. One more thing. “Right,” she said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      She swiped off her phone and found a seat next to a man with thinning hair and a face a little rounder than it should be. “Hey, Tom. How’s things at the Post?”

      He shrugged. “Same as always.” He nodded back to the security guards still patting people down. “What’s with the extra security?”

      She scanned the room. “There must have been death threats. They’ve got cameras on us too.” She pointed to the upper corners of the room and the small round metal cameras installed there. “Big Brother is watching us.” She blew a kiss to one of the cameras.

      “I haven’t heard anything,” Tom said.

      She sat back in her chair. “Well, someone’s heard something and I’m going to find out what.”
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Derrick Blackwell, Operations Officer for Edge Security, watched the cameras of the press conference. Edge was a covert international military unit with the cover of a civilian security company based in Montréal. He’d been an officer with the unit since the beginning.

      His attention snagged on a petite Asian woman with unruly curls who walked into the conference room. He froze, unable to look away. She blew a kiss to the camera. His chest constricted and his heart pounded too slow and too hard.

      She looked the same.

      Even after all this time, she looked the same. There were a few laugh lines by her eyes, but that smile and the mischief in her eyes were the same. Her lithe body and wild hair still called to him. Small and fierce, they’d fought the first time they’d met fourteen years ago. She hadn’t been afraid to take him on.

      Little Wolf.

      It had been the nickname he’d given her after their first kiss. As the memory surfaced, lust struck him like a bullet—hard, fast—making him forget how to breathe.

      Shit. How could she still affect him this way? His body reacted as if he were twenty-seven again and not his true age of forty-one. He stepped closer to the screen to see her better.

      What had she been up to? The fact that she was here meant she’d followed her dream of becoming a reporter—a career that didn’t mesh well with the secrecy his had needed. It had been the major thing they’d fought over fourteen years ago and why they’d broken up the first time. Then he’d seen her again five years later and they’d almost started up again. His hands clenched. Almost… Until he’d seen her with her husband and daughter.

      Something she’d neglected to tell him about.

      “Sir?” Dani, one of Edge’s computer experts, spoke up, from where she sat in front of the monitors they’d set up in a spare room on the main floor of the hotel. “Are you okay?”

      He shook his head, to center himself. Focus. They didn’t have time for him to be distracted. Edge Security was responsible for the DPRK envoy’s safety after he’d received death threats. The Canadian government hosted both the American and North Korean emissaries for some not-so-secret disarmament talks. Today’s press conference would be the only one that happened and officially the RCMP handled security. Unofficially, the government had requested Edge to add additional layers of protection.

      “I’m fine,” he finally answered. And he was. It was only a bit of a jolt to see her after such a long time. “Sitrep.”

      “The undercover RCMP team is patting down the press as they enter. We’ve jammed cellular and Wi-Fi. The envoy’s security is waiting on our word before they let him in the room. Jake is with them and Gears is doing a patrol of the lobby. All looks clear.” Dani looked at him once and then tapped a few controls. The camera zoomed in on Cassie’s face. She tapped some more keys. “A reporter for Global News. Canadian-born. Korean parents. Divorced. No known ties to—”

      “Stop.” Divorced. Cassie was divorced. He hated the rush of hope that thrilled him and squashed it. None of it mattered.

      “Who is she, sir? A threat?”

      Just to him.

      “No threat,” he said. “An old friend. Just surprised to see her is all.”

      Dani nodded and didn’t say anything more, but she did leave the one camera zoomed in on Cassie. He couldn’t take his eyes from the screen.

      Seeing her brought back memories and feelings that he didn’t have time to deal with right now. He couldn’t help but look at her left hand. No ring. So it was true. Her little family had broken up. Should he chance seeing her again?

      No. She’d moved on long ago. It was best not to stir things up.

      He still didn’t take his eyes from the video. He knew Dani, Jake, and Dante—known as Gears because of his ability to fix and drive anything—had the situation handled, but it still didn’t excuse him from checking out of the op. He needed to stay present. Cassie had always been a distraction for him. It had been one of the reasons he’d let her go.

      Well, that and the fact she’d had a husband and kid.

      He ran a hand through his hair. What he contemplated doing was stupid and rash. He gritted his teeth and then gave in to the need to be closer to her. He took a black ball cap from his pocket and pulled it low over his eyes. “I’m going inside. Let me know if you see anything suspicious.” He strode to the door.

      “Are you sure, sir?”

      Not even a bit. But he didn’t answer; he just left.

      He used the back door into the room, where he’d draw less attention in his black long-sleeved shirt with his tactical vest and black cargo pants. His weapon was holstered on his right thigh. He kept his hat on and his comms piece in his ear. He’d be a walking target if anything did happen because he hadn’t tried to blend at all. Unlike Jake who’d be dressed in the same uniform as the ambassador’s security people.

      “The party is coming in,” Dani chirped in his ear.

      The interior door opened. Jake stepped out first. His gaze swept over him and the crowd as he walked into the room. Jake frowned at Derrick’s deviation from the plan but kept moving. He took a spot by the wall but near the podium while the rest of the Korean security personnel filed in around him.

      The envoy was a short man with round cheeks and an unfortunate haircut that resembled his leader’s. His translator stood beside him, with his gaze cast down. Both men wore dark suits while the security personnel wore gray jumpsuits.

      The camera crews stirred and positioned their equipment for better recordings while the reporters in the audience seemed to lean forward as one. The envoy read a prepared statement in English. Something about being glad the West had finally come to its senses and recognized the righteousness of Kim Jong Un and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.

      Derrick wanted to snort at the pompousness of the little man. No wonder he’d had death threats. He scanned the room from his vantage point. One of the cameramen seemed to have trouble with his equipment, pulling it from his shoulder.

      The envoy finished his speech and asked for questions.

      Hands shot up around the room. Questions were fired at the man about the nuclear missile program and tests in the recent months. The translator spoke into his ear every now and then, but the envoy answered all the questions in English.

      The one cameraman seemed to be still having issues with his camera. He crouched on the floor and set the camera down.

      Cassie’s voice broke through the crowd and he snapped his gaze to her. She spoke Korean and asked something of the envoy. Something that had the man and all of his security crew frowning.

      The envoy waved a hand at her, obviously dismissing her and her question. She stood and said something else, her voice becoming demanding. He wished he knew what she was saying and so did everyone else. All the reporters and cameras now focused on her, making sure to capture her words and face.

      All except the one cameraman kneeling on the ground.

      Derrick frowned. His instincts prompted him to move forward. Jake saw him and stepped toward the envoy, ready for trouble. Jake wouldn’t be able to see the cameraman at the back.

      The man stood, facing the envoy. Not Cassie. Derrick moved toward him, his senses on alert. The cameraman lifted his arm. Metal glinted in his hand.

      “Gun!” Derrick barked and dove at the man.

      Derrick hit the cameraman with his shoulder. The crack of a gunshot reverberated through the room. Derrick tackled the man to the ground, securing his gun-hand and twisting hard to break a bone in the wrist. The man gurgled a scream and dropped the weapon. Derrick was aware of screams around him as he put the man in a chokehold. The guy arched his back and clawed at Derrick’s arm. Derrick snugged his arm tighter, cutting off the blood supply to the brain.

      The man went unconscious in seconds.

      Most people had cleared the room. Jake stood by him as Derrick flipped the gunman onto his stomach and zip-tied his hands and feet. “Sitrep.”

      “Dani is overseeing lockdown of the hotel. We’re moving all the journalists to another room for questioning by the RCMP. Gears is with the envoy. You good here?”

      “Fucking peachy.” Derrick stood and looked down at the man. RCMP officers guarded both doorways and kept a lookout while the rest of the journalists filed past them.

      The gunman on the floor began to groan.

      Jake looked beyond him. “Excuse me, ma’am, but you’re going to have to go with the others.”

      “Derrick?”

      The voice from his past constricted his chest. It had been so long. A small, dark part of him wanted to stay facing away from her, but he wasn’t a coward. He turned to the woman he’d loved, one who’d gone and had a family without him.

      “You’re alive,” she whispered. A smile touched her lips.
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      “Gun!” a man’s voice shouted.

      Cassie’s heart stopped.

      A cameraman pointed a gun at the envoy. Men on the dais surged toward the envoy, whose mouth had dropped open.

      A dark-haired man leapt at the assassin.

      Crack!

      She gasped. The inhalation shock-started her heart to beat triple time. She jumped to her feet and hugged the wall while reporters streamed from the room. In the center, the tall, dark-haired soldier struggled with the gunman.

      Where had the cameraman hid the gun? She calmed her breathing and watched, trying to take in everything, record every detail of what was happening. Even though her heart pounded like a race horse, she could detach her brain from her emotions.

      Ever since she’d been a kid, she slowed down in a true emergency. Panic didn’t hit her until after. Her mother had always encouraged her to become an emergency doctor, but her math and science marks had discouraged that career path. Besides, she loved telling stories. Bringing stories and truth to the people who needed to hear it.

      And as a reporter, the ability to stay calm and remember details, no matter what was going on, helped immensely, especially when she did pieces in war-torn regions or when disasters struck. It was how she’d made a name for herself as a reporter and then how she’d been offered a position at Global News.

      Right now she watched the soldier—he had to be one, with his black uniform—tackle the assassin and expertly disarm him and put him in a chokehold. The soldier’s dark hair almost matched his black hat from behind. She narrowed her eyes, focused solely on the fight. The gunman reached frantically for the soldier’s face, his fingers hooked into claws. Her breath hitched but she didn’t waver in her focus. She should be evacuating, but something held her in place. Something about the soldier.

      He reminded her of someone.

      The assassin sagged in the soldier’s grip, who then flipped the unconscious man over and zip-tied his hands and feet. Another soldier dressed in the envoy’s security gray came to stand beside the two. They spoke and she heard.

      She heard the dark-haired soldier’s voice.

      It was his voice.

      It was like having an out-of-body experience. Her skin felt numb, her body foreign and too heavy to move, her attention focused like a laser on the man with dark hair.

      It was him.

      She hadn’t heard his voice in years. She thought she’d forgotten it, but the low timbre of it struck her hard. Shivers ran down her back and the hairs rose on her arms. He’d died on a mission.

      Or at least that’s what she’d told herself when he’d never come back. They hadn’t been married, so the military hadn’t thought to inform her of anything, and she’d had no way to track down a special ops soldier. She’d assumed the worst.

      She touched the little gold pendant of a wolf she always wore, for strength. A gift from him the first summer they’d met.

      She stepped forward. The other soldier said something to her, but she ignored him.

      “Derrick?” The question came out whisper soft. He didn’t turn, but he stiffened.

      She willed him to turn around. Was it really him?

      He faced her.

      The same dark hair, longer than it had been. His body as lean and tough as she remembered, matching the hard angles of his face. He had a bit of gray running through one temple, and new lines around his eyes. But those eyes…dark, a familiar brown-almost black that pierced her soul and flooded her with emotions. She gasped.

      “You’re alive.”

      He was alive. Joy suffused her. She’d wept when she’d realized he wasn’t coming home. She took a step toward him. She’d wept for days.

      Days.

      He was alive. Her whole body stilled on that one thought.

      He was alive.

      Her stomach turned.

      “Cassie,” he said, in that voice she hadn’t heard for too many years.

      She shook her head, holding off a remembered grief. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “Colonel?” The other man stepped closer to her, as if he thought she might be dangerous.

      He’d made colonel. He was still in the military then. Her jaw clenched. Derrick wasn’t dead. “Why aren’t you dead?”

      Derrick’s mouth twisted into a half-smile, one that drove a spike into her chest and then twisted what little remained of her heart. “You want me dead?”

      “You let me believe you were dead.”

      Derrick held out a hand. “No, Cass, I never wanted that.”

      “Why?” she asked. “Why would you do that?”

      “I’m sorry, Cassie.” His eyes begged her for something. “I didn’t know you believed that.”

      “What the hell was I supposed to think when you never came back?”

      He moved toward her and she backed away, holding her hands up. She couldn’t have him near her. “I thought…” She laughed bitterly. “I thought you’d died a hero. I told—” She shook her head almost violently. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He came close, standing in front of her. “It does matter. It matters to me.”

      She made a derisive noise and dodged him, striding to the door. “Give me a freaking break. You made your choice when you never came back.”

      Anger swept through her like a brush fire, burning all her emotions in searing heat and leaving ashes behind. She let the RCMP officer, the woman who’d felt her hair, lead her to the ballroom where everyone else waited. She sank onto one of the many plastic chairs around cloth-covered tables. Centerpieces of wilting daisies decorated the tables. Crumbs and a wine stain also littered hers. The setting mimicked how she felt. Dirty and discarded.

      The other reporters had taken chairs as well. Most of them were on their phones or tablets, either trying to get a signal or writing up what they knew, ready to send when the signal was unjammed. She should be doing that, too, before the police rounded up their phones. She had a major scoop, but she couldn’t gather the energy to care.

      That man had destroyed her heart twice. Once when she’d been a young twenty-two-year-old dreaming of becoming a reporter and he’d decided she couldn’t be trusted with his super-secret soldier career. And the second time, nine years ago when they’d decided to start a relationship again and then he’d gone on a mission and never come back.

      She pulled out her tablet to start work on her story. It was time to truly forget Derrick Blackwell.

      She would not let him into her heart a third time.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick had royally fucked that up. He wanted to punch a wall, or take down the gunman again. Instead, he breathed deep and focused on the task at hand: discovering whether the gunman had acted alone. He didn’t have time to chase after a woman from his past.

      “You okay, Hawk?” Jake asked, using Derrick’s code name.

      Derrick gave a curt nod. “All good. Just…an old friend.”

      Jake raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything else, which was a good thing because Derrick wasn’t sure he could have tolerated any questions.

      He hadn’t realized Cassie would jump to the conclusion he’d died. He should have known that, should have guessed that would be her conclusion. But years ago, when he’d come back from a mission and found her with her happy family, he’d only thought about getting out and leaving her to it. A family wasn’t something he could have given her at the time. He’d been married to his career and he’d already proved it to her by being away for months at a time. His career came first. He was an elite soldier who lived from mission to mission. She’d shown that she couldn’t handle that life, couldn’t handle him.

      And he’d seen her with a husband and child. He thought she’d moved on because he’d been gone so long.

      Not because she thought he’d died.

      “Sir?” Dani’s voice in his ear caught Derrick off guard. Jake stood in front of him, frowning in concern. Dammit. This was why he and Cassie hadn’t worked out. Even now, she distracted him too much.

      “I’m here,” he said.

      “Sir, Gears hasn’t found anything outside the hotel. The bomb squad’s dogs are sweeping this floor and the envoy’s rooms. Nothing yet. And I’m tracking down the man’s identity as we speak. Obviously, his press pass was a fake. The paper he represented has never heard of him, and the man they sent is missing.”

      “Pull Gears inside and have him secure this floor,” Derrick ordered. “I need you to find out if the gunman is associated with a terrorist group or if this was a lone wolf effort. College and I will interview the rest of the reporters and the hotel staff present to see if we can find any accomplices.”

      “Do you want me to call in any other Edge personnel?” Dani asked.

      Derrick thought about it briefly, but the other teams were either out on ops or prepping for one. As the operations officer for Edge, he had to assess the best use of resources and personnel for each mission. His gut told him the danger had passed. “No. We’re good for now. Keep me apprised of your progress.”

      “Wilco.”

      He turned to Jake. “I’ll see to the reporters. You manage the hotel staff.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Even he heard the edge in his voice.

      “I mean,” Jake said carefully. “That reporter lady had a pretty strong reaction to you. And honestly, I’ve never seen you react like that either.” He paused. “I’m just wondering if you should be near her in this situation.”

      “I’m fine,” Derrick said. “We were done a long time ago. And she made it pretty clear how she feels about me.”

      Jake snorted. “Yeah. Lima Charlie.”

      Derrick clenched his hands into fists. Yes, it had been loud and clear. But it didn’t matter. He would manage the reporters, because he was in charge. It was his duty. That was the reason.

      Yeah, right, when did you start lying to yourself?

      He snarled silently. So what if he wanted to see her again?

      Jake stepped back, obviously seeing something on his face. “Why don’t I go talk to the staff now?”

      “You do that.” Derrick stalked out of the room.

      He didn’t run from his troubles and he wasn’t a coward. He headed for the ballroom. It didn’t matter what Cassie thought. Their relationship had been over for a long time and she was in shock from the events.

      He just had to be professional.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie tapped her fingers on the cloth-covered table, every now and then flicking a crumb with her nail. The RCMP interviewed people on the far side of the room. The reporters circled like the sharp-toothed predators they were, trying to overhear more details, seeking to make their story better than anyone else’s. A female constable stood guard, keeping the sharks back.

      Cassie had good details about the story. She’d already recorded everything and written up a short article, but nothing would be posted until they got the go-ahead from the RCMP.

      National security trumped a hot story, apparently. Now she just had to wait. She sighed and flicked another crumb.

      He was alive.

      Flick.

      Alive.

      Flick.

      What the hell? How could he not have told her he was alive? Even if he hadn’t wanted anything to do with her, what kind of person let someone else think they’re dead?

      A chair scraped beside her.

      She refused to look up. He wouldn’t dare.

      A large body sank into the seat beside her.

      He dared.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

      She snuck a glance at him out of the corner of her eye. Why did he have to look so good? She wanted to throw herself in his arms, to feel them wrap around her, to hear his heart beat beneath her ear. He was alive. She wanted to cry with joy. But she wouldn’t.

      He hadn’t bothered to come back to her. She had to remember that.

      “Go away,” she said. Where was the hard edge in her voice? She sounded soft and sad. And she wasn’t that. She wasn’t sad. She was angry. Time to stir those embers and get the simmer going.

      “I will,” he said. “But first I have to let you know. I didn’t realize you’d think I was dead.”

      A full simmer now. Moving with exaggerated slowness, she turned her head. “Are you freaking serious? What else would I think when you never came back?”

      “I did come back, but you were with your family and I knew I didn’t have a place there.”

      She blinked. He’d seen her daughter. He had come back, and he’d seen them living with her mother. And then he’d decided he didn’t want any part of that? The simmer inside her flash-heated and boiled over. “You should have stopped when you were ahead,” she said, the edge sharp and hard in her voice. No one hurt her daughter. “I wouldn’t have believed you could be any more of a snake, but you just managed it.”

      “That’s not fair—”

      “You don’t get to decide what’s fair.” She stood. How could she have been so wrong about him? She had to get away.

      He stood too. “Come with me.” He snapped the words like a whip.

      Maybe his fierce scowl made his men obey orders, but it only pissed her off more. She crossed her arms. “Why should I?”

      “Because you want answers and I can give them to you. And neither of us wants to be a news article.” He nodded at the sharks who’d stopped circling the interviewers and moved closer to her and Derrick.

      “Oh right,” she said with a sneer. “I remember that about you. Everything is super-secret. So secret you can’t tell anyone you’re alive. How’s that working for you?”

      “Come,” he repeated and strode away.

      She wanted to hurl the vase of wilted daisies at his back. Her breathing turned harsh with her anger, but she controlled the urge to do violence and followed him. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe because she wanted to yell at him some more. It had nothing to do with the fact that she couldn’t stop looking at him, or that her stomach dropped at the thought of him leaving her behind.

      Again.

      Crap. She was in trouble.

      He didn’t say anything but just spoke quietly to the officer at the door and then led her into the deserted hallway outside.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” she said. “You’ve made your position very clear. You chose your career. I hope you’re happy, Colonel.”

      He faced her. “I’m trying to tell you I’m sorry.”

      “I got that. You’re sorry. So what?”

      He stepped closer. “Why didn’t you try to track me down if you were so worried?”

      She wanted to hit him. Her hand vibrated with the need to do just that. She got close enough that she had to tilt her head to look up at him. She’d forgotten how tall he was compared to her. “I called everyone I could think of. Your uncle had died and you’d kept your life so secret from me that I had no idea who to call. The Canadian Forces denied any knowledge of you.”

      She could feel the heat coming off him. She clenched her hands into fists. She wasn’t sure whether it was to stop from hitting him or touching him. She still couldn’t believe he stood in front of her.

      “You knew my name. You’re a reporter. You pride yourself on finding things out. You got stopped by the PR officer?”

      “Screw you,” she hissed. “Why is this my fault? You’re the one who should have come back.”

      “I did come back.” He moved so close. “I came back for you.”

      Anger surged out of her and she leaned her face toward him. “I. Don’t. Believe. You.”

      Frustration twisted his features. “Believe this,” he growled and then kissed her.

      The years fell away and she was twenty-two again and in the arms of the man she loved. Heat flushed her skin. His mouth crushed hers as if bracing for resistance.

      But she didn’t resist. She couldn’t, not against Derrick. It had been so long. So long since she’d kissed anyone, let alone him. The kiss slowed and gentled. His strong hands caressed up her arms, sliding around her back and bringing her closer to him. His scent surrounded her, making her dizzy, bringing back memories. She leaned into him. His broad shoulders and wide chest emanated strength and power, yet his lips coaxed and soothed—they begged forgiveness.

      A forgiveness she couldn’t give. Her eyes opened and she stepped back.

      “I’m sorry.” His dark eyes pinned her in place, even as his hands dropped to his sides as if admitting defeat. “What else do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to mean it,” she said softly. “And I want you to tell me why.”

      “I do mean it. I never wanted you to think I was dead.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me you’d come back?”

      “I saw you.” He sighed. “You were so happy with your daughter a—”

      “Stop.” He’d driven a knife into her heart. She couldn’t listen anymore. He had seen Rose and hadn’t wanted her, or a wife, or a crazy live-in mother-in-law, so he’d left. She shook her head even as her heart splintered around the blade he’d shoved in. “I’m glad you’re alive,” she said. “But I never want to see you again.”

      “Cassandra, please.”

      She went back into the ballroom, ignoring his soft call, knowing that if she left now she wouldn’t see him again. Like a good soldier, he’d disappear without a trace.

      This time for good.
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      Cassie didn’t make it home for another three hours. Three hours in which she tried not to replay the scorching kiss, or the words exchanged. Her shoulders slumped as she dragged herself up to the tiny porch of her two-story home in midtown Toronto. It wasn’t a large home, but she loved the old house, with its small yard and big windows. She unlocked the front door and the smells of garlic, soy, and sesame made her stomach growl.

      Some days she hated living with her mother, but today wasn’t one of them. It would be good to have someone else take care of her, even for only a meal. Her mother tried to help out as much as she could, but her body was frailer than most women her age. She’d been severely malnourished as a youth and it showed more as she grew older by sapping what little strength she had.

      “Cassandra? Dinner’s almost ready. Come eat.”

      “You didn’t have to do that, omma,” she called out to her mom in Korean, “but thank you.” She dumped her coat and purse by the door. The first floor held only a narrow living room, dining room, and a kitchen at the back. The upstairs had three bedrooms. Overall, the place was small but functional and close to downtown, work, and Rose’s school.

      Her mother stood at the stove, pan-grilling bulgogi—marinated beef strips. A steaming bowl of bibimpap, a dish of rice, sauted vegetables and an egg, already sat on the table. She’d rolled her gray-streaked hair into a bun at the back of her head, but a few curls escaped. Cassie had inherited her mother’s hair and full lips, but she’d gotten her high cheekbones and eyes from a man her mother had left behind when she’d escaped North Korea.

      Rose sat at the kitchen island, her school books spread around her. Her mass of loose curls depicted her as a Kwon woman, as did most of her face, but Cassie could see the girl’s father in her dark, almost black eyes, as well as the strong jawline. She would be a beautiful woman one day. Cassie smiled as she always did when she looked at her daughter. She wanted to put off telling or even thinking about her day for just a little while longer, so she sank onto a stool beside Rose. “How was your day?”

      Rose looked up and smirked. “Ms. Wilson gave us a surprise quiz in math today.”

      Cassie wanted to laugh at her daughter’s smug look. “And you aced it, of course?” Math skills. Something else she’d inherited from her father.

      “I not only aced it, I beat Thomas.” Her grin widened.

      Thomas was Rose’s nemesis at school. They both competed for top marks in the grade eight class. Cassie gave Rose a quick hug. At least she’d meant it to be quick. But that wasn’t what happened. Her arms tightened when they should have loosened. If Derrick hadn’t been there, who would the gunman have shot next? Would she have ever seen her daughter or mother again? She held her daughter close, breathing in her scent.

      Rose started to wiggle. “Mom? What’s wrong?”

      Cassie sniffed and blinked hard, forcing herself to release her daughter. “Nothing. I just needed a hug.”

      Rose frowned.

      In that frown, she saw Derrick and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      “Mom, you’re acting weird.”

      She waved off the comment. “I’m going to go wash up. Rose, clear your books and set the table for dinner.”

      Rose grumbled but closed up her books. Cassie’s mother turned off the stove, followed her out of the kitchen and stopped her in their small living room.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, omma.” And she was. The fireplace in the room had a narrow mantel that they’d filled with framed photos. One, at the end, stood apart. A picture of a young Derrick, in uniform. She’d snagged it from him that summer so long ago when they’d first met. She gazed at it, wondering at the man he’d grown into. A man who loved being a soldier and was good at it, but who didn’t care at all about family.

      Her stomach rolled over. She was going to have to tell Rose.

      “Cassandra?”

      She looked back at her mom. She’d had a couple of shocks today, but she really was fine. She’d been fine for years now and she’d continue to be fine. “I’ll be right in for dinner.”

      Her mother didn’t leave. “Tell me what’s wrong. The last time you looked like this, you’d finally accepted that Rose’s father was dead.”

      He’s not dead. But she couldn’t bring herself to say the words that would make Derrick’s betrayal real.

      “Or does this have something to do with the buffoon?” her mother asked.

      “No. And please don’t remind me of my ex-husband.” Cassie’s short marriage eleven years ago had been a mistake of massive proportions. She hadn’t yet learned to rely only on herself as a single mom and had been vulnerable to Nigel’s shallow attentions. The marriage had barely lasted a year. Between the buffoon and Derrick, she’d had more than her fair share of heartache. No more men for her.

      “Then this is about your upcoming trip, isn’t it?” her mom asked. “You know you don’t have to go.”

      Today had taken her mind off of where she was going in two weeks. A trip that had taken years to plan. One that terrified her and yet she hadn’t thought of it today, until now. “No, Mom. I’m still going. It’s a story that needs to be told.”

      Her mother’s lips pressed together. “You don’t have to be the one to tell it.”

      “Who better than the daughter of someone killed in a prison camp?”

      “It’s too dangerous. What if you’re caught?”

      “I have a guide,” she said. “We’ve been over this already. I need to tell this story.”

      “Don’t do it for me. I’d rather you stay home.”

      “I’m doing it for my father then.”

      “Jin-sun would rather you stay safe.”

      “Then I’m doing it for all the children who are losing parents to these camps.” She softened her voice. “I’m going, omma. It’s decided.”

      Exhaustion dragged at her and she turned back to the photo of Derrick. He’d always hated her career, but what she did was important. She truly believed that. Not all of her stories were life-and-death matters, but it always involved bringing the truth to the world. That was her true calling. And she’d fight for the right to do it, even if it meant choosing her career over her love life. Maybe it was better that Derrick had never come back into their lives. They’d probably have had a short, fiery relationship that would’ve ended because of his views about what she did. He considered it snooping and didn’t believe the public had a right to know everything.

      She sighed and picked up the picture.

      “Cassandra?” her mother asked. “What’s really going on?”

      “I need to tell you and Rose something.”

      Her mother pointed at the picture. “About him?”

      “About Derrick, yes.”

      Rose stepped into the living room. Clearly she’d been eavesdropping again. “What about him?” Her voice held curiosity, but a bit of dread threaded through it.

      Was Cassie’s expression giving it away? She opened her mouth and no words came out. What the hell was she supposed to say? How was she going to do this without breaking her daughter’s heart?

      “Mom?” Rose asked, her voice too quiet.

      She took a deep breath and forced a smile. “He’s alive.”

      Her words created a silence of shock that almost vibrated.

      “He’s alive?” Rose said finally, her voice rising with hope, like a fragile balloon. “Where? How? Can I meet him?”

      “How did this happen?” Her mother’s suspicious tone contrasted sharply with Rose’s lighter one.

      “I think we should sit down,” she said. “Why don’t we have dinner and I’ll tell you all I know.”

      She thought she’d use the time to figure out what she would say, but instead, as they filled their plates with bulgogi and bibimbap, Rose danced around, blurting out questions. “Is he still a soldier? Was he a prisoner of war? I bet he’d been taken prisoner and just got released after a ton of years. Do you think he has PTSD?”

      “Rose,” Cassie said, her voice too sharp. She took a breath and softened her tone. “Sit. I’ll tell you what I know.” Which actually wasn’t much beyond that he was alive and obviously still a soldier.

      She set her plate down. No one ate. “There was an incident today at the press conference I was at.” She proceeded to tell them about her day and Derrick’s role in subduing the assassin.

      “He’s a hero,” Rose breathed.

      Cassie bit her lip and waited. It didn’t take long.

      “Wait,” Rose said. “So he’s working for the government…here in Toronto?”

      Cassie nodded. “I’m not sure how long he’s in Toronto for.”

      Rose looked at her plate. “You told me he was dead…you assumed he was dead because he never came back from a mission?”

      “Yes,” Cassie whispered.

      Her mother’s face crumpled as they watched Rose piece together what Derrick had done.

      “Do you mean he didn’t come back from a mission or…he didn’t come back to you?”

      She swallowed hard. She hated hurting her daughter and hated Derrick at that moment for putting her in this position. “He didn’t come back to me.”

      Rose looked up, her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked a few times and none fell. “You mean he didn’t come back to us.”

      It killed her, but she nodded.

      Rose pushed her chair back and ran upstairs.

      Cassie stood, but her mother grabbed her arm. “Give her a few minutes. Then go talk to her.”

      She sat back down and pushed her food around on her plate. Her mother started washing dishes. None of them had eaten.

      She gave up and went upstairs. Rose didn’t answer her knock, but she didn’t let that stop her. Rose sat on her bed with her laptop and a fierce scowl on her face as she stared at the screen.

      “Hey sweetie,” she said, not bothering to ask whether she was okay. Clearly she wasn’t. “I’m sorry to tell you about your father, but…I thought you should know.”

      Rose looked at her from under her eyebrows. “Did you know he works for a civilian security company?”

      Cassie frowned. Derrick wasn’t in the military? “Are you sure? Another man called him Colonel. And hold on…are you Googling him?”

      She nodded and flipped the screen around to show a company website. Edge Security. “There’s no pictures, and hardly any information,” she said, “but his name is on the management team list.”

      Cassie skimmed the information. Edge Security was a company based in Montréal. Why had he been hired in Toronto? And why did he still have military rank? That was weird. The firm must be… She stopped her thoughts and curiosity. It didn’t matter. What mattered was her daughter.

      “Do you want to meet him?” she asked calmly.

      Rose jerked back. “No. He didn’t want me, so I don’t want him.”

      Her daughter’s hurt made Cassie want to hug her tight, but her words brought a guilty thought to the surface. Did Derrick even know Rose was his? Or had the thought of raising any children so spooked him that he’d left before he’d gotten all the information? She pushed the thoughts away. She would track down Derrick after her trip and make sure he had all the facts. Not that she thought it would make much difference.

      But right now, this was about Rose. “If you ever change your mind about meeting your father,” Cassie said, “you let me know. He’s not…a bad man.” He’d been such a good one. So full of integrity and honor. What had happened?

      “I won’t change my mind,” Rose said.

      Cassie kissed her forehead and went to her bedroom to change into jeans and a hoodie. Before she left the room, she took the small framed picture of her and Derrick from her bedside table. It was a selfie of the two of them, taken with her camera after one of their bike rides. Her hair was wild and tangled but her smile was fierce, and so was his.

      She put the frame into the drawer and closed it. “Good-bye, Derrick.”
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        * * *

      

      Derrick unlocked his door and flicked on the lights inside. The familiar silence and shadows of his one-bedroom apartment greeted him with the same lack of enthusiasm he felt for them. He should have just slept at the office. Again. At least he’d be able to avoid the traffic in the morning.

      It had been a long day. Not just with the paperwork and renewed plans to protect the envoy, which had taken longer than they should have, but also with the flight back to Montréal. He’d left Jake, a former Navy SEAL and a team commander, in charge of the envoy’s security for the last twenty-four hours of his stay in Canada.

      Derrick dropped his briefcase on the couch. He had more paperwork about the incident to do later. Shit. He’d have finished already if he hadn’t been so damn distracted. Distracted by one slight woman with wild hair. Just the image of her had his blood heating again. What the hell had he been thinking, kissing Cassie? It had taken him a long time to get over her.

      And now, he had to do it again.

      His fists clenched with the need to punch something. He had to get control of himself. Why did he care so much and after all this time? She’d chosen a normal life. A life without him and he had to respect that. It was time to lay the past to rest.

      He rolled his head and shoulders, trying to ease the tension building there. He should have gone to the gym, but he had too many reports to do. Excess energy crawled under his skin making him itch for action, for fury, for sex. Wild hair. Heated lips. The scent of… No. He banished the image of Cassandra from his mind. He’d make it to the gym tomorrow before work.

      He went to the galley kitchen and opened his fridge, knowing what he’d find, but unable to stop the habit. An egg carton with two eggs, a bit of milk close to expiration, and some vegetables that sported a mixture of moldy fuzz and slime. He threw out the vegetables and shut the fridge before grabbing his takeout menus from a drawer. He’d been too busy this week to make it home, let alone have the time to go grocery shopping.

      He sorted through the menus. Chinese, pizza, Italian, Vietnamese, Korean. He paused. So what if he had a craving for Korean food? It had nothing to do with a certain reporter he’d seen today. And nothing to do with a kiss that still stirred a fire in him.

      He slammed a fist onto the counter, the impact shocking the memories and lust away. He had no business feeling anything for Cassie. What was between them was long over. And her thinking him dead had killed any future chance for them.

      Guilt tore into him. He hadn’t meant for that. He’d never meant for that. His head slumped forward and he closed his eyes.

      “I’m a fucking idiot,” he muttered. Of course she’d think that. But he’d been so pissed that day when he’d returned to her house. The mission had taken months longer than expected and he’d come to see her the day he’d returned. He’d been exhausted but exhilarated at the thought of being with her after so long.

      He’d been stupid to think they would be together. They’d been apart for five years and had run into each other again before he’d gone on his mission. They’d had one dinner and then one amazing kiss, and he’d dreamed. Dreamed once again of a life with her.

      Fuck, he’d dreamed all kinds of stupid shit while he’d been deployed in the sandbox. He’d been such an idiot. He’d asked her to wait for him, thinking that they could be together after his mission. At the time, he’d made the decision to leave the fledging covert unit named Edge Security. He’d been planning to leave it for her.

      And what did he find when he’d returned home?

      He crumpled the menu in his hand. He’d found Cassie with her husband and child. A cozy picture of domestic bliss. She hadn’t told him. He’d thought she’d loved him as much as he loved her.

      And that obviously hadn’t been the case.

      He’d left, thinking he was the injured party. She’d had a family and hadn’t bothered to tell him before he’d gone on his mission. He hadn’t wanted to show up and see the pity in her eyes when she told him that she’d chosen someone else over him. Someone who could give her a normal life, a life with stability, security and children.

      It had been time to move on. Edge Security had flourished under his leadership and his life was exactly as he liked it. There was no way he would have put his career in jeopardy to have an affair with a married woman. How could she even think he’d do something like that?

      He threw the balled-up menu in the garbage and pulled a beer from the fridge. He’d order pizza and watch the game while he did his paperwork.

      His life was exactly as he liked it.
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      Somewhere on the shore of the Tumen River, Border between China and North Korea

      Two Weeks Later…

      

      Cassie shivered as the cold wind blew over the Tumen River and sliced right through the thin, threadbare jacket she wore over her sports bra and underwear. She stood on the Chinese side of the river, waiting for her guide to say it was okay to cross. She’d taken off her clothes in preparation, wrapping them in a garbage bag and tucking them into her backpack. She would put her jacket in there before she crossed the cold waters. She shifted from bare foot to bare foot on the icy ground.

      It was pitch black except for a sliver of a moon, making her feel only a little better about standing around in her undies in front of a strange man. Yi Kyung crouched down near the river, clad in only a pair of ragged briefs that hung on his thin frame. Kyung lived in North Korea and made money bringing food in from China on the black market. He didn’t usually transport people but he was willing to try for five thousand yuan. Cassie didn’t trust him and knew he’d throw her under the bus to save himself, but she hoped the promise of more money at the end of the trip would keep him loyal.

      Thank God it wasn’t full winter yet, but the October nights weren’t anything to cheer about. Kyung hadn’t wanted to take her across so early in the season, because only the full cold drove the North Korean guards away from the border for any length of time. He’d told her the bribe to allow her in would be even higher. And there was a greater chance of failure the more guards who were out.

      She didn’t care about the amount for the bribe. She wasn’t risking hypothermia in the dead of winter for a story, even though most of the people trying to escape did exactly that. There were enough dangers on this trip; she didn’t need to add any further complications.

      It had taken her years to track down the information she’d needed for this story, starting with her mother’s memories of escaping North Korea and the people she’d left behind. Then she’d saved money and made contacts in China to find a guide to take her into the forbidden country. It wasn’t as though she were trying to smuggle anyone out. She just wanted to find out exactly what had happened to her father.

      The odds were against her, but even so, this was a story that needed to be told. Not one about a petulant, dangerous leader; not one about nuclear missiles that might or might not have the capability of starting a war. But one about the human rights crisis going on while the world watched.

      She was going to document what actually happened in a North Korean prison camp. And if she was lucky, find out what had happened to her father. Her telephoto lens and night vision goggles would help her tell the story. There were two camps close to this border.

      She planned to go to Hwasong, the political prison camp. It was farther from the border, roughly one hundred and fifty kilometers, but according to her informants, it was the one where her father had been sent.

      Hwasong housed dissidents, as well as anyone who tried to escape the country. And it held their families. The law stated that not only the dissenter was thrown in prison, but also three generations of his or her family, which meant parents, grandparents and children. Whole families went in and were never seen again. Most prisoners didn’t survive a year. Cassie wanted to record the story of what truly happened in those camps.

      “Come now,” Kyung said. “Remember, no talking. No noise. The water will be cold, but don’t make a sound. It will carry.”

      She stuffed her jacket into the garbage bag in her backpack and carried it to the waterfront. Though the river was at most ten feet deep, it was too cold and her pack too heavy to try to swim the hundred and fifty meters without help. Kyung had a makeshift wooden raft. He knelt on it and used a piece of wood as an oar. Cassie clambered on and icy water sloshed over the sides, submerging the raft partway. She knelt next to Kyung and gasped as the frigid water covered part of her shins and her feet.

      He pushed off the shore with his board and the raft lurched. She wobbled and clutched her backpack to her. If she dropped it into the river, she’d have to turn back. There was no way to survive the next few days without her supplies. The guide pushed her head down, motioning her to get flat on the raft.

      Screw that. It was too freaking cold to lie in the water. She’d get hypothermia for sure. As it was, her feet and lower legs ached with the cold, an ache that clawed at her. She huddled as low as she could get by partly lying on her pack, praying the plastic bag holding her clothes inside held against the water.

      Moonlight provided just enough light for them to see the black water around them, and the darker shadows of the shore ahead. If she slipped off the raft into the frigid waters, her guide would leave her to sink into the icy darkness.

      What had she done? Maybe her mother was right and this story didn’t need to be told by her, or at all.

      No. This was a minor inconvenience. She clenched her jaw against her chattering teeth and hugged her pack. It was too late for second thoughts. She just had to push through. The wind gusted and water sloshed as Kyung kept them moving. She wanted to help by paddling with her arms, but she couldn’t bring herself to put her hands into the river, even if it meant getting to shore quicker.

      Maybe coming in the dead of winter would have been a better idea. Most escapees walked across the ice of the river and prayed they didn’t fall through. Though some still fell prey to hypothermia.

      Cassie strained her eyes, searching for any movement on the far side. Movement meant guards and guards meant death. Even in the small amount of moonlight, she and her guide were visible in the middle of the river. Not much farther now.

      The guide’s paddle dipped noiselessly into the water, pushed and came out with only a trickle of dripping sound. So slow. She gripped her backpack tighter, trying to take her mind off of the ache in her legs and the slowness of their voyage.

      Three-quarters of the way now. She could no longer see where they’d come from, and the shore in front of them grew only a bit clearer. The land was flat with only low bushes and reeds lining the riverbank, just dark patches in the shadowy night. In the distance, trees created a blackness that promised a dubious safety. Anything could be hiding in that blackness. Her heart sped up. She was almost in the DPRK. If caught, she’d be imprisoned or killed. The pain in her legs had numbed and she almost considered slipping into the water and swimming back.

      So close now. Only another few strokes.

      Voices drifted over the water to them.

      They both stiffened into statues. A single beam of light swept the ground about a hundred meters down the shoreline. Two guards walked toward them. Her heart, lungs, and stomach tried to claw up her throat. They couldn’t turn back. The guards would see them on the water. They had to make it to shore.

      As if Kyung had heard her thought, he sunk his board into the water and pushed harder, his stroke no longer quite as silent. Cassie put her arms in the water and stroked hard for shore. The freezing temperature of the water was no longer shocking. She dipped her hands and pushed, trying to be quiet, but just wanting to get to the shadow-shrouded land. They’d shoot first and never bother to ask who she was; she’d just sink into the dark water and never see her daughter or mother again.

      The voices got closer. She couldn’t yet hear their conversation but it wouldn’t be long now. Kyung’s breathing turned choppy and hers was just as ragged.

      Dip. Push. Dip. Push.

      They had to make it.

      The guide slid into the water, motioning with his hands to her. She didn’t dare ask him what he wanted, just followed him in. The water reached her waist and ripped her breath from her, but she didn’t make a sound. Her feet slipped on the rocky bottom and she clutched the raft for balance, sloshing the water. She couldn’t see Kyung’s face but he shook his head vigorously enough to get his point across. She began towing the raft with her pack behind her.

      Kyung picked her pack up and shoved it at her. He let the raft drift away and moved through the water like an eel: no sound, and fast. She tried to follow but stumbled, barely managing to catch herself. Kyung didn’t stop, didn’t look back. She couldn’t catch her breath and her heart pounded in her ears. They were going to catch her.

      Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast, Cassie. Breathe.

      It was Derrick’s voice in her head. A saying he’d told her once. One she’d forgotten until now. She pictured him there with her. He’d be livid she was doing this, but he’d help her.

      Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. Move now, Cassie.

      She felt the rocky bed with her foot before putting it down, concentrating on one foot at a time. Almost there. Ahead, Kyung dove into the bushes, rustling them. She wanted to hiss at him to be quiet. The flashlight of the guards had almost closed the distance to their spot on the shore.

      She didn’t run. She couldn’t splash. Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. She silently chanted Derrick’s words.

      Another two steps closer. The voices were almost on her. She sank to her knees in the freezing water as the guards closed the distance. She placed her pack on the shore in some reeds and slipped down beside it. Water covered most of her body except for her shoulders and head. She buried her head into the side of her pack, knowing her eyes and skin might reflect light if they shined it her way. She clenched her jaw tight to stop it from chattering. Cold numbed her limbs, helping calm her mind. Her heart slowed and now just thudded hard but steady in her ears, an ominous pounding.

      “How much did you get for her?” a man’s voice asked in Korean.

      “Only three thousand yuan. Women aren’t bringing in as much anymore.”

      “Or maybe the women you’re selling are ugly.” The man barked a hoarse smoker’s laugh.

      “Fuck off.”

      The voices didn’t move on.

      “Why are you stopping?” the first voice asked.

      “I see something. On the water.”

      Hands slapped on metal. A rifle cocked. A second rifle cocked. Then silence.

      She didn’t look. Her heart thundered as adrenaline rushed her system. The pressure to move, to run, shoved at her, willing her to get up and swim for the opposite shore. She’d rather take her chances with the river than lie there waiting to be shot. The guards probably had their weapons trained on her right now.

      Easy, Little Wolf. Stay still.

      She clutched at Derrick’s imagined voice like a shield, holding it between her and the men. Or insanity, she thought. Having the voice of her ex in her head, speaking to her, definitely wasn’t a sign of mental stability.

      Focus.

      She didn’t move a muscle. She barely breathed.

      “What is it?” the one man whispered.

      The other cursed. “It’s a piece of wood. Let’s get out of here. I’m freezing.”

      She could barely hear them over the slow thudding of her heart. A minute later, she chanced raising her head. The guards walked down the shoreline in the distance.

      Something moved ahead of her. Kyung crouched low on the shore among the low bushes and motioned to her.

      Her numb limbs didn’t want to move, but fear that the guards would come back gave her the upper hand. She swallowed hard, made sure she had good purchase on the riverbed with her hands and pushed up. She stifled the groan that tried to escape. Kyung motioned again before turning and moving away from the river in a crouched, shuffling run. She grabbed her pack, or at least she tried to. Her numb fingers wouldn’t bend.

      She must have made a noise because Kyung looked over his shoulder and then increased his pace.

      Shit. He was leaving her behind.

      She forced her stiff hands to pick up her pack and wrapped her arms around it. Icy water leaked from it down her front. Shivering violently in a wind that frosted her skin, she managed to step from the river. She didn’t sigh with relief at being on land; she had to catch up to her guide.

      It felt awkward to run on numb feet. She stumbled a bit as though she’d been drinking, not only because she couldn’t feel anything from her knees down, but because in the darkness she couldn’t see the dips and rocks of the land in front of her. She stayed focused on the dark silhouette of Kyung in the distance. Was he outpacing her? She had to catch up.

      Come on, legs, she thought.

      She shambled faster, tripping and falling hard on her knees. Kyung was almost at the darkness of the trees. It was harder to make him out.

      Wait, she wanted to call. Please, wait.

      Lights flickered by the shoreline. The guards were coming back.

      Her breath sobbed out of her. The fear of being left for the returning guards to find—or worse, to have to try to make it across the river on her own—made her get up.

      She clutched her pack, squeezing it to her chest. Faster. Faster. Her feet hit the cold, hard earth again and again and again. Almost there. Dried-out grass brushed her shins. She was getting feeling back. Almost there.

      The trees stood silent ahead. Another few paces. She slowed to a walk, her breath scratching her throat. She reached out and touched the rough bark of a tree. She’d made it. She was in North Korea.

      Kyung was nowhere in sight.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick stood in the operations room in Edge headquarters in Montréal, briefing his team. Marc Koven, Sarah Ramirez, Dante Moreno, and Dylan Richards would make up the team for this op. He pulled up a map of North Korea.

      Marc made a humming noise. “This is going to be interesting.”

      Derrick ignored him. “We’ve got confirmation that Dr. Adam French, a prominent aerospace engineer and rocket scientist, has been taken by the North Koreans.”

      Dante frowned. “What do the North Koreans want with him?”

      “The North Koreans have tested intercontinental ballistic missiles,” Derrick said, “and we believe they’ve been able to create nuclear warheads the ICBMs can carry, but they haven’t yet been able to manufacture a stable reentry vehicle for those warheads.”

      “So they’ve got a missile that will go up, but not come down?” Dante said.

      Sarah shifted her chair closer. “Yes. Without a stable reentry vehicle, the warhead will burn up on reentry into the Earth’s atmosphere. I’m guessing they think Dr. French will help them with that.”

      “Shit,” Dante said. “Did the Chinese abduct him and hand him to the North Koreans?”

      “We believe so,” Derrick said. “But we can’t confirm that, only that he is currently in North Korea.”

      Sarah tapped a finger on the table. “What was a top-ranking rocket scientist doing in China anyway? Was he a CIA asset?”

      Derrick nodded. “He’d been sent to China to see what he could find out about their nuke program. It looks like he got caught, so they sold him to the North Koreans.”

      “Like I said…interesting.” Marc rubbed a hand over his chin. “Do we know where he is?”

      “Not yet,” Derrick said. “We’ve got satellites covering the area and there are agents in country watching for him, but no news yet.”

      “We expect intel soon?” Dante said.

      “Be ready to go wheels up as soon as we have anything. North Korea cannot be allowed to develop fully functioning, nuclear ICBMs. Their threat level goes to extreme as soon as they do. It’s a headache none of us need.” He nodded to them all. “Dismissed.”

      Marc stayed behind. Derrick looked at him. The man had been on his case ever since they’d come back from Toronto.

      “So you’re really not going to call her?” Marc asked.

      Derrick sighed. “I’m really regretting telling you anything, Spooky,” he said, using the man’s code name. “Just because you’re in a happy relationship doesn’t mean everyone has to be.”

      “That’s not it,” Marc said. “It’s just…you haven’t been the same since Toronto.”

      Of course he hadn’t been the same. He’d seen Cassie, the woman he’d loved wildly, fiercely, and forever. Or so he’d thought. “Like I said, she never wants to see me again.”

      Marc crossed his arms. “Why don’t you just call and find out more? You said she’s divorced…”

      Derrick clenched his jaw. “You’re overstepping.”

      “Fine.” Marc grimaced. “I’ll drop it. I just never thought you’d be one to give up when things got tough.” He left the room before Derrick could snap at him.

      And he wanted to snap. He just wasn’t sure whether he was so angry because Marc had intruded on his privacy or because he was right.
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      Shivers shook Cassie like a terrier with teeth. But she couldn’t summon the proper energy to freak out. In fact, she no longer cared that her guide had abandoned her. She sank down to the ground and leaned against the tree. She’d just sit here a minute.

      Keep moving, Little Wolf.

      Derrick. She missed him. She hated that she missed him. Seeing him again had stirred up feelings better left buried in the grave she’d thought he’d been in.

      You need to get warm.

      Right. Warm. She needed to get warm. The clips secured the top of her pack. She fumbled with the first one. She couldn’t make her fingers work. The snaps needed pressure to open, pressure her numb, cramping hands couldn’t provide. Her breathing grew erratic. She was going to die of hypothermia.

      Please God, let her clothes be dry.

      One snap opened. She managed the other one and then tore into the pack, past the wet plastic of the interior bag. Yes! Dry fleece rubbed her skin.

      She yanked at her wet sports bra but couldn’t get it off. It clung to her. Slick, icy, stuck. Fuck it. Too cold. She pulled a fleece sweater on over top, hugging it to her skin and taking a moment to hold on to what little warmth she had left. Her teeth chattered and she clamped them shut to stop the noise.

      She grabbed the next item and pulled on dry undies and thick leggings, before pulling on her Gore-Tex jacket. Screw the threadbare one that was supposed to be her camouflage if caught. She needed the warmth of a real jacket.

      Socks were next. Numbness still encased her feet like blocks of ice, which would make it difficult to walk, let alone run. She needed to warm them. Visions of blackened toes assaulted her.

      Socks on.

      Boots on.

      She stuck her hands under her armpits and huddled against the trunk of the tree, rocking slightly.

      Time to move. She was so tired.

      Time to move. Her eyelids closed for a second.

      Time to move! Her eyes snapped open as if someone had yelled the words in her ear.

      A figure stood by her tree. A burst of adrenaline started her sluggish heart like a defibrillator and she gasped.

      “Come.” She connected her guide’s voice to the shadow. He waved her forward. “We must move.”

      Her heart rate slowed to a steady thump in her chest. Just Kyung. She gripped the tree trunk beside her with numb hands, digging her fingers into the bark, and pulled herself up. She wanted to lean against the tree and nap, but Kyung had already started to walk, assuming she’d follow.

      She had no other choice. She wouldn’t just sit here and turn into a human icicle waiting for the border guards to find her. At best, they’d send her swimming back across the river. And at worst? She’d personally find out about the prison camps.

      She trudged after Kyung, her body lethargic, her breathing heavy, her mind numb. It was only three kilometers from the river to where he’d said the car would be. She could make three kilometers. One foot at a time. Branches caught at her coat, roots tripped her and leaves crunched under her feet. Just keep going.

      She glanced from Kyung to her footing and back up. Not that she could see anything by her feet. She should have grabbed the night vision goggles from her pack when she’d had the chance, but she’d been afraid she’d drop them with her cold-clumsy hands and break them.

      She blinked. Kyung seemed to have stopped ahead, his dark silhouette barely discernible among the black stalks of trees against the shadow night. She halted and squinted.

      Fuck.

      That wasn’t Kyung. It was a slender tree trunk.

      She gasped and scanned the area, her gaze whipping left and right. No, no, no.

      Movement. Off to the right. She squinted. That could be Kyung slipping away. She hurried in that direction, tripping and stumbling to catch up.

      The moving shadow stopped. “Shhhhhh.”

      She expelled a huge breath. It was him. Kyung.

      The three kilometers took hours, weeks, months to do. The rest of the time, she stared at the back of Kyung’s head, willing him to be real and unwilling to chance looking away, even if that meant she tripped occasionally. She did not want to be left out here.

      The forest lightened ahead. It wasn’t dawn, but the lack of trees barring the moonlight. Her steps quickened and she moved more surely. She wouldn’t lose Kyung again. They’d made it.

      Within minutes, Kyung pulled camouflage netting off a light-colored pickup truck and stored it in the bed. The truck had been parked just off a two-lane road. Cassie threw her pack in the back and then clambered into the cab. Kyung started the truck and let it run for a minute before driving off. They rattled and vibrated down the cracked and holed road, and she loved every second of not having to walk.

      Heat eventually seeped out of the vents she had her fingers plastered against. Her muscles seemed to melt with the warmth after being constricted from the cold.

      “Sleep while you can,” Kyung said. “It’ll be two hours to the location.”

      Cassie tilted her head back and fell asleep in seconds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The engine shut off. Her eyes opened. Complete darkness surrounded the truck while the interior was lit with a few lights from the dash.

      “We’re here?”

      Her guide nodded and got out, heading around to the back of the truck. Cassie followed; the cool night air slapped her awake. The two-lane road looked the same. Rutted and cracked, it snaked through a dark forest. Her guide had parked right where the road turned south. A smaller road turned north. Only a small sign, warning intruders of trespassing, marked it. A black ridge line dominated the skyline to the west, while mountains surrounded them on all sides.

      The narrow road led to Hwasong. Her heart tripped at the thought.

      She took a deep breath to calm herself. It was just a matter of hiking five kilometers along the road to find Hwasong, but that could wait for morning. Tonight she needed to find shelter. Shelter that was away from the road and any patrols. It wasn’t an impossible task, especially considering she’d gotten to have a nap.

      Kyung put her pack on the side of the road. Followed by a small sack. He handed her a piece of paper. She unfolded it to show a marked-up satellite photo.

      “What’s this?”

      “My brother printed this off the internet in China. It shows the main features of the area.” He pointed to marked spots on the map. “This is the ridge. Follow it north. Stay away from the road. Here is the camp. Watch out here and here for guard outposts.”

      Her brain must still be thawing out. “Why do I need this? Aren’t you my guide?”

      He spit on the ground. “No. I have other things to do.”

      Her stomach hit the ground. “But I paid—”

      He strode to the truck cab. “I will be back just after dark, three days from now.”

      “But, you can’t—”

      He slammed the truck door shut.

      She tried to open his door. Locked. He rolled down his window when she knocked. “Are you seriously going to leave me out here?”

      “I’m not crazy enough to want to go to a prison camp. If you survive, I will bring you back, just like you paid for.”

      “But…what about food?” She only had energy bars and some chocolate.

      “It’s in the sack. You should get going. You will need to find shelter before daylight. The guards do patrols every morning first thing and every evening before dark.” He started the truck. “Don’t get caught.”

      She watched him drive away, feeling like an abandoned pet, left in the woods to fend for itself. The truck’s lights disappeared around a bend in the road. What if he didn’t come back?

      Omigod, she was alone in North Korea.

      The sound of an engine grew louder. Was Kyung coming back? Maybe he’d felt bad about leaving her.

      Her cynical side jumped up and down. He wasn’t coming back. Someone else was coming. Someone who might stop to ask for her identification. Someone who might drag her to the authorities.

      She needed to get off the road. Right now.

      She grabbed her pack and the small sack Kyung had left behind, and scrambled into the trees. A few moments later, a dark sedan cruised by. Definitely not Kyung. She delved into her pack to snag her night vision goggles, a compass, an energy bar, and a bottle of water. She hefted the backpack onto her shoulders, took a basic compass reading, consulted Kyung’s map and took off into the woods, angling toward the ridge line.

      It took close to an hour to walk the two kilometers to the ridge. Even with the NVGs, it was tough going through the woods. It wasn’t jungle dense like she’d seen once in Indonesia, but it had layers of obstructing foliage, including felled trees, thick bush, and tangled branches.

      At least she didn’t have to worry about animals out here. The people had undergone such severe starvation for decades that they’d wiped out all the large animal species she’d have to worry about.

      A cool wind struck up, making her shiver and bringing back memories of the icy Tumen River. She wanted to be out of the wind and get warm. She’d been following the ridge and by her estimation, she’d gone almost halfway to the camp. She wanted to find shelter somewhere within another kilometer or so. The sky that she could see through the branches above had lightened. Predawn, rather than true dawn.

      Kyung had marked a stream on the map, a place where she could refill her water bottles. It should be up ahead if she was on track. Please let it be there.

      She heard it before she saw it. The sound of gurgling, bubbling water. She’d brought purification tablets that the guy at the camping store said didn’t taste too bad. All she needed now was shelter and for some reason, it didn’t seem so daunting a task. She could do this. She could find out about the plight of thousands of people condemned to prison camps by a tyrant and his need to keep his people subjugated and himself in power. She hoped her exposé would bring the plight of these people to the world in a way that it couldn’t continue to ignore.

      The wind blew her curls across her face and nipped at her cheeks. She hugged her warmth to herself. She was a couple of klicks from the camp. It would have to be far enough for tonight. She began to look for somewhere to shelter. She’d climb a tree if she had to, but she’d prefer somewhere she could make a lean-to to block the wind.

      The ridge line turned out to be more of a steep slope than an actual cliff of any kind. It was the first welcome mat of the mountain range beyond. In fact, Hwasong was situated in a valley between ranges. And one of those mountains held Punggye-ri, one of North Korea’s nuclear test sites. That would be extremely well guarded and something she needed to avoid.

      She moved farther up the slope, where the trees thinned and kept a northerly heading. The forest lightened further around her and she pulled off her NVGs, blinking with the transition from a world of laser greens to grays and mottled browns. She needed shelter sooner rather than later.

      She chewed her lip as she considered a hollowed log. It would keep her out of sight, but be tight and uncomfortable. What if she wanted to eat?

      Next she pondered a large Korean pine. Roomier, but she’d need a rope to keep her from falling if she fell asleep, which, after this last night, she certainly would.

      The sky lightened some more when she found a dense collection of trees and brush. She might be able to make a cozy nest inside, but she’d have to be careful about making an opening that looked natural. It would block the wind, but also her view of everything around her.

      Visions of prison guards sneaking up on her made her move on. If she couldn’t find something in the next fifteen minutes, then she’d come back. She hiked farther, fatigue making her breath drag in and out of her.

      Her gaze snagged on a dark spot higher up on the ridge. Was that an opening?

      She climbed higher, clinging to the last tree and staring hard at the dark patch. It was an opening. Her heart accelerated and took off. She scrambled up to it, leaving the safety of the trees for precious moments as she made her way to what she’d seen.

      As she reached it, her blood slowed and cooled. Yes, it was an opening, but narrow and long horizontally. Maybe only two feet at its tallest point and about three feet long.

      She pulled out a flashlight and hunkered down to see how deep it was and grinned. An actual cave.

      She pulled off her pack and shoved it ahead of her into the entrance, and wiggled on the ground after it, pushing her way inside. She’d always wished she’d been born taller, stronger, more Amazon-like, but right now, she blessed her parents’ small statures.

      The entrance was about four feet of narrowing rock. Visions of giant spiders or, worse, the rock above her cracking and crushing her, had her panting. Something skittered ahead of her and she froze. What if the cave was occupied by a lynx or an angry marten? The chances were slim but she still didn’t move forward. Rustling sounds echoed from within.

      Shit. Should she back out or keep going?

      The sudden staccato beat of her pulse in her ears made it hard to hear, but nothing hissed ahead. Just a bit of tiny scratching. Still, she hesitated.

      Crap. How was she going to survey a prison camp if she couldn’t enter a small cave?

      She pushed herself forward, keeping her light pointed ahead, hoping to blind whatever animal lived in the cave. By the time she’d squeezed through the end of it, her harsh breathing had silenced the creature. Her light revealed a high ceiling of about ten feet near the entrance, which then sloped quickly down toward the ground like an uneven lean-to. One side had a jagged opening that led into darkness beyond the power of her light. Damp, cold air filtered from the recesses of darkness. Dirt and rock and forest debris littered the floor.

      Something skittered past her feet and she jumped. Mouse. And another one. Four mice scampered out the tunnel entrance. She shuddered. She hoped they didn’t come back while she slept.

      She surveyed the space again. It was perfect. Safe from prying eyes and she could see what was going on outside from the safety of her door. She eyed the entrance. She might be able to use the small tarp she’d brought to block any light from escaping. She could have a fire. Tension eased from her muscles. This was going to work.

      Time to fix up her home away from home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cassie stifled a groan when she woke. She’d been so tired that she’d pulled out her sleeping bag, crawled in and passed out, not bothering to cushion herself from the rock floor. She blinked as she sat up. Tonight she would set up her sleeping mat.

      From what she could see, the sun was high in the sky outside. She stretched and got ready to start her information gathering. She ate an energy bar, left her big pack in the cave, and took a daypack with her camera and water bottle, as well as her emergency supplies. She wanted to stay as light as possible.

      She also put her satellite phone in a secured pocket. The thing had cost her almost as much as her ticket to China, but it was worth it. It made her feel a bit safer to have a connection to the outside world. Not that having one would do her any good. No one would be able to step in and save her if things went wrong.

      Nothing was going to happen, she reminded herself. She was going to be ninja-stealthy.

      It was just after noon when she wiggled out of her cave. Birds called to one another and squirrels chittered. Sunlight dappled the ground through the leaves of the trees. The air smelled of pine and crisp fall. She could almost imagine she was Snow-freaking-White walking through the woods, where the worst she had to fear was an old crone carrying apples.

      She definitely needed more sleep.

      She found a sheltered spot to relieve herself and then took off in the direction of the prison camp, her senses on high alert, constantly planning what she’d do if she ran into a patrol. Here was a good tree to climb for hiding. This area had no cover and she’d have to run. There was a thorny thicket she could dive into.

      The closer she got to her destination, the slower her steps became. When she guessed she was within half a kilometer of the edge of the camp, she moved from tree to tree, never leaving cover for more than a moment. The birds had stopped singing.

      A bark made her freeze.

      Her heart tried to leap out of her chest. Shit. They had dogs. She wanted to bang her forehead against the tree. She’d known they had dogs but she hadn’t really thought what that meant for her.

      She took a moment to get her bearings. Another bark farther north. The wind blew from that direction. She breathed a sigh of relief—she was downwind—and stepped out from behind the tree.

      She crept along, scanning for any movement ahead of her. A large clearing opened ahead. A barren field, from what she could see. Figures crouched in the neat rows of dirt, gathering something.

      Movement to her left startled her. She wanted to leap behind a tree, but knew the sudden motion would attract the attention of the two men walking into her line of sight.

      Ever so slowly, she shifted until a tree hid her from view.

      The men wore ragged pants and shirts, both the gray-brown of clothes so old and dirty that neither had a true color anymore. Their bare feet shuffled along the ground and their slight shoulders slumped beneath the bulging sacks they carried on them. Their bones seemed to poke through their sallow skin, making their cheekbones have sharp edges and their wrists and hands seem too large and gnarled. They looked like concentration camp victims from the Holocaust.

      She had found the prison camp.
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      Cassie waited behind the tree at the edge of the camp, letting her heart rate settle. She pulled her camera out and inched forward on her stomach to get a better view. There was no fence, but the guards didn’t need one. The prisoners she saw barely looked strong enough to walk, let alone run. And there was nowhere for them to go. The camp was in the middle of a mountain range, far from any cities or towns.

      The two guards watching the prisoners stood, smoking, near a truck at the other end of the field. A German Shepherd lay panting at their feet. About two dozen prisoners worked the field, digging out potatoes from what she could tell. She took pictures of skeletal men and boys, as well as of the guards.

      She wanted more.

      She moved deeper into the trees and then started moving east, toward the camp entrance and main road. From the satellite photos she’d gathered in her research, she knew about the main buildings but not what they were for. And none of her informants could tell her much about the inner workings of the camp either.

      Within thirty minutes, she’d drawn closer to the main compound of buildings in the camp. Concrete block buildings three and four stories high hunkered around a dirt square that she could only glimpse from her position hidden among the trees. She could only begin to guess at what each building housed. Barracks, offices and possibly a mess hall. A chain link fence ringed this part of the compound. An almost subliminal hum told her it was electrified. Trucks and jeeps crowded a parking lot near the main gate.

      Armed guards manned the gate and strode about the compound. She didn’t see as many prisoners here.

      She took photos and surveyed the area for an hour, almost disappointed with her lack of progress. She had two days before her guide came back. What she’d seen wasn’t enough for a story, for what she wanted to expose. She didn’t want to enter the camp—she wasn’t completely crazy. For now, she’d continue around the edge of the camp, taking as many photos as she could.

      She spent the rest of the day creeping through the woods, trying to find some high ground in order to see more of the interior of the camp.

      When the sun went down, she pulled out her NVGs and worked her way back along the perimeter of the camp to the ridge line she needed to follow back to her cave. She hadn’t gotten anything really useable yet and frustration made her edgy and her stride quick.

      Voices drifted from ahead. She froze. Someone was in the woods and coming her way. She glanced around. Nowhere decent to hide. She glanced up. Time to put her climbing skills to the test. She chose a heavily shrouded Korean pine and ducked under the low-hanging branches and then scampered up the inside, weaving between the branches to get as high as possible.

      The voices got closer, speaking Korean.

      “It’s cold. Snow must be coming.”

      “We’ll soon have more dead then.”

      “Where should we set up?”

      “Over here. We have a good view of the field.”

      Rustling and the snapping of branches let Cassie know that the two guards, for she could see them through the branches of her tree, were settling down near a tall tree that had lost most of its leaves. They faced the field, not knowing she was at their backs. It didn’t make her feel any better, though. There was no way she could leave with them sitting so close.

      What were they doing?

      She stayed still, thanking the heavens they didn’t have a dog with them. The north wind bit into her exposed skin and she shivered. It was going to be a long night and she had to pee.

      Cassie scanned the area, wondering what it was about the field that had the two guards coming out to watch it. It was just a dusty, picked-over potato field. Maybe animals came out to scavenge and the guards hunted them.

      Roughly two hours later, full night had fallen and the guard’s voices still whispered on the wind. She couldn’t make out their conversation no matter how hard she tried. Her NVGs allowed her to keep track of them easily. She rolled her shoulders, trying to get rid of some stiffness that had crept in with the shadows. Were the guards going to sit there all night? Her cave might have a hard floor, but it was definitely preferable to trying to stay awake all night in a tree.

      She almost snorted. How cavalier she’d gotten in just one day of skulking around North Korea. You’d think she’d been a daredevil all her life from the way she was thinking.

      She caught sight of something moving on the field. She shifted slightly to better peer through the branches. It looked like two—no, three—people creeping onto the field. They dropped to their knees and started to dig. The guards in front of her hadn’t yet seen the movement, understandable because they didn’t have NVGs.

      Her muscles tensed as she watched one prisoner, for there was no mistaking the skeletal thinness, pull something from the earth and bite into it. He was eating a raw potato. The crunching sound of chewing tromped across the field. She pulled out her camera and started taking pictures with her NVG lens.

      The guards below went silent.

      All of Cassie’s muscles tensed. A shout of warning built in her throat. But to release it would mean her death. She bit her lip.

      Lights blazed across the field. Her NVGs lit up with green, blinding her. She silently cursed and pulled them off. She got ready to run, but the guards weren’t focused on her. They held powerful flashlights and a truck parked on the far side of the field had turned its headlights on. There’d been a third guard she hadn’t seen. The three prisoners froze in the light like rabbits before wolves.

      The guards near Cassie ran onto the field. “Stop!”

      And like those same rabbits, the prisoners bolted. Running as fast as their feeble legs could manage. Cassie took pictures as fast as the prisoners ran. Snapping images of the sprinting men, of the guards aiming their rifles.

      Crack!

      A prisoner toppled forward.

      She blinked and pulled back from her camera. They’d shot him. They’d shot him for eating a dirty, raw potato. Fear slithered through her and settled in her stomach, making her nauseous.

      She shouldn’t be here.

      The other two prisoners halted and looked at their fallen companion. Both held up their hands and hung their heads. The guards strode up to them, laughing and jeering. Cassie swallowed hard against a bitter anger and started to take pictures again, making sure she got the smiles on the guards’ faces, how the one kicked the fallen man before spitting on him, how the prisoners hunched and cringed.

      One guard motioned and the two prisoners picked up the body and trudged back to the main complex under the guards’ watchful gazes. The truck drove by the prisoners, not bothering to pick them up.

      She captured it all.

      She waited in her tree until they’d all left. She waited until she couldn’t see the lights of the guards anymore. Then she took off, running to her cave. And she waited until she was far from the field before she got sick.

      Her breath shuddered in and out of her. What else was she going to bear witness to in the next two days?

      She put her hand on a nearby tree and steadied herself, feeling decades older than thirty-six. It took her longer than she wanted to find the cave in the dark. But that was probably a good thing. There was no set path leading to it, which made it harder to find. She’d have to remember to take a different route through the trees each time.

      Inside, she covered the opening with a tarp, sank into her sleeping bag and used her sat phone to send a text message home. Doing well. Everything mostly on track.

      The response was quick. UR late!!!

      She knew her daughter had answered. Her mother wasn’t as adept at texting. She typed a message back. I’m sorry. I got delayed.

      
        
        R u ok? Will u be home soon?

        

        I’m fine. You know what to do if you don’t hear from me, right?

        

        Mom Pls! U drilled it into me.

        

      

      Cassie laughed. She could hear her daughter dragging out “please”. She’d told her daughter over and over to go to Cassie’s friend Kate at the Global News office with her laptop and all her information. Kate would make sure they’d get some international news attention on her disappearance.

      
        
        R u really ok, mom?

        

        I’m fine, honey. I love you.

        

        I’m worried. U should come home now.

        

        I can’t. This is important. A story that needs to be told.

        

        The response was a long time coming. I know. I just miss u.

        

        And I miss you. I’ll check in tomorrow. Xoxo

        

      

      Her daughter sent a dozen heart and kissy face emojis, which made her laugh. When she shut down the phone and chewed on an energy bar and drank some water, the long-distance love from her daughter faded into the silence of the cave. She turned out her lantern and lay in the dark, huddled in on herself. Sleep took a long time to come.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Cassie almost didn’t want to get out of her sleeping bag. A foreboding feeling floated around her. She could hide until her guide came back and no one would know. She could stretch her experiences into a story. It would be easy.

      And a disservice to all the prisoners who’d ever died in one of the camps.

      Her father included.

      She dragged herself out of her sleeping bag and drank some water and ate another energy bar. It had only been a day and she was already sick of them. But the energy bars were better than what Kyung had supplied—a box of crackers and a few packages of what looked like instant noodles. Thank goodness she’d brought some of her own food. Tonight she was going to crack open a chocolate bar, she promised herself. She tidied up and within moments was ready to face the world outside.

      She took a few minutes to scan the forest before she emerged from her cave. Birds called and the overcast sky didn’t cheer her spirits, but would make for better pictures.

      She moved quickly and quietly to the potato field, before heading along the fence line, listening and watching as she moved. After last night, she’d made the decision that she would not enter the compound. Her life wasn’t worth any story and the risk was just too great. Her daughter deserved better than that.

      But that didn’t mean she couldn’t put her telephoto lens to good use. She just needed to find a better spot to see. Today she’d hike farther around. Twenty minutes later, she’d reached the spot she’d been at yesterday and using her telephoto lens, she could actually see a part of the dirt square in the center of the buildings. She frowned at what she saw.

      Prisoners huddled together. She couldn’t see how many, but women and children stood there as well as men. They faced slightly away from her. Her gut tightened at the pinched expressions of those prisoners she could see. She needed a better vantage point.

      She started to hike through the woods again, trying to move quickly as well as quietly. Something was happening and she wanted to photograph it. The land started to get steeper. She kept going, looking for the best view.

      Finally, about thirty minutes later, the trees cleared enough for her to be able to see where she was. She could make out the square and the people gathered below. The view was better than she’d seen yet, but it still wasn’t good enough. She needed more height.

      She found a good tree to climb within seconds. Her daughter would laugh at her climbing skills. She huffed a breath, breathing in the pine scent and getting sticky sap on her palms. The branches thinned and she chose a spot to settle in. With her telephoto lens, she could see most of the square.

      In the center, three poles towered out of the ground. Each one had a man tied to it, with their arms behind them and raised high enough that it made Cassie want to rub at her shoulder sockets.

      But the crowd wasn’t centered around them. It was centered around a Caucasian man in a dirt-smeared white dress shirt and khakis. From this distance, he looked almost casual, with his tousled blond hair and rolled-up sleeves. He had a dozen guards near him.

      What the hell?

      She zoomed in with her lens. He had a black eye and bruises scattered over his face, neck, and arms. Who was he? She squinted into the lens. He seemed familiar. She snapped pictures while she thought, moving over the crowd and guards as well.

      A Korean man in a mandarin-collared suit faced the blond man, speaking with him. He looked like a businessman or a politician. Unfortunately, she couldn’t read lips. She couldn’t even tell whether they spoke Korean or English. The blond man shook his head. The suit turned and pointed at the prisoners. He smiled at the blond man.

      Four guards moved to the prisoners and randomly hauled out three men, and a woman who had a toddler clinging to her leg. All the prisoners hunched back, their heads swiveling, seeking escape. Cassie’s breath caught as her lungs seized with dread. She snapped photo after photo.

      One guard with ears that stuck out pulled a pistol out and pointed at the first prisoner. Cassie gasped. The guard looked back at the suit. The blond man shook his head again and then the suit nodded to the guard.

      From this distance, the gunshot sounded harmless, like a small firecracker popping. The prisoner fell to the ground and the crowd of prisoners jerked back as one. The guard stepped up to the next man in line, who held his hands up and tried to back away, only to be held in place by two other guards.

      No. No. No. She did not want to see this. But she didn’t look away and kept taking pictures. What could they possibly want from the blond man?

      The guard again looked to the man in the suit while the blond prisoner kept shaking his head. The suit nodded.

      The gunshot didn’t sound so harmless this time. The second prisoner fell to the ground. The third, moments later. Nausea swirled in Cassie’s stomach.

      Now the guards brought forth the woman with the child still clinging to her leg. Cassie made sure to get pictures of their anguished faces. Her eyes blurred and she blinked hard to clear them. Now was not the time to fall apart. Her heart raced as she watched the horror happening below.

      The guard held the gun to the woman’s head. She pushed her child back toward the crowd. No one came forward to help and the child came back to cling to her. The blond man stepped forward, waving his arms and shouting. Two guards grabbed his arms. He shook them off, striking one, and stepped forward again.

      Two more guards came. They used their rifle butts to hit him in the stomach again and again. The man sagged to his knees, swaying but managing to stay upright. The suit said something. And the blond prisoner spit onto the ground in front of him.

      Cassie flinched with the pop of the gunshot. The woman dropped to the ground, dead. Cassie bit her lip to stop herself from crying out. She wasn’t sure she could take much more of this.

      The child crouched beside his mother. He didn’t look up at the guard, who now pointed a gun at him. He just pulled at his mother, as if trying to get her to stand again. A whimper of sound escaped from Cassie’s tight throat. She couldn’t watch anymore. Why were they doing this?

      Oh God. Oh God. Please stop this.

      The blond prisoner threw up his hand. His shoulders sagged as he nodded. Then his chin dropped to his chest and he let the guards pull him to his feet and take him away to one of the buildings.

      She captured the smug look on the man in the mandarin suit as he strode away. Behind him, the child still clung to his dead mother.
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      Cassie huddled in the tree long after the prisoners dispersed. Her body shook and tears leaked from her eyes. She’d seen the dark side of life as a reporter. It was her job to bring things hidden in the shadows to the light, to uncover the truth and bring it to the world. Sometimes the truths she uncovered stained her soul a bit. It was a price she willingly paid to do what she believed necessary.

      But today her soul didn’t just feel stained. It felt as if the fabric of it had frayed beyond repair or rather, ripped away entirely, and nothing would restore it. So she huddled in the tree and watched the dead bodies get dragged away. The child followed. She had no idea what would happen to him. If he was lucky, someone else would try to care for him, as much as a child could be cared for in such a hellhole. Most likely the child would die of starvation within weeks, she thought bitterly.

      The guards didn’t usually let pregnancies come to term, so the woman must have come to the camp with her child in tow. Cassie wanted to run down there, snatch the boy up and run far and fast with him. If this was a movie, then she’d be able to do it, to escape with him and give him a new life in Canada.

      But this wasn’t a movie and if she went down there, she’d be caught. She’d be killed and the boy would still die. And no one would ever know what happened to either of them. Her daughter’s face appeared in her mind. Cassie would not get caught. She had too much to live for.

      She decided to cut her day short. It was time to send some of these pictures back home. She also wanted to know who the blond man was. Her mind latched on to that problem, as if trying to avoid thinking about what she’d seen.

      She packed her camera away for the climb down, her thoughts buzzing. Someone coughed.

      She froze. Someone was coming. She was only about halfway up the tree. Easily seen if someone were to look up. Footsteps crunched in the snow. She didn’t dare poke her head around to look. She could only pray the narrow trunk hid her from view. Her breathing grew shallow even as her heart beat faster and faster.

      Men’s voices. Murmuring in Korean. Somewhere to her right.

      Movement. She strained her eyes, not daring to shift her head for fear any action would attract attention. Two men in uniform tromped through the forest, chatting quietly. Their heads turned as they scanned the forest and they kept their rifles at the ready.

      A patrol.

      Don’t look over here. Please don’t look.

      Cassie’s heart thundered and shook in her chest until she thought she’d fall from the tree. She swallowed hard, no longer able to hear the men over the rushing blood in her ears. She panted. Oh God, she was making noise. She had to calm down. Visions of the murdered prisoners swam in front of her. The sight of the blond man pleading for their lives.

      The blond man. Something in her brain snapped into place. He was the missing scientist.

      Her body locked up. Though her heart kept revving faster and faster.

      Calm the fuck down.

      She blinked. That hadn’t been Derrick’s voice she’d heard. It had been her own. Her heart rate started to slow. The blond man was the missing nuclear scientist she’d learned about at the press conference. She deepened her breathing. The world needed to know the scientist was here. And in order to tell them, she had to survive. So she had to calm the fuck down.

      She swallowed her fear, her desperation, and her despair.

      The men kept walking, unaware of her huddled in a tree only meters away. They had their backs to her now. She didn’t relax her vigilance, though her shoulders loosened slightly.

      How could she save Dr. French?

      She couldn’t.

      But she knew someone who could.

      She waited fifteen minutes before she left the tree. She used all of her stealth to move through the forest, not rushing, moving from shadow to shadow, freezing with any noise. A sense of urgency gripped her, telling her to hurry, to get away, to find safety. But there was no safety here. Tomorrow night her guide would come for her and then she could get the hell out of this place.

      And never come back.

      A small part of her wanted to leave right now. Forget her guide and just start walking for the border. Foreboding crawled up and down her back and screamed at her to run.

      No. She had to be smart. Get to the cave. Call in what she’d seen and then wait until she had to meet her guide.

      She heard the next patrol before she saw them. Their words floated to her and without conscious thought, she scrambled up another tree. The rough rivets of bark bit into her hands as she pulled herself up and the scent of pine sap filled her nose, making her think of Christmas.

      Stay calm. Stay focused.

      She settled in and began to make out the conversation.

      “We have him guarded well. Why are we doing all these extra patrols?” one asked.

      “Because Pak shi is worried the Americans will try to rescue him. You know this. Are you questioning his decision?”

      “No. Of course not.” Their feet crunched the dried leaves close by. “I was just curious. No need to report my question.”

      “Make sure you don’t say anything disloyal again. If it was anyone else, they’d report you and then you’d be a prisoner here.”

      Their voices drifted away with their steps. She carefully climbed down the tree. Once on the ground, she breathed deeply, trying to still the driving sense of panic that pricked at her. She forced herself to move slow and steady, always scanning for movement. It wouldn’t do to get caught now. She made it back to her cave without spotting any other patrols.

      Inside, she sat on her sleeping bag and dug into her daypack to grab the sat phone. The pictures on her camera were on a memory stick. She only wanted to send the one picture right now. The one of Dr. French.

      She put in Derrick’s number and ignored the fact that she’d memorized it from his company’s website. So what if she’d Googled him after Rose had? She needed to know as much about him as she could, but only because Rose might one day want to talk to him.

      She waited for the call to go through. Derrick was the best person she knew to give the information to. His super-secret team would do something, or at least he’d know who to tell. She waited and hoped. The call didn’t connect. Was that number on his site fake?

      “Shit.” She tried again and again. It didn’t connect. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      If she couldn’t get through to him, then she’d have to find a different way. One that she’d been hoping to avoid.

      She dialed her home number. Her daughter answered, her voice actually making Cassie ache inside.

      “Hi, Rose.”

      “Mom? Are you okay? Are you safe? I’ve been so worried.”

      “Sweetie, I don’t have much time to talk. I’m sending a picture and coordinates to you and I need your grandmother to give it to someone for me.”

      “Who?”

      Crap. Of course Rose would ask that. She drew a deep breath. “Your father.”

      “Why? I thought he was just a security dufus.”

      “No,” she said. “I think he’s still in the military. If nothing else, he’s got connections. He’ll know what to do with the picture.”

      “Fine. Send it to me. And Mom? I love Gran, but she won’t be able to get this done for you.”

      Cassie hated involving her daughter. But at least she was safe in Canada. All she had to do was get the picture to Derrick.

      “You can email it to him,” she said. “You don’t have to go to him.”

      “I know, Mom.” Rose didn’t say anything for a long time. “It’s important for him to see the picture?”

      “More important than you can imagine.”

      “I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      Warmth welled up inside her, filling her and pushing out the fear that had dogged her all day. “Send him the picture as soon as you can. I love you, Rose.”

      “Love you too, Mom. Come home.”

      “Soon, sweetie. Soon.”

      They hung up and Cassie sent her daughter the picture of the scientist and the coordinates of Hwasong.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick sat at his desk with a pile of intel reports he had to review. His phone rang. “Blackwell,” he answered.

      “Mr. Blackwell, you have a visitor at the front desk,” Ms. Waters said. The other Edge operators called her the Dragonlady because she guarded the door to their inner sanctum and she guarded it as fierce as if she had claws and fangs.

      “I’m not expecting anyone,” he said.

      “You’ll want to see her, sir.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because she says she’s your daughter.”

      Daughter?

      Derrick stood frozen for a moment, unable to process the word the receptionist had used.

      “Excuse me?” he said. “Did you say—”

      “Daughter,” she said. “I did. She’s a teenager. You’ll want to come now. She dropped off a package and is getting ready to leave.”

      Alarm shot through him. “Keep her there.” He ended the call.

      Daughter? What the actual fuck? He didn’t have a daughter.

      He strode to the lobby. What was this package? Had Edge been compromised? Was someone sending a kid to deliver a bomb? He didn’t have a kid. He sure as hell didn’t have a teenager.

      He flung open the door to the lobby. Ms. Waters sat at her desk, her eyebrows raised. She nodded toward the elevator.

      A young girl with long dark curls stood there with her back to him. She pushed the elevator button again and again.

      He walked up to her, crossed his arms and put on his game face. Yes, he planned to intimidate a young girl in order to get a quick confession about what the fuck was going on. If he had to be an ass to get to the bottom of this, he would. “In a hurry to leave?”

      She glanced over her shoulder and her eyes widened before she turned back to the elevator. “My grandma’s waiting.” She jammed the button again.

      “She’ll have to wait a bit longer. Who are you?”

      She turned to him and the contempt in her face caught him off guard. It wasn’t the typical teenage contempt that society dictated teens wear around adults. This was personal. This girl, whoever she was, was pissed. At him.

      But that wasn’t what made him pause. She looked…familiar.

      “You can’t keep me here,” she said with a hard edge in her voice, an edge that only barely covered her fear. Anger and fear. Of him. What the fuck?

      He took a step back and raised his hands, no longer wanting to play the bad guy with this girl. “Just tell me who you are and why you have a package for me?”

      “My mom asked me to bring it ASAP.”

      “And why didn’t your mom bring it herself?”

      The girl’s gaze darted beyond him, finding the security camera in the ceiling near the receptionist’s desk, before she looked back at him. She licked her lips. “She’s out of the country at the moment.”

      He frowned and the girl reached behind her to press the elevator button again. Ms. Waters had already sealed off the floor so the elevator wouldn’t come until she’d released it. The girl didn’t suspect it yet or her panic levels would be higher. He took another step back and tried to smooth away his frown.

      “Before the elevator comes, why don’t you tell me what was so important that your mother sent you here?” A thought came to him. “She does know you’re here, doesn’t she?” He didn’t need the police being called on him because a mother was worried about her wayward daughter.

      “Of course she knows.” Her gaze darted around again and he frowned. What was the girl hiding? “She wanted me to give you the package.”

      “Did she ask you to hand deliver it?”

      The girl hesitated. Gotcha. So the mom didn’t know the girl was here. “What is it?”

      “Just a photo and coordinates that my mom sent me. She said they’d mean something to you.”

      He walked back to Ms. Waters, who handed him the plain brown envelope. He brought it back to the girl, who now stared at the elevator suspiciously and then at him. Smart girl.

      He opened the envelope while watching her reaction. She crossed her arms and sighed, realizing she had to wait and showing him she was put out. That he could handle. But she wasn’t nervous about him opening the envelope, which was a good sign. It meant the envelope didn’t hold anything dangerous or she’d be desperate to get away.

      He slid out an eight-by-ten picture of a blond man in a dirty white shirt and khakis. He stood about a head taller than the Asian soldiers, North Koreans by their uniforms, surrounding him. The man had been caught just as he was turning from the camera, but he could still see most of his face.

      It was Dr. French, the aerospace engineer who’d gone missing. On the back of the picture was a set of coordinates.

      “When was this taken?” he bit out.

      “Yesterday.”

      “Ms. Waters, call in Bravo team.” He looked at the girl. “You’d better tell me your name now.”

      “Rose Kwon.”

      His heart stopped. Cassandra’s daughter.

      Rose. That had been his grandmother’s name. It was also the name of his uncle’s pub, the one where he and Cassie had met. No. Cassandra wouldn’t name her something so sentimental. The girl wasn’t his. He’d seen her father years ago. The memory of that day was a wound that still hadn’t healed. He’d seen Cassie welcome a little girl and a man—her husband, he’d found out later—into her house. The little girl had called the man, Daddy.

      “Where’s your father?”

      The girl flinched from his harsh question. Then she straightened and lifted her chin. Oh, he could see Cassie in her.

      “You’re my father.”

      His world stopped for a heartbeat. Two. Three. He shook his head. “I saw your father when you were little. And I’m definitely not him.”

      “Then why would my mother tell me you were? Why did she say my father died a hero when I was little? And then it turns out you were alive all this time.”

      Her voice echoed his for harshness and the light in her almost black eyes had him reconsidering. Could she…?

      He shook his head again. He didn’t have time for this game. He had a scientist to rescue. Why would Cassie send this girl here? Why… He sucked in a breath. “Where is your mother?”

      Rose didn’t cower from him. “Apparently I didn’t get my brains from you.”

      His throat closed up and he couldn’t get air—to speak, to demand explanations, to breathe. What the actual fuck? Cassie was in North Korea?

      “Yes,” Rose said calmly.

      Apparently he’d shouted his words.

      “Sir?” Ms. Waters said from the desk, asking with one word whether he needed help.

      Fuck yes, he needed help. He not only had a scientist to rescue but a stubborn, rogue reporter and on top of it all, he might have a daughter who was looking at him as if he were sludge she needed scraped off her shoe.

      He sucked in air. “Call your grandmother and ask her to come up. I’d like to speak with both of you.” He turned to Ms. Waters and handed her the picture. “Call in Charlie team as well. Get this to Koven. Tell him…”

      “That you have a family matter to attend to?” Her disapproving gaze seared him.

      He didn’t have a family! Or did he?

      It didn’t matter. “Tell him I’ll be there shortly.”

      He turned to the girl, who finished a text and then slid her phone into her jacket pocket. “My grandmother will wait outside. If I don’t come out in thirty minutes, she’s calling the police.”

      He clenched his jaw to stop himself from cursing. The girl’s glittering eyes and attitude screamed defiance.

      He studied her a moment. She had Cassie’s wild curls and chin. But those eyes…

      “How old are you?” he asked softly.

      “Thirteen.”

      He did some mental calculations and swallowed hard. Unless Cassie had been fooling around on him, and he knew that wasn’t the case, then this girl was his daughter.

      Damn Cassie for not telling him.

      “We need to talk. How about…” What did kids drink? “How about a hot chocolate?” Surely Ms. Waters could dig that up.

      Her eyes rolled so far back into her head he thought they were going to stay there. “I’m not a child.”

      O-kay. “How about a coffee?”

      Her narrowed gaze surveyed him and then Ms. Waters. She nodded. “But we sit out here.”

      As long as they talked. “Fine.”

      Moments later, he brought a hot mug to her and sat on the couch. She’d taken the armchair.

      “I added cream and brought sugar if you want,” he said. She didn’t move to take the sugar packets, instead just nodded thanks for the coffee. Creamy but not sweet. It was how he liked it. He drank his coffee black when he needed to, but if he didn’t, he saw no reason not to indulge when he wasn’t on an op. Seeing the girl…Rose… Seeing Rose like her coffee the same way did something to him. In what other ways was she like him?

      He’d never thought he’d have kids—

      “Twenty-five minutes left,” she said.

      He almost smiled, liking her directness, but he suspected she’d take the smile the wrong way. Time to be direct back. “Tell me what you can about your mother’s assignment.”
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      Cassie jerked awake. Sweat drenched her back and she panted. Another damn nightmare. She sat up in the dim cave and checked her watch.

      One in the afternoon.

      She’d waited in this cave all last night and all day today. Her night had been plagued by nightmares of either being captured or missing her ride with her guide. She couldn’t afford to do that. So today she’d dozed on and off, only going outside when she had to pee. Her alarm was set for two. If she set off at two thirty, she’d have plenty of time to make it to the meeting place before sunset even if she ran into patrols. No patrols had come this far from the compound but it was better safe than sorry.

      She rolled up her sleeping bag and packed it into her pack, along with the rest of her supplies. She eyed the gear a moment before deciding to leave it. All of it was expendable. She took only the small daypack with the hydration camel, a couple of energy bars, the sat phone, and her camera. Without the extra gear, she’d be able to get up a tree a lot faster if a patrol did come by.

      She didn’t need to leave yet, but she didn’t think she could sit in this cave any longer.

      At the entrance, she scanned the woods. Nothing moved. She ran for them.

      Time to go home.

      By five thirty, impatience ate at her. She sat in a tree near the meeting site, knowing she couldn’t wait on the road, but oh, she wanted to. She just wanted out of here. Her back itched with the need to leave. She wouldn’t feel safe until she’d made it across the border.

      Only hours now.

      She passed the time thinking about a shower and real food. A cold wind spoke of coming winter and she shivered in her jacket. It would be a long and hot shower.

      Darkness was only beginning to settle when a truck approached and slowed down. It parked and idled on the side of the road. She couldn’t make out the driver, but who else would stop here?

      She climbed down the tree and made her way closer to the road. The sounds of the forest died the closer she got. Her skin tightened and her heart rate started to beat faster, like a slow building wave. She stopped and scanned the area, feeling like a deer being stalked and unable to tell where the hunter was.

      Was this her imagination? Had she been on edge too long? Or was there something out there? What if she missed her guide because she was too scared to leave the woods?

      She bit her lip and slowly removed her daypack, leaving it in the vee of a tree by a fallen log. If all was well, then she’d run back and snag it.

      If this wasn’t her guide…well, it’d be best not to have pictures of the prison and a sat phone on her. She didn’t want to be mistaken for a spy.

      She crept out of the woods, looking for anything suspicious. The man in the truck stared straight ahead. She moved farther from the trees. The man shifted slightly and the last of the dying light struck his profile. It was Kyung.

      She breathed out long and slow and steady. Her muscles loosened as she straightened from her unconscious crouch. She waved to get his attention, wanting to let him know she was there before he took off on her.

      He turned to her and she saw the other side of his face. His eye was swollen shut and dried blood etched down his cheek. His gaze was that of a drowning man, desperate and willing to do anything to live.

      She froze.

      “Don’t move, spy,” a deep voice shouted in Korean from her left. “You are surrounded.”

      A dozen soldiers came out of the woods on both sides of the road, their rifles pointed at her.

      No! No! No!

      She held up her hands, not daring to step back. “I’m not a spy,” she shouted back in Korean, trying to mimic Kyung’s accent. “I’m just lost. My…my car broke down and I’ve been searching for a ride.”

      The man who’d spoken, the only one without a weapon, pointed at her. She took that to mean he was in charge. He was also the only one smiling.

      “You are an American spy and you will be dealt with accordingly.”

      Panic seared her insides. She gasped. “No. Please. I’m not a spy.”

      “Search her.”

      Two soldiers appeared beside her. One held her arms while the other ran his hands over her limbs, chest, and back. He even tugged them through her hair, jerking her head with his roughness. She didn’t even consider struggling. There were too many of them.

      She was caught.

      Oh my God. Her blood seemed to drain to her feet and she shivered uncontrollably. What was going to happen to her? She started to pant. How was she going to get out of this?

      She was caught.

      She’d known she would be on her own if she came seeking the truth, but to face the reality of it made her brain short-circuit in terror. Her gaze darted around, seeing only soldiers, rifles, and smug smiles. What would happen to Rose?

      She was caught.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie shifted on her toes, trying to relieve the burning ache in her shoulders. They’d bound her arms behind her and attached them to a chain from the ceiling, raising it and her arms, until she had to stand on her tiptoes to relieve the pressure.

      She was alone in a simple room with a table and two chairs off to one side. Various brown stains splattered the cement floor. The metal door had a small opening at eye level. She couldn’t see anything in the hall beyond. She suspected they’d brought her to the same concrete building they’d taken the scientist to. She’d been hooded within moments of capture. Every now and then, a moan or scream echoed down the hall.

      It took everything in her not to cry. Crying wouldn’t help. She had to stay calm, to think. She’d missed her check-in with her family. They would be reporting her missing to the news station and maybe the government. Surely, the Canadian government would act fast and do something. Wouldn’t they?

      Her cynical side almost snorted. What government ever acted fast? What the hell had she been thinking?

      She gave herself a little shake. Now wasn’t the time for self-recriminations. She needed to stay strong, to survive. Not just for her, but for her daughter.

      The door creaked when it opened. The head soldier walked into the room with two others. He carried more weight around his middle than they did. His jowly cheeks made his lips look sulky. The other two soldiers were carbon copies of each other: lean build, short hair, crisp uniform. Studying them, she noticed one had a crooked nose, where he’d probably had it broken. The second had ears that stood out, giving him an almost gawky appearance, until you looked in his eyes. Both of their eyes were cold, flat and almost inhuman. She recognized the soldier with the ears. He’d been the one who’d shot the prisoners the day before.

      She looked back at the smirk on the head guard and her stomach turned inside out.

      “Tell us who you are,” he said softly.

      “Pak Dae,” she lied. “My car broke down—”

      Pain seared her cheek and her head rocked back from the force of a blow she hadn’t seen coming. Her ears rang. The shock of the hit wore off and her cheek throbbed. She lifted her head. The soldier with the ears stood in front of her: cruel, callous, cold-blooded.

      He lifted his hand. She could do nothing to avoid the blow that hit the other side of her face. Her head snapped back from the force and she rocked onto her heels; her weight dragged at her shoulders. Agony ripped through her. A moan escaped.

      “Tell us who you are,” said the head guard.

      Ears didn’t even give her time to answer before he hit her in the stomach. Her breath whooshed out of her and she couldn’t get air, gasping like a fish, even as nausea rolled through her.

      “Tell us who you are.”

      He struck her side and the pain had her up on her toes, trying to tuck herself away.

      “Stop, please.” Her breath came in wheezing pants.

      Another hit to the other side. Pain radiated through her.

      “We found no car along the highway,” the head guard said. “Tell us who you are.”

      “My name is Pak D—” She bit her tongue when Ears hit her face again. The metallic taste of blood flooded her mouth.

      Sharp. Piercing. Searing. Throbbing.

      She couldn’t think; she could only feel and she felt it all. “Please.”

      She retched on the floor after another hit to the stomach. He must be holding back, some distant part of her thought. If he’d been throwing all his weight behind the punches, then she’d end up with broken ribs and jaws. He seemed to be hitting with his open hand and just hard enough to cause maximum pain without the damage. They must want her alive.

      Minutes, hours, days later, she lifted her head. Ears had stopped hitting her. Her full weight rested on her strained shoulders but she couldn’t seem to care. It was a distant pain compared to everything else.

      “What is your name?”

      Ears stepped forward again and she cringed away. She couldn’t help it. She wanted to be strong, but she’d never experienced pain like this. It was time to tell them part of the truth.

      “Cassandra Kwon,” she whispered through bloody lips. “I’m Canadian. I’m here to find my father.”

      The head guard smiled. “Ah. Now we’re getting somewhere. What is your father’s name?”

      “Kwon Jin-sun.”

      The head guard nodded to Ears, who swung back his arm.

      “I told you the truth!”

      But they didn’t listen to her pleas. and she knew it wasn’t about what she told them; it was about punishment. Her brain detached and her mind seemed to separate from the pain even as her muscles clenched and screamed, even as she heaved and retched. Her thoughts slowed, cleared.

      No one was coming for her.

      She must survive.

      In order to do that, she had to hide the fact that she was a reporter. She must become a woman searching for her father. A woman who would do anything to survive. Anything to escape. Anything to get home.

      To Rose.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick stood at the head of the conference room table while his team scoured satellite images and made plans. Cassie had failed to check in. And she hadn’t answered the sat phone when Rose called. Impatience rode him, cracking the whip and urging him to move. He had to focus.

      Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast.

      The little mantra did nothing to help his temper. Cassie could be hurt or, worse, captured near one of the worst political prisons in the world, and he was standing here waiting for better intel.

      “Sir?” Marc pointed to an infil location along the Chinese border. “Thoughts?”

      “It’s fine. But we exfil the fastest way possible.”

      “Of course.” Marc rubbed his chin. “Do you think it’s wise that you come on this one?”

      Anger flared hot and he stiffened to stop himself from striking out. No one would prevent him from going. “This is my mission.”

      “But you’re emotionally in—”

      “I’m coming, Spooky,” he bit out. “There will be no further discussion on the topic.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Derrick watched Marc stare unseeing at the map, his fingers flexing and straightening. “What is it?”

      Marc lifted his head, studied him and then crossed his arms. “You’re not going to want to hear this.”

      “Then don’t say it,” he snapped.

      “This mission is about the scientist, not about a reporter who might or might not be in North Korea.”

      “The last contact from her placed her near Hwasong.”

      “She could be across the border now.”

      Derrick scowled. “What are you trying to say?”

      “I know that Commander Knight told you the rescue mission is for the scientist.”

      Yes, Commander Knight had told Derrick to gather a team to rescue Dr. French, but then he’d grabbed Derrick’s arm. “I know Cassandra’s there. The scientist is the priority of the mission, but if a reporter is also rescued, then that’s a win for everyone.”

      Derrick had understood. And he understood Marc right now. His skin tightened as he fought to control the anger his friend’s words ignited in him. “I know my duty,” he said in a low, steely voice. “We’ll get the scientist back.”

      Marc sighed. “What I’m trying to say is that everyone on the team will do their best to get the scientist and Cassandra back. I know what it’s like to care about someone.” Marc’s eyes hardened. “And I’d fight like hell to get her back.”

      Derrick looked around the room at Dante, Sarah, Jake, and the others who worked with him at Edge. Each stopped what they were doing and stood. As his gaze passed over them, they nodded their support.

      When he finally looked back at Marc, the man gripped him on the shoulder. “We’ve got your back.”

      Derrick nodded, his throat tight at the show of loyalty.

      He only hoped it would be enough.
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      Cassie groaned as she woke. What the hell had happened? She felt as if an elephant had sat on her. Shit, she hurt. She hurt so much.

      “You’re finally awake,” someone whispered in Korean.

      What? Her eyes slit open, or at least one of them did. She couldn’t get one of them open. Dim lighting let her make out the crisscrossed bars of the cage she was in. Cage?

      She sat up and banged her head on the top. The cage wasn’t much bigger than a large dog kennel. She couldn’t sit up straight or lay flat without hitting bars. She hugged her knees to her chest and sunk her chin on top in order to fit without hitting her head. Cages lined both sides of a long concrete room. Maybe eighty cages and half of them contained prisoners. Some stared back at her; some lay huddled in their own filth. A couple looked dead.

      Oh my God. It was all real. She was a prisoner in North Korea. Her heart skipped and then thudded faster and faster as if it were rolling downhill, gaining speed with each passing second.

      “Easy, young one,” the voice whispered.

      She glanced at the old man hunched in the cage next to her, his hair straggled to the shoulders of his threadbare stained top. No one was in a cage on her other side. The old man nodded at her, squinting as he looked her over. “New to Hwasong. And first time in the cage.”

      “What gave it away?”

      “You’re clean.”

      And it was true. The whole room smelled like a cross between a slaughterhouse and an outhouse. Sweat, piss, and blood. The scent of terror.

      She had to get out of here and get back to her daughter, but first she had to survive. And for that she needed information.

      “What time is it?”

      The man gave a quiet, rasping laugh. “Do you think I have a watch?”

      She frowned and then winced when it moved too many muscles in her aching face. Time to try again. “How long have I been here then?”

      “They put you in here sometime last night.” He squinted at a door at the far end of the room. It had a small window and golden light shone through it. “I think it’s about mid-afternoon.”

      “Thank you.”

      She eased her way to the door of her cage and examined it. Metal. Sturdy. The lock needed a key. She wouldn’t be busting her way out anytime soon. Could she pick the lock?

      She almost snorted. Even if she did know how to pick locks, she didn’t have anything to pick it with. They’d only left her with her shirt, cargo pants, and socks. Her shoes, coat, and belt were missing.

      A zing of panic shot through her. Her necklace!

      She grabbed for the tiny wolf’s head around her neck. Her fingers touched the wolf pendant and her shoulders sagged against the bars, fiercely glad the guards hadn’t taken it.

      Yet.

      It was her only symbol of home that she had left. She removed the necklace and tucked it into her bra, under the watchful gaze of her fellow prisoner. She prayed it would be safe.

      “What did you do?” the old man asked.

      She tensed. “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you here? Did you speak against the government?”

      She glanced at the other prisoners. A few watched her, their eyes glittering with avarice. Had they seen her put the necklace away? Would they say something to the guards? “Is that why you’re here?”

      Again that quiet rasp of a laugh. Two of his teeth were missing. “Something like that,” he said.

      She hugged herself tighter, her mind whirling with the need to escape.

      “Can I give you some advice?” the man said.

      She shrugged, and from the pity in his eyes, she knew her act of nonchalance had been seen through and her fear must be showing. “What?”

      “Tell them what they want to know. Tell them sooner rather than later.”

      She shook her head. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re in here because you know something. The sooner you tell them, the sooner this part will be over. I’m speaking from experience. Everyone tells them what they want to know. Don’t make it hard on yourself for no reason.” He laid down on his side, curled in on himself. “Because they’ve barely just begun.”

      She scowled. “Well, that’s fucking cheerful. Thanks.” He started to snore softly and she sighed. He wasn’t going to be any help getting out of there. And she was going to get out of there.

      She studied her surroundings, focusing on what information she could gather, not on her situation. No guards in the room, but, with all the cages locked, they didn’t have to be. There were two doors on opposite walls. One that led outside from the sunshine trying to make it through the dirty window, and one that must lead deeper into the building.

      A clang brought her attention back to the door to the outside. A guard stood there and motioned to someone. Two skeletal prisoners shuffled in, carrying a large metal pot. A third followed with a stack of metal bowls.

      “Feeding time,” the old man said.

      One prisoner used a ladle to slop what looked like gray water into a bowl while the other two shuffled back and forth, bringing the bowls to the caged prisoners. Some of the caged ones eagerly reached for it, while others looked as though they barely had the strength to hold it.

      When it was her turn, she took the bowl from the woman, who was bent with age and despair, and thanked her. “Gamsahamnida.”

      The woman looked her over and curled her lip.

      “Don’t dally,” the old man snapped.

      The woman’s eyes widened and she dipped her head, before scrambling off to get his bowl. It was fuller than the others. Cassie frowned. The woman gave a little bow after she’d pushed it through the space in the bars made for it. What was going on here?

      The old man ignored the woman, took his full bowl and slurped it down.

      Cassie looked at her food. Her stomach growled, but her lip curled at the sight of what was in the bowl. Thin, watery, and gray. The smell…. Her stomach roiled. “What is this?”

      The old man laughed in between slurps.

      “I’m glad you’re finding this funny.”

      His smile revealed a third missing tooth. “And I’m glad you still have humor, young one. It will help you survive.”

      A heavy weight seemed to settle on her with his words. Her appetite fizzled and her pain once again demanded to be noticed. She set the unappetizing bowl of grayness down beside her.

      He shook his head. “You must eat.”

      So she could keep her strength up for more beatings?

      No. For escape.

      The image of the starving prisoners digging for potatoes in the middle of the night came to her. The gray soup still didn’t appeal, but she would need whatever strength she had in the coming days if she wanted to get back to Rose. She picked up the bowl and sniffed. It looked and smelled like dirty dishwater. She sipped. Tepid and thin, the liquid tasted of dirt and…potatoes?

      The lunch lady came back around, gathering the bowls.

      “Hurry,” the old man said.

      Grimacing, Cassie slurped the gruel down. Something solid swished in the bottom of the bowl. A few corn kernels. Her stomach gurgled and she used her fingers to scrape them from the bowl.

      The lunch lady used a spare bowl to hit her cage. “Bowl. Now.”

      Cassie scowled and upended the bowl into her mouth. The woman hit her cage again, the metal clank attracting the guard’s attention. Bitch.

      She handed over the bowl before the guard made a move toward them. Within moments, the excitement was over. The guard and lunch ladies left.

      “What happens now?” she asked the old man.

      He snorted. “Happens? Nothing, if you’re lucky.”

      The smell of urine filled the air. A few cages down, a man pissed on the floor. Cassie turned away, her nose wrinkling from the smell, but the action reminded her that she hadn’t gone to the bathroom since she’d been captured.

      “When do they let us out to go to the bathroom?”

      The old man just huffed and rolled away from her. Within moments, she heard his snores again.

      She blinked. She was supposed to just go here? In her cage? In front of everyone? Somehow that was almost worse than the beating. Minutes passed. The other prisoners settled down into agitated sleep, where they twitched and mumbled, or they stared blankly into space. She edged to the door of her cage and wiggled her pants down. She bit her lip and her face heated as she relieved herself. No one looked at her, for which she was grateful. She crawled to the other end of her cage as far from her own urine as she could get. No one spoke. The silence smothered her spirit.

      Was talking forbidden?

      “Not forbidden,” the old man whispered. She must have spoken out loud. “No one has anything to say,” he continued. “It’s what happens when hope is gone.”

      That seemed like the most dismal and depressing thing he’d said yet. “You are a bundle of joy to be around.”

      He wheezed-laughed again, the sound soft but grating in the silent room. “You want to talk, so talk. Tell me about yourself.”

      She rubbed her hands up and down her arms, hugging herself. She did want to talk, to feel some kind—any kind—of connection in this place. Something to keep her spirits up, her hope alive. Without that, without her humor as the old man said, she wouldn’t last long.

      What could she talk about that wouldn’t reveal her as a reporter? They already knew she was Canadian. Perhaps she could tell him of life in general there, considering the people in North Korea didn’t have access to the outside world and the only stories, TV, or movies they grew up with were about the ruling Kim family. Even their songs were state sanctioned.

      No wonder no one was talking.

      Then a spark lit her heart. There was one other thing she could talk about that gave her joy. Something that would stay safe even if she spoke about it.

      “I have a daughter,” she whispered through her smile.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick watched his daughter pace in his office. His daughter. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to those words together. Every time he said or thought them, wonder blew through him and stalled his thoughts. But underneath, a simmering anger flared.

      Why hadn’t Cassie told him?

      If Rose was his, and he believed she was, then he’d missed out on so much of her life. Why would Cassie do that to him? He hadn’t thought she’d be so dishonest to keep him from his child. Had she not realized the baby was his?

      “What did your mother tell you about me?”

      Rose whirled to him. “Do we have to talk about this now? Mom could be in trouble. Why aren’t you doing anything?”

      He kept sitting behind his desk, not letting his frustration or fear for Cassandra show on his face or in his voice. Staying calm was the best thing he could do for Rose right now.

      “Sit down, Rose,” he said gently.

      “I’d rather stand.” Her voice thrummed with defiance, even as her eyes betrayed her fear. She was like a young colt, ready to bolt at the first sign of danger.

      He nodded his acceptance of her decision. “We must wait for intel—”

      “Wait! We’ve waited too long already. I know you’re not just a security guy. You’re still some kind of super soldier, right?”

      He nodded, not sure how much to tell her, but not wanting to lie either.

      “Mom always said you were some kind of hero. So go rescue her!”

      Super soldier? Hero? What had Cassie told the girl about him? His stomach dropped. Cassie had truly believed he’d died. Had she told stories to a young Rose about her dad, the hero? He swallowed hard, picturing the image in his mind, and regret ripped through him for his impulsive action to leave without talking to Cassie on that day so long ago. Why hadn’t he confronted her instead of turning tail and leaving? Derrick had never been one to shy from responsibility for his actions. Had he been the one who’d kept himself out of his daughter’s life? When he’d turned from Cassie and the vision of her family, had he really just barred himself from that same family?

      An image from that day came back to him. He’d seen a man pull up to the house with a young Rose, who couldn’t have been more than a toddler at the time. The child had called the man Daddy. He’d assumed the man was Rose’s father, that Cassie had a husband and child. That she’d had the family he’d wanted, but with someone else. He couldn’t break up a family and had been determined to do the right thing, so he’d left before they’d seen him.

      He wanted to close his eyes and rip the memory of that day from himself. Tear out the decision he’d made and the pain it had caused him. More, he hated the pain he’d caused Cassandra. And Rose.

      Rose, who stood in front of his desk, still speaking. “I’ve read about what they do to people over there. They might have my mother. Why won’t you do something?”

      He couldn’t undo his past, but he could move forward and make sure this girl—he had no right to call her his, but he wanted to so badly—he could make sure this girl and her mother were reunited.

      “As soon as we have the latest intel, we can finish our planning and move forward. I guarantee we’ll be in the air within twelve hours.”

      “But can you get her back?”

      He couldn’t promise. “My teams are made up of elite soldiers, the best of the best, and hostage rescue is what we do. I know you don’t know me enough to trust me, but trust in the years of training and experience I have. Trust that my people are the best. If anyone can get your mother back, it’s us.”

      Rose stared at him as if searching his face for any sign of lying. “You’re going as well?”

      “Of course. I’ll lead the mission.”

      “Good.”

      He didn’t acknowledge how her simple acceptance of his skills made him feel, as if he wore a red cape and were invincible.

      Rose twined her fingers together in front of her until her knuckles whitened. He needed to calm her down.

      “How about I show you where you can get some food?” He thought from the look of her eyes that she might need to sleep, but he wouldn’t suggest it, thinking that it might sound too parental to her and that’s not what she needed at the moment, otherwise she’d be with her grandmother at the hotel she’d booked. No, Rose needed someone to tell her it would be all right and experienced people were on the job.

      Rose nodded and let him lead her from his office. He took it as a win and only hoped that her fragile trust in him wasn’t misplaced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, when Cassie awoke, her body ached even more that it had the day before. Being huddled in a cage without a blanket had cramped and stiffened her muscles. Boredom and fear alternated control of her during the long morning and through the single meal. The old man had been taken when they’d first woken up and she hadn’t seen him since. She hoped he was okay and she wished she had someone else to talk to, but no one else even lifted their head to look at her when she tried to whisper to them.

      It was about mid-afternoon when the guards dragged her out of the cage and back into the main part of the building. She tried to struggle but one struck her in the gut once and she dropped to her knees, gasping and trying not to heave up the small amount of gruel she’d eaten earlier.

      They used rope to tie her to a long bench that had a tilt to it so her feet ended up slightly above her head. The guards checked the ropes and then left her alone. She strained her neck and tilted her head to see as much of her surroundings as she could. The room was exactly like the first one she’d been in: bare concrete walls and no furniture except for the bench she was tied to. A high window behind her let in watery sunlight. A bucket sat under a tap on the wall near the door.

      Her heart rate eventually calmed when no one entered. She tested her bonds, tugging at them, but all she managed to do was abrade the skin on her wrists and ankles. She tried not to think of how helpless she was, lying on the bench. Her breathing picked up.

      No. She needed to stay calm. To stay focused. She forced herself to breathe deeply and evenly. At least she was stretched out. She concentrated on tensing and releasing the muscles in each leg, her back, and her arms. They’d probably throw her back into the cage after this, so she might as well take advantage of anything she could. The rope tightened on her wrists as she moved and her breath caught.

      Don’t think about being helpless.

      It almost sounded like Derrick’s voice in her head. She clenched her jaw. Well, what the hell else was she supposed to think about? She wanted to argue with him. God, she’d give anything to argue with him right now. Had Rose gotten a hold of him?

      Did Rose suspect she’d been caught?

      She had to escape. The rope around her wrists was tight but there was a little slack where it attached to the bench. She lifted her head, trying to see the knot.

      The door opened and her gaze snapped toward it. The head guard—the old man had told her his name was Choe—entered with the same two soldiers behind him. Ears took up a position by the door, and the one with the broken nose stood near her head. Were they afraid she’d escape and make a run for it?

      Choe smiled at her, his jowls plumping up. “So we are here again. Today you will tell me everything I want to know.”

      “I’ve told you everything.”

      He shook his head slowly. “You will regret lying.” He nodded to Ears, who began to fill the bucket with water while he smiled slightly.

      His anticipation caused fear to twist around her, tying her tighter than the rope. She swallowed and looked back at Choe. “What are you going to do?”

      His smile oozed onto his face and he nodded at Ears.

      Broken Nose snapped out a cloth and covered her face. She gasped and he tucked part of it into her mouth. She tried to use her tongue to push it back out. A clank near her head startled her.

      “Begin,” Choe said.

      Water poured onto her face and into her mouth. The partial gag wouldn’t let her close her mouth. She tried to turn her face away but someone grabbed her head, holding it still. Water streamed onto her face. She choked and coughed. Water continually poured into her mouth. She couldn’t see, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. The water kept coming. She twisted and thrashed. Her lungs burned with the need to get air. She was drowning while tied to a bench. Drowning.

      It stopped. The cloth was ripped from her face. She turned her head and retched water, coughing and crying. She took great shuddering gasps of air.

      Broken Nose put the cloth back over her face. She tried to bite the fingers that shoved some of the cloth in her mouth. “She still has fight,” someone said.

      “Again.”

      No!

      Water rushed over her face, filling her mouth and nose. A wave of panic hit her and she strained to move, to get away. Her lungs burned for air. She fought for breath, thrashing as hard as she could, but she couldn’t move. They slowly smothered her under the streaming water. Spots appeared before her eyes. She was close to blacking out.

      Again the cloth was ripped from her unexpectedly. Again she retched all the water she’d swallowed, leaving her limp and hollow.

      “What do you want?” she asked Choe hoarsely before Ears came back with another bucket.

      “Tell me who you work for.”

      “What do you mean? I’m just—”

      “You’re a spy. Who do you work for?”

      “I’m not a spy,” she protested. “Please. I’m not—”

      “Too late.” Choe clasped his hands behind him making his belly protrude more. “You will learn.” He nodded at the guards. “Again.”

      “No—” The slap of the wet cloth on her face cut her off. She did manage to bite a finger this time.

      The water started. Her frenzied need to escape, to breathe, had her thumping her head against the bench. Air. Her body screamed for it. Inarticulate noises escaped her.

      It was forever before they ripped the cloth off her head.

      Choe still smiled.

      She knew then. This was a game for him. It didn’t matter what she said. He didn’t see her as human and he didn’t care what she had to tell him. They would keep torturing her until they grew bored or she died. She couldn’t stop them.

      Hope shriveled inside her. A sob welled up.

      Stay strong, Little Wolf.

      Easy for you to say.

      Think of Rose. You can survive.

      Derrick’s voice. She held on to it. And she thought of their daughter.

      Rose.

      The cold wet of the cloth going over her face made her flinch and moan, but it didn’t matter. She would get through this. She would survive. She would get back to Rose.

      The water started again.

      She lost track of how many times she nearly drowned in that cold, concrete room. The last time the cloth came off her face, she just stared up at Choe, no longer begging or crying. Hollow, raw, and aching, she said nothing, did nothing.

      “Tell me about your father.”

      “He…he was sent here. Years ago.” Was that thin whisper her voice? It sounded as if she’d been screaming for hours. “My mother escaped, but he got caught.”

      He nodded. And she kept talking. Anything to stop the water from coming back.

      “I…I wanted to see if he was still here.” Her eyes pricked and her vision blurred with tears. “So stupid. I was so stupid.”

      Choe nodded. “Yes, you were stupid. Very, very stupid.”

      She didn’t say anything about being a reporter. Or about taking pictures for a documentary. She buried that part of herself deep inside. Instead, she told a truth about herself. A truth about a missing father she’d dreamed of meeting. She released that truth and let it eclipse everything else inside her. Choe had to believe that was her only reason.

      Ears turned on the tap, sending water streaming and sloshing back into the bucket. Her pulse started to race and she jerked against the ropes.

      “Please,” she said. “I’m Canadian. Please let me go home.”

      “What about your father?”

      “Please let me go.” She hated that she was back to begging, but she didn’t want the water again. The bucket was almost full. “Please.”

      Choe waved his hand at Ears but he never took his eyes off her. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Cassandra Kwon.”

      Her body sank back. Relief and fear warred and skewered her inside. It was over.

      For today.
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        * * *

      

      The bars of the cage beside her clanged. She skittered back into the corner of hers when the guards threw the old man back into his cage. They locked the door and left. She relaxed.

      They hadn’t come for her.

      But they wouldn’t yet. Choe had said that he’d see her tomorrow. She hugged her knees to her chest. They wouldn’t come until then. They wouldn’t.

      “Oh, young one,” the old man said. “You survived. Focus on that. You survived another day.”

      His voice held compassion and pity. It drew Cassie from her darkness. “How do you do it? How do you keep surviving?”

      He looked away from her. “There is only one way to survive here.”

      “Tell me.”

      He sighed. “The ones who keep their compassion, their humor, their memories of life before, their…hope…those are the prisoners who struggle. Most of them don’t make it. For the rest of us…our humanity is beaten out of us over weeks, months, years. Until all that’s left is an animal. And an animal will turn on anyone or anything in order to survive—fellow prisoners, friends, even family.” Dark memories haunted his eyes. “That is the only way to survive.”

      “But you…”

      He lowered his gaze and hunched in on himself. “I have survived.”

      What had they done to him? “How long have you been here?”

      “Too long to deserve your compassion.” His lips pressed together. “It is why you must tell them whatever you know. Maybe they’ll send you home.”

      Even he didn’t sound hopeful.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “My name?” he repeated. “No one has asked me that in a long time. It’s Jin-sun.”

      Her heart stuttered. Jin-sun was a common enough name. “And your family name?”

      He tilted his head to study her. “Kwon. Kwon Jin-sun.”

      Her heart stopped. Along with her breathing.

      Jin-sun leaned toward her. “Young one? Are you all right?”

      A shudder went through her, restarting her system like an electric shock. She coughed. “I’m okay.” This couldn’t be happening.

      She’d dreamed of meeting her father ever since she was a little girl, wondering what type of man he was, pretending he was a hero who worked to make North Korea a safe place for his family and that one day he’d escape and find them.

      “You’ve been in here for decades?”

      His eyes widened. “Oh no. I spent a few years in a prison when I was young. When I got out, I…” He hung his head. “I followed the government’s rules. I tried to be a good citizen. I didn’t want to go back to prison.”

      “What happened?”

      He closed his eyes briefly, as if praying. “I tried to escape.” He opened his eyes. “That was two years ago.”

      “Two years?”

      He nodded. “And my humanity is almost gone.” He smiled. “You remind me of who I used to be. It’s both a blessing and a curse.”

      She blinked. “A curse?”

      “I can’t survive if my humanity returns.” He gave a shrug, as if he didn’t sit hunched in a cage. “But maybe that’s for the best.”

      She didn’t know whether this man was actually her father, but she did know that she didn’t want to leave him behind. No one deserved this.

      “My mother escaped Chosōn when she was pregnant with me,” Cassie said, using the North Korean word for their country.

      Jin-sun stilled. “Did your father escape too?”

      “No,” she said quietly. “He was captured and imprisoned. My mother had no way to get in touch with him. We heard he died in prison.”

      He stared at her, his hands clenching and unclenching on nothing. “Your mother’s name?”

      “Pak Dae. But her married name is Kwon.”

      Jin-sun’s eyes squeezed shut and he began to rock back and forth, mumbling under his breath.

      “Jin-sun? Are you okay?”

      His eyes snapped open. “Your name?”

      “Cassandra.”

      “Cassandra.” He smiled at her—a wide, beautiful, joyous smile. Then he frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      She shrugged. Was she really having a conversation like this? In prison cages? “I came to find…you.” Or someone like you. Was it really him? Could she really have found her father?

      His shoulders slumped. “Oh, young one. How foolish you are.”

      He was right. She had been foolish to come here. But the story of this place and these people had to be told. She didn’t mention that she was a reporter or what she was really doing here. He was an old man and could spill any of her secrets under torture. Everyone broke eventually. She just hoped that Choe decided she was telling the truth and maybe he’d put her in with the general population. Then maybe she’d have a chance to escape.

      Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.

      She dug her nails into her palms. She wouldn’t give up hope.

      “At least tell me that someone is coming for you,” he said.

      Her insides swirled and sank at that question. Was anyone coming for her? Did anyone even know? The truth hit her hard. “No one’s coming.”

      He frowned at her. “What about your husband? Rose’s father?”

      “No,” she whispered. “There is no one.” Her thoughts spiraled down, dragging her spirit with them. She needed something to take her mind off the constant pain of her body and the ache of her soul.

      “Tell me about your life,” she said.

      Jin-sun shook his head. “It pains me to remember the man I once was. Tell me instead about your life and your mother.”

      Cassandra took a deep breath, knowing she’d avoid all mention of her career. Instead, she focused on her childhood, telling this man, who might be her father, about how she’d grown up in Canada. She told story after story of her childhood. Some made him smile or laugh; some made his eyes grow wide. He wanted to know about clothing, food, TV, books, and movies. He asked her to hum songs to him.

      After a particularly awful rendition of “Eye of the Tiger”, she noticed all the other prisoners were awake and listening. It was sad how little entertainment the people in this country had. None of them had heard anything beyond sanctioned stories of the ruling Kim family.

      Her voice had already been hoarse, but she kept speaking until it was barely a whisper. Something in her made her keep going, to give these prisoners something from the outside, even if it was just words, or a badly hummed tune. Most would die here, she realized. A woman in a cage against the opposite wall sat with tears streaming down her face.

      So Cassie kept talking.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick strode out of the combat supply room with his ruck packed and on his back. Rose stood in the hallway. He stopped. She didn’t have access to this floor. “How’d you get up here?”

      She shrugged. “Ms. Waters let me come up. I told her it was urgent.”

      “And is it?”

      “Are you going after my mom now?”

      He nodded. “I’m heading to the roof. A helicopter will take my team from there to the airport and then we’ll be on our way.”

      Her hands clenched into fists at her side and she lifted her chin. “I know you’re my father and I should hug you or say I hope you come back, but really…I just want you to save my mom. Bring her home. Please.”

      The words sliced something inside him, causing slivers of pain, but he ignored them. The girl had a right to her feelings. She didn’t know him and in her mind, he’d willingly let them think he was dead so he wouldn’t have to step up and be her father. He couldn’t imagine how that felt. All he knew is that he would spend the rest of his life making up for that mistake.

      And he’d start with a vow.

      “I’ll bring her home.” Or I’ll die trying.
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      Drowning. She couldn’t use her arms or legs to swim. She sank beneath the dark waves. Water filled her mouth. A desperate fire in her lungs. Unable to scream, unable to move, unable to breathe.

      Drowning.

      Cassie gasped for air and sat up, banging her head on the top of her cage. She rubbed the spot. Add it to the growing collection on her body.

      The afternoon sunshine streaming through the door’s window created a golden square on the concrete floor. Everything was quiet. She stiffened. Jin-sun wasn’t in his cage beside her anymore. She scrambled to her knees and edged to the front bars. Jin-sun wasn’t in any of the cages that she could see.

      “Jin-sun?” she called quietly. When had they taken him? It must have been after their sole meal. The gruel had done nothing to ease her hunger, but she’d still dozed after gulping it down.

      Had they taken him? Would she ever see him again? A fierce longing for an old man she didn’t know gripped her like a vise. Now she was alone, and she wasn’t sure she was strong enough to survive this without him. Telling the old man stories of her life had strengthened her resolve to fight; it kept up her hope. Without him, her hope dimmed like a fire in this oppressive mist of misery.

      Movement two cages down caught her eye. Blond hair. It was the tall scientist, curled up in a cage, shifting as if trying to find a comfortable spot.

      She double-checked that no guards stood in the room before calling out softly. “Dr. French?”

      The scientist’s head lifted and he looked at her. “Do I know you?” he asked in English.

      She shook her head. “No, but I know of you,” she said, speaking English back to him.

      “You’re American?” For some reason, his words were laced with hope. Did he not realize she was also a prisoner? But maybe it was the same reason why the loss of Jin-sun hit her so hard. It was easier to bear misery with someone, even a stranger by your side.

      “Canadian.”

      He frowned. “Why are you here?”

      “I came…”—To write a story. To find a man who should be dead.—“…to find out about my family.”

      His face became sympathetic. “I’m sorry.”

      Hope dimmed further in the mist. She nodded. “Me too.”

      Then a thought struck her. The scientist was here. Beside her! Rose would have found a way to get the picture to Derrick. She must have. Then Derrick would set up a rescue mission. If she stayed alive and near the scientist, then she could be rescued too.

      It was a long shot, but the fire inside her stoked higher. This could work.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Cassandra,” she said. “Cassandra Kwon.”

      She licked her dry and cracked lips. Should she risk telling him? What if another prisoner heard? He’d slumped back into his cage. She had to give him hope. Something to defy the darkness around them with.

      She set her voice low and quiet. “Dr. French, help is coming for you.”

      He banged his head on the top of the cage when he straightened. “What?”

      She almost laughed. “Help is—”

      The door to the main part of the building banged open. Two guards entered. Every prisoner inside sat up and huddled to the back of their cage, just like she did. The guards strode to her end of the room.

      No!

      Her heart stopped dead. She didn’t move, didn’t breathe.

      Not me. Not me. Not me.

      A guard brought a key to the lock of her cage. Adrenaline flooded her system, pushing from her heart out to her limbs. She scrambled to the back of her cage and gripped the bars, but the guards grabbed her ankles and yanked, hauling her from its dubious safety.

      She struggled, flailing and thrashing. She heard Dr. French shouting something but it was beyond her to listen. A blind panic drove her to resist.

      But she didn’t have the knowledge, the strength, or the ability to free herself. Within moments, she was strapped back down on the bench.

      “Please don’t do this,” she said. “I’ve told you everything.”

      Ears stood by the tap. He turned the water on and the sound of it sloshing into the metal bucket pounded a spike of ice through her chest. She shuddered and arched her back, straining uselessly against the ropes.

      Choe entered the room.

      Her gaze snapped to him. “I’ve told you everything. You don’t have to do this.”

      “We do this to make sure, and as a warning to the other prisoners.” He smiled. “Don’t worry. It will be all over tomorrow.”

      She sucked in a breath as hope blossomed inside her. Had the Canadian government been told about her? Were they getting her released? “Tomorrow?”

      His smile never changed. “Yes. Tomorrow you die.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassie woke up back in her cage. Her hair had dried into stringy pieces that stuck to her forehead and neck. Dr. French was no longer in his cage and Jin-sun hadn’t returned either. The sight of the empty cages made her shoulders hunch. Her breathing became ragged; she hugged herself and dug her nails into her arms.

      I will not cry.

      She’d cried between the bouts of water but that was different. Now the tears that threatened felt like despair and defeat. She couldn’t give in.

      But they planned to execute her tomorrow. They still thought she was some sort of spy. Choe had said they planned to kill her and show her body to the world. She couldn’t let that happen.

      She sat up as much as she could in the low cage.

      The door to the outside opened, letting in cool, fresh air and thin sunshine. She strained her head to see who it was. Two guards carried Jin-sun back to his cell. He hobbled between them. Something had happened to his foot. She stared. It looked swollen and bruised. Jin-sun winced when his weight landed on it. The guards opened his cage and he quietly crawled inside, protecting his foot from touching the ground. After locking the cage door, one guard stared hard at Jin-sun.

      “Remember.”

      Jin-sun nodded, strain making the skin around his eyes wrinkle.

      Cassie waited until the guards left. “What was that about?”

      “Later.” Jin-sun lay down on his side, facing away from her.

      She frowned. “I don’t have a later.” Her voice was hoarse and no longer sounded like her. “I’m going to be…executed…tomorrow.”

      “Later.”

      She stared at him, feeling betrayed by this man who thought he could be her father. He didn’t seem to care that she was going to die. She glanced at his foot and then at his shoulders hunched up even though he lay on the ground.

      “What did they do to you?” she whispered.

      He sighed and sat up, turning back to her. He glanced at the other cages and wiped his hand across his mouth. “Give me your hand.” His voice was low and urgent.

      She didn’t hesitate and stuck her hand through the bars. He gripped hers for an instant, shoving something into it. A piece of metal? She opened her mouth but he gave his head a sharp shake. Okay. No questions. He closed her fingers around the object and released her hand. She brought it close to her body and glanced at the other prisoners. But none of them appeared to be watching.

      She opened her fingers. A steel key lay on her palm. Omigod. Her spine straightened as though an electric current shot through her. She banged her head on the top of the cage. A male prisoner across the room lifted his head to look at her.

      She clasped her hand over the key and used her other hand to rub her head, drawing the male prisoner’s gaze away from the key with her movement. He turned away without expression.

      She widened her eyes at Jin-sun. How? she mouthed to him.

      “It’s not important,” he said in a low voice.

      That she couldn’t believe. What had he done to get it? Did his foot have anything to do with getting it?

      Her lips trembled with the start of a smile. They had a key.

      Jin-sun scowled and looked significantly at the prisoners surrounding them. “Later,” he murmured and then he lay down again with his back facing her.

      Omigod.

      Hope threatened to plaster a grin on her face but she forced it off and kept her gaze on her knees, which she hugged to her chest and rocked.

      I’m coming, Rose. I’m coming home.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie rolled the key between her fingers again. Impatience bit at her, making her skin pinched and her muscles tight. She rolled her shoulders to loosen them. Jin-sun sat hunched over, but calm, in his cage. He gave a small shake of his head, the same as he’d been doing for the last two hours.

      Night had fallen hours ago. It must be close to midnight, but how the hell was she supposed to know? She couldn’t wait to put the key in the slot, even as her mind conjured all sorts of horrible things that could happen as soon as she left the cage.

      This could all be a ploy to make her think she could escape, before they shot her in the back. She grimaced. She’d be lucky if they shot her in the back. Her mind shied away from the torture she’d already endured and knew it could get much, much worse. Choe had mentioned he wouldn’t give her to his men to play with because he wanted her recognizable for the cameras tomorrow. If they caught her escaping, he might renege on that.

      She swallowed hard. She wouldn’t get caught.

      Her gaze went to Jin-sun. They wouldn’t get caught. His hurt foot was worrisome, especially considering she didn’t know the extent of his injury. He wouldn’t let her look at it. But they’d both escape tonight, even if she had to carry him. There was no sign of Dr. French, but she wasn’t enough of a hero to search the building at night for him. Nor did she think too long on the other prisoners. She desperately wanted to help these people, but she knew her limitations. The more people they took with them, the less chance of success they had to actually escape.

      She clenched her fist around the key and looked again at Jin-sun. When could they leave?

      He nodded and her stomach took a running leap off a tall building and into free fall. It was time. She bit her lip and scooted closer to the lock on her cage. A glance around the dark room showed prisoners sleeping or at least facing away. She unclenched her fingers that had been holding the key too tightly. Her hands shook and she almost dropped it.

      Jin-sun made a hissing noise at her.

      Shit. Get it together, Cassie.

      Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. Again she heard Derrick’s voice in her head. She took a deep breath and released it. Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. She brought her hands up to the lock again. Slower, smoother. Breathing regularly. She inserted the key, wiggled it to get a good fit and then turned it. A click that sounded too loud in the quiet prison tensed her muscles. She counted ten breaths without moving before pushing on the cage door.

      It opened!

      Excitement burst inside her, shooting through her limbs. She grinned at Jin-sun, who smiled back. He held out his hand and she handed him the key before pushing her door open farther. Cold from the cement floor seeped into her knees, reminding her that it was October. She could handle the cold outside even without proper clothes, though her feet would bear the worst of it. Especially considering she’d probably have to carry most of Jin-sun’s weight because of his injury.

      She looked at him. He sat calmly in his cage, a sad smile on his face. She gestured at the lock on his door. Why hadn’t he unlocked it yet?

      He shook his head.

      She held out her hand for the key.

      He shook his head again, the smile on his face fading like a sunset.

      What was he doing? She dropped to her knees and gripped the bars of his cage.

      He pointed to his ankle. “I will only hold you back.” His words were barely a breath of air and she only heard them because she was so close.

      “We can make it,” she whispered back.

      “No.” He added a shooing motion with his hand as if she were a recalcitrant child. When she didn’t move, he sighed. “I made a deal with the guards to free you.”

      “They broke your foot.”

      He nodded. “So I could not run as well.”

      “What did you give them?”

      “There are rumors that I am a rich man and have money tucked away in my old town. I told the guards I would tell them where my money was hidden.”

      “You paid for my release?”

      He a glint of mischief appeared in his eyes. “No. I have nothing to my name but the clothes on me. I started those rumors over a year ago in case I ever needed the leverage.”

      So smart. So brave. So kind. “They’re going to kill you,” she whispered.

      “It is time for you to go.”

      “Please,” she said. Whether this man was her father or not, he’d been the closest thing to a friend she’d had in this misery. “I can’t leave you.”

      “You would make any father proud,” he said. “But you must go. Think of Rose.”

      Rose. The name of her daughter sent a tiny shockwave through her. She had to escape, to survive. She sighed soundlessly as despair squeezed her heart.

      She would leave this man who’d sacrificed for her in order to get back to her daughter. And to a man who needed to become Rose’s father in more than name.

      Her vision blurred for an instant. She blinked rapidly and pushed an arm through the bars to grip Jin-sun’s hand. He returned her grip with surprising strength. They would execute him in her place tomorrow for his part in this.

      He released her hand and gave it a gentle push. “Go now.”

      Her eyes pricked and she wiped away moisture. She bit her lip. Hard. It was time to go. Jin-sun had sacrificed himself for her. She had to make that count.

      She gave him a nod and got off her knees. In a crouch, she went to the outside door and peered through the window. No guards.

      Had that been part of whatever Jin-sun had done to get the key?

      She kept in a crouch, slowly opened the door a crack, and slid outside into the cold night air.
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      Derrick gazed at Hwasong prison camp through his night vision goggles. Minimal guard movement at two in the morning. He had Bravo and Charlie teams with him and they’d been scoping the place out for the last hour since they’d made it here. It had been a bit tricky obtaining two vehicles to fit eight of them but it had been worth it to save the time.

      Of course, they’d had to dump those vehicles at the last town and hump their way in on foot. If they were lucky, the cars might still be there when they got back, but he wasn’t going to count on that.

      He keyed his comms. “Bravo Two, this is Bravo One. Sitrep.”

      “This is Bravo Two,” Marc said. “Two-man patrol every fifteen mikes. Nothing we can’t handle, Hawk.”

      He’d put Jake in charge of Charlie team. They would watch their backs when Derrick’s team went in, and hold their exfil for them. “ETA for next patrol?”

      “Five mikes.”

      “Roger. Five mikes to go time.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Hawk out.”

      Derrick continued to survey the prison, looking for anything that might disrupt their plans. The place relied on their electric fence, isolation, and the surrounding mountains to help keep the more than ten thousand prisoners contained. Most of them had nowhere to go and no way to get there. A few soldiers with a dog would be able to overtake any starved prisoner who made it past the electric fence. It wouldn’t be easy to escape but it could be done. The fact that so many prisoners didn’t suggested the terrorizing tactics the guards must use to keep the prisoners contained.

      Thoughts of those tactics and what could be happening to Cassie made his jaw clench. He had to wait.

      But what if they were killing her right now? He could stop them.

      No. He’d be risking not just the mission, but also Cassie’s life and those of his team if he charged in there. He had to believe that they wouldn’t kill her just yet.

      If they even had her. What if she’d just lost her sat phone in the woods somewhere? Here he was, charging to her rescue, and she might already be crossing the border. His jaw clenched even further. He would have a few choice words for her if that was the case, and he’d make her listen to him. No story was worth the risk she’d taken.

      How could she take this chance with her life? He shook off his frustration. It wasn’t the time or place to think about that. The mission and his team called for a clear head.

      Two men in uniform strode by the inside of the fence. They held their rifles loosely in their hands, chatting quietly in Korean, a language Derrick knew very little of. But he suspected from their tones and the ease in their voices that neither of them expected or suspected trouble.

      Once they were out of sight, he keyed his mic again. “Bravo team, go.”

      Dante ran from the shadows to the fence and dropped to his knees while Derrick covered him. Within seconds, Dante had the electricity bypassing a small section of the fence before he snipped the links. He pulled the section of fence back far enough for them to squeeze through. Dante put away his tools and wiggled through first. Derrick went after, with Marc and Sarah following.

      They ran for the concrete slab of a building and put their backs against the wall. No light shone from the interior, but they all had their NVGs. He took point and pushed open the door. Not even locked. This wasn’t a place they worried about the prisoners getting into. He frowned. Or out of, obviously. Did they have the right place? It matched the photo Cassie had sent them.

      What if she wasn’t here?

      He buried the thought. He’d deal with that possibility if it came up.

      Inside was a large open office with four separate work areas, each with a metal desk, filing cabinet, bookshelf, and trashcan in the exact same arrangement. No papers littered the desks, and only a few books decorated the shelves.

      On the opposite wall, another door waited. This one had a small window in it. He glanced through into a dark hallway with doors lining it and a cross hall with a door at the far end. He turned the knob. Unlocked.

      Derrick signaled the others and entered the hall; with whispered steps and a tap on his shoulders, the others fell into line behind him. The smell hit him. Astringent urine, sour sweat, and the slightly sweet odor of rotting blood. His stomach turned.

      He took the first door on the left. Sarah took the one on the right, while Marc and Dante moved forward to the next two.

      His room had chains attached to the concrete wall and nothing else. He swung his rifle where his eyes scanned and checked behind the door. Clear. He left the room. Sarah joined him seconds later and signaled an all clear. They traveled as a team to the two rooms that Marc and Dante had entered.

      The men exited at the same time. Marc’s face could have been stone. Derrick looked beyond him into the room. A figure lay in a heap on the ground. Marc drew a line across his throat. Derrick nodded and continued down the hall. It wasn’t the scientist or… His mind veered sharply from that thought. The body wasn’t anyone who concerned them, so Derrick led his team on. The smell of shit, piss, and unwashed bodies increased the farther they went. The door at the end of the hall with its darkened window beckoned, but they needed to clear the rooms in the two short hallways on either side first.

      He and Sarah took the right hallway while Marc and Dante took the left. He cleared his two rooms quickly. One held a slanted bench with straps. A bucket stood under a tap. Water dripped into the half-full bucket. The drops plunked down with soft, despairing echoes.

      He knew what happened in this room. Waterboarding was a particularly heinous torture, leaving a victim feeling drowned and desperate. His lip curled and anger threaded through his system. He shoved it down. Now was not the time.

      In the hall, Sarah waited for him, signaling a cleared room. Marc popped out down the opposite hall and signaled the same. Dante came out from his door and waved them inside. “Found him, Hawk.”

      His heart contracted too hard. Found him.

      Not her.

      Sarah waited at the door while Marc and he followed Dante inside. Dr. French had his hands tied behind his back and attached high on the wall so the man had to hunch over and stand on his tiptoes at the same time. A stress position. The man cried silently as Dante cut him down. “Thank you,” he whispered. “Thank God. She said you were coming, but… Thank God.” Dr. French straightened and stumbled. Dante caught him.

      Derrick’s focus sharpened. “She said?”

      Dr. French nodded. “What was her name? A Korean woman. But she said she was Canadian.”

      Predatory focus tightened his muscles. “Cassandra Kwon?”

      “I…I think that was it.”

      “Where is she?” he snapped.

      Dr. French shook his head. His greasy hair barely moved. “She was in the cages before they…”

      Derrick wanted to shake the man. “Before?”

      “Before they took her away.” He clung to Dante. “I’m sorry. Please get me out of here. Please.”

      “It’s okay,” Dante said. “We’ve got you. Tell us where they took Kwon.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know. Please get me out of here.”

      “Easy, man,” Dante whispered. “We’re going now. I need you to be quiet, though.”

      The scientist just nodded and didn’t say a further word.

      Derrick wanted to smash something. Cassie had been here. Here! The bleak room was the same as the others. A torturing room.

      “Where are the cages?” he asked in a low voice.

      “At the end of the hall,” Dr. French said.

      “Guarded?”

      “No. The cages are locked. There are lots of prisoners in there.”

      Derrick pulled Marc aside. “Get him out.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “That’s an or—”

      “Don’t try that crap on me, Hawk,” Marc said. “You’re not staying here solo to find your woman. Ghost can cover Gears and the science guy. I’ll cover you.”

      Your woman. Derrick stared at Marc. He wasn’t going anywhere until he found Cass, no matter how long it took. He wouldn’t drag Marc into that, but the man could help for now. Derrick nodded. “Fine. But when I say you leave, you leave.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “You’re a pain in my ass.”

      “Love you too, buddy.”

      Derrick snorted. “Ghost. Gears. Get Dr. French out. We’ll meet up when we have the second package.”

      Sarah gave him a hard-eyed glare. “See that you do.”

      Dante tucked his shoulder under Dr. French’s. “Stay safe. Lead on, Ghost.”

      Derrick waited until the two reported over the comms that the yard was clear and they were heading back before he silently cracked open the door to the back room where the cages lay.

      The smell smacked him in the face: an open latrine mixed with decay and death. Now they knew where the main smell had been coming from.

      The sounds of breathing floated to them through the stench, but nothing else. Nothing moved in the dark. He looked closer and swore silently. Cages had been right.

      Metal cages looking like dog kennels for rabid Rottweilers held curled-up prisoners. Dozens of them lined the walls except for the single door on the far side. He cut into the room, his boots making no sound on the concrete floor.

      Where was she?

      Marc went to the outside door and took watch. Derrick would be the one to identify Cassie and he had to do it quickly before any of the prisoners woke. He moved down one aisle staring hard into each cage.

      Male. Male. Too old. Male. Too thin. Male. Wrong hair. Male.

      He went by every single cage without finding her. He must have missed her. Where was she? He started again.

      One old man sat cross-legged, his gaze calmly following Derrick’s movements back and forth. He might have seemed very Zen-like except for his hunched over posture due to the cage’s short height. He ignored the man and walked by all of the cages once more.

      No. No. No.

      She wasn’t here. Fuck.

      Where is she?

      “Cassandra Kwon?” The old man whispered the name into the stinking darkness and it electrified Derrick. He went to the cage and kneeled before the man. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

      “You came for her.”

      He nodded again.

      “She didn’t think you would.”

      “I will always come for her.”

      He smiled, a weary but happy smile. “When you find her, tell her that until she really believes it.”

      “Hawk.” Marc’s low voice intruded. Time was running out.

      “Do you know where she is?” Derrick asked.

      Now the man’s smile widened into a proud grin. “She escaped.”

      Derrick tensed, not knowing whether this would end well or not. His impatience to know where she was strangled his words. “Tell me.”

      “This night. But earlier…maybe two hours. She ran. I haven’t heard the dogs yet so I think she got out.”

      “Which way would she go?”

      He shook his head. “Your guess is better than mine, but I would run for the closest border.”

      She was on foot. They could catch up to her. He frowned. Unless she tried to get a car—

      “Hawk, we’ve got to go.”

      Derrick turned to the old man who sat quietly in his cage, not asking to be released. Did he know it was beyond Derrick’s capability to save them all?

      He frowned. Or was it?
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      Derrick scanned the open area in front of Marc and himself. They stood in a shadow outside the modern-day concentration camp, and searched for enemies. Behind him, whispers of movement sounded, but he didn’t look. The escaping prisoners would give them warnings of guards.

      “Who would have thought the old man was sitting there with a key to his own cage?” Marc whispered.

      “And a broken foot from the looks of it.” Derrick squinted through his NVGs. Was that movement to the north?

      “Still,” Marc said. “I don’t think he’d planned on releasing himself or the others.”

      “At least it didn’t take much convincing,” Derrick said. And it hadn’t. He’d proposed the idea as a distraction to further help Cassie escape and the old man had readily agreed. It seemed she’d made a friend while interned. “The other prisoners’ escapes will help confuse both the guards and their dogs. And it’ll buy us time.”

      Sarah’s voice came over the comms. “This is Bravo Three. You’re clear to move.”

      “Copy that. Oscar Mike,” Derrick said, telling her they were on the move. He nodded at Marc. They loped to the cut in the fence line. He wondered for a moment whether any of the prisoners would follow them. But the way they’d scattered quickly and quietly after he’d released them told him that they had alternative routes.

      Which way had Cassie gone?

      His gut clenched at the thought of her hurt and running blind in this terrain.

      He would find her. He pushed his feelings down. Cold logic was needed for this mission and it wasn’t over yet, not until his team and Cassie were safe. For now, he could focus on the fact that she’d managed to bust out of a prison most people who entered died in.

      He slid through the fence opening, with Marc right behind him. They slowed to a jog and made their way to the RV where Sarah and Dante waited.

      As they neared the RV, Derrick keyed his comms. “This is Bravo One. Approaching from the north.”

      “I have visual on you, Bravo One,” Sarah’s voice said on the comms. “Charlie team has begun package extraction.”

      The other team had already left with Dr. French. Good. “Roger. Bravo One out.”

      Within moments, Sarah’s small form—even in combats and webbing—stepped out from behind a tree. “Where’s the woman?”

      “She escaped already,” Marc said.

      “Seriously?”

      Dante turned from where he watched the south. “Where do we start to look?”

      Something loosened in Derrick’s chest. His team would back him up. His lips quirked, whether he wanted them to or not. “We need to fan out and sweep from here to the road and then east until we find her.”

      “We’ll find her,” Marc said.

      He hoped so. Hang on, Little Wolf. I’m coming.
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      Cassie panted as she scrambled under the stone lip and into her cave. Relief drenched her when her fingers touched the pack she’d left behind. They hadn’t discovered the cave. She was safe. A sob broke free and echoed loudly.

      She clamped a hand over her mouth. No! She wasn’t safe. She wouldn’t be safe until she was out of the country and home. She scrambled to open the top of her pack. She needed to call home. To let them know…

      Fuck. The sat phone was in her daypack, the one she’d left by the road. Could she chance getting it? Her compass was in there. She’d never make it to the border without those.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      She just wanted to huddle here in the dark, where she was safe.

      She breathed deep and her thoughts slowed. Panic hovered outside her body, waiting to get in. But right now, right now she sat in the eye of the storm, where she could think.

      The guards had dogs. They’d be after her as soon as they knew she was missing. She figured she had until daylight before they started searching and she needed to be as far from here as she could. It had already taken her too long to make it out of the prison proper by finding the potato field without fencing and heading south.

      Her hands and knees stung with scrapes from her repeated falls in the darkness. Her feet started to throb and she knew she’d done some damage running blindly without shoes, but she’d had to.

      In the bottom of her pack, she had a pair of lightweight runners, in case something happened to her hiking shoes. Thank you, outdoor saleswoman, who’d convinced her not to backcountry camp without a second set of shoes.

      She wiped off as much dirt from her feet as she could and then hauled on spare wool socks and the runners. The soles of her feet protested, but she could survive running on cuts and bruises. She wouldn’t survive if she was caught again.

      Time to move.

      She pulled the pack after her out of the cave and hissed her breath out in pain when she put it on and tightened the straps over injuries from her first day.

      Just bruises. She could handle bruises.

      The moon was three-quarters full. Under the trees, it was black as tar, but here everything was outlined in silver, an almost surreal effect. Something from a horror movie, her mind whispered, where a victim ran into the killer under the trees.

      She could handle one killer.

      She jogged toward the trees. If she followed this ridge, it would take her to the road. It was a risk being so close to being in the open, but she’d get to the road faster. She kept up the jog, adrenaline and fear pushing aside muscle fatigue. One foot after another. Her feet crunched on the fallen leaves and ground. She pushed to keep the rhythm from slowing. One, two. One, two. Her breathing scratched her throat and scraped the quiet of the night.

      Her rhythm slowed, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop.

      Her foot caught and she slammed to the ground, landing on her forearms. Her backpack slid up and struck the back of her head. She lay there panting, her eyes pricking with tears.

      Get up, Cassie. She trembled. “Get up, Cass,” she said aloud. “Now.”

      She dragged herself to her feet, her battered body protesting. “Slow is smooth…” she panted. “Smooth is fast.” Please let that be true.

      Derrick’s face swam in front of her. Too slow is dead.

      “Well, that’s not helpful,” she muttered to him.

      No. She would not lose her mind. She started forward, going a bit slower but keeping a steady pace, calming her breathing by thinking about her next steps.

      First the road. Then find her daypack. Then follow the road east and eventually north.

      She had a few energy bars left. She’d make them last. Water would be more important. Her heart rate slowed as she took mental inventory of what she had, what she needed, and where she had to go. Organizing always calmed her. And apparently it didn’t matter whether it was her closet or running for her life.

      She smiled. They wouldn’t beat her.

      It wasn’t long before the ridge line veered west. This was where she needed to cross through the woods to the road. Almost there. She kept her pace steady as she entered the blackness, her hands in front, moving from tree to tree, praying she stayed on a southerly course. Once she found her daypack, she would have her NVGs and she’d be able to move faster.

      A moment of panic threatened to overwhelm her when she thought she’d gotten turned around in the dark. What if she missed the road? The guards would find her wandering, hopelessly lost, in the morning. They’d drag her back. Torture her again. Her lungs constricted and she couldn’t breathe. Water sloshed from a bucket, filling her mouth…

      Sharp pain stabbed her knee, bringing her back. She’d fallen to her hands and knees and struck a rock. She grabbed the rough bark of a tree beside her, reassuring herself in the dark with its rough grooves.

      She wasn’t back there. She’d escaped. Her thoughts calmed and the panic again waited outside for another chance to bring her down.

      She kept moving. With a deep breath, she forced herself to go on, keeping her thoughts focused on the road, not letting them spiral back into that dark place.

      First the road. Then her daypack. Then moving east.

      She could do this. She could do this. She could do this.

      The darkness between the trees eased, each tree a black silhouette against the shadowy road ahead. The road. Her pack felt lighter and her steps quickened as she neared it.

      She paused and listened. No sound but the occasional skitter of a night creature or call of a bird. No cars. No humans. No dogs.

      She sighed and moved onto the road. She turned left and started to jog. She’d hid her daypack ahead near the fallen log by the road into the prison. It wasn’t long before she saw the road. She moved slower and closer to the trees, hardly daring to breathe. But she saw no one and heard nothing. She crossed the prison road and continued on, slowing so she wouldn’t miss the fallen log.

      There. She spotted the angled branch of the tree by the log and dashed to it. The daypack still sat on the branch. Her shoulders relaxed even as she dug into it. She pulled out her hydration bladder and stuck the tube in her mouth, her throat suddenly unbearably dry.

      She sucked cool water into her mouth.

      Her chest squeezed and her heart stuttered as adrenaline, memories, and fear flooded her. No! She spit out the tube and water, coughing.

      “Dammit.” She sobbed. What had they done to her? She straightened. There was no time for this. She’d drink later—force herself if she had to—when she was farther from danger. She wouldn’t say safe, knowing that was a long way off. She put the water back in the pack and touched the sat phone. She wanted, needed to talk to Rose and her mother.

      Derrick.

      But the phone would light up when turned on, destroying her night vision and showing anyone in the area where she was. She reluctantly put it back, pulled out her NVGs and tied the daypack to her larger one. She’d call home after first light.

      It was time to run now.

      She dashed back to the road and jogged along it, listening with all her might to the noises around her. Her ragged breaths punctuated her soft footfalls and overrode anything useful her ears might warn her of, so she stopped every few minutes and listened, letting her body rest before loping off again.

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d been moving down the road when she noticed the moon had set. Her body ached from running, but she reveled in those aches. She was free and she intended to stay that way. The farther from the prison she got, the more confidence she began to feel.

      She squinted ahead. Was the sky lightening? She pulled off her NVGs and blinked to adjust her eyes to the shadowy gray world around her. Dawn must be close. She needed to get deep into the woods before daybreak. It had been awhile since she’d stopped to listen, so she slowed her steps and stopped, breathing through her mouth to quiet herself. No sounds.

      She was about to start running again when her brain clicked. No sounds. She froze. Not even the scurrying of squirrels or the hoot of an owl. Her heart rate gained speed like a car accelerating on a track. It was normal not to hear night sounds, she reasoned. Don’t panic. She should move to the dark shadows between the trees; she was completely visible where she stood.

      Something flickered in the trees and ice rushed through her veins. Was that movement? A whisper of sound came from the road behind her. Was someone behind her?

      Adrenaline flooded her system, freezing her.

      Crack!

      Gunshot. Cassie bolted. She sprinted down the road as fast as she dared in the predawn darkness.

      Crack!

      The trees. She had to get in the trees. She veered toward the forest, used her forearms as a shield and crashed into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick ran through the trees along the road, moving quickly through his search area thanks to his NVGs. He wasn’t sure how Cassie was managing in the dark. He prayed she hadn’t decided to hunker down somewhere until daylight. It was too big of an area for them to search all the hidey-holes around the prison. But she couldn’t have made it this far.

      He decided to head back and restart his search. He was about to key his mic to call in his location when he heard something. He sunk into a crouch and scanned the area behind him. The noise had come from that direction. Could he have passed her?

      He shifted to get a better look and spotted someone slight moving parallel to him. Hope speared him. He stood, craned his head, and tensed even as he swore silently. Two people with rifles. Not Cassie, but guards from the prison.

      They spoke quietly as they walked what must be a regular route for them. They reached the road and turned in to the woods, toward him. Options played out in his mind. He could stay still and let them pass, or he could take them out. The biggest factor was Cassie. Was she behind them or ahead? If she was behind, then he should let them pass. If she was ahead, then it would be smarter to take them out.

      But if they had to report in regularly and they didn’t…

      He gritted his teeth. Cassie was on the line. He couldn’t afford to take any kind of chance. He lifted his rifle and pulled the trigger once. Twice.

      The crack of the shots echoed in the quiet night. His comms came alive. “Bravo team,” Sarah said. “Sitrep.”

      “This is Bravo One,” he replied. “Two tangos down. All clear.”

      “Has the package been found?”

      “Negati—” The cracking of branches ahead stopped him. “Wait out.” He ran ahead, his NVGs allowing him to navigate the woods, sidestepping trees. Whoever was ahead of him didn’t have that advantage. He increased his speed, impatience overruling caution. Was it Cass?

      A figure ran blindly through the woods ahead, their arms held in front of them as they crashed through the trees. A petite figure but wearing a pack. It had to be Cassie.

      He keyed his mic. “This is Bravo One. Securing the package now.”

      “Hawk, you have company. Two tangos moving in your direction.”

      Shit. They must be coming to investigate his gunshots.

      He sprinted after Cassie and called her name. A distressed sound came from her and she ran faster. She must not know who he was. Fuck. He hated the thought of scaring her further in her petrified state. He slung his rifle as he ran, pumping his legs hard, gathering speed, and prepared to grab her.

      “Cassie, stop!” he said as loud as he dared.

      A muffled shriek was his answer. If there were any guards in the area, then they’d have heard that. He had to secure her now.

      Sorry, Little Wolf.

      She careened off a tree and before she could adjust her course, he snatched her. She gasped, sucking in air to scream. He covered her mouth, muffling her noises, and pulled her tight against his chest. She was too light, even with a pack on her back, her struggles ineffective against his strength. Rage lit inside him, wondering how much she’d struggled like this in the past few days. He was going to teach her how to defend herself properly, whether she wanted him to or not.

      “It’s me, Cassie. You’re safe. It’s Derrick. Cass, it’s Derrick.” He kept repeating the words, holding her tight and spoke into her ear until her struggles quieted and then died away. Her breath hitched and a sob came from her.

      Oh, Cassie. He lowered her to her feet but kept his arms around her even as she turned in them. “I’ve got you.”

      “Derrick?” Her voice was soft and hoarse. “Is it really you?”

      He brought his hands to cradle her face and felt the wetness on her cheeks. He swallowed hard. “It’s me, Cassie. I’m here to help you get home.”

      She leapt onto his chest, her arms tightening around his neck in a stranglehold, her words just a whisper on the night air. “You came for me.”

      “I’ll always come for you,” he breathed, squeezing her back. Cassie. In his arms. Alive and safe. Her body shuddered against his, as silent sobs wracked her. He held her and kept whispering that he had her, she was safe with him, he’d get her home. Promises meant to reassure both of them. Her grip on him eased and he stroked her hair before giving in to his need and kissing her. Just a quick pressing of lips, the briefest of touches to anchor him and make a promise to her.

      Her hand drifted to his face. “Derrick,” she breathed. A smile broke through her tear-stained face.

      God, he wanted to kiss her again, but now wasn’t the time or the place.

      As if on cue, his radio came to life in his ear. “Bravo One, this is Bravo Three. Incoming tangos.”

      “Roger,” he said quietly. “Cassie. We need to move now.”

      She nodded, but her hands didn’t leave his shoulders. He took one and set it on the back of his webbing belt. “Hold on to me here. I’ll guide you.” He unslung his rifle and gave Cassie’s hand a final squeeze before he started east. “Bravo Three, this is Bravo One. Moving east to the RV.”

      “Copy that. Bravo Three out.”

      Cassie stayed silent behind him as they walked. He couldn’t even hear her breathing. Without her hand on his belt, he wouldn’t have known she was there. They traveled at a good pace and it wasn’t long before they hit the rendezvous location.

      Sarah and Marc waited for them. Dante approached a moment later.

      “Bad news,” Dante said. “The whole place is fired up and patrols are getting ready to move out.”

      Cassie tensed beside him, as if she would run. He ran a hand down her arm, trying to reassure her without words. He wouldn’t let them get her, even if he had to kill half the Korean army and create an international incident. He looked at his team. “We keep moving.”

      “Even if she could run,” Sarah said, “we won’t make the exfil.”

      “Agreed,” Derrick said. “Call it in.”

      Sarah switched comms channels and then began speaking in a low voice on the radio.

      “Charlie Four, this is Bravo Three, over.” She paused. “This is Bravo Three. We will not make exfil. New exfil required. I repeat, new exfil required.”

      Sarah shook her head at whatever she heard next. “You will not wait, Cowboy.”

      Ah. Dylan Richards, their best helicopter pilot, was on the radio. He’d be the one picking up Dr. French and Charlie team in the remote mountain location in—he checked his watch—two hours. Cassie swayed on her feet next to him. Sarah had been right. There would be no way they’d be making that exfil. But he’d known that was a good possibility when he’d decided to search for Cassie.

      He took Cassie’s backpack and handed her back her small daypack when she reached for it. He sorted through the contents of the large bag, pulling out the extra food and anything else they might need and shoving it into his pack. Then he hid the pack under a bush. There wasn’t anything in it that she needed badly enough to slow her down.

      Sarah was still talking. “I repeat, you will not wait. The asset is too important.” She grimaced at whatever Dylan had replied.

      “We will make it out. Have faith in us, Cowboy.” By her tone, Derrick wasn’t entirely sure she was referring to the team. “Find us a new exfil.” She nodded and smiled, a rare occurrence for the quiet operator. “Affirmative. I trust you. Ghost out.”

      She clicked off and nodded at him. “We’re good to go, Hawk.”

      “Let’s move.”
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      The world blurred as Cassie let Derrick take the lead. She held his belt like a lifeline while reality buffeted her like a storm-tossed sea. They ran through the woods. Trees took shape on either side of her as she followed Derrick’s steps. The forest became a surreal smear of bark, leaves, and shadows.

      Her body numbed to the aches inflicted on it. Just keep moving. Keep running. Or at least she tried to run. She was no longer sure how fast she moved, or whether she moved at all.

      She frowned and looked at her feet. She blinked, surprised she could see them. The sun must have risen. How long had they been hurrying through the woods? Minutes? Hours? Days? She struggled to focus.

      A small voice inside her told her she should drink something. Her body had gone too long without water, food, or rest. She shuddered. She couldn’t drink. She didn’t want to feel water sloshing in her mouth, filling it too full. Drowning.

      She gasped and straightened. She was in the woods. There was no water, no torturers. Derrick was here. She’d escaped. Her shoulders relaxed and her breathing evened out.

      They stopped. Derrick stood beside her, scanning ahead. She leaned against a tree but she hadn’t loosened her hold on him. Her fingers were long past cramping.

      She must have made a noise because he turned to look at her. His lips moved and she tilted her head. His strong jaw and the hard planes of his face had been smeared with camouflage paint, making him look dangerous and almost unrecognizable, but she’d recognize those eyes anywhere. “I’ve always loved your eyes.”

      He frowned and said something. She couldn’t catch the words. What was happening to her? Had she finally lost her grip on reality? Perhaps she was back in the prison with the guards torturing her and her fractured mind had dreamed up an escape. Because Derrick was here and that didn’t seem possible. But she’d take this dream over harsh reality; she’d take it and hold it tight. She lifted a hand and touched his cheek. He felt real.

      His hand came up and held hers to his cheek. He mouthed something. Stay with me.

      Stay with him? Of course she’d stay with him. She laughed. Why would she go back to the prison? Silly man.

      Derrick called something over his shoulder and then he pressed her to sit. She did, gratefully, sighing as she sank her exhausted body to the ground, leaning back against the rough bark of the tree. Sunlight filtered through the overarching branches, dappling the ground around them. Beautiful. Much nicer than prison.

      Derrick smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He held a tube to her mouth. Drink, he mouthed.

      Her skin prickled at the sight of the tube, but she took it and placed it in her mouth. Derrick squeezed the hydration bladder and water flowed into her mouth, the wet coolness of it both a balm and a torture. Her heart beat fast and hard as a dark wave of memories welled up. She swallowed convulsively, even as she tore the tube from her mouth, gasping, choking, reliving.

      She panted air while she could, knowing the reprieve wouldn’t last long. A dull roar filled her ears. Derrick’s face was in front of hers. His hands came up and held her head, her name on his lips.

      No! They always held her head before the water came. She must be dreaming. She was still back in prison. She closed her eyes against the sight of the man her mind had conjured to save her. No. No. No. She had to save herself.

      She huddled up, pulling in on herself.

      What was real?
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      “What the fuck?” Derrick muttered. His insides twisted as he watched Cassie twist away from him, her eyes closed and her face tormented. Now that it was light out, he could see the bruises on her face and rage simmered in him at what she’d been through.

      Sarah knelt next to him. “The water,” she said softly, nodding at the tube still in his hand. “It triggered her.” Sarah’s face said it all—stony countenance and a compassion-filled gaze. Sarah had once been captured by the enemy.

      A vise tightened around his chest. He knew of the torture methods the North Koreans used. “Waterboarding?” he asked softly.

      Sarah nodded. “Or something similar.”

      Fuck. They’d waterboarded her and beaten her. Why hadn’t he been there? He lashed himself for not getting there faster. He felt Cassie’s forehead. Clammy, cool. She continued to mutter and whimper.

      “She’s dehydrated and exhausted,” he said. “She needs fluids.”

      “We don’t have time to help her deal with her trauma,” Sarah said, indicating the water tube.

      “We have to make time.” Derrick glanced around. They needed real shelter to deal with this, but this tight knot of trees within the forest would have to do. Marc and Dante had set themselves up to watch the woods around them. They hadn’t seen pursuit yet, so they could stop for a break. “Get Gears. We’ll stop here while we hydrate her.”

      Sarah exchanged places with Dante, who carried the large med pack.

      “What do you need, Hawk?” He squatted down next to them.

      “Hook her up with a bag of fluids. We need her hydrated fast.”

      Dante nodded and began efficiently unpacking what he needed from his kit, while Derrick coaxed Cassie to give him her arm. He drew up her sleeve and winced at the raw welts and bruises around her wrist from where she must have struggled against her bonds. Fury burned him from the inside out. What had they done to her? He should have gotten here sooner. He should have saved her.

      “Cassie,” he said softly, holding her arm while Dante cleaned it. “You’re going to feel a little prick. It’s okay. I’m here. You’re safe.” He kept talking to her while Dante inserted the IV. She stiffened when the needle went in, but she let them do it. Dante stood and held the bag high to get it to flow.

      Once it was done, Cassie went limp in Derrick’s arms and his heart stopped.

      He must have made a sound because Dante gripped his shoulder. “It’s okay, Hawk. She’s just sleeping. Stay with her. We’ll watch and let you know if anyone comes close.”

      He nodded, but didn’t take his gaze from Cassie’s face. He couldn’t have spoken even if he’d wanted to. Emotions shot through him like crusaders on a smoke-filled battlefield: Rage at the soldiers who’d tortured her. Relief she was alive. Sadness for the trauma she’d endured. And an emotion he couldn’t name but made him hold her tight in his arms and not let her go. The emotions warred silently while his team watched over them and he continued to cradle Cassie to his chest.

      Why had she come here? He wasn’t going to let her do something so dangerous again. She wasn’t his girlfriend, nor anyone he had any right to order around, but dammit, she was the mother of his child. A child she hadn’t bothered to tell him about. He squeezed her tighter to him. Her skin was still too cold, too clammy. Come on, Cassie.

      He didn’t know how he was going to do it, but he wouldn’t let her follow a dangerous story like this again. At least not alone. What the fuck was she thinking, coming here alone?

      He rocked her closer to him. No more chasing news stories alone. He would go with her the next time she decided to investigate something high-risk. The woman did too many things on her own. She was going to have to learn to deal with him protecting her. He knew his thoughts were turning caveman-like, but he couldn’t help it. The slight woman in his arms needed his protection.

      Her hand reached up and clutched his shirt. “Derrick?”

      Something inside him that had been stretched too tight loosened at the sound of her voice. He smoothed back her hair from her face. Her eyes blinked against the sunlight.

      “Hey, Little Wolf. You’ve come back to us.” His voice sounded hoarse, even to him.

      “I...left?”

      A strangled laugh escaped him. “You dehydrated yourself so much that we had to give you an IV.”

      She tried to sit up and his arms tightened reflexively. “Easy. I’ve got you. Just lie still a minute and get your bearings.”

      She lay stiffly for a moment before relaxing into him. “Are we safe?”

      “For now,” he said. “But we’ll get moving soon.”

      Her hand plucked at the IV. He snagged her fingers before she could pull it out. She scowled at him, and it made him want to laugh. She was going to be okay. This time when she struggled to sit up, he helped her and eased her back against a tree.

      “Tell me how you feel.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Do you have other team members with you?”

      She must have been more out of it than he’d thought when they’d first connected near dawn. He nodded. “Three. Out on watch at the moment.”

      She braced herself against the tree. “We should get out of here. It isn’t safe. They patrol regularly.”

      He rested a hand on her shoulder and gently resisted her attempt to rise. She flopped back down with a whoosh of air. Just as he’d suspected, she was as weak as a child at the moment.

      “Not until you eat something.” He dug in his pack and pulled out an energy bar. “Not the most delicious of meals but it’ll give you the calories you need quickly.”

      “Thank you.” Her fingers fumbled with the packet, but she didn’t ask for help. He snagged back the bar and ripped open the packaging before he handed it back. She scowled as she shoved it in her mouth, alternating between chewing and muttering about not being a baby. A weight shifted off his shoulders and slid to the ground. He wanted to laugh. Cassie was back. He loved this stubborn, independent side of her. He sucked in a breath and sank back on his heels.

      Or maybe…he still just loved her.

      His heart constricted painfully. Oh fuck.
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      Cassie frowned at Derrick. He had a strange look on his face—half shock, half despair—and he’d slumped back on his heels. Was the situation that bad? “What’s wrong?” She glanced behind her. “Did the guards find us?” She hated how her voice trembled when she asked that.

      “No, Cass.” Derrick’s easy voice reassured her as much as his words. “We’re good for now. Save your strength. We’ll move in five.” He walked away, his face set in professional soldier mode. She blinked. He almost seemed uncaring.

      Maybe he was.

      Had she built up what was between them in her mind during these last few days of being imprisoned and tortured? She pressed her lips together and opened her eyes to see him crouched beside one of his teammates. Both of them watched the surrounding woods. He didn’t look back at her as he quietly spoke to the man. What had she expected? Him to declare his love for her?

      But he’d come for her.

      She would take that and relish it. He and his team were risking their lives to help her and she wouldn’t bemoan the fact that the man chose his career over her. How many lives had he saved over the years? He was a true hero and for his sake, she hoped he did find love one day, even if it wasn’t with her. But for now, she would be as helpful as she could in getting them out of here.

      “I know their patrol routes,” she said softly. As she suspected, both men heard her and turned.

      Derrick came back with a map in hand, his dark eyes intense and focused. “Tell me.”

      She pointed out what she’d learned during her time hiding and watching the prison. “It would probably be best for us to cross the road and follow it to this town. Maybe we could steal a car there?”

      Derrick nodded his approval. “Good plan.” He called the others in: two tall, muscular, dark-haired men—one leaner, with piercing blue eyes, who smiled at her, and one who had a tattoo of some sort crawling on the back of his neck, who didn’t. A shorter woman was the last of their group. She looked at ease and confident carrying her pack and weapons. Her dark eyes scanned the surroundings and proclaimed her just as much a soldier, and as dangerous, as the men.

      A surge of envy spiraled through Cassie. This woman got to work with Derrick. Did he have feelings for her? Cassie squashed the thought. It was petty and unfair of her to think like this. The woman had helped save her. What she and Derrick did was their business.

      Cassie focused on what the others were saying.

      “You’re feeling well enough to move?” Blue Eyes asked her.

      She nodded. “I need to get out of this country.”

      Blue Eyes smiled. He was probably beautiful under that camouflage paint. “I understand the feeling.”

      She couldn’t help but smile back.

      Derrick frowned at Blue Eyes. “Spooky, why don’t you take point? Gears and Ghost will follow. I’ll come last with Cassie.”

      “Copy that,” Blue Eyes, or rather, Spooky said. He winked at Cassie and walked off to speak with the others.

      Cassie used the tree to steady her when she stood. Derrick moved close, probably in case she fell.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      She still felt shaky, but she could feel her strength returning. The fluids and food had done their job. “I’m good.” She pulled at the IV tape holding the needle in her arm. Well, she’d be good if she could get the IV out.

      “Let me.” Derrick held her arm and pulled the tape off with a quick rip, before gently sliding the needle out of her arm. He put a small Band-Aid over it.

      “A Band-Aid? Really?”

      “It needs to be covered. If it gets infected out here, it’ll slow you down.”

      Which would slow them all down. She got the message. She pulled her sleeve over it. “I’ll be fine.”

      He searched her face for a moment and she wasn’t sure whether he found what he was looking for. “Let’s go then.” With a signal to the others, they started east again. Blue Eyes ranged far ahead, where they couldn’t see him. She trudged behind the woman. Sarah was her name. No one spoke and they all moved much quieter than her.

      At one point, Derrick moved up beside her. “Take small sips of water periodically. You need to stay hydrated.”

      “Right.” She pulled the tube to her hydration bladder to her mouth and sipped. A small amount of water wet her tongue. An image of being tied down, water splashing toward her face rose in her mind. She shuddered and spit out the tube.

      Derrick’s hand gripped her shoulder. “It will get easier in time.”

      She glanced at him and the compassion in his eyes cracked open something inside her. A physical ache made her hunch her shoulders. She looked away, unable to handle him seeing, knowing what had happened. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

      “One small sip every five minutes.” His hand squeezed her shoulder and then he fell back into place behind her.

      One sip every five minutes. She clenched her jaw. She could—no, she would do that.

      The sun moved overhead while they walked. Cassie lost track of the number of times Derrick tapped her shoulder so she would take a sip of water. It wasn’t annoying considering it marked the time passing. But her mind wandered as she walked, her body’s fatigue making it impossible to stay alert to her surroundings. She let herself rely on the competent soldiers around her while she focused on staying upright. Her body ached and each step seemed to reverberate through her bones. She tried to keep her breaths shallow to ease her bruised ribs and battered core.

      “Break?” Derrick said from close beside her.

      She hadn’t even noticed him approach. She nodded.

      “Sip,” he ordered before he stepped around her to alert the others to the impromptu stop. He spoke quietly to them. Sarah and Blue Eyes—she couldn’t remember his name—slipped off into the woods, one ahead and one behind. She sank to the ground, wanting nothing more than to sprawl in the dirt and sleep for a week. Soon, she promised herself. She would sleep and eat and pamper herself when she got home.

      But first she had to make it there.

      Derrick came and crouched by her. He picked up her wrist and felt her pulse. “You need to eat again.”

      She obediently munched on the energy bar he provided, though even chewing seemed to take too much energy.

      The tattooed soldier came and stood by them. “She gonna make it?”

      “Yes, she’s going to make it,” Cassie replied, though she sounded helluva lot more uncertain than she’d wanted to.

      Tattoos grunted or maybe laughed, Cassie couldn’t be certain.

      “Rest a minute,” Derrick said.

      The two men shifted away from her and spoke too quietly for her to hear.

      She closed her eyes. Just a five-minute power nap.
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      Derrick frowned at Cassie asleep against a tree. He’d seen the way she’d been walking as if each step hurt. He’d wanted to help her, but they had to keep moving.

      “She’s tough, but she’s hurt a lot worse than she’s letting on,” Dante said. “We either need to carry her or let her rest somewhere.”

      “I agree.” Derrick finally pulled his gaze from the stubborn woman on the ground. At least she’d been taking sips of water.

      Marc and Sarah came jogging back. “It’s bad,” Marc said without preamble. “We’ve got enemy squads right on our tail.”

      Sarah nodded. “Both north and south. They’ve fanned out and seem to be doing a systematic sweep for us.”

      Shit. Derrick glanced at Cassie again. “Any chance we can find a hidey-hole and let them pass us by?”

      Marc shook his head. “Too many of them. It looks like they’ve pulled in reinforcements. And they have dogs.”

      Double shit.

      “She’s not going to make it in any kind of foot race,” Dante said. “We’ll have to carry her.” He shrugged, as if it wasn’t a big deal. And Cassie looked as though she weighed not much more than a hundred pounds, but carrying an extra hundred pounds on top of their eighty in gear in mountainous terrain would be a tough slog for any of them.

      “That’s doable,” he said. “But I’ve got a better idea.”

      Within minutes, they’d found a narrow ravine and set up the camouflage netting in a tight corner between two rock faces. Derrick carried Cassie there and laid her under the netting without her even waking.

      Marc frowned. “Are you sure about this, Hawk?”

      He nodded. “You three lead them away. You’ll be faster without us. Head toward the town. If you pull the dogs away, then steal a car to lose them. After, double back and meet us at the RV. It’s a straight hike for us, and Cassie will be stronger with a couple of hours rest in her.”

      “RV tomorrow 0500. Exfil from there,” Marc said.

      “Roger that.”

      Dante and Sarah watched from the top of the ravine. Neither of them looked happy about the plan. No team liked to split up, but this would give them the time they needed. And it would give Charlie team time to find them another exfil.

      “Stay in contact,” Marc ordered.

      Derrick raised an eyebrow. “I believe that’s my line.”

      “Yeah, well…” Marc glanced at Cassie.

      Derrick crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes, keeping a tight rein on the anger Marc’s implication brought up.

      Marc held up his hands. “Like I said before, I understand.” He again glanced at Cassie. “We just need you, boss. So be careful.”

      It was hard to stay angry at Marc. “You too,” he said. “Now move it.”

      He watched the rest of his team take off into the woods, their pace fast now that they didn’t have to worry about Cassie. They wouldn’t have any problems staying ahead of the Korean soldiers. Now he just had to make sure he and Cassie did the same.
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      Her arms were pinned to her sides. The guards laughed and dribbled water onto her face. The deluge would come. She tried to turn her head. Someone was holding it. The water came faster now.

      “Cass!” A low voice hissed her name.

      Her eyes snapped open. Branches and leaves wove into green netting close to her head. Sunlight pierced the strange roof in places. She tried to sit up.

      A hand on her shoulder held her down.

      “Easy, Cassie. Stay still now.”

      Derrick’s voice whispered to her. She lay with her head in his lap.

      She blinked. She must have been dreaming. Or was she dreaming now? Why was she lying in Derrick’s lap in the forest? Were they in some kind of weird tree tent?

      “Where are we?” she asked quietly.

      “Hiding,” Derrick said, his voice barely above a low rumble. “In a ravine.”

      She tensed with his whispered words as memories and adrenaline flooded her. The guards from the prison camp must be near. “Are they close?”

      “Close enough.”

      Derrick stroked her hair with one hand and held his rifle with the other. She shifted so she could raise her head, no longer willing to use his hard thigh as a pillow. It seemed too intimate, even though she liked it.

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” Derrick murmured.

      She sucked in a little breath of air. No way was she telling him about her internal debate about the pros and cons of her head in his lap. “Where are the others?” she asked instead.

      “They’re creating a diversion.”

      “They’re drawing the guards away from us…from me.” She shivered. She didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of her.

      “It’s their job.” Derrick’s gravelly voice sounded right in her ear. She shivered again, but not from worry this time. “We’ve trained for this.”

      He’d trained all his life for this. Derrick was a career soldier. It was why he’d walked away from her all those years ago. Because he couldn’t put her first. Even though she hated the situation she was in, it gave her a unique perspective on who Derrick truly was. A hero. A part of her felt safe beside him, even surrounded by soldiers who would gladly kill her. He would get them home.

      “How long do we wait here?” she asked. The warmth from Derrick’s body made her want to cuddle into him and drift back to sleep, even with enemy soldiers hunting them. That must say something about how tired she was.

      He leaned close, his breath in her ear. “Quiet.”

      The silence of the woods surrounded them. Heavy and oppressive. No birds or squirrels singing or chattering.

      Oh shit. She couldn’t get enough air.

      Derrick shifted around her. She pulled her legs up to her chest, trying to breathe through her mouth, to stay as silent as possible. Derrick crouched, his rifle up and his body blocking Cassie’s view of the opening into their flimsy shelter.

      “Search the ravine!” barked a voice in Korean.

      She almost yelped in response. Derrick looked at her, his gaze calm and reassuring, silently promising that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. She wanted to believe him. Needed to. She nodded.

      Soldier coming, she mouthed, pointing outside of their shelter. Derrick nodded his understanding, faced forward and brought his rifle up.

      She stopped breathing. Was he going to leave her? She almost grabbed the back of his shirt to stop him. But he didn’t move and she took a breath. He wouldn’t leave her.

      She couldn’t hear anything except for the harsh thumping of her heart in her ear. Her muscles tightened painfully as the moments ticked by. The silence stretched too thin, too tight, too terrifying.

      Oh God. Please let them pass by. Though she couldn’t see or hear anything, she knew someone was out there.

      An eternity later, Derrick turned back to her, held his fingers to his lips and slipped out of the shelter.

      What the hell? Oh no, he didn’t just leave her. She shuffled to the entrance as quietly as she could, wanting to at least see what was going on outside. She peeked through the netting and saw only trees. How had Derrick disappeared so fast? She crouched, her muscles tense, ready to burst into action.

      Seconds ticked by into minutes. A squirrel chittered overhead. She shifted farther into the opening. Where was Derrick?

      Someone grabbed her arm and yanked her out of the shelter. She fell to her hands and knees.

      “Don’t move or I will shoot,” a male voice said in Korean.

      She turned her head slowly to look up. The soldier was too thin, trembling with excitement and held his rifle in a white-knuckled grip.

      Shit. At least he didn’t have his finger on the trigger.

      “Stand up,” he ordered, waving his rifle at her to rise.

      She stood and kept her hands raised. Derrick was nowhere in sight. No way was she letting this guy take her back to that shithole prison to be executed. She’d never escape a second time.

      “Move.” He waved at her to turn around.

      He must want her to start walking. Anger ignited inside her. Did he really think she’d let him take her back? No freaking way. Her gaze darted around, trying to find anything she could use as a weapon. Dried leaves. Broken branches. Where was a knife or gun when you needed one? She spotted a rock the size of a baseball not too far from her.

      “Move!”

      She jumped and tripped backward, landing hard on her butt.

      “Get up!” He waved his rifle around. She was lucky it didn’t go off accidentally.

      She got her legs under her and pretended to have a hurt ankle, dropping dramatically back down onto her hands and knees. Her heart beat hard and sweat popped out on her forehead. Please let this work. She was not going to go back to that prison.

      The soldier cursed, shifted his rifle to one hand and grabbed her left arm with the other.

      “Stupid bitch.” He hauled her upright. “Walk when I—”

      She swung her right hand holding the rock and struck his temple as hard as she could. His eyes fluttered and he dropped like…well, like a rock.

      She smiled for the first time in what felt like years. “Who’s the stupid bitch now?”

      She moved the soldier’s rifle away from him and contemplated the man sprawled in the ravine. Blood trickled down the side of his face. She should really get out of here before he woke up. She looked up and down the ravine. Which way had Derrick gone?

      “You can’t seem to keep out of trouble, can you?” Derrick’s voice was pitched low, but it carried down to her from where he crouched at the top of the shallow ravine.

      She grinned up at him, knowing that she probably looked like some mythical forest hag covered in dirt and leaves with wild hair, but feeling powerful for the first time in too long. She held up her rock. “I don’t go looking for it, but I’m learning how to handle it.”

      He smiled back, approval shining in his eyes as he nodded at the soldier. “Nice work. Let’s get out of here. Pass me your pack.” He held out a hand.

      After she handed it up, she grabbed his hand. On her tiptoes, she could just grip it, but she had no leverage to push off. This wouldn’t work. She opened her mouth to say just that when Derrick hauled her up to him, as if she weighed no more than the rock she still carried in her hand. She ended up standing flush with him, chest to chest, leaning into him maybe more than she should. How could he still smell so good? She must smell awful. She glanced up at him and his dark gaze flicked to the man still sprawled in the ravine and then back to her. “You okay?”

      “I’m good,” she said. “Though we should get out of here before he wakes up.”

      He frowned at her a moment and then held her tighter. “I’m so glad you can take care of yourself.” He didn’t seem to be concerned about leaving anytime soon. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

      She leaned into him a bit more and her thoughts leapt out of her mouth. “I thought you’d left me.”

      He reached up and brushed an errant curl back from her face. “I would never leave you.”

      She believed him. A small part of her said that she believed him because she needed to believe him, needed to believe in a hero who would save her, but she squished that part. Derrick was a hero. He would do everything he could to make sure she got home safe.

      Even if he had to die to do it.

      She looked at the hard angles of his face and his dark eyes, soft with emotions she couldn’t name. He would die for her.

      But she wouldn’t let him. She ducked her chin and squeezed him tight. They were going to get out of this alive. Together. Derrick’s arms felt so good wrapped around her. She never wanted to move.

      “Did the distraction work?” she asked quietly, not quite willing to give up Derrick’s warmth.

      “Mostly. Unfortunately, the rest of the team ended up on the far side of the road and a company of soldiers are between us and them. They won’t make the RV tomorrow morning.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to keep going in the same direction. The team will keep leading the soldiers away. We’ll meet closer to the coast.”

      So she and Derrick would be on their own together. Her heart skipped and stumbled. It didn’t matter, she scolded herself. They were in a life-and-death situation. The man probably did this every weekend for fun. She would not go moony-eyed over him just because he’d come for her.

      She stepped back, forced a carefree smile and jerked a thumb toward the sprawled soldier. “We need to leave before Sleeping Beauty wakes up.”

      Derrick didn’t even spare the man a glance, but gave her a half-smile, his eyes serious. “Let’s move then.”

      Derrick took the lead and she kept up as best she could. The nap had helped, but it wasn’t long before fatigue dragged at her. Her breathing made her ribs ache and with the growing pain, her thoughts turned dark and morose. Flashes of her torture sapped her strength. She knew they had to be quiet as they walked but suffering in silence would only get her so far.

      “Tell me about your life,” she whispered.

      Derrick glanced back at her. She could see him critically assessing her. He must have decided that speaking was worth the risk because he answered her. “Not much to tell.” He kept his voice equally as quiet. “I work and I work some more.”

      “How’s your mother?” His father had died when he’d been young and she knew his uncle, who’d been Derrick’s surrogate father, had died some years ago.

      “Mom moved to Victoria awhile back. Better weather than Ottawa.” He shrugged. “She’s happy there.”

      Something in his tone made her frown. “You’re still not close?”

      “She’s still a pacifist. We just agree to not discuss what I do when we’re together.”

      Her heart broke a little bit. How could his mother not be proud of having a hero for a son?

      Derrick would be so proud of Rose. Now was as good a time as any to make sure he knew about his daughter. She straightened her shoulders. “I have something to tell you.”

      He looked back at her and gave a half-smile. “It’s okay. I met Rose.”

      She gasped. “You met her? How?” She started thinking hard. “Rose took the photo to you, instead of sending it, didn’t she?”

      “I think she wanted to make sure I got it.” He smiled.

      “And she wanted to meet you,” Cassie muttered, unsure about how she felt at the moment. She had wanted Derrick to meet Rose, but she’d wanted to be there.

      “You should be very proud,” he said. “She’s intelligent, brave, and amazing.”

      She couldn’t stop the smile that bloomed on her face. “She is.”

      “Will you tell me about her?”

      She liked that there was no condemnation in his tone. No why-didn’t-you-tell-me-about-her. As if he knew she needed something to talk about, something from home that would give her a reason to keep going.

      “Rose is a stubborn, smart, and entirely too independent teenager,” she said. Traits she got from her father, she wanted to say, but didn’t. She didn’t want to remind Derrick of what he’d missed. Not because he didn’t deserve to be reminded, but because she didn’t want to create strife between them right now. There would be time enough for anger if they got home. No. She needed to believe. When they got home.

      “Sounds like her mother,” Derrick said softly. She could hear amusement in his voice.

      She snorted and let the matter drop. When they got home, she’d let the two of them meet…and butt heads. “She loves computers, video games, and swimming. I can barely swim the length of a pool but she’s like a fish and is on the school team.”

      Derrick made a small pleased sound. And Cassie knew if she asked, he’d tell her that he swam like a fish as well. She hid her smile.

      They walked and talked quietly about their lives for most of the afternoon. If her body hadn’t ached so much, she’d think they were on a hike.

      “Are we out of danger?” she’d asked when they stopped to rest at one point. Well, she’d rested; Derrick had ranged ahead and then back to her.

      “No,” he said bluntly. “We’ve been lucky so far, but the Koreans are gathering their forces just south of us and keeping pace. We’ll need to head farther into the mountains to get around them.”

      That meant steeper terrain. Her body wanted to protest, but she shushed it. “Lead on.”
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      Derrick kept a steady pace, one that was hard for Cassie to maintain in her present condition, but they couldn’t risk going any slower. He knew she had to be hurting because she’d willingly let him take her small pack and strap it to his. It didn’t add much weight to his load, but anything to lighten hers would make them faster.

      She needed medical attention soon. He still had to remind her to drink. But dehydration and too little food and sleep were the least of her worries. He suspected she had bruised ribs from the way she winced when her breathing got labored. But she didn’t complain, just plowed ahead, running on fumes alone. He just hoped they made it to the exfil location sooner rather than later, before her exhausted body gave out. But even if she didn’t, he’d carry her out.

      The sun still filtered through the overhead canopy, but it was close to setting. He needed to find shelter soon. He debated whether to leave Cassie behind and range ahead. His protective instincts didn’t want to leave her, but she’d managed well enough when he’d taken care of the soldiers near the ravine. He hadn’t realized one had slipped past him until he’d seen Cassie with the body. He hadn’t had the heart to tell her that she’d crushed the man’s skull when she’d bashed him with a rock in the temple.

      Cassie trudged behind him, her head down, her raspy breathing rattling around them. He couldn’t leave her now. She was tough, but close to dropping. She didn’t have the situational awareness to be alone right now. Anyone could sneak up on her. He needed to find shelter for the night so she could rest. They walked on a steady incline, following a narrow valley that ran west toward the coast. They’d eventually have to hike over a mountain to avoid the enemy troops amassing below them, but for now they seemed safe enough.

      They’d have to hike higher if they wanted shelter. This range was filled with cracks and tiny ravines they could use to hide out.

      He stopped and let Cassie catch up to him. He lifted the tube of the hydration bladder he now carried to her lips. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine.” She took a small sip, shuddered and spit out the tube.

      He grimaced. She was as far from fine as he’d ever seen her. But he had to trust she knew herself. “We’re going to head higher and find shelter for the night.”

      “Should we stop for so long?”

      “We won’t stop for the whole night, but you need rest.” She opened her mouth to speak and he beat her to it. “We both need rest. You ready?”

      She nodded. Exhaustion weighed on her shoulders like a heavy ruck. He knew the feeling. He needed to take her mind off it. “Tell me about your work,” he said. “You’re a reporter for Global News, right?”

      She nodded.

      So he asked her about interesting stories she’d done to keep her talking and focused on something other than her pain. But even so, her steps slowed, her breathing grew heavy, and she held one arm around her body as if trying to keep her ribs from moving. He scanned the mountainside. There looked to be a promising crevice ahead. He dropped back beside Cassie and slipped an arm around her, careful of the spot she’d been favoring.

      “Not much farther, Little Wolf.”

      She made a dismissive sound. “I can’t believe you remember that nickname.”

      He couldn’t tell whether she was pleased or not. “It’s how I’ll always think of you. Small, fierce…and beautiful.”

      This time her huff had a happy note underlaying it, he was sure of it. “Almost there,” he murmured.

      Within minutes, they’d come to a thickly wooded area surrounding a part of the mountainside that jutted almost straight up. It was the craggy face that interested him. He set Cassie against a tree and prowled the area. It had a mostly clear view directly below them, but still offered cover from the sides. He found the fissure in the rock face that he’d seen from afar. It was narrow but large enough that both of them could rest inside. It was open to the sky, so it wouldn’t be an ideal shelter, but he could defend it and they could rest safely.

      He dropped the rucksacks inside and cleared out a few dead branches, before digging out a thermal blanket and his med kit. He went back for Cassie and found her slumped against the tree. Her eyes were open but barely. She didn’t protest when he lifted her in his arms, just sighed and turned her head toward him. His chest seemed to swell with the need to protect this woman. He wanted to claim her as his, but he knew that even if he got her home safely that she wasn’t his. But, somehow, in the last few days, he’d decided he wanted her to be.

      He set Cassie gently down on the blanket, wishing it was his bed back home. He placed her pack under her head as a pillow and wrapped the blanket around her as much as he could. “Rest,” he said. “I’ll get some food for you.” She sighed and her eyes closed. He brushed a few of her curls back from her face before he lifted his hand away.

      He dug through his ruck to get an LRP freeze-dried meal pack and his jet boil in the bottom. Most times he just added water to the foil packets and slurped them down, but it was still light out and he didn’t worry about anyone seeing the tiny stove that could boil water in under two minutes. Cassie needed calories quick, and the warmth would do her good. Within a couple of minutes, he had a steaming packet of beef stroganoff and noodles. He nudged her awake and helped her sit up.

      Her hands shook when she reached for the packet. He held it steady while she drank and chewed.

      “Sorry,” he said. “No spoon. You’ll have to use your fingers.”

      “That’s okay,” she said. “This is heaven. Why does this taste so good?”

      “Because your body’s starving.”

      Her hands steadied and her eyes cleared, so he released the pouch and began to pack away the gear.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Aren’t you eating?”

      He smiled at her. “I’m good with an energy bar.”

      She grimaced. “You’re saving the meals for me, aren’t you?”

      He didn’t answer, because he was, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “I need you strong,” she said. “You shouldn’t starve yourself for me.”

      He cinched up his ruck and placed it behind him to use as a back rest before settling into a sitting position that allowed him to see downslope and still be comfortable. He laid his rifle across his lap. “A body can go thirty days without food. And I’ve been eating regularly on this op. I won’t fail you.”

      She shuffled closer to him. “I know you won’t fail me. The fact that you came for me at all tells me that. But I don’t want you to put me first.” She gave a little shrug.

      What was this woman thinking? “Of course I’ll put you first and of course I came for you. Do you honestly think I’d leave you in that shithole when I have the ability to get you out?”

      “No,” she whispered.

      “You don’t sound like you believe that.” He lifted her chin so he could see her eyes. “I won’t leave you behind, no matter what. I will always come for you and bring you home.”

      She gave him a little nod and what looked like relief flitted through her gaze. This strong woman had been on her own too long. Even if she hated him for leaving her nine years ago, he had to make her realize she could depend on him for help. “Now finish eating.”

      “Anything you say, Colonel,” she said with a cheeky grin. She didn’t shuffle back to her spot, but settled right beside him, leaning against his shoulder.

      And he liked it too much.

      When she set aside the empty foil pouch with a sigh, he grinned, pretty sure no one had ever liked the LRP ration as much as she had.

      “Now that you’ve eaten, I need to check you out.”

      “Check me out?” She yawned and dragged a hand through her hair. “Because I look so awesome right now?”

      He could see where Rose got her sarcasm. “Medically, smartass.”

      Her eyes got wary. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not,” he said without inflection and in his best doctor-who-had-seen-everything voice. “Now take off your shirt so I can see your ribs. We might have to bind them.” He dug into his ruck for his med kit to give her an illusion of privacy while she peeled off her shirt. His heart thudded hard at the thought of her removing clothing for him.

      Don’t be an ass, Blackwell, he berated himself. She’d been through too much to be leered at by him. With that, he faced her. She knelt before him in her bra and pants with her head down. Black, blue, and purple decorated her abdomen and sides like brutal abstract art. Welts covered the lower portions of her arms. Rage filled him and his hands clenched on the med kit.

      Stay calm. He didn’t want to freak her out. “That looks nasty.” His voice came out too raspy and hard.

      She flinched.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s okay, Cassie. You’ll get through this. I’ll help you.” He moved closer, but slowly, as if he approached a cornered animal.

      Her body relaxed and she nodded.

      “Tell me where it hurts.”

      The lopsided smile she gave him broke his heart. “Everywhere.”

      “Let’s start with the ribs.” He felt along them, all thoughts of seduction gone as she hissed and whimpered.

      “Sorry, Little Wolf,” he murmured. “Not much longer.” When he was done, he sat back on his heels. “I think your ribs are bruised, but not broken. That’s a good thing,” he said when she grimaced. “It means we don’t have to worry about punctured lungs, though the bruises will still hurt like a son-of-a-bitch.”

      She reached for her shirt and winced.

      He snagged it from her. “Let me help.”

      He got her to lift her arms and he carefully slid them into the sleeves, keeping his gaze on her face. Now that he wasn’t acting the medic, he still wanted to maintain a professional distance. Though it was hard. Helping her with her shirt brought him in close proximity to her as he pulled it over her head. He tried not to touch her skin, skin he wanted to run his hands over, not just to comfort, but to seduce.

      He cursed himself silently for acting like a savage. She needed his protection, not his advances. He clenched his jaw and ignored her pretty little breasts so close to him and tugged her shirt down. He was a damn professional and he would act like it.

      But he couldn’t stop his breath from expelling when he’d finished and sank back on his heels. He felt as though he’d just surfaced after a long, underwater dive. His heart thudded too hard in his chest and he took gulps of air to replace what he’d lost.

      She stiffened. “Don’t worry, I won’t make you help me again.”

      He blinked. “What are you talking about?”

      “You were holding your breath.” She inched back on her knees. “I know I smell—”

      He couldn’t help it. He laughed. Her scowl only made it worse. He muffled the next laugh because of where they were, but a lightness spread through him. The sense of relief made him want to laugh more. She really was okay.

      And she was pissed. At him. She dug in her pack and pulled out a fleece, wincing as she tugged it on but not asking for help.

      He smothered his humor and came close to help her pull it over her head. He spoke while her head was covered by the sweater. “I was holding my breath because being so close to you and not touching you the way I want is...unbearable.”

      Her head popped out of the sweater and she stared at him. He took it as a good sign that she was listening at least. He took over pulling her sweater down while he considered his words.

      “You affect me,” he said. “You always have.”

      She scowled. “I affect you?” Her tone said, Is that the best you’ve got?

      Oh, he had better, but now wasn’t the time or place. So he kept it short. “I want to touch you, to hold you, to make love to you.” He took a cleansing breath. “But we’re in enemy territory, and I’m not some teenage boy who can’t control himself.”

      A half-smile crossed her face. “So you hold your breath?”

      He wanted to roll his eyes. He hadn’t even known he’d been doing that and now he had a feeling she wouldn’t let him forget it. Was he giving her too much power by letting her know how much he craved her touch? But this was Cassie and he found he didn’t care. “I want you.”

      Her eyes widened. “But—”

      “But we’re in danger right now. This isn’t the place to have this conversation.”

      Her mouth dropped open.

      He grinned. “I kinda like seeing you speechless. It’s one for the books.”

      “But…”

      He traced the soft skin of her cheek, careful of her bruises. “We’ll talk when we’re safe. Among other things.” From her reaction, he had hope that she might want to pursue something when they got home. It lightened something in him and also made him more determined to get her there unharmed.

      He sat back against the rock face, rifle again in his lap. She surprised him by snuggling up against him again, leaning her head on his shoulder. “I feel safe now.”

      “Get some rest,” he said gently.

      She closed her eyes. He kept a vigilant watch through the long hours that followed. Her trust in him a precious ember that kept him warm in the cold night.
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      Cassie woke when Derrick squeezed her arm and spoke her name softly. The world beyond their little sanctuary was a shadowed gray that whispered of dawn. She lay with her head in Derrick’s lap, using his thigh as a pillow and cuddled up to the rest of his stretched-out leg for warmth. His arm lay over her shoulders like a security blanket. She almost wished she could stay here in this place where they had found a bit of peace. In this shadowed dream world, where just the two of them existed and all the hurt between them had been erased.

      But real life was hunting for them and their peace wouldn’t last.

      Derrick caressed her arm and even through her sleeve, she felt the heat. It made her want to curl against him, to feel his hand on other parts of her body, to arch under his touch. She blew out a long breath. Time to shake away dreams and face the day. She slowly sat up, physically hurting to pull away from his comfort. She winced as she shifted and her ribs protested.

      “It’ll hurt less once you’re warmed up,” Derrick said. “I hate to wake you, but we need to get moving.”

      “I understand.” She stood and tried to stretch out the muscles that didn’t scream at her. She shivered in the cold predawn air. “I’d kill for a cup of coffee and my comfy bed right now.”

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Derrick murmured. “And another day of hard hiking should get us to the coast. We’ll exfil from there.”

      One more day. She could do anything for a day. “I’m ready. Have you spoken with your team?”

      Derrick nodded. “Already checked in. They’re on the move and leading a group of soldiers away from us. But Ghost says to be careful. There’s a group gathering in a valley clearing not far from here. She didn’t have time to figure out what they’re doing, but they’re close to where we have to pass by. I want to get by them now before they’re all awake.”

      “Good plan.” She folded up the small blanket she’d used and handed it to him. “Did you sleep at all?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t need much sleep. And someone had to keep watch.”

      He’d been awake all night? Just so she could rest? “Thank you.”

      He stuffed the blanket into his ruck and then handed her an energy bar. “You should drink and eat before we go.”

      She broke the bar in half and gave him the other piece. “We both should eat.”

      “Thanks.” His part of the bar disappeared in two bites. The fact that he hadn’t turned it down made her suspect something. “Are we low on food?”

      “I wouldn’t say low,” he replied. “I’m just conserving what we have.”

      “There’s an evasion if I ever heard one. Just give it to me straight.”

      “Two dehydrated meals, four bars, three liters of water. I’m most concerned about water. We’ll need to find a stream or lake by tomorrow.”

      “We need to get out of here in the next day or two.”

      “The faster the better.” His voice was calm and reassured her that this wasn’t anything they couldn’t handle. But she still chewed as fast as she could and took small sips of water to help the bar go down. Then she tugged on her daypack, not willing to let Derrick do all the work today. “I’m ready.”

      His eyes were warm with approval when he looked at her. “I love that you’re not a high-maintenance girl,” he quipped.

      “You think it doesn’t take time to put this together?” She waved at herself. “I spent hours fussing with my hair.”

      His voice got soft as his approving gaze roamed over her. “I think it’s beautiful.”

      Her heart clenched at his words. Her heart. Would it heal if he broke it again? She swallowed. “I thought you said now wasn’t the time?” And then she kicked herself when his eyes shuttered and he gave a sharp nod.

      “You’re right.” He pulled on his pack. “Let’s go.”

      She stared at his back and wanted to call after him, to erase her words, to start again. Instead, her head dropped forward and she followed him out.

      They didn’t speak for an hour. She had no idea of either the time or where they were, but she was content to leave the decisions in Derrick’s capable hands. Besides, she didn’t have the strength to do more than follow. Her short captivity had taken a lot out of her.

      Ahead, Derrick slowed. She caught up and he leaned close, whispering in her ear.

      “I’m going to scout ahead. Stay hidden and rest. Drink something.”

      He stepped away and she grabbed his arm, holding tight. He looked at her. “I’ll be back.”

      She nodded, trying to have faith in his words. He gave her a nudge toward a fallen tree covered in moss. “Hide.”

      She knelt behind the fallen tree and watched Derrick walk away. Though he didn’t so much walk as glide ghost-like through the woods, within seconds disappearing from sight.

      Birds chirped and sang while she waited. She reached for her necklace and realized it wasn’t there. She dug it out of her sports bra and put it on. Touching the wolf pendant settled her nerves and she took even breaths. A squirrel scolded her from above before skittering to another tree. She chewed on her lip and tugged at her necklace again. How long had it been? Five minutes? Fifteen?

      He would be back.

      And if he didn’t, she would go looking for him. No way would she leave him behind. Her back itched with the need to move. She’d give him another five minutes and then she’d go see whether he needed help. Maybe he’d gotten hurt.

      Movement caught her gaze. A figure in the distance, coming straight for her. She tensed and then released her breath in a whoosh. She recognized Derrick’s prowling gait, a warrior ready to do violence. She stood and brushed leaves from her pants before snorting to herself. She was covered in grime—what was a few more leaves?

      Derrick’s face as he drew closer erased the bit of humor in her. His stony visage and serious eyes made her scan the area around them for threats. “What is it?” she whispered.

      Derrick’s voice was low and didn’t carry when he answered. “The Koreans have gathered in a clearing below us on the mountain. It looks like they’re getting ready for something, but I can’t figure out what it is. We’ll have to hug to the tree line and there’s an open area we have to cross.”

      A muscle twitched in his jaw and the skin around his eyes was tight. “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked.

      He looked her straight in the eye. “I’ve got a bad feeling.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I can’t tell you why, just that I do.”

      Cassie had once done a story on a self-defense specialist who’d told her bad feelings usually came from instinct or something a person’s subconscious had picked up that had gone unnoticed by the conscious mind. He’d told her to trust those feelings. Derrick was a seasoned special operations soldier with years of experience. His subconscious had years of experience.

      Her gut twisted. “Okay,” she said softly. “Then let’s move with more caution, but you know we can’t stay here.”

      His gaze was bleak. “I know, but I wish I could tuck you into a cave somewhere and wait out this mess. Unfortunately, it’s not an option.”

      “I trust you, Derrick. You can get us out of here.”

      He stared at her a moment longer and things she couldn’t read moved through his eyes. He gave a sharp nod. “Follow me.”

      This time when she trailed him, she kept her wits about her, ignoring her body’s aches and cries for rest. Just a bit more, she coaxed herself. Just stay aware and keep moving.

      It wasn’t long before they closed in on the area Derrick had spoken about. The trees thinned and the slope of the mountainside got steeper. She struggled to keep up as her body protested and her breathing turned harsh in the quiet of the day.

      Derrick fell back beside her and transferred his rifle to one hand while he put his other arm around her waist. She wanted to push him away, to tell him she could do it herself, but that was stupid. Her body was giving out and if she collapsed, then Derrick would have to end up carrying her.

      And that was not going to happen.

      They walked through the woods, Derrick helping her stay on the tough route he’d chosen—half scramble, half hike.

      Then he slowed even further. Ahead, the trees stopped as a shale wash appeared. They closed in on it. It started farther upslope and ended down in a clearing below. A natural avalanche zone. It was about twenty meters across to the other side. Twenty meters of sliding shale. No trees grew here, only an occasional bush. No cover.

      And about thirty guards milling around the clearing below.

      Her stomach slithered to the ground as the full realization of what they faced hit her. “Oh shit,” she whispered. “What do we do now?”

      Derrick pulled her back farther into the trees. “We wait for now. I’m going to contact my team. See if they can set up another diversion.”

      She bit her lip. What kind of diversion would draw away all the soldiers? Because even having a few left over would be a major problem.

      “Keep watch.” Derrick walked farther into the trees. He kept his gaze on her as he spoke over his radio to his team. He spoke so quietly she couldn’t hear his words. She turned back to the clearing, hunkered down behind a tree to watch and wait.

      Below, about half the soldiers patrolled the area in pairs, spread out around the clearing, watching into the woods. The rest stood in formation in front of their leader while he spoke and gestured. Choe. Two soldiers hauled a slight figure in tattered gray clothing from the edge of the clearing. A prisoner. Her mouth went dry as they forced him to limp toward Choe. They pushed him to his knees. He looked up.

      A soft sound escaped her.

      Jin-sun.

      They were going to kill him.

      She glanced back at Derrick. Something in her face must have told him of her urgency. He came right over. She pointed to Jin-sun and Derrick cursed softly.

      “They must believe we’re close and are using him to draw us out.” He studied the clearing and the soldiers. “I’m sorry. I don’t have enough ammo. If it was just me, I might chance it, but I won’t risk your life to rescue his.”

      She already knew they couldn’t rescue him. It would be suicide and they would all die. She wouldn’t put Derrick in that position. “I understand,” she whispered. Her chest squeezed painfully at the sight of Jin-sun on his knees with his head bowed. “I knew I was leaving him to die, but I didn’t think I’d have to watch.”

      Choe took a megaphone from a soldier and spoke into it. He faced the woods away from their current position.

      “Give yourself up, American spy, or we will kill your friend.”

      She translated the words for Derrick. “The assholes never even confirmed who I was. They just decided I was a spy and kept with that story.”

      “You’re lucky they didn’t kill you outright.”

      “I was supposed to be executed.”

      He stiffened. “Good thing you escaped.”

      She nodded at the old man on his knees below them. “Thanks to him.”

      Jin-sun looked up at that moment, almost as if he’d heard her. He stared up the slope of the mountain.

      Could he see them? She wanted to let him know that she was there, that he wasn’t alone. But what would that do? Give him hope of a rescue?

      “They tried to make me think he was my father,” she whispered. “But my father was never released from Hwasong back when he and my mother first tried to escape. Most people in those camps don’t survive a year. My father died a long time ago.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I paid a lot of money for the information. And my mother had a picture of my father from when he was young.” She stared down at the man in the clearing below. “He doesn’t look anything like him. I think I just wanted to believe for a moment…”

      “Didn’t you come here to find your father?”

      “No. I found out that Hwasong had been where he’d been sent. I came to find out about how he’d died and to expose the cruel prisons. I wanted to document the corrupt regime that lets this continue. And to…to maybe find justice for my father.”

      Derrick didn’t speak for a moment. Then he reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “A worthy cause.” His lips quirked in a small smile. “I just wish you’d let me come with you from the beginning.”

      “Next time,” she said. His eyes widened and she almost laughed. “Are you shocked I would go on another fact-finding mission, even after this?” She waved at her dirty and battered self.

      “No,” he said immediately. “I’m shocked you agreed to let me come with you. And I’m holding you to it.”

      She opened her mouth to protest when she glanced below. Jin-sun’s head bowed once again as Choe walked around him. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what the asshole said. Her insides twisted at the malicious glee on his face. He obviously couldn’t wait to start hurting the old man. Jin-sun lifted his head at something Choe said and replied. Choe struck him hard across the face and Jin-sun toppled over into the dirt.

      She must have made some small sound because Derrick once again squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      “I never even found out his real name,” she whispered, regret washing over her.

      “Maybe he liked the idea of helping a strong woman escape. Maybe he liked pretending you were his actual daughter.” Derrick shrugged, as if uncomfortable with the subject. “Maybe he’s a father and he knows he won’t see his own daughter again, so he pretended with you.”

      “Just like I pretended with him.”

      Derrick waited a beat. “I spoke with my team. They’re setting up a diversion that should draw the attention to the south, away from us. It should give us enough time to cross. And once we do, we’ll keep moving until we hit Orang county on the coast. There’s a fishing village that will suit our needs.”

      “Will we meet your team there?”

      His face turned grim. “Not likely. They’ll have to keep going farther south to draw the soldiers away from us. I don’t know if they’ll be able to double back. They’ll get picked up at a different exfil site once we’re outbound.”

      She nodded and kept watching Jin-sun. No matter what happened, these were his last moments of life. She wouldn’t look away. He didn’t know she watched, but she still wouldn’t look away. She would remember everything about him she could, and she would pass those memories on. It was the least she could do.

      Derrick cocked his head, listening to something on the radio in his ear. He touched her shoulder and held up one finger. One minute till they ran. She tightened the straps on her pack and tried to pick out a route across the shale-filled wash.

      “Roger, Ghost,” Derrick murmured softly. “We’re a go. Hawk out.” He looked at her. “Ready?”

      “To scramble as fast as I can over loose rocks while enemy soldiers wait below?” She shrugged. “Sure. Easy peasy.”

      He gave a quick grin. “I might have to just start calling you Wolf and skip the Little.”

      She opened her mouth to say something witty when a massive crack of thunder echoed. All the soldiers below straightened and looked south, where a column of smoke rose. Before anyone could move, a sound of rolling, pounding, crashing rocks grew loud and echoed off the mountains around them.

      “Did they start an avalanche?” she said.

      Derrick grunted. “Sounds like it.”

      Below, a soldier ran up to Choe. He had a radio in his hand and pointed toward the south, where the avalanche had come from. Choe spun away from him and gazed up the mountain, looking straight at her. She jerked back.

      “Easy,” Derrick murmured, holding her shoulder with one hand. “He can’t see you. Just wait.”

      Choe spun back and started yelling orders she couldn’t quite hear. She panted as if already running. Just him looking in her direction had fear surging through her like a tidal wave of panic. She couldn’t get caught again.

      Derrick still held her shoulder. His gaze found hers. “I will do everything in my power to make sure you make it home. Understand?”

      His intent gaze focused her. Her heart rate slowed. He was a soldier and a hero and, best of all, he was on her side. She nodded. “I’m good. He just startled me.”

      Derrick leaned close and kissed her forehead. “You’re stronger than you think.”

      The words warmed and strengthened her. “When do we run?”

      They both turned and looked below. “We might not have to,” Derrick said.

      The soldiers were clearing out, and boarding a truck. Jin-sun still kneeled in the center of the clearing, with Choe beside him. Were they going to take him with them?

      Choe crouched in front of Jin-sun, drew a knife and stabbed him in the stomach. The old man toppled over, his blood already soaking his gray shirt.

      Cassie lurched forward, her hand extended. Derrick grabbed her and held her tight. She didn’t move again, huddled against him as horror froze her gaze to Jin-sun. This moment had been coming, but seeing someone murdered in cold blood churned her stomach. A cold sweat dotted her forehead and nausea rose. The old man’s lips moved and he smiled at Choe.

      He smiled.

      She shook her head. The old man still resisted.

      Almost all the soldiers had left the clearing when Choe spit on Jin-sun and walked away. Jin-sun shuddered and rolled onto his back. Within moments, the field was clear.

      “We should go,” Derrick said.

      “And leave him to die alone?” She stood. “I don’t think I can do that.”

      Derrick faced her. “It’s probably a trap. If I was in charge, I’d leave a man behind to kill anyone who showed up.”

      She stared at Jin-sun. He probably only had minutes left. She didn’t want him to spend those alone. “I’m sorry. I know this is making your job harder, but I have to go down there.”

      Derrick pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered something under his breath.

      She crossed her arms. “He doesn’t have much time.”

      Derrick gave a quick nod. “Fine. We’ll go down, but you listen to me. If I say run, you run like a fucking Olympic athlete to cover. You don’t wait for me. You keep moving east. Get to the coast. My men will find you.”

      For a moment, she considered backing down. Was comforting an old man worth their lives? Jin-sun lay with his face to the sky, his hands over his stomach. She pressed her lips together. It wasn’t worth their lives, but she still had to try. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t.

      She nodded at Derrick. “I’ll do everything you say.”

      He started down the mountain and she followed, praying she hadn’t doomed them both.
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      Cassie stopped moving forward when Derrick held up his hand, though she could see Jin-sun so close and just wanted to rush to him. They crouched on the edge of the clearing. Derrick made a motion for Cassie to wait and he started a tour of the perimeter. There was a chance the old man would die before Derrick had cleared the area, but Cassie had promised to listen.

      She kept watch over Jin-sun while she waited. His bloodstained hands fluttered at his stomach every now and then, as if trying to put pressure on the bleeding and then deciding against it. He stared up at the sky and his movements became slower and fewer.

      He was dying in front of her.

      It took five long minutes for Derrick to come back. He gave her a nod and she bolted across the field to the old man and fell to her knees beside him.

      “Jin-sun, I’m here,” she said in Korean.

      His head turned toward her too slowly. A smile cracked his face even as his whispered words warned her away. “You…shouldn’t be here… Probably…a trap.”

      She glanced at Derrick, who stood near them, rifle in hand, watching the surrounding forest. Her guardian. “I have protection.”

      Jin-sun’s gaze followed hers. Derrick glanced at them at that moment, his dark gaze softening just a touch at whatever he saw.

      “Take care…of her,” Jin-sun said in English.

      Derrick nodded solemnly. “With my life.” He turned back to scanning their surroundings for threats.

      Jin-sun caught her gaze. “He is the one…the one you said wouldn’t come?”

      She looked again at the strong, silent man standing guard over them. Her heart beat harder. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “I’m glad.” Blood trickled from the side of his mouth. “You need someone strong in your life.”

      She blocked a sob in her throat and gripped one of his bloodstained hands. She forced a smile. “Are you trying to set me up? I thought fathers were supposed to want to keep their daughters from men.”

      Jin-sun’s eyes closed for a moment, even as his hand tightened on hers. “I am ashamed.”

      She knew what he was going to say next. She knew, but she didn’t want the words spoken. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say anything.”

      “I have done many bad things in my life, Cassandra,” he said, “but this last one makes me ashamed. I lied to you in order to get information for Choe.” His breath bubbled. “I am not your father.”

      The tiniest spark of hope that had stayed lit despite all logic died. She’d known. Logically, she’d known. No one was released from prison and no man could last years in such a place, even a man favored by the guards as Jin-sun had been. He couldn’t have been her father.

      “I know.” She tightened her grip on his hand.

      His eyes widened. “And yet…you risked your life…coming here…for me?”

      “Of course.” She leaned closer and bared a part of her soul. “When I needed you, you were there, guiding and advising…making me laugh…giving me comfort.” Her vision blurred and her throat tightened until the words had to squeeze their way out. “You were my father when I needed one most.”

      He smiled a little, even as it seemed to take effort to drag air into his rattling lungs. His hand loosened in hers. “I…wish…” His mouth opened but no words came out.

      “I do too,” she said quietly.

      His eyes closed. A breath eased out of him and his chest didn’t rise again.

      Her head bowed and she held his hand to her chest, not caring about the blood staining her shirt. “Good-bye.” She didn’t even know his real name. Her breath hitched and a sob escaped her. “I don’t care. To me, you’re Jin-sun,” she whispered. “And you will be remembered.”

      She pulled her camera out and quickly snapped a photo of his too-still face. Another victim of Hwasong. She shoved the camera away with too much force, and yanked hard at the zipper of her daypack, cursing when it didn’t smoothly close the first time.

      Derrick’s hand squeezed her shoulder and she stilled. She didn’t glance up. She couldn’t. If she met his gaze, everything inside her, all her fragile walls holding her together, would shatter. She stayed motionless, with her head bowed.

      Just a minute more. She closed her eyes against the sight of Jin-sun. A deep breath. Another. She opened her eyes and made a vow.

      She would escape and she would tell Jin-sun’s story.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick scanned the tree line again and then took one hand off his rifle to touch Cassie’s shoulder. He couldn’t not touch her at this moment when she was so close to breaking. She’d survived so much. He’d seen strong men break under lesser conditions than what she’d gone through these past few days.

      She didn’t look up, but leaned into his touch. It made him want to throw his rifle down and gather her into his arms. Finally, after a couple of minutes, she looked up at him, blinking away tears that had yet to fall.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “He didn’t deserve to die alone.”

      “Anything for you.” He held out his hand. “Come on.”

      She let him haul her up.

      A gunshot cracked the quiet of the woods. It felt as though liquid metal seared his thigh.

      “Run,” he barked.

      He sprayed the woods behind him where the shot had come from, giving Cassie a head start to the cover of the trees to the east. Wetness dribbled down his leg and he took off after her, his leg giving him shit with each step. He knew from the feel it wasn’t a bad wound; his leg functioned, but anything that bled was bad at this point.

      A bullet ripped bark off a tree ahead of him. He spun and sprayed the woods again. Cassie made the tree line. Just a few more steps for him. She stopped and looked back.

      “Keep going!” he shouted.

      She took off again and he followed, not letting anything slow or stop him. He’d promised the old man to see Cassie safe and he’d fucking well do it.

      Once they’d made their way farther into the woods, Derrick pulled Cassie to a halt. “I’m going back to take that guy out.”

      She shook her head. “How do you know there’s only one guy?”

      “Because it took him so long to shoot. And if there’d been more, we would have had a lot more trouble. He’s probably already called for backup, but if I can take him out then he won’t be able to relay any more information on us.”

      “I’ll wait here.”

      “No. You keep moving as quick as you can.” He gave her a quick, hard kiss. “I’ll catch up. Head east.”

      He took off before she could argue any more. His leg moved freely though it still complained. He’d look at it when they had time for a break. Right now, he had a man to kill.
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        * * *

      

      No matter what Derrick said, Cassie couldn’t make herself run away from him. She walked and even that was an effort, not because she was physically and emotionally exhausted—which she was—but because each step took her farther from Derrick. His presence made her feel safe and each step away felt wrong and dangerous.

      And not just that, a voice whispered inside her.

      Another fear crept into her thoughts. Fear for Derrick. Not just as her safe haven, but for him alone. She didn’t want anything to happen to him. For Rose’s sake. Rose needed him to live.

      Liar.

      Or at least not the whole truth. Cassie needed him to live.

      She kept moving east, listening hard, her mind racing with plans of what to do if Derrick didn’t show up. Minutes passed and her steps slowed further.

      What should she do if Derrick didn’t come? What if he was injured and needed her help?

      “Are you tired or just really slow?” Derrick’s amused voice made her yelp and spin to face him. He had an exasperated look on his face.

      She didn’t think, just ran and leapt into his arms, squeezing tight. “I was worried.”

      His arms came around her, holding her against his strong chest. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

      She lifted her head from his neck. His dark eyes focused solely on her. She shivered and her skin heated. His gaze turned hot and shifted to her lips. She wanted to be closer. It seemed natural to lean in and touch her lips to his, gently. He stayed still, as if afraid of spooking her or spoiling the moment. She molded her lips to his, exploring and nibbling. She let her tongue tease his bottom lip, searching for a response.

      He groaned, a primal male sound. His arms tightened further and he took control of the kiss. His one hand slid up to the back of her head to angle it better while his tongue swept into her mouth. She gripped his broad shoulders while desire shot through her, hot and sharp, overwhelming her. She moaned.

      Derrick pulled back, his breathing ragged, and leaned his forehead against hers. “You’re fucking killing me, Cassie.”

      The words filled her with a sense of feminine power, even as reality crept in.

      “This probably isn’t the best time to seduce you,” she said.

      He huffed a laugh and gave her a quick kiss that left her lips begging for more. “We will continue this later.”

      “When we’re not running for our lives?”

      He set her down and brushed her hair back from her face. “When we get back, I’m taking you out to dinner.” He prodded her forward and started to walk.

      “You mean like a date?”

      “Definitely like a date. You can seduce me then.” His voice was a rough growl.

      She didn’t know whether it was his promise or the tone of his voice but either way, a whole swarm of butterflies took off in her belly. “This is a great way of distracting me from our situation.”

      “This isn’t me distracting you,” he said. “This is us making plans.”

      “Ah…” She glanced over her shoulder. “Are we expecting company soon?”

      “No. I took care of it. The guy didn’t even have a radio.”

      Tension she hadn’t even known was there released from her shoulders and rippled down her body, leaving her drained and beyond tired. “I want to stay in bed for a week.”

      “Maybe I’ll join you.”

      And just like that, her body perked up again, aches and fatigue gone. How the hell did this man excite her with just a sentence, when no one else did? He glanced back at her. Maybe to gauge her reaction? Her face heated and she coughed to cover her lack of witty response.

      He chuckled and faced forward. “Don’t worry so much, Little Wolf. We’ll take it slow.”

      Her eyes widened. “That’s a bit presumptuous, don’t you think?”

      “Not after that kiss.”

      She couldn’t think of a response to that so she just ignored his laughter.

      “You never used to be at a loss for words.”

      “I was trying to be quiet so we don’t get caught.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She found she liked this teasing side of Derrick. He strode through the forest like the elite warrior he was, but he also had a very human side. She glanced down, drinking him in from his muscled shoulders to his long, strong legs. His camouflage pants seemed stuck to one thigh. She frowned.

      “Are you limping?”

      “No.” He kept moving forward, his stride evening out even as she watched, but his pant leg was dark and wet and stuck to his skin.

      She stopped. “Is that blood on your leg?”

      “Probably.” He slowed and looked back at her. “We should keep moving.”

      She gasped. “Did you get shot?”

      He looked at his leg. “It’s a graze. It can wait.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “I just did.”

      Seriously? She wanted to roll her eyes like Rose. “Sit down and let me look at it.”

      “We need to find somewhere safe.”

      “If I’d been shot, would you do something about it?” She smiled in triumph when she saw his face. He totally would make her sit and bandage it up. So she continued, “You just said that we’re in the clear for the moment. Take off your backpack and your pants.”

      He cocked his head and smiled. “Well, there’s a proposition I can’t refuse.”

      “Down, lover-boy.” She pointed to the ground.

      He let his pack slip from his shoulders and eased himself to the ground.

      She opened his pack and dug through it until she pulled out the med kit she’d seen him use earlier. When she turned back, he had his combat pants pulled down far enough that she could see a narrow bleeding sore across the outside of his thigh. The bullet graze had taken off the top layer of skin and muscle, leaving a raw wound that couldn’t be stitched.

      “It looks bad to me.”

      “It’s not,” he said. “It hurts like an oven burn, but it’s not interfering with my leg function.”

      “This is outside the realm of my experience,” she said. “What should I do?”

      “Clean and wrap.” He pointed out the necessary items from the kit and then handed her each item as she needed it. She cleaned his wound, put a numbing salve on it, and unwrapped the large gauze pads he handed her. Then he handed her a gauze roll and lifted his leg slightly so she could wrap the bandage to his thigh.

      “Tighter,” he said.

      When finished, she tied it off as tight as possible. He didn’t even grunt.

      “Do you have anything for the pain?”

      He looked at her as if she were crazy.

      “What?”

      “Do you really think I’d risk medicating myself for this?”

      “What about some ibuprofen?”

      He stood, pulled up his pants and ignored her question. He bent his leg and put weight on it before nodding approvingly at her. “Thanks.”

      “I’d say anytime, but really, I don’t want to have to patch you up for a bullet wound again.”

      He laughed. “I’ll make a soldier out of you yet. Come on. We have about fifteen klicks to go before we hit the town.” He looked at the light through the trees. “We should make it by nightfall.”

      It was probably about mid-afternoon. A cool breeze ran through the trees, and clouds began to cover the gray sky. Rain would make their lives miserable. She hoped they made it to town before it fell. But at least she had a life to make miserable, she consoled herself.

      A groan almost escaped when she started moving, her body aching and tired. Derrick stayed quiet and she realized that earlier he’d been distracting her from her misery with his banter.

      He probably hadn’t even meant half the things he’d said.

      She pushed that thought away. It was beneath her to worry about that right now. They needed to concentrate on surviving and if distraction had helped her, then maybe it would help him as well.

      The problem was that she wasn’t good at sexy banter. Dating, let alone sex, wasn’t something she had time for, between work, Rose, and her mother.

      So no sexy banter. But there was an issue she wanted to talk about, and he was literally a captive audience. It was long past time she apologized.

      “I have to apologize for something I’m not proud of,” she said. “But I hope you’ll listen and understand the circumstances of why I did what I did.”

      “Are we talking about Rose?”

      It was time to get it all out. She deserved whatever anger he had. “Yes.” She braced herself.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help raise her.”

      She blinked and her armor fell away. “You didn’t know. I should have told you nine years ago when we met at that restaurant.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, organizing her thoughts as they walked through the forest. The sky had turned darker. “I wasn’t sure I trusted you. You’d left me once and…I couldn’t have you do a disappearing act from Rose’s life.” Which he’d done to her. She fought off the sadness that thought brought up and decided to get everything out in the open.

      “Can I ask you something?” she said quietly.

      Something in her tone must have alerted him because he looked back at her with a serious face. “Anything.”

      “Why didn’t you come back that last time? After the dinner? You went away on a mission, but you never came back.” She asked the question with no heat in her voice. She honestly had no anger about it anymore. It still hurt but she didn’t want it to fester any longer. They both deserved honesty at this point. The truth would help clear the air between them so they could have some form of peace. They both deserved that and more importantly, so did Rose.

      Ahead of her, Derrick gave her an assessing glance before continuing his mile-eating stride through the forest. He was silent for so long that a disappointment grew inside her. Would he not answer?

      Finally, he gave a small sigh. “Because I was a fucking jealous idiot.”

      She almost tripped over a tree root. “Pardon?”

      He looked over his shoulder and grimaced. “When the mission ended, I’d pulled up to your house…and saw you with Rose and a man she called daddy…” He shrugged one shoulder and slowed his steps a bit so she could walk closer.

      She could picture the scene. “My ex,” she said. “He must have been dropping Rose off. He wasn’t in her life long before he moved away.”

      “I didn’t know,” he said. “I was a coward for taking off without finding out the truth. I saw a happy family and I didn’t want to have any part in breaking that up. Family is important. I thought that maybe I’d imagined what was between us at our last meeting. I didn’t want to force myself or my feelings on you. I thought you’d moved on and didn’t know how to tell me.”

      “So leaving was your way of protecting what you saw as a happy family?” Again, there was no anger in her voice. If anything, a hurt had crept in. She understood his reasoning, but the years of believing he was dead, the tears she’d cried for him…she couldn’t just wipe those away.

      He stopped and faced her. “It wasn’t right. I know that. I am more sorry than I can say for that bad decision, but I need you to know that if I’d even remotely suspected that Rose had been mine? I never would have walked away. Even if you didn’t want me anymore. I would have fought to be a part of that little girl’s life.”

      A great ache welled up inside Cassie and tears pricked her eyes at all the lost years between them. All the time Rose had been without a true father. All because of two stubborn people.

      “I was a coward too,” she said. “I should have told you right away when we met nine years ago. I should have trusted you.”

      “Don’t blame yourself. You had no reason to trust me.” He tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “We’re taught never to leave anyone behind. But I left you behind…you and Rose.”

      “You didn’t leave us. You didn’t even know about Rose.” She shook her head. “God, we’re a pair, aren’t we?”

      His hand touched her cheek. “That we are.” He leaned forward and gently kissed her forehead. A weight seemed to lift from inside her where it’d been manacling her heart.

      “We should get moving,” he said. They walked in a comfortable silence for a while.

      “So tell me about Rose growing up,” he said.

      “What do you want to hear?”

      “Everything.” Yearning wove through his voice.

      And for the second time, she found herself telling stories of her daughter to a man who’d missed out on family. This time it wasn’t to keep fear at bay, but to mend a bridge with the man she hoped would want to become a permanent part of her daughter’s life.
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      Derrick sighed with relief when the lights of the small fishing town, in Orang county, came in sight. For the last couple of hours, they’d been coming down from the higher range and just a short while ago had to cross the only major road in the area. It’d been dark, so the crossing hadn’t been an issue. The issue was the weather. It had started raining in the late afternoon and now the wind shrieked at them and tried to rip their wet clothes from their bodies.

      He glanced at Cassie. She looked like a child in his Gore-Tex jacket, hugging herself, but it didn’t stop the shivers racking her body. He needed to find her shelter.

      Soon.

      His team had hit the new exfil location forty klicks south of them. They’d exfil by bird within the hour. He had a different plan for him and Cassie. A rumble in the distance told him that he might have to delay his plans.

      The trees had been thinning for a while. Roughly cut stumps told of a once full forest. Ahead of them, the trees thinned even more. Lights fractured the pouring rain. They walked to the ragged edge of the tree line and looked down the final slope into Orang.

      The small town was divided into what looked like two parts. One was filled with simple houses and concrete buildings surrounding a large square dock that protected a sizable number of simple fishing boats. The other part was filled with more houses and buildings beyond square fields of rice. He squinted. It looked like a train station was in the distance. He estimated about three thousand people lived there, from the number of the houses and the tied-up boats. Thankfully they wouldn’t be stealing a car, considering there weren’t many to choose from, and they’d definitely be conspicuous on the single road leading out of town.

      “What do we do now that we’re here?” Rain dripped off her eyelashes and down her cheeks.

      “Why don’t you rest here? It’s safe, if wet,” he said. “I’ll scout the town and come back for you.”

      She crossed her arms. “That doesn’t make sense. I’m too far if something happens to you.”

      “Cass, you’re barely able to stand because you’re shivering so bad. What could you do to help me?”

      “I can speak Korean and I can blend in.” She crossed her arms. “More than you can.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. She made sense, but he didn’t like her coming into the town until he’d assessed the danger.

      Lightning shot across the sky and for an instant, everything lit up with silver-edged clarity before being doused in darkness once again. The boom of thunder echoed. Cassie waited a beat and then touched his arm. “I’m tired, Derrick, but I can do this.”

      He’d take her at her word. “Fine. We’ll head in together and scout for shelter until this storm passes.”

      “And then?”

      “Then we go night fishing.”

      She snorted. “I hope you know how to drive a boat.”

      He just looked at her and she threw up her hands. “Of course you know how to drive a boat. You’re a super-secret soldier.”

      “Super-secret sexy soldier.” He winked and then laughed at her exasperated look. At least she wasn’t as scared anymore, though he knew it lay just beneath the surface and would for a long time to come.

      They stuck to the edge of town, moving toward the docks. He wanted something close to the forest and yet close enough to the docks. The buildings here were more warehouses from what he could tell. Most were dark and they looked deserted, but he couldn’t tell about security until he inspected closer. He veered toward one such building when Cassie tugged on his arm.

      She pointed to a sign. “That’s the shipyard office and maintenance building. They’ll likely have someone on duty there.”

      “Thanks.” He scanned the area. Closer to the docks, eight small houses, not much bigger than a single-car garage, stood in a neat row. A concrete building with high, open-air windows at the end of the row stood on the edge of the razed forest. The wind blew the scent of shit past them. The communal toilets. He motioned to the houses. “What do you think?”

      “Probably for the fishermen and their families.”

      He studied the houses. Small squat bungalows in varying states of disrepair, all of them colorless in the storm. A small vegetable garden sat in front of each, some more well-tended than others, according to the weeds growing in them.

      Hardly anyone could afford a pet outside the capital of Pyongyang, so he wasn’t worried about a dog giving them away in this poor section of town. Each house in front of them looked the same, but subtly different. A few nearer the docks had flickering lights. Probably an oil lamp or candles. He didn’t think these structures had electricity. One in the middle had a ball by the front steps. The houses deteriorated the closer they were to the forest. He squinted. It looked like the one at the end even had a hole in its roof. Too obvious for them. The third from the end had a cracked front window and no lights. Perfect.

      He turned to Cassie, but she spoke first. “Those three are empty.” She pointed to the houses closest to the forest. “The gardens aren’t tended and there aren’t curtains in the windows.”

      He smiled. For some reason, pride at her logic unfurled in him. “Good catch. Let’s go.” He moved to the house he’d chosen, which did indeed have no curtains. It was time to get out of the storm.
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      Cassie stood behind Derrick while he broke into the small house they’d chosen for shelter. They’d done a quick tour around the house and hadn’t seen any signs of life, but Derrick had wanted to be sure. He’d peeked in each tiny window with his NVGs and seemed happy. And so was she. She desperately wanted out of the cold, driving rain. She’d been colder and in worse situations so far, but her aching, tired body demanded a break. She shivered and hugged herself, putting her back to the wind. No one was out and in the time they’d lurked around the houses, all the lights had gone out in this little section.

      Derrick opened the door and stalked inside, his rifle up. She followed quickly and shut the door on the wind and rain. It was a simple house: One open room, with a counter and sink on one side and a wood stove sitting on the floor. A stained mat lay in the far corner. There was no bedroom or bathroom.

      She didn’t care. She was exhausted and cold, but that didn’t matter. They were close to leaving this country and that burgeoning excitement kept her from minding her circumstances. Derrick dropped his pack and pulled a tarp from it. He was covering the only window when he glanced at her. “Get out of your wet clothes. I’ll give you something dry to wear.”

      She snorted. “And what do you have that’s dry?”

      “Socks.”

      Socks? She’d take socks. Her feet were blocks of ice. She took off Derrick’s jacket that he’d lent her hours ago, shook off as much of the wet as she could and then hung it from the door handle. It had kept her upper half dry, but her pants were soaked. She sat on the floor, ignoring the dust, and took off her wet runners, peeled off her socks and grimaced at her white, pruned toes, rubbing them to get the circulation back.

      It was dark inside the house but she could see the dim outline of Derrick against the window. He finished covering it and then proceeded to dig in his pack again. A moment later, something snapped and dim green light let her see again. Derrick had broken a couple of chem lights and their greenish glow made her relax. She hadn’t been looking forward to spending time in a small, dark room.

      Derrick pulled socks from a little baggie and chucked a pair at her. He placed his little stove and a food packet on the counter. His long-sleeved shirt stuck to him, as well as his pants.

      “You should take off your shirt,” she said. He quirked an eyebrow at her. “I mean because it’s wet.”

      “Well then, you should take off your pants.” His voice was low and laced with humor and something that warmed her insides.

      She looked at her soaked pants. What would she wear then? She couldn’t imagine prancing around in her underwear. What if the soldiers found them? “Ummmm…”

      Derrick laughed. “I’m kidding.” He dug in his pack and handed her a lightweight, camouflaged thermal blanket. “Wrap this around you. Keep your pants on. Your body heat will eventually dry out your pants as long as they’re not cotton.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m fine.” He turned back to the stove. Light flared and he had the stove going. Thunder boomed outside as he poured water into the little pot and set it on the stove.

      “I guess being wet and cold is standard for super-secret soldiers,” she said.

      “Don’t forget hungry, tired, and covered in dirt.”

      She laughed. “You must really love it.”

      “Yes. You have to, to survive.” He poured boiling water into a food packet and stirred it. “Just like you love your job.”

      She thought about that. She had put herself through miserable conditions to do her job. And not just for this story. There had been others over the years. “But it’s not just a job for either of us,” she said. “We’re either dedicated or stupid.”

      “Let’s call it dedicated.” He brought the food pouch to her and plopped down beside her. “Eat.”

      She opened her blanket so they could wrap it around both of them. “What about you?”

      “I’ll have the bottom half.”

      She could live with that. Spaghetti with meat sauce. Hot and delicious as any five-star restaurant. “I must be really hungry if this tastes so good.”

      “Don’t think about it,” he said. “Just eat.”

      It was comfortable sitting shoulder to shoulder with him, sharing the blanket for warmth. She could almost pretend they were camping and not running for their lives. The warmth from Derrick had the same effect as a campfire, keeping her cozy and toasty but without the smoke. He leaned back against the wall and she did the same, the blanket snugged around them.

      “Should we be worried about soldiers?” She glanced at the door.

      “I didn’t see any signs of them on our way in. My team made enough noise farther south that I think we can rest here until the storm lets up.” At that moment, as if to emphasize his words, thunder crashed outside, making her jump.

      She laughed a little at herself.

      “I missed your smile,” he said quietly, but there was a touch of sadness in his eyes that spoke to her.

      “We missed a lot of things.”

      “Tell me about him,” he said. “About your ex-husband.”

      She let her head drop back against the wall. “Nigel?” She closed her eyes. “That buffoon was a complete mistake.” She opened her eyes to see him wiping a smile off his face. “What?”

      “I’m sorry. I hate that he caused you pain, but…” The smile crept back. “I’m glad you thought he was a mistake.”

      She shrugged. “He was. I was young, stupid…and scared.”

      “Scared?”

      She looked at him, knowing her next words would hurt him, but she had to tell him the truth, to let him know what she’d gone through. “I was a young, single mom. It was hard to raise Rose alone. I struggled to make things work with my job.” She huffed a breath. “I tried to do it without help and when Nigel came along…” She shrugged. “He was handsome, charming…and so, so shallow. Not that I knew that at the time. He was a wanna-be anchorman for the network and he thought having an insta-family would make him look better for the job. He wanted us to show up for functions, looking pretty and perfect. And I used him back. I needed support. But the longer we were together, the less he helped out. I think the novelty of Rose wore off.” She sighed. “It was over before it started. He’s not in our lives at all anymore. Last I heard, he was doing the news in Vancouver.”

      She fingered her necklace. Dragging the memories of that desperate time up hurt. She’d really wanted Derrick, and Nigel hadn’t even come close.

      Derrick’s hand touched hers. “Is this…?” Her hand dropped when he bent his head to inspect the wolf pendant. “This is the necklace I gave you the summer we first met? You still have it?”

      Heat flooded her face. Would he think she was some weak woman who’d pined after him? She should laugh it off, or deny that it meant anything to her. Her heart thudded in her ears as she stared into his eyes.

      Maybe it was time to own up to her feelings.

      “I never take it off,” she said. “I like it. It reminds me…” Of you. But no, she couldn’t say that. Not yet. “It reminds me of the person I want to be. That young girl who thirsted for the truth.” And she smiled as she said this, because it was true. It did anchor her when life spiraled out of control.

      But something else too. It reminded her of that young girl who’d first entranced a special ops soldier. A girl who wouldn’t have hesitated to speak the truth. “And it reminds me of you,” she whispered.

      His fingers left the pendant and grazed the skin of her neck. The slight touch electrified her.

      “What about you?” she asked, her voice breathless. “Do you have anyone in your life?”

      He gave a one shouldered shrug. “No one serious.”

      “Not in all this time?”

      “Not since you.” His fingers traced her jawline. “And you? Anyone since the buffoon?”

      She tilted her head into his touch, seeking more of it. “I’m a single, working mother. When do I have time to date?”

      He pulled back slightly. “You’re a beautiful, smart, amazing woman. You don’t have to have time. Men will find and pursue you.” He studied her. “You’ve said no to everyone… Why?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does to me,” he said so softly that it was little more than a breath against her cheek and she fought not to shiver. “Why haven’t you dated anyone else?”

      She firmed her lips, not willing to open herself all the way. She was too raw.

      Both his large hands cradled her face and the intensity of his gaze made her breath catch. “Tell me why.”

      She sighed out the last of her resistance. “Because…” She stared into his eyes and threw caution and her fears to the storm outside. “Because they weren’t you.”

      He kissed her then. Soft and gentle. It both soothed the rawness inside her and coaxed a simmering response. And then the kiss grew. It grew fierce as the storm outside—dominant, passionate, all-consuming. Heat whipped through her, leaving her skin hypersensitive to his touch. He pulled her closer and kissed his way down her neck, the blanket falling off her shoulders to her waist. Her head fell back, the sensations overwhelming her, and she moaned.

      Joy speared her. So intense because it had been missing from her life. This was Derrick, keeping her safe, caring for her, kissing her senseless. One of his hands touched the bare skin under her shirt and moved to her breasts even as he found her lips again. He lowered her to the blanket without breaking the kiss. His hand cupped her breast through her sports bra and she arched, trying to get more of the touch. He pushed her bra up and his fingers found one nipple, touching it, first lightly and then harder. Lightning shot through her. She gasped and clutched at his shoulders. He kept kissing her even as his hand traveled lower. Her core clenched as his fingers traveled the band of her underwear before slipping inside.

      His fingers stroked through her folds, slick with wetness, finding that nub, rubbing it. She moaned and arched into his hand.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” he whispered against her ear, even as his skillful fingers continued to play. He slid one and then two fingers inside her. She couldn’t do anything but react to the pleasure coursing through her, panting and clutching at him. His thumb continued to rub her clit while his fingers moved in and out of her.

      She surged higher and higher, closer and closer to that peak. Her insides clenched on his fingers and her nails dug into his skin.

      “Come for me, Cassie,” he said.

      A final surge and she broke apart as a star burst behind her eyes and pleasure overwhelmed her senses.

      When she finally drifted back to herself, Derrick lay beside her, smiling down on her. “Fucking beautiful.”

      She flushed. And then glanced down at the obvious sign of his arousal pressing against his pants. She reached for him and he caught her hand before she could touch him. Her eyes snapped to his. “Don’t you…?”

      He kissed her hand. “There’s nothing I want more,” he said. “But I can wait. Now isn’t the time for me to lose control.” He gave a slow, wicked grin. “But we’ll have our time together. Soon.”

      “As long as I get a chance to satisfy you too.”

      “Count on it.” He gave her a soft kiss and tucked the blanket around her. “Get some rest. I’ll stand watch. As soon as the storm passes, we’ll leave.”

      Sleep came almost instantly, her body exhausted and satisfied…and her thoughts on home.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick let the tarp fall back into place and checked his watch. Three in the morning. The rain had almost stopped and the storm had passed by. It was safe to go on the water now and still dark enough that the fishermen wouldn’t be up.

      Cassie slept on the blanket they’d shared earlier. She’d been so beautiful in her response to him. God, he just wanted to crawl back into that blanket with her and make love to her until they were both senseless. But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t lose control in enemy territory. He’d promised Rose he’d protect her mother and he would do that, no matter what.

      He crouched down beside Cassie and touched her shoulder. “Time to go.”

      Cassie jolted upright and jerked away from him. His heart squeezed at seeing the automatic fear in her eyes. It would be a long time before that left. “It’s okay, Cassie. It’s me. It’s time to go.”

      Her gaze darted around and fear coated her voice. “Soldiers?”

      “None that I can see,” he said calmly. “We’re safe for the moment.”

      She nodded and took some deep breaths. She nodded again as if she were mentally talking to herself, building up her confidence. She stood and folded the blanket. He handed her his water bladder and she hesitated only a moment before drinking. That was a good sign.

      “I’m ready,” she said a moment later after he’d found her a dark spot outside to relieve herself.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      They moved from house to shadow to building, toward the docks. Nothing moved in the aftermath of the storm. The misting rain soon soaked them again. A wind off the ocean stole any warmth they’d generated under the blanket. Cassie didn’t mention the cold or her shivers, so he didn’t either. He trusted her to tell him when things got bad.

      Derrick left Cassie in the shadow of a two-story concrete building while he prowled the variety of boats docked along the shore. Some were tied to the pier while others floated apart from the docks, attached to buoys. Those he dismissed because he didn’t want Cassie in the cold water unless they had no choice. He prowled the docks until he found the one he wanted. He did a quick recce, before heading back and signaling Cassie.

      With a quick glance around, she ran to him. He led her out on a rickety, narrow dock past large and small fishing boats until he stopped at the small but well-maintained craft he’d chosen. About twenty feet long, it had a covered helm and a small hatch that led below.

      “It’s good?” she asked.

      “It has a decent motor that looks to be in good shape. And most importantly, a full gas tank. Help me untie her.”

      They untied the lines and hopped on board. Cassie went to the hatch and tugged. It wouldn’t budge.

      “Locked.” Derrick hadn’t bothered to break in. He hoped they wouldn’t be on the boat long enough to need to shelter below deck. He lowered the motor into the water, making sure the blades could rotate freely.

      He heard a small sound of distress, pulled his Sig Sauer and spun to find a strange man holding a blade to Cassie’s throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie wanted to apologize when the rage flashed over Derrick’s face before he schooled his features into what Cassie termed his professional hard-ass look. How could she have let someone sneak up on her?

      Derrick held a wicked-looking handgun, leveled at them both. Logically, she knew it was pointed at the man with the knife, but she could still see down the barrel. Her heart pounded against her ribcage like a prisoner screaming for release.

      The man behind her was about her height and smelled of salt, fish, and body odor. Not pleasant but expected if you lived on your boat, which was what he must do. The open hatch beside them indicated where he’d come from. He must have been sleeping below. Why had she assumed that no one would be below if it was locked?

      “Thieves,” the man said in Korean. “Foreign thieves.”

      “Ani,” she denied in Korean, keeping her voice as calm as she could considering he had a knife to her throat. “No. We just wanted to…borrow it.” Omigod. How lame did that sound?

      The man made an exasperated sound. “You will pay with your life for your mistake. I don’t let anyone steal from me.”

      “What’s he saying, Cass?” Derrick said in a low, dangerous voice.

      “He’s calling us thieves,” she said.

      “Well, we are.” He stepped closer to them. The man tightened his grip on Cassie and the blade dug into her throat. A wet warmth trickled down her neck. Derrick’s gaze narrowed but he didn’t move closer. “Can he speak English?”

      “I don’t think so,” she whispered. Then she spoke Korean. “We’re trying to escape. Please help us. Please.”

      “Why should I? You were going to steal my livelihood.”

      She switched to English. “I’m not having any luck reasoning with him.”

      “I don’t want you to move.” Derrick’s face dropped all semblance of emotion. A killing face.

      “Don’t kill him,” she said. “We’re the ones in the wrong.”

      Derrick sighed softly. “Fine. When I tell you to, I want you to grab his forearm with all your strength and pull it down your chest. Not away from your neck, but down. Keep it close to your chest.”

      “And then?”

      “Then I’ll do the rest.” His voice held danger.

      “Stop talking!” The man pulled her back a step, off balance.

      “What if I can’t?” she whispered in English.

      Derrick stayed focused on the man, though he spoke to her. “You are the strongest woman I know. You can do this. You will do this.”

      “Well, that’s a little arrogant,” she muttered. But a grin ghosted on Derrick’s lips and it boosted her up. He was right. She could do this.

      “Stop talking!” The man’s voice had risen.

      A light came on in the building on the dock. They might have company soon.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “Now,” he whispered.

      Adrenaline flushed her system. She yanked at the man’s wrist and forearm, pulling it down her body, slightly bending forward to put her weight into it. The man grunted and twisted his arm, trying to slash at her neck. She dug her fingers into his wrist and arm, straining to hold it close to her and yet away from her neck. A whimper escaped her.

      Then Derrick was there. He seized the hand holding the knife and hauled it away from her. With a powerful strike, he hit the man in the temple with the butt of his gun. The man thudded to the deck and lay still.

      Cassie’s chest heaved as if she’d forgotten to breathe the whole time the knife had been against her throat.

      Derrick threw the knife aside and pulled her into his arms. “I’ve got you. You’re okay.”

      She buried her face in his chest and wrapped her arms around him, wanting nothing more than to just breathe in his scent. But they weren’t safe yet. She pulled away. Now wasn’t the time to lose herself in Derrick, though she could finally admit to herself that she wanted to. “Do you have any more of those zip-ties?”

      She could feel his reluctance in letting her go by the way his hands caressed up her sides, down her arms before dropping away. He grabbed two zip-ties from one of his pockets and tossed one to her. He flipped the man over and looped it around his hands, yanking tight. So she took hers and pulled the man’s feet together. She could feel Derrick’s gaze but didn’t look up or ask for help. She wasn’t as quick as him, but when she yanked the zip-tie tight, a grim satisfaction filled her.

      This fucker wasn’t going anywhere. She grinned up at Derrick.

      “Come on, Little Wolf,” he said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Elation filled her. They were going to do it. They were going to leave this country.

      “I assume you’ve got a bigger boat stashed somewhere,” she said. “’Cause I don’t think this is meant to cross the ocean.”

      He laughed, found the key by the ignition, and turned over the engine. The noise made Cassie cringe, but no more lights came on. No one came running from any of the buildings. She watched the docks while Derrick expertly steered the boat away from port.

      Once they were out in open water, Cassie strained to see anything in the dark. She shifted from foot to foot. “How far?”

      “It won’t be long now,” he said. “We just have to go twelve nautical miles offshore to make it to international waters. Our ship will be waiting for us there.”

      They drove without any lights and the engine couldn’t completely cover the sound of waves breaking against the boat’s hull. She tried hard not to think about the dark water roiling below the boat. The waves rolled and broke against the hull. She focused on the engine, but all she heard was the sloshing of water in a bucket. She shook her head, trying to stay present.

      She wasn’t back there. They were getting away from there. She would be safe soon. The wind bit into her and she hugged herself.

      Derrick pulled her against him as he continued to steer and watch the black horizon. “Look at the stars,” he said. “Focus on them. It’ll help.”

      How did the man always know? But rather than being contrary, she looked through the window and the beauty of what was above them settled her. While she’d been on this trip, there hadn’t been an opportunity to look at the stars because she’d been under the foliage of the forest for most of the time. The millions of pinpricks of light flung across the sky captured her attention. Her breathing evened out and she kept looking at the sky and feeling Derrick’s warm body against her.

      “Almost there,” Derrick murmured. He pulled his arm from her and touched his throat mic. “Bravo Two, this is Bravo One. Come in.”

      Derrick nodded. “This is Bravo One. We are inbound to you. About six miles off the coast and moving west at twenty knots.” He listened again. “Copy that. We’ll be ready.”

      Almost there.

      A light appeared in the distance. “Is that your team?” she asked.

      Derrick stiffened. “No. That’s coming from the north.” He got back on his radio. “Bravo Two, this is Bravo One. We have potential contact from the north.” Derrick grunted at whatever their response was. “Get a move on, Spooky. We don’t have long…roger. Bravo One out.”

      “Who do you think it is?” she asked. “Could it be another fishing boat?”

      Derrick twirled the wheel so their course veered farther south. “I doubt it.”

      Oh, God.

      Her heart rate tripled. “Can we go faster?”

      “No.”

      “How far?” She watched as the light grew bigger. It was clearly a large boat speeding its way to them.

      Derrick pressed his lips together, as if stopping his words.

      “Answer me.” She glanced again at the coming lights. “How far until we reach international waters?”

      “Too far.”

      She stepped back and ran a hand over her grimy hair. No. They’d come too far to get recaptured. “There must be something we can do.” She glanced at the dark churning water. “Can we swim and wait for your team to pick us up?”

      “They’re still too far. We need ten minutes.”

      Crap. All they needed was ten minutes to get to safety. She frowned. “They’ll be here in ten minutes?”

      He nodded.

      An idea came to her. “We’ll just have to stall.”

      “You have a plan?”

      When she told him her idea, he wasn’t excited about it, but he had no choice.

      She shook the fisherman awake and spoke Korean to him. “We need your help.”

      The man glared at her. “Why should I help you?”

      She pulled out her wolf necklace. Derrick’s gaze sharpened.

      “It’s gold,” she told the fisherman.

      He studied it. “What do you want?”

      She told him and he laughed.

      “If you don’t help us,” she told him as she cut his zip-ties with Derrick’s knife, “then we’ll tell them you were helping us escape.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “No!”

      “Yes,” she said ruthlessly. “Help us or you’ll go to prison. You wouldn’t survive a year in Hwasong.”

      “Bitch.”

      She shrugged and glanced at the North Korean naval ship now clearly visible. “You know you have to do as we say.”

      “We don’t have much time, Cass,” Derrick murmured.

      She stood. “He’ll do it,” she said in English. “He has no choice.”

      “I don’t like this.” He held up a hand when she glared at him. “I know. No choice.” He moved close and pressed his handgun into her hand. “Do you know how to use this?”

      “The basics.”

      He nodded and she was thankful he didn’t mention her trembling hand when she took the gun. His dark eyes captured hers and his hand brushed her cheek. “We’ll get you a new necklace.”

      Her heart leapt and did a free fall. She nodded.

      “We’re getting out of this,” he said. “And then we’re going to talk.”

      She clung to his words like the lifeline they were. “We’re going to do more than talk.”

      His gaze went to her lips and a grin flitted across his face. “Damn straight.”

      “They’re almost here,” the fisherman snarled in Korean.

      Cassie stepped back from Derrick. “Showtime,” she said. “Get below.”

      “I’ll be listening.” He stepped down the ladder into the darkness. “Any word in English, and I’ll come.”

      He didn’t close the hatch but stepped farther into the shadows, where he couldn’t be seen. She hid Derrick’s coat that she’d been wearing under a tarp. Derrick had the daypack with her camera. She hunkered down next to a coil of rope. The fisherman had assumed control of the wheel. She pulled some strands of hair around her face. Her clothes were dirty and torn and actually matched the dirty and torn sweater and jeans of the fisherman.

      “What’s your name?” she asked him.

      “Min-jun. I’ll call you Soo-mi. That’s my wife’s name.” His lip curled. “She went to Hwasong five years ago.”

      Regret filled her. This man had already been through so much and they were putting him through more. “I’m sorry.”

      He glared at her. “She spoke against our great leader. I was the one who turned her in.”

      Oh fuck.

      A spotlight highlighted the main cabin. A loudspeaker clicked on. “Stop your boat and prepare to be boarded.”
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        * * *

      

      Men in uniform lined the brightly lit naval vessel. It dwarfed the little fishing boat. Min-jun no longer looked smug as he shut off their engine. The noise of the large vessel’s engines overpowered any other sound. Her breath came in little pants and she started to notice all the details around her with a vivid clarity—the slickness of the deck, the lingering odor of rotting fish, the twitching of Min-jun’s left eye. Only the knowledge of having Derrick below, watching her, let her stand still. She trembled; her heart pounded with the need to escape, but she stood her ground.

      Barely.

      “We have guns targeting your boat. If you try to flee, you will be destroyed.” The voice spoke of their destruction with no emotion.

      The naval ship reversed its engines, drowning them in a roar and slowing its forward momentum. Sailors moved about on deck, but their spotlights were kept trained on the much smaller fishing boat. The ship slowed and halted, though its engines still churned. Men in black combat uniforms with assault rifles lowered a Zodiac into the water before climbing down into it. It looked as though they were sending soldiers, not just sailors, after her. Naked fear showed on Min-jun’s face. The Zodiac bounced over the waves to the fishing boat, their spotlight shining first on Min-jun then sweeping past and finding her. She lifted her hands automatically. She just had to stall until Derrick’s team arrived. She could do this.

      The Zodiac bumped alongside the fishing boat. Six soldiers with assault rifles leapt on board, leaving one to man the motor.

      “Get on your knees,” the lead soldier said in Korean. “Hands on your head.”

      Both she and Min-jun dropped down and obeyed. She couldn’t seem to get enough air. Oh God, this was happening.

      The soldier slung his rifle and planted himself in the middle of the boat. “Is there anyone else on board?”

      “No,” she said quickly before Min-jun could say anything. “What’s this about? We’re just a fishing vessel.”

      The lead soldier stomped over to her and shined a flashlight in her face. “Where’d you get the bruises?”

      She glanced at Min-jun before she dropped her gaze. “My husband… I…I made him angry.”

      The soldier snorted. “Nice try.”

      A scuffle sounded behind them. The soldier turned. Min-jun had struggled to his feet while another soldier tried to restrain him. “She made me!” he shouted. “I’m innocent.”

      “Sure you are,” the soldier said. “Gag and bind him.”

      Within moments, they dragged a flailing, but silent Min-jun onto the Zodiac. Cassie almost felt sorry for him.

      “Now, Cassandra Kwon, it’s time for you to pay for your crimes.”

      She gasped. The soldier tilted his head to fully see her face. “Yes, that’s right. We know who you are. You can’t escape righteous justice. Choe shi will see you punished and executed for your crimes. Get up.”

      She stood on shaky legs.

      “Come,” he ordered.

      She’d run out of time. What else could she say to stall? The guard snarled at her to move. They were still speaking Korean, so Derrick hadn’t been alerted yet. He wouldn’t come on deck until she spoke English.

      She hoped.

      Just keep the guard talking. She only had to stall for a few minutes.

      “This is all a mistake,” she said.

      “Shut up,” he said. “Or I will bind and gag you as well.”

      Fear struck her mute.

      The guard prodded her and she took a small step. She was out of time. Derrick’s team wasn’t here. Her heart raced and she panted as if she sprinted straight for a cliff’s edge. Nothing could save her now. She was going to go over.

      Another push. Another step.

      No. She tried to think logically. The team was coming. She avoided looking at the hatch. Derrick wouldn’t let her down or leave her.

      Maybe she should leave him.

      Everything stopped with that thought. Her hearing, her breathing, her heart. Derrick was in this because he’d come to help her. If she tried to stall too much, the soldiers might decide to search the boat. They’d find Derrick. If the soldiers captured them both, they’d never let either of them go, and they might kill Derrick outright. She bit her lip. She couldn’t let that happen to him.

      She wouldn’t.

      Another step.

      The Koreans would take her off the fishing boat before Derrick knew what was happening. He’d be stuck, but safe, and he’d escape when his team came.

      Another step.

      Regret for the path she’d chosen and a life not lived coursed through her, and even though a part of her wanted to look at Derrick, she refused to do it. He’d know as soon as he saw her eyes what she now planned. But he had to get out of there. There was no hope for her, but there was for him. He had to survive to take care of Rose.

      Rose.

      She almost doubled over with the pain of that thought, as if a bullet ripped through her heart. What would her daughter think? She blinked fiercely.

      Keep it together, Cassie.

      She couldn’t think about the consequences now. The only way out of this was for her to leave with the Koreans. Otherwise Derrick would die too. And that she couldn’t allow. She just wished she’d had more time.

      She glanced at the black water separating the two boats. Maybe they should have taken their chances swimming. The thought of the water no longer scared her. A numbness seeped into her from the skin to her core. Her thoughts were no longer frantic and her movements became sluggish. Any moment now her heart would slow. She was dying from the outside in.

      “Faster,” the soldier ordered.

      She exhaled, long and slow. It was an executioner’s walk ahead of her to the Zodiac. Once she made it to the naval ship, she would be tortured and then executed.

      She took another step.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Where the fuck did she think she was going? Derrick cursed silently, watching Cassie walk slowly toward the edge of the boat, closer to the Zodiac and the other soldiers. She was supposed to stall for time. Not leave with the soldiers. And she sure as hell wasn’t supposed to leave him behind. What the hell was she thinking?

      Then it hit him.

      She was trying to save him.

      He cursed again. His woman was trying to save him. And she was his. His to protect, his to save, and his to love. He’d convince her of that when they were safe. For now, he lifted his rifle to aim. His team’s ETA was one minute. It would be tight but he’d been in worse situations and his team wouldn’t let him down.

      But he’d never been in a situation where the woman he loved could be caught in the crossfire. It made the escape precarious. And the only way out was more than dangerous. She was going to fight him, might even hate what he planned to do, but at least she’d be alive.

      He pushed all thought aside. He needed to have the analytical calm he was known for now. He sighted down his rifle, targeted the soldier walking beside Cassie and planned his next shots. The next two closest soldiers to Cassie and then he’d move.

      Just a moment more. He needed her just a bit closer to the edge. She took a step and hesitated. One more, Cassie, he thought. Please God, don’t do anything else.

      She took the step and now stood right beside the railing of the boat.

      He pulled the trigger. Before the first man had dropped, he’d killed the second and then the third with head shots. In his peripheral, he noticed Cassie turn toward him as he shot up the ladder. Three soldiers left on deck plus one on the Zodiac. He shot one more as he lunged across the deck. The others lifted their rifles.

      Too late.

      He dove at Cassie, grabbed her around the waist and plunged them both overboard into the black depths of the ocean.
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      Icy water closed over her head. Shock held her immobile for the seconds it took for her to sink farther under. What was happening?

      She tried to swim to the surface, but something—no, someone—held her back.

      Panic sizzled through her, frying her thoughts, and she opened her mouth. Water filled it, choking her. She thrashed against the arms holding her. Holding her too tight, binding her. She couldn’t move, couldn’t swim, couldn’t breathe.

      She was drowning.

      Derrick!

      But it had been Derrick who’d dragged her under. Derrick, who was trying to drown her. Did he think drowning was better than being tortured? He held her and pulled her farther under. Her lungs screamed for air. She couldn’t see anything but a few twinkling lights above them. She kicked but couldn’t get Derrick to release her. Her heart pounded in her ears, each beat harder and slower than the previous.

      She was fading.

      Why was he doing this?

      The hull of the fishing boat scraped her arm and she reached out for it, dragging her fingers along the wood but finding no purchase. Derrick pulled her under it. The strength seeped out of her limbs and a lassitude crept in. The pressure in her lungs dwindled.

      She was dying.

      She hadn’t wanted Derrick to die with her. It had been why she’d chosen to leave him behind, so he could live, but apparently he wanted to die together. She couldn’t seem to summon any anger over that, or any feeling at all except a simple curiosity. Too much had happened over the last few days. She no longer fought but just held on to Derrick in this upside-down cold blackness surrounding them.

      Lights appeared in the distance. Dim lights. Were they above or below?

      Derrick pulled her toward them. The lights moved straight to them, still below the surface. She no longer resisted. The shapes became larger.

      Too large for fish.

      It was only when they were surrounded that she recognized the shapes.

      Scuba divers. Derrick’s team.

      Each one held onto what looked like a torpedo with a propeller that pulled them through the water. She didn’t even feel surprised as she floated in the darkness. Lack of oxygen had made everything surreal.

      Two divers broke away and came toward them with oxygen tanks. Derrick grabbed one and with the light from the other divers, she could see him motion for her to exhale. She frowned and did, the remaining bubbles of air floating up. He pushed the regulator into her mouth, before pressing the purge button. Within seconds, she breathed.

      Breathed.

      The air tasted stale but it shocked her system and she drew heavy, gasping breaths off the regulator.

      She breathed.

      Her emotions still felt dampened and numb. The cold water was affecting her. Even with air, she wouldn’t survive long. They wouldn’t survive long, but she didn’t worry. These elite soldiers wouldn’t let them succumb to hypothermia. Their ship had to be nearby.

      Derrick took the next regulator offered. He strapped the tank on his back while another diver did the same to her. A diver motioned for her to take hold of his propeller tank. Derrick snagged her around the waist and pulled her close while he gripped the machine. The diver waved acknowledgment, before swimming to another teammate to double up with.

      Derrick showed her hand grips, but continued to hug her close while the propeller pulled them through the dark, cold water and to safety.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick breathed too fast and too hard through his regulator. He’d snagged a mask from Dante that let him clearly see his team around them as he steered the DPV. Water rushed by, draining their heat. Thankfully, it wasn’t far to international waters, where they could surface safely. Diver propulsion vehicles were an excellent way to infil a combat team into enemy territory, but they did nothing to keep them warm.

      Fuck, this had been one of the most excruciating water exfils he’d ever done. He couldn’t wait for it to be over. The minute under the Korean fishing boat in the cold water, clutching a struggling Cass, had been one of the longest in his life. He’d counted on his team being in place and the moments it had taken them to come had been agonizing. He’d hated that he couldn’t tell Cassie not to breathe in, to just hold on, that help was coming. And when she’d stopped fighting him, he’d almost given in and swam for the surface.

      His heart started pounding just thinking about it and he hugged her closer. He understood her running out of air and going limp in his arms underwater—that wasn’t her giving up, that was her body reaching its limits. But she had given up on the fishing boat. Anger swam to the surface inside him. She’d been going with the Koreans when he’d dragged her off the ship.

      He shifted her in his arms. What the fuck had she been thinking?

      It wasn’t long before his team slowed and made for the surface. When they reached it, he spit out his regulator and dragged in a long breath of fresh air. Beside him, Cassie did the same thing.

      His team pulled themselves and their DPVs onto the Zodiac. Two of them turned and pulled Cassie from his arms and into the small boat. The boat began to move even as he pulled himself in. The wind ripped at them, pulling away any heat he had left. Marc threw a blanket at him and then carefully wrapped another one around Cassie’s shoulders. She looked like a wet kitten, wide-eyed and shivering in the dark.

      But thank you, Jesus, she was alive.

      He was so fucking grateful she was alive. He pulled her close, wrapping his blanket around both of them. He didn’t give a damn about the small smiles he saw on his team. He didn’t give a shit who saw him caring for this woman. She was his.

      He couldn’t speak at the moment, his chest too tight with an odd mixture of anger and relief. Lights of an aircraft carrier appeared in the distance.

      “ETA two mikes, Hawk,” Dante said.

      He acknowledged with a nod before he murmured to Cass, “Are you okay?” His voice came out a growled demand and she stiffened. Damn. He’d let his anger slip. Where was his control?

      “Are we safe?” she asked.

      He wasn’t sure how to answer that. DPRK had a long reach and the ruling leader didn’t take kindly to anyone criticizing the country. The North Koreans would find out Cassie was alive and when that happened, she would be in danger again.

      But Cassie held herself too taut and brittle in his arms, a fragile ice layer shielding her, but he could see the cracks. Now wasn’t the time to confront her about the continued threat or about how she’d given herself up. He’d wait until they were alone.

      “Yes,” he said, keeping his emotions in check. “We’re in international waters. Those lights are our ship.”

      Her breath caught and she ducked her face down. She convulsed once and his arm tightened around her as she fought hard not to cry. She straightened and lifted her chin, blinking hard. His heart ached for what she’d been through.

      He didn’t blame her for not wanting to cry in front of the others, but he knew an emotional reckoning was coming. This was something he’d seen in soldiers and civilians alike. They would hold the stress at bay while going through a traumatic experience, but as soon as they were safe, they broke down, releasing everything that had built up. Personally, he planned a meeting with a punching bag and then a sparring session with Dante, one of the best close combat fighters in the unit. This mission had left him too much on edge.

      On board the ship, medics hurried forward to meet them, quickly separating him from Cassie and hustling her off to the infirmary to check her out. He resisted when they tried to herd him. He’d grab some food and a shower while the medics looked over Cassie, but once she was done, it would be time for them to talk. And maybe she could explain what the hell she’d been thinking on the fishing boat.

      Because this wasn’t over and he needed to know she wouldn’t give up again.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie stood still while the medic finished checking her over. Her body ached more now than it had in the previous days. The stress of everything was catching up with her. That had to be why she’d fallen apart in Derrick’s arms earlier. Just the thought brought too many emotions welling up from a dark place deep inside her.

      No. She had too many things to do. She couldn’t break yet.

      “Where’s my phone?” she asked the medic.

      He brought her soggy daypack over. It had been the only thing that had survived their trip. “Colonel Blackwell thought you might want this. Though I think any phone in there is toast.”

      She sighed. “I have to call my daughter.”

      “I’ll get you a sat phone.” He left her for a few minutes and she used the time to take inventory of her pack. The sat phone was indeed dead. The camera wouldn’t turn on either, but the memory card would be intact.

      She had the pictures she needed for her story. For a moment, Jin-sun’s face appeared in her mind and of the last picture she’d taken, of him lying dead at her feet. She would do Jin-sun and the rest of the prisoners justice and write the best damn article she could when she got home.

      The medic came back in, carrying a sleek, small phone. “What’s the number?”

      She told him and he handed it to her after tapping it in.

      “Hello?” Rose answered.

      “Sweetie?” Her voice hitched.

      “Mom?”

      She swallowed hard at the quiver in her daughter’s voice and took a deep breath. She was going to end up scaring Rose if she started bawling. “It’s me, Rose. I’m okay. I’m safe.”

      “Derrick said he’d get you home safe,” she said. “I was so scared, Mom.”

      “I’m sorry, Rose. I’m safe now.”

      “When will you be home?”

      She looked at the medic. “When will I be home?”

      “You’ll have to debrief, but they’ll fly you to Germany tomorrow and then home. Two days. Three tops.”

      She spoke into the phone. “Three days at most. I’m on my way, honey. I love you. Tell your grandmother I’m okay and that I’ll be home soon.”

      After a few more minutes of reassurance on both their parts, she reluctantly hung up with her daughter.

      Exhaustion dragged at her as a medic showed her to a small private room on board the massive ship. It had its own bathroom and shower, for which she was grateful. It didn’t matter how tired she was—she just wanted to be clean.

      The room wasn’t large but it had enough luxury for her: a soft bed, a small desk, and a locker to store her clothes and pack. And of course, the shower.

      She turned the water on hot and stripped out of the borrowed Navy sweats. She pushed away memories the sounds of water splashing brought her and stepped into the luxury she’d never take for granted again. The heat soothed her aching muscles, while washing her hair and body helped strip away the realness of the nightmare she’d lived. But her heart pounded each time water splashed into her mouth when she forgot to close it. She shut off the water as soon as she was clean, unable to fully appreciate the water streaming over her. How long would the memories haunt her?

      She dried, dressed, and had barely sat on the bed when someone rapped on the door. She pulled it open to see Derrick. He’d already showered and had his wet hair brushed back. He wore a long-sleeved black t-shirt, black combat pants, and boots. He looked fresh, dark, and dangerous.

      “We need to talk,” he growled.

      Her senses went on alert. “Okay.”

      “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      Her mouth dropped open. “What are you talking about?”

      He stepped into the room, crowding it with his overwhelming presence. “You basically threw yourself at the enemy without fighting.”

      She gasped. She had fought hard to survive the whole time. “That’s not true.”

      “At the end, you were letting them walk you off the boat,” he yelled. “If I hadn’t started shooting, they would have captured you. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking I was saving your life.”

      “Saving me?” He laughed harshly. “How?”

      “You arrogant ass,” she hissed. “They were going to find you. I was trying to get the soldiers away from you.”

      He stepped closer, backing her up against the wall, his face a thundercloud. “I am a fucking soldier. My job is to protect civilians and that means you, not the other way around.”

      She shoved at him, but he didn’t move, just trapped her hands with his. She yanked but he didn’t let go.

      “No,” he said. “You’re going to listen to me. This is what I do. I protect people. All you had to do was trust me and follow orders.”

      “Fuck you and your orders.” She screamed her frustration at him. All the emotions of the past days bubbled up, a simmering sludge of fear and fury.

      He leaned against her, trapping her with his hard body. He pulled her arms up and over her head. Each breath rubbed her chest against his.

      “Promise me you’ll trust me,” he said, his voice ragged and growing softer. “Promise me you’ll let me protect you.”

      “I can’t,” she said, just as soft. Her skin grew hot. “You might not be there.” It broke something in her to say those words. She’d come to rely on him, but he would leave her again. Like he had before.

      “And I promise you I will be. I’ll always be there for you.”

      She wanted to believe so badly. Her heart urged her to, even if only for tonight. She tilted her head so their lips could touch, encouraging him without words.

      With a groan, his mouth came down on hers. The kiss electrified her, sending currents of pleasure through her. She shivered with need as he nibbled and sucked at her lips. A moan welled out of her.

      He pulled back slightly. “It’s too soon. I don’t want to hurt you.” But his hands told a different story, one keeping her arms trapped above her head, while the other caressed down her side.

      “You won’t hurt me.” She offered her lips to him and he came back, pressing himself against her.

      His fingers grazed the heated skin under her sweatshirt and she writhed against him. He released her hands, took the bottom of her shirt and pulled it off. His molten gaze perused her.

      His voice when he spoke was rough with need. “You’re sure?”

      “Oh, yes,” she breathed and then tugged at his shirt. He helped her get it off him, revealing a magnificent chest, full of hard, sculpted muscles that begged to be touched. And she did. She laid her palms flat on his chest and explored. Heat flashed through her.

      He kissed her again before stepping back. He pulled her pants down, slowly but without stopping, without hesitation. Though he groaned when they passed her hips and he could see she wasn’t wearing any underwear. He crouched to help her step out of them and then ran his hands up her legs as he stood in front of her. She shivered with need.

      He yanked the covers back on the bed, scooped her up, and gently laid her down. “I’ve dreamed of this, of you.” He unzipped his pants and pulled them and his underwear off in one yank. A clean new bandage decorated his thigh. He snagged something from a pocket.

      “Is that a condom?” she asked.

      “Always be prepared.” He said the motto with a straight face, though she heard the laughter in his voice.

      “Wait,” she ordered before he could crawl into bed with her.

      He stopped, wary. “Is it too soon?”

      She smiled, a purely feline smile. “No,” she said. “I just want to look at you.”

      He grinned and advanced on her. “Another time. I need to taste you.”

      And then he was kissing her, stealing her breath, running his hands over her sensitive skin, cupping her breasts. She moaned at the onslaught of sensations. She arched into his touch, gasping when he gently pinched a nipple before sucking it into his hot mouth.

      His hands caressed her sides, down her hips, over her stomach while he worshiped one breast and then the other with his mouth and tongue. Her eyes closed when his hand drifted between her legs, touching with unerring accuracy all the hot, wet parts that needed him.

      Slipping down between her legs, the first lick made her moan.

      “Better than I imagined.” He lowered his head and any whispered words she could no longer hear over the thrumming of her blood, the tightening of her muscles, the panting of her breath. He licked and sucked.

      She writhed under him. Higher and higher. Until she broke, crying out her release.

      He kissed his way back up her body, while she fought for air. He lingered on her sensitive breasts. “I’ve missed these,” he murmured.

      And she was surprised when she arched back up into him, need again coursing through her. “Derrick,” she breathed, spreading her legs wider. “Now.”

      “What an impatient little wolf.”

      “Derrick!”

      He laughed, a purely satisfied male sound. “As you wish.” He ripped open the foil packet and rolled on the condom. After, he lay fully on top of her, careful to rest his weight on his arms, making room for himself between her legs. He rubbed his erection against her heat, his dark eyes glowing, before he surged into her.

      She panted. His size was almost too big, the fullness overwhelming her. She must have made a sound because he didn’t move.

      “Cassie?” he asked, his voice strained.

      She ran her hands over his broad shoulders as if seeking purchase. “It’s… It’s been awhile.”

      He leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips, as if he had all the time in the world, as if that was all he was focused on. She clung to his lips, even as her body adjusted to his. Not just adjusted, but then cradled…clasped…clenched around. She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his hips.

      He pulled back and then plunged in. Their breaths mingled, their moans and gasps intertwining. He moved faster and she met each thrust. She gripped his broad shoulders, digging her nails as if to stop herself from falling. The world coalesced into a bright shining point they raced toward. Deeper. Harder. Faster. Then moving together, they poised at the edge, muscles taut and straining, pleasure so pure it was agony, until the world went white and they shattered.

      Her breathing eventually slowed. But her limbs were languid, and she couldn’t move. Derrick rolled so he lay on the bottom and she draped half over him. His heart beat under her ear. Warm, strong, constant. His arms held her close. It seemed as if everything that had happened in the last week caught up with her and her eyelids dragged down. She blinked.

      Derrick chuckled and shifted her so they spooned on their sides, his arm coming around her waist and nestling her back against him. “Sleep, Little Wolf.”

      No longer fighting her exhaustion, her eyes closed.
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      Cold. Dark. She couldn’t breathe.

      She was drowning.

      Drowning.

      “Cass!”

      Cassie’s eyes snapped open and saw Derrick’s concerned face. He crouched by the bed, with wet hair and a towel wrapped around his waist. Her heart thudded hard and she panted—the aftereffects of the nightmare. The shadows and emotions of it dissipated with each inhale of Derrick’s clean masculine scent.

      His hand cupped her cheek. “You’re safe.”

      She knew that but she suspected the lingering effects of her misadventure would stay with her awhile. But she was safe. Not just safe, she thought, staring at the handsome man in front of her. Something more, something she’d given up on a long time ago.

      Happy.

      A water droplet trickled from Derrick’s hair, down his neck, over his collarbone and continued down the planes of his chest.

      “Cassie?” Derrick’s low voice rumbled with amusement.

      “Yes?” She put on an innocent expression. So what if she’d been caught ogling his body? It was a damn fine body.

      He stood and said something but she didn’t hear. Her mouth had gone dry at the sight of him. She’d seen him last night, but she almost thought she’d dreamed it.

      This. Him. In front of her? That was real.

      “Cassie?”

      “What?” This time she couldn’t pull off any kind of innocent. “Did you say something?”

      “I asked if you were okay?”

      She smiled, an invitation. “I’m more than okay.” She held out her hand. “But you’re welcome to come check.”

      He made an almost subliminal groan; the sound sent lightning streaks through her. The fact that she had any kind of power over this man thrilled her. He dropped his towel and crawled back into her bed. “I’ll never get enough of you.”

      She hoped that was true. That thought was the last coherent one she had for a while. They made love faster and more furious than the night before. As if they both feared whatever was between them might not be real and if they didn’t grab it while they could, it would slip away.

      Afterwards, she lay panting and sprawled on Derrick’s chest. “That is the best way to get rid of a nightmare.”

      “I’m at your service.” He kissed her gently.

      “Have you been awake long?”

      “No.” He shrugged. “I grabbed a shower while you slept. How are you feeling?”

      She shifted. “A bit sore, but I’ll live.” And those words now meant something. She would live. Because of Derrick. “Thank you.”

      His caress of her cheek let her know that he knew what she was saying with those simple two words. He gave her a deep, lingering kiss before eventually pulling away. “It’s 0700. I have to go to a debrief. But then I’m working on getting us home. I want to be on a bird to the mainland this afternoon and then a flight home this evening. I just need to finish the arrangements. You should be home by tomorrow night.”

      Home.

      “Can I call Rose again?”

      “Of course. I’ll have someone bring you a phone.” He stood and after a brief stop in the bathroom to clean up and dispose of the condom, he dressed.

      “Are you hungry?” he asked.

      Her stomach growled with the mention of food and he laughed. “Do you want to eat first or call home?”

      There was no contest. “Call home.”

      He nodded. “Whoever brings you the phone will stay with you and take you to the mess for food. The people in charge are going to want to talk to you.”

      “I thought you were in charge.”

      He laughed. “Hardly. I’m in charge of operations for my unit, but I still go where they tell me.” The laughter left his face. “Will you be okay talking about everything that happened?”

      She snorted and grabbed her clothes from the floor. “I’m a reporter. I’d planned on sharing everything with the world anyway.”

      He stiffened. “Everything?”

      His reaction slammed into her, bringing back old memories of the days when he’d never trusted her desire to report the truth. Pain sliced through her, different than the physical pain she’d experienced in the last few days, but no less harsh. And it shocked her, because she’d thought herself safe from it.

      She braced herself for what was to come, the same old fight between them. Her voice came out heavy with memories of it. “Everything about my experience, yes. Not about you or your team. I wouldn’t do that.”

      Regret etched his face and he hesitated. That hesitation again sliced her, but deeper this time and she struggled to keep her face and her body from crumpling under the blow.

      “You can’t mention Dr. French being in North Korea,” he said finally.

      “Why not?”

      “North Korea has denied holding him. If you mention him being there, or foreign troops being there, it would escalate tensions between the US and North Korea.”

      “Why is that a bad thing?”

      “You want a war?” he asked incredulously.

      She ran both hands through her hair, tugging it. “Of course not.” She hadn’t planned to focus on the scientist anyway. Her story would be about the prison camps, but some inner stubbornness had her refusing to say that. She wanted him to know that instinctively, to know that she wasn’t someone who just wanted a scoop no matter the damage it caused, to know that she was a responsible reporter. She pushed her hair back from her face. “Doesn’t the public deserve the truth?”

      “Not if it ends up endangering everyone.”

      She stood and pulled on her clothes, forcing back any groans, but she couldn’t hide the stiffness of her body. This morning, Derrick’s presence still took up too much room, but he stepped back toward the door, giving her space she wasn’t sure she wanted.

      Her heart ached. Their jobs were once again forcing distance between them. All the happy thoughts from last night and this morning shriveled and died. She decided to be direct with him, like she was with the rest of her life. She would face this head on. Better to end whatever was between them quickly.

      “This is the same old argument,” she said.

      “We don’t have to argue.”

      “I just have to agree with you, right?”

      “Dammit, Cassie. Stop putting words in my mouth.”

      “Then stop being so predictable.”

      He crossed his arms. “It’s better than being reckless.”

      “Reckless?”

      He seemed to loom over her with his swelling anger. “Who the fuck enters North Korea without backup?” He threw his arms up. “Who the hell would even think to sneak into that country?”

      “A reporter!” she yelled back. “Someone who values the truth.”

      “And we’re back to that.”

      She lifted her chin. “It’s who I am.”

      He shook his head like a teacher chastising a student and it made her clench her teeth. “It’s not who you are. It’s just your job.”

      His words slapped her and she drew herself up. How dare he judge her like that? “You’ve never approved of what I do or who I am.”

      He blew out a harsh breath. “Just because you want to find the truth doesn’t mean you should. Let someone else do it.”

      “Someone like you?”

      “That’s not my job.”

      “No,” she said quietly, deflating under the weight of their words. “It’s mine. I think it’s time you left.”

      “We’re not finished.”

      “Yes, we are,” she said. “Face it, Derrick. We would never work out. We’re too different.”

      “You can’t just decide that.”

      She sighed, more tired now than she’d been last night. “Yes, I can. You don’t trust me.”

      “Of course I do.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I trusted you with my life out there.”

      “But you don’t trust me with knowing what to report or not to report. You don’t trust me to make the right decisions.”

      “That’s not fair. You know I’m not allowed to tell you about my missions.”

      He still didn’t understand and it only hurt her heart more. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I understand about the secrecy needed for your missions, for the work you do. But even on the things I do know, or am allowed to know, you don’t trust that I won’t use it for a story.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose as if trying to stop a headache. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      Any tiny hope she’d held on to turned to ash and blew away. Her chest constricted, making it hard to draw in air. “Thank you for saving me. Thank you for last night. Now go to your debrief.”

      Anger flashed across his face. “You can’t just dismiss me, Cassie. This isn’t over.”

      “Unfortunately, it is.” She walked into the tiny bathroom and closed the door on him. She couldn’t look at him again, afraid he’d see the tears pricking at her eyes, trying to break free.

      She ran the water hot in the shower and stared blindly at the steaming water, blinking hard. She stripped off her clothes mechanically, trying desperately to hold on to her composure. Soon she’d be home. Soon.

      Maybe it was the thought of home, maybe it was the argument with Derrick, or maybe it was the sound of splashing water, but she couldn’t fight the heartache any longer. Her breath hitched and her shoulders jerked once, twice, and something broke inside, cracking wide, releasing everything she’d suffered in the last days.

      She wept for the fear of being caught and never seeing her daughter again.

      She cried for the pain and torture she’d survived.

      And last, she grieved for what would never be between her and Derrick, a relationship that hadn’t fully blossomed. Shudders racked her. Her breath caught and released with each sob. It was over.

      Finally, the heat of the shower began to soothe her muscles, her heart beat slowed and her breathing evened out. She turned off the water and grabbed a towel.

      She’d told herself she wouldn’t let her heart get broken again by Derrick Blackwell and she’d done it anyway.

      “Third time’s the charm,” she whispered and wiped the last of the tears away.
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        * * *

      

      Derrick stared at the door to the head in Cassie’s room. Water ran inside. He stood there, breathing hard, feeling as if he’d been hit with a hammer and cracked open.

      What the actual fuck had just happened?

      The woman had broken up with him. She’d broken up with him before what was between them had even had a chance to begin. And why? Because he’d asked her to be careful with what she reported? She’d shut him down because of that?

      No, because he’d questioned her integrity.

      He snarled at his inner voice. He hadn’t questioned her integrity. He’d just wanted clarification on…

      Ah, fuck. His fist clenched and he wanted to hit something. He’d fucked up. Again. Maybe he and Cassie weren’t meant to be together. Maybe they were too different.

      He did let his fist fly and the pain of striking the metal bulkhead cooled his temper. He and Cassie were different, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t work between them.

      He eyed the door separating them. This wasn’t over. They deserved a chance, a real chance. He just had to convince her to try.

      A knock brought him to the door. Sarah waited there.

      “I’ve been debriefed. I came to see if you needed anything.” She glanced beyond him into the room. “I know what it’s like to almost lose someone you care about.”

      A tightness loosened in his chest. “Watch her. Make sure she eats.”

      “Copy that.” She leaned back against the bulkhead, settling herself in to wait. “I’ve got her. You go.”

      He nodded and strode off to his debriefing.

      There were more people than he’d expected in the conference room. It didn’t improve his mood. “Didn’t know this was going to be a party.”

      “It’s definitely not, Colonel,” one man in a suit said. “I’m Walker, with the CIA. We need you to answer some questions.”

      “And who are the rest?” He glanced at the three other suits in the room besides the four military brass present.

      “Not important,” he said. “Now let’s go over your mission in as much detail as possible.”

      He told them everything except personal details three times before he called a halt to their questions. “Ladies and gentlemen, there are no more details for you to find. I have told you everything. Now I have a question for you. What’s the continued threat assessment for Kwon when she gets back?”

      Walker leaned back in his chair. “The DPRK, and specifically Kim Jong Un, don’t take kindly to anyone criticizing their country.”

      “It’s why he had his half-brother assassinated after he’d tried to leave the country,” Derrick said.

      “They deny it, but yes, that’s correct.”

      Derrick’s gut clenched with the realization of what Cassie might face. “You think they’ll try to kill her.”

      “They might think she’s dead at the moment, but they’re not stupid. They know her name. They’ll figure out she wants to write a story about the prison camps. They’re not going to let that happen.”

      “How long will she be in danger?”

      “Hard to say… Definitely until she finishes and prints her story.”

      Determination filled Derrick with a burning resolve. “I want to be in charge of her security detail.”

      Walker grunted. “I kinda thought you would.” He closed up the file in front of him. “I’ll want a copy of your final report, Colonel. My office will be in touch.”

      Derrick nodded. “I have to make arrangements for my team now.”

      Walker stood. “That’s fine then.” He waved Derrick away and spoke to a seaman standing guard by the door. “Bring in the woman.”

      “Wait,” Derrick said. “I want to be present when you question her.”

      Walker shook his head. “Not an option. You know that.”

      The guard opened the door and Sarah walked in, followed by Cassie. She was back in Navy sweats again, looking like a teenager.

      Walker went to her and shook her hand. “Ms. Kwon, please have a seat. We have just a few questions for you.”

      Cassie’s eyes were swollen, as if she’d been crying, and the naked hurt in them when she glanced his way broke something in him. He stepped toward her and she turned back to Walker.

      She didn’t want his help. He’d have to live with that and hope he could change her mind later.

      “Okay,” she said. “But then can I go home? My daughter is very…anxious to see me.”

      And vice versa, he thought.

      “We’ll be quick.” Walker looked at Derrick and nodded at the door.

      “I’ll be outside if you need me, Cassie.”

      “I won’t,” she said.

      The words struck him like a whip, with a sharp, cracking pain across his chest.

      Walker raised his eyebrows at him, but the man was smart enough not to say anything.

      Sarah followed him into the hallway. “She’ll be fine,” she said.

      Derrick crossed his arms. “I know.”

      Sarah snorted. “Leave her to me. I’ll stay by her side while you go do what you have to, to get us off this boat.”

      He trusted Sarah implicitly, so he nodded and didn’t say thanks. He didn’t have to.

      Thirty minutes later, Derrick came back to the conference room to find Cassie and Sarah gone.

      Dammit, he’d wanted to be there when she got out. Hopefully she’d be happy that he’d gotten them on an early flight. The helicopter would fly them out in an hour.

      He found Cassie in the mess, sipping coffee with Sarah. Her face lit with hope when she saw him and for a moment he thought she’d forgiven him until he heard her question.

      “Are we leaving?”

      Of course. She wanted to get home.

      “Within the hour.” He slid into a seat across from her. Sarah stood and said something about having other places to be. He nodded his thanks.

      The smile on Cassie’s face tugged at him. She sat in the too-big borrowed sweats with no makeup and her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked like the girl he’d met fourteen years ago. So much time wasted between them. “I have to talk to you about something.”

      Her smile disappeared and she studied him. “Are you also going to advise me to not publish my story?” Her voice held a low edge that threatened to cut him if he didn’t step carefully.

      “No,” he said.

      “What do you think about me publishing this story?”

      He didn’t bother to censor his words; he just spoke what he believed. “If you think this story will help people, then you should print it.”

      She frowned and sat back. It obviously wasn’t the answer she’d expected. He was going to have to change the way she viewed him. He needed to earn her trust back, but right now their priority was keeping her alive.

      “I want you safe,” he continued, “but the DPRK doesn’t take kindly to anyone criticizing their country. You will be in danger once they realize you’re alive.”

      “I know. They told me at my debriefing.”

      “I want to organize a security detail for you.”

      “A detail?” She sipped her coffee, letting the topic of the story drop. “What would that entail?”

      “At least two guards. One in the house and one outside. And an extra one on Rose if she leaves the house.”

      She sat silent for a moment. “For how long?”

      “Until the threat is gone.”

      She set her cup down. “How long?”

      Her words challenged him and he wasn’t used to being challenged, or he hadn’t been until he’d run into her again. He wanted to repeat his words. Instead, he used his calm voice, the one that worked on scared soldiers. “Most likely, the time it takes for you to write and air your story.”

      And then they’d reevaluate, to see whether there was a price on her head because the DPRK wanted revenge.

      “Would you be part of the security?”

      “Yes.” And he wasn’t going to compromise on that.

      She nodded and he wasn’t sure whether it was because she was happy or resigned to have him protect her. Cassie released a long breath. “Thank you.”

      He waited a moment but she didn’t seem inclined to speak. “Silence isn’t like you.”

      “I’m tired…and there’s nothing more to say between us.”

      He wanted to grab her and pull her close, forcing her to acknowledge what was between them, but he stayed seated and kept his tone even. “I fucked up,” he said. “I’m sorry. I do trust you. Give me a chance, Cassie. I want to try.”

      “So you can break my heart again? I’d have to be a complete idiot.”

      “I wouldn’t. I—”

      She held up a hand. “Don’t make any promises you can’t keep.”

      “What can I do to convince you to try?”

      “Do I have a choice about who is on my security detail?” she asked.

      “I’m in charge. I’ll take your wishes into advisement,” he said carefully. “But I have final say.”

      Her chin lifted. That wasn’t a good sign. The woman was more stubborn than stone.

      “I don’t want you on the detail,” she said.

      He’d rather take a round from an AK-47 than hear those words. “That’s not possible,” he said gruffly. “But I can stay out of your hair while we’re there. I’ll assign another operator to be inside the house and I’ll oversee from outside.”

      She nodded and he stood, waiting a beat to see whether she would say anything. When she didn’t, he left. He’d really fucked it up between them and he needed to figure out how to fix this because he didn’t want this woman to leave his life a third time.
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      Cassie opened the front door of her brownstone feeling as though she’d been away for a hundred years and yet the past week had the surreal feel of a dream. Had all of that really happened? Then she moved. Her body protested and memories surged back with full clarity. Oh, it had damn well happened.

      “Mom?” Rose’s voice held hope. Her footsteps thundered down the stairs.

      Cassie could only stand in the open doorway and watch her daughter hurtle toward her. Her emotions churned and built inside her, freezing her, constricting her throat.

      “Mom!” Rose slammed into her.

      It was the catalyst, releasing her, opening the dam, flooding her. She squeezed Rose to her, blinking back tears.

      “I missed you, sweetie.” Her voice was hoarse, as if she hadn’t used it for months, or she’d been screaming. She pushed away visions of what had made her scream.

      “Don’t ever do that again, Mom,” Rose said. “Ever!”

      “I won’t, honey. I promise if I follow a story again that I’ll take every precaution I can.” She kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “I will always do anything and everything to get back to you.”

      Her daughter pushed her back, a fierce anger in her eyes. “Take Derrick with you the next time you go somewhere like that.”

      She blinked. “Your father?” Rose couldn’t know about what was going on between them, or rather, what wasn’t.

      “Yes. He’s a super soldier or something, right? He got you back, didn’t he?”

      She sighed. “Yes, he did.”

      Her daughter snuggled back in her arms. “Then he has to go with you next time,” she mumbled.

      Cassie didn’t have the heart to tell Rose that Derrick wouldn’t be a big part of their lives. But she’d become firm in her decision to stay away from him. Her heart couldn’t take it. She couldn’t be with a man who didn’t trust her.

      And now she was alone.

      Well, not really alone.

      With her daughter’s arms tight around her, she admitted the truth: that for Rose’s sake, she would be seeing Derrick in the future. But she vowed to keep her distance.

      Though now wasn’t the time to think about that. Sarah waited in a rented car parked on the street. She’d told Cassie that she’d give the family thirty minutes together alone before she came inside to set up security. Two other operators waited in an SUV just down the street, but they would stay outside for now.

      Her mother stepped into the hallway. Cassie didn’t release her daughter, but lifted one arm to hug her mother into her circle. This was her family. She had to stay focused on them. If she let Derrick shatter her heart again, she wasn’t sure she’d be strong enough to pick up the pieces and her family needed her whole.

      She stepped back and smiled at the two females in her life. “I’m starving. Please tell me there’s something to eat.”

      Her mother laughed and began chattering as Cassie had hoped she would. Her daughter never let go of her, even as she shut the front door and steered them toward the kitchen.

      Exactly thirty minutes after she’d walked in the house, the doorbell rang. Rose ran to the door before Cassie could stop her. “Check first. It should be Sarah,” she called out to Rose. “The one who’ll be staying with us for a while.”

      The door unlatched and she stepped into the hall just as Rose opened it.

      “Derrick!” She hugged him hard. “Thank you for bringing her home.”

      Derrick stood there with his hands open and outstretched for a moment before he wrapped them gently around Rose’s shoulders. “Anything for you.”

      Rose stepped back and brushed her hair from her face. “Are you staying to make sure Mom is safe?”

      Derrick nodded. “I’ll be right outside.”

      Rose frowned and looked at Cassie. “Outside?”

      “My team will be watching over the house and all of you. We’ll be putting in cameras to cover the front and rear of the house and an alarm system.”

      “But you won’t be in here with us?”

      “One of my best operators will be staying inside with you.”

      Cassie almost relented and asked Derrick to stay but knew she wasn’t strong enough to handle that. She would make sure Rose and Derrick had time together, but right now Cassie was too tired, too vulnerable to resist Derrick like she should.

      “Any word on the threat?” she asked to distract Rose from where Derrick would be staying.

      “What exactly is this threat?” her mother stepped up beside her and asked Derrick. “My daughter has been very vague about it.”

      Derrick glanced at her and then at Rose, who immediately bristled. “I can take it,” she said. “You don’t have to hide the truth from me.”

      Derrick looked to Cassie and she liked him for that, liked that he waited on her decision about what to tell Rose. She nodded.

      “We believe North Korea will send an assassin after your mother,” he said.

      Rose and Cassie’s mother both gasped.

      “An assassin?” Rose whispered.

      “Here?” her mother said.

      He held up both hands in a calming gesture. “My team is here to protect Cassie and the both of you.”

      Rose took a step back. “Why aren’t they putting you in a safe house?”

      “I wanted to be home,” Cassie said. “So we have a security detail instead.”

      “For how long?” Rose asked.

      “We believe the assassin is already on his way,” Derrick said, “if not already in Canada. He won’t stop until he’s caught. The best way to eliminate him is to have them come to us.”

      “By using my mother as bait,” Rose said in a hard voice, years beyond her age.

      Derrick hesitated and then nodded. “Yes.”

      And again Cassie respected the way he was dealing with Rose, truthfully and yet carefully, and not stepping on Cassie’s toes as he did so. The way she’d always imagined he’d be with his daughter.

      Stop it. Don’t start caring for him again.

      Too late. Her inner voice laughed.

      “We want this to be over as quickly as possible,” Derrick continued.

      Rose looked at her grandmother, who nodded back. “Okay,” she said. “But I want you to be in the house with my mom too.”

      To Derrick’s credit, he didn’t smile at the demand, but he did respond quickly and firmly. “Done.”

      Cassie blinked. “Wait. What?” She shook her head. “He can’t…” Rose and her mother both stared at her. “Fine. He can stay inside.”

      “And follow you if you go out,” her mother said.

      She frowned. When had her mother been on Derrick’s side? “Fine,” she said with gritted teeth. She could do this. Just because she loved him once and he’d rescued her from hell and he wanted a relationship with her didn’t mean she had to fall in love with him again.

      Oh Lord, she was in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Derrick scrounged through Cassie’s kitchen, looking for coffee. It wasn’t one of those white-on-white kitchens where he’d be afraid of making a mess. The cupboards were a warm wood color and the walls a pale yellow, cheery but not too bright first thing in the morning.

      It was too early for the family to be up, but he wanted to make coffee for his team. They’d all had a long night, setting up the security and alarm systems and taking watch in shifts. Hot coffee would be a nice reward this morning. He’d also introduced his team members to the family so they’d know to trust any of them if they came up to them. Rose had taken a shine to Sarah and seemed interested in meeting Dani, one of Edge’s best computer techs.

      It was strange to him how much he cared about the girl when he’d only met her last week. What would he feel like if she’d been part of his life from the beginning? A subliminal panic rose at the thought of losing someone who would be so close to him. He’d definitely be losing his shit right now.

      “Top cupboard to the right of the sink,” Mrs. Kwon said. Cassie’s mother stood behind him in a blue robe cinched tight and black slippers. Her hair was in a long braid down her back.

      He opened the cupboard she’d indicated and found the coffee. “Thanks.”

      She sat at the kitchen table and watched him make coffee. It wasn’t awkward and he was content with the silence. When he had the coffee percolating, he turned to her. “Are you okay with me being in charge of your daughter’s protection?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, only studied him. “Did you know about Rose?”

      He stiffened, surprised with her directness, but he shouldn’t be really. She’d raised Cassie and she was one of the most direct women he’d met.

      “No,” he said calmly, sitting in a chair opposite her. “I thought Rose belonged to Cassandra and her ex-husband. You must believe me. I had no idea she was mine.” He laid his hands flat on the table. “If I’d known, then there would have been no way this family could have gotten rid of me.”

      Mrs. Kwon smiled at him. “I like you.”

      He breathed out a small sigh, not really sure why he cared so much.

      “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on you,” she said. “You broke my daughter’s heart. More than once.”

      He winced internally. This woman wasn’t pulling any punches. So he would be just as open and honest with her. “I know, ma’am. And I vow never to do it again.”

      “That’s a pretty big promise to make.”

      “That’s an easy promise to make.” And it was, though he’d prefer to be making it directly to Cassie rather than her mother. “One I intend to keep.”

      She stood. “It’s Saturday. Rose loves pancakes for breakfast on the weekends. You’ll find everything in there.” She pointed to a door that led to a pantry.

      “Copy that, ma’am. Pancakes coming up.”

      She finally cracked a smile. “Rose is one of those rare teenagers who wakes up early. She’ll be down by eight if she smells breakfast.” She took a mug from one of the cupboards and poured herself some coffee, stirred in some sugar, and walked to the hall. She turned back and gave him a steely glare. “Don’t screw this up.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      He grinned at the woman’s retreating back as he poured coffee into mugs to take to his team. What a character. But a nice woman to give him hints about Rose.

      Rose.

      His daughter.

      Holy crap, that thought still scared him. He scrubbed a hand over his face. What if he and Cassie had never connected? He’d have never known about his daughter. He sank into a chair at the table. He was going to make breakfast for his daughter.

      Holy shit. He’d better get started.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie came downstairs that morning to the heavenly smell of bacon and….pancakes? Her mother didn’t make pancakes, though they were Rose’s favorites. She padded to the kitchen in her fleecy pants, a baggy sweatshirt, and fuzzy slippers. She’d purposefully picked out the least attractive pajamas she had to prove she didn’t care what she looked like. They were comfortable and warm. Just what she needed, even if she looked as dowdy as her own mother.

      Stop that. It didn’t matter what she looked like. She wasn’t trying to attract Derrick. Not anymore.

      She froze at the door to the kitchen. Her heart wrenched at the sight of Derrick and Rose at the table, laughing about something. She stayed silent and watched them. Rose had some of Derrick’s mannerisms. How was that even possible? But she quirked her eyebrow in the same way, and her smile…it was his smile. How had she not known that?

      She wasn’t sure whether she should back away or interrupt. So she continued to watch them together. Derrick’s eyes lit up when Rose made a joke and he wore an easy smile as their daughter told him about her school. She knew then that Derrick would continue to be a part of their lives. He wouldn’t disappear on them and there’d be no way to get rid of him, so she needed to find a way to see him without falling in love again.

      Stop kidding yourself. You’ve never stopped loving him.

      Not true. She’d definitely fallen out of love at some point.

      Hadn’t she?

      “Hey Mom, want some breakfast?” Rose’s voice broke into her internal argument.

      Derrick smiled at her and gestured to the bacon and pancakes on the table. “I’ll get you a plate.”

      “Thanks.” She slid into the seat across from her daughter. “Are they edible?” she whispered.

      “I can hear you,” Derrick said.

      Rose laughed. “They’re good, Mom.”

      Derrick set a plate in front of her, along with a coffee with cream and sugar.

      She took a sip. Just the way she liked it.

      He took his empty plate and put it in the dishwasher. “I need to check on my team.”

      “Would any of them want pancakes?” Cassie asked. “I can make more.”

      “Derrick already made them. There’s a whole stack in the oven.”

      “I’ll bring them in one at a time to feed them. So far everything’s been quiet.”

      Cassie nodded. “Is this all really necessary then? Will they care about one little reporter?”

      “Mom.” Rose extended the word into at least two syllables and added a heaping of teenage disdain. “North Korea isn’t going to just let you walk away and print a damaging story. Someone will come.”

      Pride shone in Derrick’s eyes. “She’s right. They will come and we’ll be ready.”

      Cassie looked at her daughter. “You seem very calm about all this.”

      Rose shrugged. “Derrick got you out of North Korea. He can protect us from one assassin.”

      “Speaking of that,” Derrick said. “I’d like you and your grandmother to stay inside until this is over.”

      “That’s okay. It’s a good excuse to have a movie marathon.” Rose stood.

      “Dishes,” Cassie said.

      Rose rolled her eyes and put her dishes in the dishwasher before she left the kitchen.

      Derrick’s gaze followed her. “She’s a great kid,” he said. “You’ve done really well with her.”

      “Thanks.” She stuffed a piece of fluffy pancake into her mouth.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.” His voice held both regret and grief.

      She took a breath. “I’m sorry you weren’t either. I should have told you about her.”

      “I know you would have if I’d been around,” he said softly. With his words, he shouldered all the responsibility of both their mistakes. She couldn’t let him do that. She opened her mouth, but he held up his hand. “It’s okay,” he said. “Let’s try to leave it behind us and move forward.”

      They stared at each other a moment, their words a soothing balm to the hurts of the past.

      He gave a small, regretful smile. “I’d better see to my team.”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’ll put out some more plates.”

      “Thanks,” was all he said before he left.

      She could hear his voice on the radio he communicated to the others with. He laughed at something someone had said and the sound eased the tension in her. She put out clean plates and ran some soapy water in the sink to wash up the fry pans. Someone had closed the curtains on the window above the sink. She pulled them open. Golden sunshine shone in from her east-facing backyard. It was postage stamp-sized, but she filled it with flowers in warmer weather. She loved having her morning coffee out there.

      Derrick pulled her away from the window, to his chest, and she gasped. He yanked the curtain closed. “Don’t stand in front of a window. You make a clear target.”

      Target.

      She breathed in deep a few times and nodded. “Sorry. I forgot.”

      He rubbed her arm. “It’s okay, and don’t worry, I don’t think this will be for too long.”

      “On that note, I’d better start on my story.”

      “How long do you think it’ll take you?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “Two days. Three at most.”

      “Then we’ll be gone before you know it,” he said.

      And just like that, her breath left her again. He’d be gone again from her life. Not from Rose’s but from hers.

      That was what she wanted, wasn’t it?

      Before she could answer that, he walked out of the kitchen. “Remember. Stay away from the windows.”
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      Cassie sat at her laptop, going over what she’d written, trying to remain objective. She was making sure any details of Derrick and his team weren’t in her story. She hoped he wouldn’t mind if she told Rose about what he’d done. Her daughter would like to know and Cassie thought it would deepen the connection between father and daughter. Cassie wouldn’t be surprised if Rose decided she wanted to be some sort of operator when she grew up.

      Oh Lord, what would she do if Rose followed in her father’s footsteps?

      Her computer screen went dark and she realized she’d been musing instead of writing. She moved her mouse and the screen lit up again. She’d been going through her photos and had stopped on the one of Jin-sun.

      She bypassed the ones of Choe and Dr. French. Those she’d save for the government and the people who could actually do something about them. She’d been told Dr. French was under protection in the US somewhere. She didn’t want the story to be about him, though; she wanted it to be about the people of North Korea and the atrocities their corrupt government inflicted on them. This wasn’t a story about politics, but about people.

      She immersed herself back into the work, arranging the photos she needed and making notes about what she’d use.

      A plate with a sandwich, carrot sticks, and a handful of potato chips appeared beside her. Derrick stood there. “It’s one. I thought you might be hungry.”

      Her stomach chose that moment to rumble. “Apparently I am.” She smiled. “Thank you for thinking of me.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      That line was too good to pass up. She tilted her head and teased, “Meaning you always think of me?”

      Instead of stammering or avoiding the direct question, he stared into her eyes. “First thing in the morning and last at night.”

      She swallowed against a suddenly dry throat. “I…” Tell him, her inner voice urged. Tell him you think of him too.

      But that way lay pain when they began fighting over careers again. She broke eye contact and reached for her sandwich.

      “It’s okay,” he said gently. “I look after all members of my team. I’m always thinking of them. Just pretend you’re a member of my team and we’ll get through this.”

      He left the room as silently as he’d come and she slumped back in her chair, feeling like a door somewhere had slammed shut and locked her out.

      It took her too long to get back into work. But once she started, she kept at it.

      Dante brought her pasta for dinner and then left quietly. Cassie didn’t let herself think about where Derrick was and why he hadn’t come. It didn’t matter. Just the story did. He’d want to come check it, so she knew she’d see him soon.

      She worked late into the night and then started early in the morning. Her mother brought her breakfast and her daughter stopped in with food at lunch.

      “Do you think I could have a friend come over?” Rose asked.

      She just looked at her daughter.

      Rose sighed the long-suffering sigh of a wronged teenager. “It was just a question.”

      “How about doing some homework?”

      “I finished.”

      “Why don’t you watch a movie?”

      Rose threw her hands out. “Derrick said not to go online and I’ve already seen all our movies.”

      Cassie wanted to sigh now, but refrained. “Why don’t you go bug Sarah?”

      “She’s off shift and sleeping.”

      She understood her daughter’s frustration at being cooped up came from the underlying tension in the house and Cassie sympathized, but she needed time to work. “Dante or Derrick?”

      “Derrick’s out on patrol—whatever that means—and Dante’s on watch.”

      “Don’t you have a book to read?”

      “Fine.” She stomped out of the room and upstairs.

      Cassie went back to work and sent a text off to her boss to have him call her about her short piece for the evening news. She tried to ignore the fact that she hadn’t seen Derrick all day. That was for the best.

      Her phone rang moments later. Her boss calling? “Hello?”

      “Hello, Cassandra Kwon,” a smooth male voice said in Korean. “I have your daughter in my rifle’s sights. She is on her laptop, sitting in her bedroom. She very nicely opened the curtains for me. If you hang up or say anything beyond what I tell you to, I will shoot her. Do you understand?”

      The assassin. Her heart imploded. Rose! She stood, her gaze darting around the study.

      “She’ll be quite the beauty one day if I don’t kill her,” he said. “I asked you a question. If I have to repeat myself again she will die.”

      “Yes,” she said, hating the quiver in her voice. “I understand.”

      “Good.” The satisfaction in his voice slithered over her. “You have ten seconds to walk out the back door. Bring any photos you took in Chosōn and your laptop.”

      Adrenaline shot through her, pumping her heart harder, but almost slowing her thoughts and burying her panic. The panic was still there, fighting to come out. For now she had control, but that wouldn’t last long. She needed to think while she could.

      The assassin would kill her as soon as she handed her laptop over to him. She couldn’t give it to him. But the assassin would kill Rose if she didn’t follow his orders. That thought crushed her under a weight so heavy she almost slumped to the floor. And it would devastate Derrick. She’d seen how he already looked at Rose, with pride and…love. They had to have a chance at a relationship. She had to make that happen and to do that she had to get this killer away from her house.

      “They’re at my office.” The words rushed out of her. If he went there, then Derrick and his team would have a chance to get this guy. She thought of how she’d left the fishing boat without trusting Derrick’s years of experience. She hoped he knew this was different. She trusted Derrick to come after her.

      “Do not lie to me.” His voice held the cold of glacial ice.

      “I’m not,” she improvised. “I thought they’d be safer there.”

      “Then we’re going for a ride. Five seconds left, Cassandra. And remember, don’t say anything.”

      Shit! She snatched her office keycard from her purse and walked toward the back door. Her clarity left her as panic reared. She didn’t want to leave the house. She stopped just before entering the kitchen. Dante sat at the table, typing on his laptop. He looked up at her and his gaze narrowed at whatever he saw on her face.

      “Three seconds,” the oily voice said through the phone.

      She rushed to the back door.

      Dante stood. “Cassie, wait.”

      She didn’t look at him, her heart beating triple time in her throat. “I want to go outside,” she said, her voice a squeak.

      “Stop,” Dante ordered.

      “One second,” said the assassin.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to Dante and flung open the door and raced through her beloved yard to the back gate.

      “Cassie!” Dante sprinted after her.

      Crack!

      Dante’s body jerked and fell back. He cracked his head against the steps.

      Cassie stopped, horrified. Dante had been shot and lay still on her steps. Was he dead? She took a step toward him.

      “Come to the back alley now or I will kill you and your daughter,” the voice said.

      Cassie realized she’d still been holding the phone to her ear. She looked to her daughter’s window to see Rose standing there, her mouth open.

      No. No. No.

      She couldn’t breathe through the tight constriction around her chest, and she couldn’t move, paralyzed with fear for her daughter. Her thoughts no longer organized, they spun out of control.

      “Now, Cassandra, or she is dead.”

      With a last look at her daughter, she turned and pushed through the back gate and into the alley. A tall Asian man in dark pants and top dropped from a neighbor’s tree in front of her. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder and a handgun pointed at her. “This way.”

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her into her neighbor’s yard and to a car parked in front of their house. The assassin pushed her into the passenger seat, slammed her door shut, slid into his seat and closed his door.

      He pointed his gun at her. “Don’t try anything.”

      Her hand had been on the door handle. She couldn’t make herself release it.

      He punched her in the jaw. Her head rocked back and she hit the passenger door. Pain hammered her. She fought the blackness threatening her vision and sucking her down.

      Stay conscious.

      The assassin kept his gun trained on her with his left hand while he started the car and peeled away from the curb with his right.

      Numbness spread through her. She was going to die.

      Stop thinking that way.

      She’d survived torture and escaping North Korea; she could survive a single assassin. And Rose would be telling the team about what had happened.

      “Do not worry,” he said, his voice grating ice chips. “While you have been deemed unworthy to live, I will make your death quick if you cooperate.”

      She didn’t know whether to thank him or tell him to fuck off. Well, maybe she did. “Go fuck yourself.”

      His facial expression remained serene. “It is easy to make a death difficult.”

      Cold washed over her. “Don’t you know how hard it is to stop pictures once they’re on the internet? What if I already uploaded them?”

      “Then your daughter will die as well.”

      “You’d be caught.”

      He shrugged and glanced at her, his gun never wavering. “It would be an honor to die for the Great Leader’s wishes.”

      Fantastic. She was dealing with a zealot. She gritted her teeth and stared straight ahead, watching the familiar streets pass by on the way to her office building downtown. He knew where he was going and the thought that he knew so much about her made her shiver.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Why?”

      She shrugged like he had earlier. “I can call you asshole if you’d like.”

      He actually chuckled. “You may call me Lee shi. It is only fair that you know the name of the person who kills you.”

      “Why is that fair, Lee?” No way was she going to use the Korean honorific shi. “You’re still going to kill me. It’s not like your name will help me.”

      He smiled again. “You are amusing.”

      “Glad I can pass the time for you.” She was out of comebacks. Her heart pounded in her chest and she wiped her palms on her jeans for a third time. This asshole was going to kill her. She needed a plan.

      Think, Cassandra!

      The building would have a security guard. The hope died before it’d even become a spark. The guard didn’t have a gun or anything besides access to 911. Lee would kill him if she drew attention to them.

      She needed a plan. Her breathing turned to panting and she struggled to control herself and her thoughts. She was going to die without a plan. Derrick’s team wouldn’t be able to save her in time. She needed to give them time to get to her.

      And she knew they would come. She had utter faith in Derrick. He’d come for her in a North Korean prison camp. He’d saved her on that fishing boat. He’d come for her here. The only question—would he be in time?

      The assassin pulled up in front of her building. There weren’t many people on the sidewalk in front of it, but enough that if he started shooting then innocent people would get hurt. “Get out.”

      She looked at him, wanting to plead for her life, but his cold onyx eyes stared back at her. He wouldn’t be persuaded by tears. She lifted her chin. She would not go out begging.

      She stepped out of the car with Lee following close behind, his gun hidden in his coat pocket like a bad cliché. She waved her keycard at the security guard. It was on a lanyard and she automatically put it around her neck. She pushed the elevator button. Her mind spun the problem over and over again. How was she going to get out of this?

      Her phone rang in her hand. Unknown number. Please let it be Derrick.

      “Don’t answer it,” the assassin said.

      She didn’t answer but kept staring at her phone. Elevator doors opened in front of them and they stepped on. She swiped her keycard and punched the tenth floor button. Her phone stopped ringing. A moment later, it rang again. The same unknown number.

      “It’s my daughter.” She hoped he might let her answer it.

      “Give me your phone.”

      She hesitated and he showed her his gun. She passed him her phone. He dropped it on the elevator floor and smashed it with his foot, once, twice and a third time. He smiled.

      Asshole.

      The elevator doors opened. It was do or die time. Literally.

      She didn’t have a plan yet.

      Her hands clenched into fists unconsciously with her need to fight. She forced them straight. Derrick would come. She just had to survive long enough for him to get there.
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      Derrick raced into Cassie’s house after being called back from walking the block perimeter. Rose stood in the hall in near hysterics, Mrs. Kwon yelled at Marc, who stood like granite, blocking the front door, and Dante held a phone to his ear with one hand and a bloody towel to the back of his head with the other. This couldn’t be good.

      “Sitrep,” he said to Marc.

      “An unknown assailant shot Dante and took Cassandra.”

      His insides sailed and dropped like a car careening off a broken bridge. He closed his eyes and fought for control. Cassie needed him. He needed to stay in charge.

      “Explain,” he snapped.

      “The assassin called Cassandra and we think he threatened Rose. Cassandra left the house. Dante was shot when he followed. They were gone by the time I got inside.”

      He turned to Dante. “Status?”

      “Hit me in the vest, but when I fell I must have hit the steps.” He indicated the back of his head with the bloody towel. He grimaced. “When I came to, they were gone. I’m sorry.”

      Derrick nodded, not quite ignoring the apology, but unable to acknowledge anything verbally. If he didn’t stay completely professional, he would end up losing his shit in an epic way. “Can you function?”

      Dante nodded. “Only a headache. I’ve had worse.”

      “You’ll get checked out when this is over.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Who was he?” he growled.

      Dante passed a phone to him. It showed a picture of an Asian man about Cassandra’s height pulling her through the neighbor’s yard. “Rose took it. I’m sorry, Colonel.”

      “Where’s Ghost?”

      Sarah appeared as if from nowhere but he knew she’d been in the kitchen, guarding the back door. “I was…asleep. I saw nothing. I’m sorry.”

      “You were off shift,” he said, dismissing her apology. He ran a hand through his hair. The assassin had picked the perfect time.

      “You’re running the facial ID?” he asked them.

      Dante nodded. “We’re also tracking Cassie’s phone.”

      Derrick turned to his daughter. “You saw this man?”

      She nodded. “I heard a popping sound. Mom was outside and Dante lay on the steps. Mom looked so scared. Then…” Rose started to cry.

      He held out his arms and was extremely grateful when she entered them and hugged him around the waist. “Keep going, kid. I need to know it all.”

      “Then she turned and ran into the alley. The guy in the picture dropped out of a tree. He had a gun…I took a picture.” She hugged herself. “I opened my curtains. This is my fault. I should have chased after them.”

      “No.” Dante’s gravel-chewing voice interrupted before he could speak. “If you’d done anything, the assassin would have killed you without a thought.”

      “If only I hadn’t opened my curtains—”

      “Do not blame yourself.” Derrick grasped her shoulders and held her so he could lock his gaze with hers. “This is not your fault. This is the fault of the assassin and the North Korean government. This is not on you. Got it?”

      She nodded shakily. “Got it.”

      He gave her a last squeeze and then set her aside. “Can you make some tea for your grandmother?”

      “You’re trying to get rid of me.”

      He nodded. “I need to do my job now to get your mother back.” He lowered his voice. “But I do think your grandmother needs to sit down.”

      “Okay. Get her back.” Rose led her grandmother to the kitchen.

      Derrick stared after her for just a moment. How easily he’d settled into the role of her father and it felt right, not completely natural but it made him…happy. How could someone know a child was missing from their lives when they’d never really contemplated having one? The only person he’d ever thought about doing that with had been Cassie. No other woman had tempted him. Shit. Had he seriously been pining for her all these years?

      Dante pulled his cell from his ear. “The trace on her phone came through.”

      “Where?”

      “Heading to her office building downtown.”

      “Ghost,” he said.

      Sarah straightened just a bit. “Sir.”

      “Take Rose and her grandmother and get them somewhere safe.”

      “Wilco, sir.”

      “Let’s move.” He checked his weapons on the way to the SUV. Marc slid into the back seat while Dante drove. Dante had the code name Gears for a reason: the man could drive anything, anywhere.

      He tried Cassie’s cell twice when Marc piped up from the back. “They’ve lost the signal for Cassie’s phone.”

      “Last location?”

      “Her office.”

      “ETA?”

      “Ten minutes,” Dante said.

      “Make it five.”

      “Wilco, Colonel.”

      He didn’t say anything more. He’d make a plan once he knew the situation on the ground. Most likely, the man had Cassie in her office, getting her to do something for him before he killed her.

      Stall, Cassie. I’m coming.
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      The elevator doors dinged open. Lee nudged her forward when she didn’t move because she’d frozen to the spot. Her heart thudded in her ears. She had to believe Derrick was coming.

      She walked into the dark hall of elevators and the lights blinked on. So no one had been here. She’d been worried because it wasn’t often that this floor was empty. But most reporters worked from home when they could, especially on a Sunday evening.

      Just beyond the elevator bank lay the large black enameled receptionist’s desk. And beyond that a sea of cubicles. Hers had a prime location near one of the windows, even though she wasn’t often there because she was one of the ones who preferred to work from home. She slowly weaved her way through the desks. What was she going to do when she made it to her desk? Her laptop was at home. She wouldn’t even be able to pretend to look for the pictures.

      The windows and the dark night beyond reflected the image of her with the assassin walking behind her, gun pointed at her back.

      Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.

      Would he shoot her and then go back to kill the others? He’d try, she decided, but Derrick’s team would protect Rose. They wouldn’t fall for anything stupid like Cassie had.

      She made her way to the cubicle area she shared with her friend Kate. The bobblehead of some baseball player Kate loved sat on the cubicle wall and seemed to watch them approach. She wanted to use Kate’s bat to break the damn…

      Hope surged and her thoughts slowed with the adrenaline rush. She veered toward Kate’s desk. She’d have to time this right. Please let Kate’s bat be against the cubicle wall like it always was. Even so, she wouldn’t have much time.

      Five more steps. She glanced at her reflection. Lee was close enough to hit.

      Three steps. Would she be fast enough? She’d have to dodge and swing at the same time.

      One step. She spotted the bat.

      She reached for the chair as if to pull it out, but swerved, snatched the bat in both hands, and swung through like a hitter from the Blue Jays.

      The gun went off just before she connected with Lee’s arm. Pain seared her arm and she cried out. But she kept moving. She swung again, without thinking, aiming for the gun. She smashed the bat down on his forearm.

      Lee grunted and the gun dropped to the floor. He stepped in to grab the bat. He was stronger than her so when he tugged it, she pushed. He took a step back.

      She had a precious moment. A moment of time, of space, of clarity.

      The gun was between them. If she bent to grab it, Lee would hit her. He pulled the bat back to strike. She had to decide now.

      She kicked the gun under a desk, spun, and fled. The bat glanced off her shoulder, the same arm that already burned. She screamed as the pain punched down her arm and up her neck, but she kept running. He was right behind her. She dodged through the desks, thankful for the cluttering of the cubicles that made it impossible for him to tackle her. She pulled chairs out behind her when she could, gaining precious milliseconds of time.

      She was almost at the elevator bank. Shit! The stairs were on the far side. There wasn’t enough distance between her and Lee. He’d eventually catch her on the stairs.

      The female bathroom was just before the elevators. Locked, but for her keycard. She skidded to it, fumbling with her keycard; she swiped it and pushed the door open and then slammed it shut just as Lee rammed it.

      Her heart hammered against her throat and her breath had to squeeze past it. She looked at the door that stood between her and death. A thud reverberated through the bathroom. Another. Another.

      He was going to break down the door.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Lee hammered the door and it seemed to jump each time in its frame. She glanced around wildly. Three stalls and three sinks. Nothing to help her. Blood dripped down her arm. She’d been shot. Now that she noticed the wound, it throbbed with a searing heat. It looked like the graze Derrick had had on his leg. Fuck, it hurt.

      The hammering continued. Heavy, methodical thuds that didn’t pause, didn’t slow, didn’t stop. Each one constricted her chest and made her want to scream at him to stop. God, please stop. She pressed her hands against her temples. Pain zinged up her arm and cleared her head.

      Don’t give up. Derrick’s voice.

      She did a slow look around. Three stalls. Three sinks. A paper towel dispenser attached to the wall. She tugged at the mirror. Stuck to the wall. Could she break it and use a piece as a knife? She’d have to hope she could get a useable piece and…what? Wrap it in her shirt?

      This wasn’t working. Panic bumped her heart rate into a stumbling run. The pounding on the door continued and it vibrated in its hinges with each thud. It wouldn’t be long now. She looked up.

      A vent above the stalls jumped with each thud.

      A small vent.

      She was tiny. It might work.

      She leapt into the middle stall, climbed onto the toilet, used the paper dispenser as a step and hauled herself onto the metal wall of the stall. The inch-wide wall dug into the flesh of her thighs as she hunched over on it and studied the vent.

      Metal. Two feet wide. One of the four screws missing. She tried pulling at it, but she wasn’t strong enough to yank it off. Dammit! Her keycard swung on her neck with her movements.

      She snatched it and set it against the first screw, pushing as she twisted. Thank God it wasn’t rusted shut. One screw out.

      The pounding continued. Was he kicking or using the bat?

      She worked on the second screw. The pounding stopped and so did her heart. She froze. Not feeling relief but more like prey than before. Where was he? What was happening?

      Move, Cass! Before he comes back.

      She gasped, not realizing she’d been holding her breath. The second screw came out seconds later. One more. She put the keycard to the third screw.

      Bang!

      She jumped and almost fell from the stall wall. The card fell from her fingers to the floor. He was shooting at the lock. She clawed the vent cover and strained, pulled, ripped. It flew off and almost took her with it.

      She threw it to the ground and squirmed her way into the shaft that ran across the bathroom ceiling. She went to the right, away from the bathroom and toward an intersection. She squirmed and wiggled. Her arm screamed with each move.

      Bang!

      The door slammed open. He’d made it into the bathroom. She pulled herself around the corner as fast as she could, panting and smearing blood on the metal from her arm.

      Scrabbling and a curse echoed down the shaft. He wasn’t coming into the vent. He was too big. She heaved a sigh and shuddered. Something had gone her way.

      The gunshot pierced the chute behind her. She yelped and scurried farther away.

      “No one is coming to save you.” Lee’s serene voice echoed weirdly in the metal tunnel. “You won’t get away, Cassandra Kwon. I will kill you and then destroy this office, even if I have to die to do so.”

      She didn’t bother replying; she just kept pulling herself ahead. Her arm and shoulder throbbed, the separate pains combining into one large pincer clamp of agony. She slowed, her breathing ragged. It was dim and the air heavy with dust. Another intersection ahead. She should be above the cubicles now.

      She made a turn that might lead her to a corner office.

      A gunshot sounded ahead of her. She froze. Another to her left. It shredded the vent easily and echoed hollowly.

      He was shooting into the ceiling. She stayed still, afraid to make any noise, afraid to attract Lee’s attention. The next shot veered off. It didn’t hit a vent. He shot again and it pierced a shaft. He began following it. Tracking it in a straight line.

      But tracking it away from her. He’d eventually realize his mistake and backtrack until he got lucky and hit her. She was easy prey here. She wiggled backward to the last intersection and turned away. She needed another chute. The shots continued and she couldn’t tell whether they were getting closer or farther away. Adrenaline left her shaky and nauseous. Or maybe it was the blood loss. Fatigue dragged at her arms. Each pull, she moved less and less.

      Light shone ahead.

      Another vent opening.
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      Derrick jumped out of the SUV when it pulled up to the office tower. “What floor?”

      “Tenth,” Marc said. “You’ll probably need a keycard for the elevators.”

      They raced inside. A security guard stood up from behind a large desk. Marc veered toward him.

      “Cover this floor and track us,” Derrick told him. “Get the guard to open the elevators.”

      “Stay in contact,” Marc yelled back. They’d done a radio check in the car but Derrick touched the earpiece and throat mic out of habit to make sure they were secure.

      Derrick didn’t worry about Marc as he and Dante ran to the elevator bank. He punched the first one. The doors opened. He pushed nine and ten. On the ride up, he checked his weapon. A full magazine, plus two spare. Dante did the same.

      At nine, Dante stepped off. He’d come up the stairs. Normally Derrick would do the same, but he was too impatient. He had to get to Cassie.

      You could be walking into a trap.

      But he didn’t care. Every second counted. Derrick took a deep breath and waited to the side of the doors when the elevator reached the tenth floor. The doors dinged and slid open. He waited a beat and then rolled through them and hit the far wall of the elevator bank with his back. A bathroom door hung open off its hinges.

      Silence weighed on his shoulders. He moved to the bathroom and glanced inside. A vent screen lay on the floor by drips of dark liquid. Blood.

      Cassie.

      He kept going toward the brightly lit open cubicles. He keyed his mic once to let Dante know he could open the door to the stairs. The door creaked slightly and a shot grazed past Derrick’s arm. He ducked back into the door of the bathroom and fired his Sig back to the cubicles.

      “Contact. Shots fired,” Derrick said into his radio.

      “Opening the door,” Dante said. “Three. Two. One.” Dante opened the stairway door and used it as cover.

      At the same time, Derrick leaned out, scanned the cubicles, and saw his target. A tall Asian man held a Glock pointed toward the stairway door that Dante hadn’t moved from yet.

      Derrick fired just as the man dove behind a desk. Derrick continued to fire to keep him contained even as he used his peripheral gaze to scan the area for Cassie. Where the hell was she? He signaled to Dante to move forward while he covered.

      The assassin threw something toward them. A dark object the size of a tennis ball.

      “Grenade!” Derrick shouted and ducked into the bathroom. Dante dove back into the stairwell, letting the door slam shut behind him. The concussive thunder of the explosion slammed Derrick into the wall, his head striking hard.

      Pain. Pressure. Panic. All fought for dominance inside him. His knees gave and he slid down the wall into a crouch. He pushed the pressure aside, the pain down, and shoved the panic away. Time to evaluate and prioritize.

      Fire licked the walls and carpet in front of the elevators. One set of doors had buckled inward. He breathed deep and coughed from the smoke and dust in the air. A tinny ringing filled his ears. One sense down. He looked down at himself. Cuts and bruises. He’d survive.

      He used the wall to help himself up. A figure crouched across the way, his weapon pointing toward the cubicle area. Dante. He signaled him. Dante nodded and made a cutting motion at his ears. His hearing was gone as well. They’d worked with less before.

      But never with such personal stakes. He couldn’t see shit with all the smoke in the air. But he didn’t hear the bark of a weapon. He and Dante started forward, easily keeping their fields of fire covering the whole room.

      Where are you, Cass?
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        * * *

      

      Cassie huddled in her vent near the grilled opening. Lee hadn’t shot his weapon in the last couple of minutes. She had no idea where he was. She studied the grill. It was screwed in from below. She’d have to kick it to get out, so she slowly and silently maneuvered herself over the grill and into an awkward position where she could use her legs to kick. She hesitated, breathing through her open mouth to stay as quiet as possible, and strained to hear any movement below.

      Where was Lee?

      The elevator dinged in the silence and she heard footsteps walking away from the vent. Her breath seeped out of her. He’d been close and she hadn’t even known it.

      Gunfire erupted.

      It had to be Derrick’s team. She didn’t hesitate and started kicking the grill to get out. It was on the fourth kick that it popped off and fell to the floor. Her feet went through the opening with her momentum and she almost slid out as well. She gripped the metal sides of the vent to anchor herself.

      The gunfire continued. It sounded as though it were close to the elevators. She was nearer to the offices. Should she chance getting out? What if she was hit with a stray bullet?

      She almost snorted. The assassin had showed how easily the vent could be pierced. She’d be safer on the ground. She stuck her legs through the hole, intending to lower herself with her arms and drop to the ground. Anyone could shoot her, she couldn’t help but think as she exposed herself to her waist, her legs swinging free.

      “Grenade!”

      Was that Derrick’s voice? Her thoughts clarified into one panic-stricken word.

      Grenade.

      The explosion rocked through the building. She lost her grip and fell, narrowly missing a desk with her head. She slammed into the floor; her breath whooshed out of her and her lungs constricted. She gasped in air again and again, trying to fill her lungs. They started working and then she started coughing against the acrid smoke filtering throughout the room.

      Fire.

      She had to move, to get to the stairs. She began crawling in the general direction of the stairwell. The ceiling sprinklers spit and fizzled before spraying water everywhere. She was drenched in seconds, but it cleared the air of smoke and the pungent scent of burnt plastic, and covered any sound she made. She sped up her crawl until she spotted Lee crouched by a desk ahead of her. She hid behind a desk and peeked out.

      He faced the elevator bank and had his gun pointed that way. She continued to watch him. He never looked back. She needed to get to the stairs and he crouched directly in her path.

      He crawled forward and so did she, always keeping desks between them. What had happened to Derrick? She prayed he hadn’t been hurt by the explosion.

      Lee moved forward. She followed. Ahead, a figure darted toward them. Gunfire erupted.

      She dropped flat to the ground and covered her head. She was so not equipped to be in a gunfight. She should go hide in one of the offices.

      And what if Lee won this gunfight? He’d just hunt her down again.

      And there was no way she wanted that to happen. The water shut off and the gunfire ceased. Water drips and splats embellished the silence. Memories of listening to water dripping into a pail while tied to the bench threatened to overwhelm her. She shuddered and concentrated on Lee. He shifted again. She bit her lip hard—the pain clearing her head—and followed. She needed a weapon.

      Two figures moved ahead. Lee stirred and his gun snapped out bullets. The figures dashed to opposite sides of the room, one into an office and one behind the main receptionist’s desk. It had been Derrick who’d dived behind the desk. She couldn’t see him at the moment, but both she and Lee knew he was there. If Lee moved left, he’d have a clear shot at Derrick. She couldn’t let that happen.

      She scanned the area.

      Two rows over, she could make out a wooden handle on the floor. The bat! She crawled as fast as she could and snagged it. The wood felt good in her hand.

      Let’s go hit a home run.

      Lee kept moving toward the receptionist’s desk. Any moment now he’d have Derrick cornered. She rose from her hands and knees into a crouch and moved forward with the bat in her hands.

      No way was she going to let him shoot Derrick.

      Three steps away. She straightened to her full height.

      Two steps. She swung back.

      Lee moved into position to fire on Derrick. She heard a click and hesitated at the sound. It didn’t matter. She swung hard at Lee’s head.

      “No, Cass!” Derrick yelled from her right. Her right, not left. In a blinding flash of clarity, she realized Derrick hadn’t been in danger. He’d crawled away without either her or Lee knowing.

      Lee twisted toward her, but he was too late. The bat struck Lee’s head with a satisfying and also sickening crunch. He toppled to the floor and lay still. His hand dropped to the ground and something dark and round rolled out.

      A grenade.

      Oh. Movement to her right.

      My. Derrick flew at her, seized her in his arms.

      God. Derrick hurtled them away. Away from Lee’s body. Away from the grenade. His long, powerful legs covered fifteen feet in a second before he threw her down. He landed on her, covering her with his large body.

      The concussion of the explosion blew desks over and boomed through her, compressing her, overwhelming her senses, her mind, her thoughts.

      Seconds later, Derrick rolled her over. He had blood trickling down the side of his face, his dark gaze focused on her. She was so thankful he was there, in front of her. Alive. Safe. She raised a hand to his face and smiled.

      His lips were moving. She blinked and tilted her head.

      “Why are you whispering?” She frowned. Her words echoed loudly in her head, but she hadn’t actually heard them. That’s when she noticed the ringing in her ears.

      Derrick grinned at her and said something else she didn’t hear. He kissed her hard on the lips.

      She couldn’t help but grin back.
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      Cassie sat huddled under a blanket in the back of an ambulance, trying not to shiver. She didn’t feel cold exactly, but the blanket was welcome. She ached from her fall and her arm hurt like a bitch, but at least the ringing had finally left her ears.

      After the explosions, it hadn’t taken long for the fire department, the police, and the ambulances to arrive. Derrick and Dante had both laid down their weapons and stepped away before the police had come on the scene. Derrick had gotten on the phone immediately and within a minute, the police had been called by their superiors and told not to question either man.

      But they’d informed her of their intent to grill Cassie after she’d been checked out by the medics.

      Oh, the fun she was going to have tonight, she thought wearily.

      She leaned her head back against the wall of the ambulance and closed her eyes, even as she spoke to Rose on the paramedic’s phone. “I promise I’m okay, Rose,” she said again. “I’m getting checked out and then the police are taking my statement and then I’m coming home. Don’t wait up…. Yes, I’ll wake you when I get home…I love you too, sweetie.”

      The paramedic, a woman with skin almost as dark as her hair, put away her equipment in different compartments of the ambulance.

      Cassie handed the phone back to her. “Thanks. My kid was worried.”

      She smiled. “It sounds like she had something to be worried about.”

      And it was true. She’d had too many close calls lately. “I need a new line of work.”

      Derrick stepped up to the open doors of the ambulance as she finished speaking. “You wouldn’t be happy doing anything else.”

      She gave a half shrug, unexpectedly feeling awkward. “True.” Would their careers always pull them in opposite directions? The thought made her slump under her blanket. “Maybe it’d be better if it didn’t make me happy.”

      He frowned at her before he looked at the paramedic. “She good to go?”

      “Well, I’d advise her to come to the hospital for a more thorough exam, but her shoulder’s not broken and I’ve bandaged her arm. She never lost consciousness…” The woman shrugged.

      It sounded as if a week at the spa was in Cassie’s immediate future. She just needed to find someone to pay for it.

      Derrick caught Cassie with an intense gaze that made her stomach tumble.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      Why did his voice send shivers down her back? Cassie left her blanket in the ambulance and followed Derrick. He had a dirt smudge across his brow and dried blood on the side of his face. He didn’t look fresh, but he also didn’t look tired. And she knew she looked exhausted. So not fair.

      “You said your boss is running the story tomorrow?” he asked.

      She steeled herself. This wouldn’t be a good conversation. “Yes, I called him already.” She paused. “Don’t wor—”

      “I’m not worried.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Scratch that. I am worried, but only about your safety. I trust you with the story. It will be fine.”

      He trusted her? “Since when?”

      He had the grace to look a little sheepish. “I deserved that.” He sighed. “I’ve spent some time in the last few days reading your stories. You’re good. Really good. I trust your instinct on how to write about your experience.”

      His words lit a glow inside her and she started to thaw out. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

      “And about what you said?”

      She raised her eyebrows in question.

      “In the ambulance,” he said. “You said maybe it would be better if reporting didn’t make you happy.” He frowned and she braced herself, not sure she wanted to hear whatever was coming next.

      “I’m too tired to fight,” she said softly.

      “Just listen then,” he said. “Your career makes you happy, so you need to do that. I understand that. Being a soldier makes me happy. I need to do it. For me, part of that need, that happiness comes from knowing I help people.” He smiled at her in a rueful manner. “And reporting is a necessary career, something that can help people. That’s something I finally understand now. You’re helping people in a way that I can’t.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Had he just said what she thought? “It’s not like I’m a hero or anything…”

      “If your story can help those prisoners in North Korea, then you’ll be a hero.”

      She shook her head, whether in denial or disbelief she wasn’t sure.

      His hands came up and cradled her face. “Yes, Little Wolf,” he whispered. “You are a hero.” His gaze narrowed and hardened. “But if you ever go off by yourself with a killer again…”

      He gave her a hard kiss and her heart skipped and tumbled, her lips going pliant and soft under his. He groaned and she forgot her aches and pains. The sound sent heat surging through her. She gripped his shoulders and held on when he deepened the kiss, not caring that they stood in the middle of the street with flashing lights and uniforms walking all around. This amazing man was here with her and she wasn’t going to let him go.

      “I want you in our lives,” she said, when he finally pulled back.

      He stood still, his dark gaze so intense and focused solely on her. “I want that too.”

      “Do you think a super-secret soldier could handle being with a reporter and her crazy family?” she whispered.

      He brushed her curls back from her face and then framed it with his hands. He kissed her and then leaned back, his face serious. “I still go on missions. Not as many as when I was younger. Can you handle not knowing the details?”

      She searched her feelings and gave an honest answer. “I will never be happy knowing you’re walking into danger, but…what you’re doing? That’s important. Too important to keep you home just to stop my worries.” She kissed him. “I want you in our lives any way I can have you. We’ve been apart too long.”

      His arms surrounded her and pulled her close for a long, drugging kiss. “You forgot one thing.”

      She pulled back. “What?”

      “That’s super-secret sexy soldier to you.”
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      Two Months Later…

      

      Snowflakes floated down around Cassie as she opened her front door after a long day at the office. Christmas was just around the corner. It was Friday and Derrick was coming for the weekend. They were going to put up a tree. She wasn’t sure who was more excited, Rose or Derrick.

      Inside, three boxes and a suitcase sat stacked in the hallway. She sighed when she saw them. Her mother came out from the kitchen to greet her.

      “Are you sure about this, omma?” Cassie waved at the boxes. “You know you don’t have to move out, right?”

      Her mother smiled. “It’s time, Cassandra. You and your man need some space. Besides, my new apartment is only a couple of blocks away if you need me.”

      “Do you want me to take these to the car?” Cassie asked.

      “It’s okay. Derrick said he’d bring the rest when he comes this weekend,” she said. “Will you walk me home?”

      She stopped. “Is Rose home?” A shard of fear pricked her at the thought of leaving Rose alone. Something she’d been struggling with her therapist to overcome.

      “It’s okay. She’s in her room. I told her I was going to ask you to walk me home.” Her mother gave Cassie’s arm a quick pat before she put on her coat and stepped outside.

      Cass dropped off her purse and joined her, locking the door behind them. She breathed deeply like the therapist suggested whenever the fear rose. Rose would be fine. They started toward her mother’s new apartment.

      The snow lay in a thin coating on the grass but wasn’t sticking to the roads or sidewalks yet. That would happen in the coming weeks. Toronto usually had a white Christmas.

      “I’ve never yet told you how proud I am of what you did,” her mother said. “I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to know about your father and North Korea, until you wrote that news piece and then the documentary.”

      Cassie smiled. It had been a short and shocking news segment, so much so that Global News had paid her to make a longer documentary for them. It had aired recently and her boss couldn’t be more pleased with her work. And Cassie had been proud, too. The story had garnered some serious international interest. She just hoped that something would come of it to help the North Korean people.

      “It was so very dangerous,” her mother continued, “but so very wonderful of you to have told our people’s story.” She stopped walking and faced Cassie. “Your father would have been proud of you, too.”

      Cassie hugged her mother hard. “You know any strength I get, I get from you.”

      Her mother wiped at the corners of her eyes. “No more undercover work, okay? My heart can’t take it.”

      Cassie bit her lip. It was a promise she couldn’t make.

      Her mother laughed. “At least promise you’ll always take Derrick with you.”

      Cassie smiled. “I’ll ask.” But a little wiggle of doubt crept around inside her. Would Derrick be there to help? Would he want to?

      Stop that. She and Derrick had been seeing each other almost every weekend since the crazy assassin incident. Everything had been wonderful.

      If not very permanent.

      She waved good-bye to her mom when they got to her building, glad her mother was happy. She’d already made friends in the seniors apartment complex. Cassie walked home, contemplating her own life. She was happy, too; she truly was.

      But she wanted it all.

      She sighed. If she’d learned anything from her adventures, it was to not take anything for granted. So what if she and Derrick hadn’t formalized their relationship. They were having fun and exploring a new life together. Neither of them mentioned anything more and that was good enough.

      Her heart skipped and her stomach twirled when she saw the black SUV parked in front of her house. It was the Edge vehicle Derrick used when he was in town. She hurried up the steps and inside. The boxes had been moved. She bet they were already in Derrick’s SUV. Voices came from the kitchen. She took off her coat and boots and went to see her two favorite people.

      Derrick leaned against the kitchen counter, watching Rose pull pots and ingredients from the cupboards.

      “Are you making dinner, Rose?” she asked.

      Derrick laughed. “No, she’s making sure I don’t screw up dinner.”

      Rose grimaced. “Well, cooking in the field and cooking in a kitchen are two different things.”

      Cassie frowned. Derrick had cooked for them before. He wasn’t a gourmet chef, but he wasn’t a bad cook. Why was Rose so concerned?

      “He’s making one of your favorites, chicken parmesan,” Rose said. “I…I just didn’t want him to screw it up.”

      Derrick gave a little cough and raised an eyebrow at Rose, who frowned at him. He laughed. “It’ll be fine.”

      Rose bit her lip. “You remembered everything?”

      Derrick did an exaggerated eye roll, which made Rose grin.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m heading over to Georgia’s house now. I’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

      “Wait,” Cassie said. “You’re not staying for dinner?” Rose loved chicken parmesan, and more, she loved spending time with Derrick.

      Her daughter beamed and her eyes held a mischievous light. “I’m good. You guys have fun.” Rose paused in the kitchen doorway. “Good luck, Dad.”

      Dad. Cassie’s heart expanded and filled her chest with light. Rose had never called Derrick anything but Derrick—until now.

      Derrick froze for a moment, his gaze focused on Rose. “Hey,” he said softly when she went to turn away. He held out his arms. Rose stepped into them. Derrick hugged her, his head bowed over hers. He whispered something to her and she nodded, a shy smile on her face.

      She stepped back, gave them both a quick wave and left.

      Cassie blinked rapidly to stop any tears from falling. Her daughter finally had the father she deserved. It was almost scary how quickly Derrick had entwined himself in their lives. But she trusted him to stay this time.

      “She loves you, you know,” she said softly.

      He nodded, staring after Rose. “And I love her. More than I thought possible.”

      “Kids will turn you inside out.” She sat at the table. “Why’d she wish you good luck?”

      He looked at the items Rose had left on the counter. “Probably because I’ve never made this dish before.”

      Cassie leaned back. “So you’re making me dinner? Are we having a romantic evening?”

      Derrick’s grin took her breath away, transforming him from a hardened soldier to an incredibly sexy man. A man who wanted her. Her skin tingled in response.

      But he didn’t come to kiss her as she expected. Instead, he picked up a bottle of opened wine from the counter and poured two glasses. “Let’s talk.” He went into the living room carrying the wine and she followed, not sure she wanted to “talk”.

      He sat on the couch and handed her a glass. He still didn’t speak for a moment and her stomach turned into a nesting ground for butterflies.

      She took a fortifying sip. “What’s going on, Derrick?”

      He set his wine glass down without tasting it. “I have an early Christmas gift for you.”

      “You don’t want to wait for Christmas?” Why was she so nervous? She set her wine down too.

      He took a deep breath. “No. I think I should give it to you now.”

      In case something happens.

      The unsaid words seemed to float on the air between them. Was he going on a mission? “Will you be here for Christmas?”

      He smiled. “I asked for the time off. As long as you want me, I’ll be here.” He pulled out a slender rectangular box from a pocket on his cargo pants.

      She frowned at his choice of words but took the box he offered. Of course she wanted him to be there. Something was going on. She opened the box.

      All her doubts disappeared and her world brightened.

      A delicate gold chain lay on a bed of velvet, with a tiny howling wolf pendant attached.

      “You needed a replacement since you gave yours to that fisherman,” Derrick said.

      “I love it,” she said and hugged him. She held her hair to the side while he put it on her. His fingers trailed over her sensitive skin, sending heat through her. He kissed her neck and she shivered. She turned, expecting more kisses, but again Derrick backed away.

      Before disappointment had a chance to settle inside her, he spoke.

      “I have something else for you.” He blew out a deep breath and then knelt on one knee on the floor.

      Her breath caught.

      He pulled a ring from his pocket—a simple ring with a diamond that sparkled. Her heart stopped as her chest constricted.

      “Cassie, I have loved you since I first met you. There has never been any woman who could compare to you. If you let me, I will spend the rest of my life making up for lost time, protecting you and Rose, and loving you both.” He gave a little half-smile. “Will you marry me, Little Wolf?”

      Air, light, and love rushed in and she gasped. “Yes.” She dropped to her knees in front of him. “Yes.”

      He slid the ring on her finger and the love she felt for this man overwhelmed her. Their journey had been long and lonely, but their paths had finally crossed and connected, and now they’d continue on together. She’d spent years trying to get over Derrick, raising his child on her own and thinking love was beyond her. How wrong she was. He’d shown her that. He was a man worth waiting for. She kissed him gently on the lips. “So many times, yes.”

      He kissed her back, the kiss she’d been waiting all evening—all of her life—for, a kiss that fired her blood, took over her senses and sent thrills along her spine. His soft lips caressed hers at first, coaxing her mouth open, and then his tongue swept in and she moaned. His hands cradled her face, tilting her head to give him better access. She let him take over, let him in past all her defenses, and let him love her.

      He pulled back, his breathing ragged. “I promise to do my best for you and Rose.”

      “I know you will.” She offered her own vow. “And I promise not to question your missions.”

      He just looked at her until she smiled sheepishly. “Okay, I’ll try not to question, but I promise not to get angry when you can’t answer.”

      He gave her a quick, hard kiss. “That’s more like it. There’s something else…”

      “Yes?”

      He lifted her closer to his chest. “Promise me you’ll let me know about any dangerous stories you’re chasing. And you’ll let me help you.”

      She could see fights in their future. “I won’t stop pursuing the truth because you think it’s too dangerous.”

      “I’m just asking you to let me help.”

      She thought about it and then nodded. “Sounds fair.”

      “And one more thing.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      He laughed. “I want to teach you some self-defense moves. In case you ever get into trouble and I’m not there.” He shrugged. “Knowing you, you’ll definitely need them.”

      If he wanted to tease her, then he’d better be ready to be teased back. She purposely licked her lips and his eyes tracked the movement. “Maybe we should start now.” Her voice turned husky.

      He nodded slowly, his gaze molten, and her blood heated. “Oh yeah. But I think we need to remove all of your clothes first.”

      Her heart sped up and a feline smile spread across her face. “Anything you say, Colonel.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Edge of Defiance. It means so much to me to be able to share my stories. If you enjoyed mine then I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy my books too. You can do this by telling a friend, or writing a review on either Amazon or Goodreads.

      And this is by no means the end of Edge! I love this series and will keep writing it. I think Dante might deserve a story if he’s nice, or even better…if he’s not.  ;)

      

      Contact Me

      I love getting email from readers. Please feel free to contact me.   trish@trishloye.com

      

      Newsletter

      If you want more of the E.D.G.E. Security series then sign up for my newsletter (click here) to stay up to date on new releases. Or you can go to my web site. www.trishloye.com
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