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To those who didn’t survive. May you find in your forever sleep the peace that escaped you in life.


Prologue

SHE MOVED IN a crouch, blade between her teeth, all four limbs connected to the earth. She cocked her head, listened, and then continued on again, through the undergrowth and past the body at her bare feet.

Along the jungle floor, shadows cast against shadows, playing tricks with light, and unnatural stillness replaced the buzz and chatter of the canopy, as if nature held its breath while bearing witness to the violence.

She paused at the whisper of air that alerted her to movement from behind.

They’d been smart to track so silently.

She shifted, ready to face them when they came.

And they would come.

The knowledge brought with it a surge of adrenaline.

Euphoria followed.

Two emerged from the verdure, dressed in shoddy camouflage and rubber shoes, carrying no firearms, only knives. They came steadily, circling, hunting, eyes glazed with bloodlust, lips turned up in snarls. They wanted her dead, and so they must die.

She breathed deeply, focus pure, measuring the strength of the threat. Awareness came in waves, a feral instinct that returned nuance with radarlike clarity. Understanding their weaknesses, she launched forward for the first strike.

Connected.

A scream shattered the calm.

Off balance, the first attacker toppled, and in a fluid movement she twisted, pushing off his body to propel herself into the second man.

He shifted to avoid impact, and the twist of his neck met the slice of her outstretched blade.

He fell.

She landed in a crouch and without pause returned to the first. Hand to head. Knife to neck. Swift, through tendons and sinew.

The fight had taken only seconds, and now in the silence the kill was finished. She stood over the bodies, the sound of her own heartbeat loud in her ears, and after a moment of hesitation she swore. It had been too fast. Too easy.

Her chest heaved in hatred of the skills that kept her alive, skills that drove her to win, skills that inevitably brought death.

She dropped to her knees and there, for the first time, stared at the face of the nearest hunter. A vise of recognition gripped her heart. She fell forward onto the body.

His open eyes were green. His hair was blond, his face longingly familiar.

Her soul pounded a rhythm: Please not him. Not him. Not him.

In death, his eyes fixed a piercing accusation. She gaped in mute horror at the liquid of life that had, in seeping from his neck, painted her skin crimson.

She couldn’t breathe.

Dizzy. Suffocating. Nausea.

She found air. It came as a burning rush into collapsing lungs, a scream that started from the depths of her soul and ripped through her vocal cords, shattering the stillness, sending a flurry of beating wings through the canopy.

Head tilted upward, and with the primal shriek of rage and pain still rising, she opened her eyes. Not to the jungle roof but to her bedroom ceiling, patterned, whitewashed, and tinged with the color of dawn coming through the window.

Vanessa Munroe gasped. Curtains in the room rustled lightly. The call to prayer sounded from minarets across the city and her hand was still gripping the handle of a knife plunged into the other side of the king-size mattress.

Awareness settled, and she let go of the knife as if scalded, rolling off the bed in the same movement.

She stared.

The blade had struck twice and stood in silent witness to the increasing ferocity of the nightmares. The sheets were soaked with sweat. She glanced at her tank top and boxers. Drenched. And Noah, had he not left for work early this morning, would have been dead.


Chapter 1

Casablanca, Morocco

AT LAST, THE crowd moved forward.

He picked up the duffel bag and slipped the strap over his shoulder. Aching and nauseous, he placed one deliberate foot in front of the other, part of the collective escape from transatlantic captivity—down the aisle, out of the belly of the plane, along the Jetway and through the sunlit terminals of Mohammed V Airport.

Three days of little sleep had brought him here, three days and three lifetimes since that call in the wee hours that had, without warning, provided long-awaited news. He’d sat in the dark, rigid on the edge of the bed, searching his way through possibilities until, certain there was really only one option, he’d picked up the handset once more and placed the call to Morocco.

I need a favor.

Those had been his only words. No introduction, no explanation, only the plea.

“Tell me,” she’d said.

“I’m coming to you.”

And that was it. No good-bye, just his unspoken fear wrapped into those words and whispered into the night, across the wires. He’d put down the phone and then, with palms sweating and hands shaking, sat in front of the computer and purchased a ticket.

He needed that favor and had flown halfway around the world to ask it.

Now, without thinking, he moved with the throng while inside his head the words of entreaty came and went; rewound and started over; front to back, end to beginning in the same perpetual loop that had not stopped since the call.

He slowed. Stood in front of a plate-glass window. Stared out over the naked runway while those behind him hurried past.

Even if he tried he could never count the number of airports and train stations that delineated his youth; a collection of visa stamps and endless moves that defined his life as one of eight siblings hopscotching the globe with cult-member parents, together a ragtag group of economy-class vagabonds.

Into the glass he whispered his name, strange as it was even to him. The sound drifted in a low and hushed tribute to the past that had brought him here, the past that refused to die no matter how long or how often buried.

Sherebiah Gospel Logan.

His name was Logan. Only Logan. Always Logan. And to those few who knew the rest, he blamed it on drugs and hippies, which was so much easier than trying to explain what most could never comprehend.

Desperation had compelled him here, to the one person who did understand, the one capable of burying the past for good. If she so chose. He needed that favor, needed her to say yes, and instead of arriving with something to barter, he’d come a beggar, hat in hand with nothing to offer but their shared bond and the secret dread that her answer would be no.

His eyes tracked the last of the thinning stream of passengers and the airline crew as they trailed luggage down the hall, and finally his feet again followed.

He moved through customs and the whole of the border crossing on autopilot, until he came at last to the waiting area, and there among the sea of faces searched hers out. He passed over her once, twice, before finally spotting her with arms crossed and leaning into a column with a grin that said she’d been watching him for a while.

Vanessa. Michael Munroe. Best friend. Surrogate family. Personal savior.

She looked nothing like the battle-hardened woman who’d returned from Africa’s west coast eight months ago, now nearly unrecognizable in flowing pants and delicate head scarf, everything about her soft and feminine and the opposite of what he’d expected to find. But seeing her, he could hope again.

He stood in place while she shoved off the pillar in his direction, smirk indelible, slicing through the crowd nimble and catlike, her gray eyes not once breaking contact until she was within arm’s length.

And then, in a movement that would have resulted in a broken nose for anyone else, she reached out and tousled his blond hair, laughing that deep carefree laugh of hers that said she was genuinely happy to see him.

The inward rehearsal and stress that had consumed him the last few days was replaced by the possibility of hope. Logan grabbed her in a bear hug, which she halfheartedly attempted to escape; he spun her full circle, and when he’d finally let go and there was a second of awkward silence, she tousled his hair again.

“Jesus, Logan,” she said. “From the look on your face, you’d think you’d come to ask me to marry you.”

He ran a hand through his hair to mitigate the damage and, unable to contain the ear-to-ear grin, said, “Maybe one day I will.”

“You should be so lucky,” she said dryly, then with a light punch to the shoulder that held his bag, “That all you got?”

He nodded, the stupid grin still plastered on his face.

She smiled, hooked her arm in his and, shoulder to shoulder, nearly equal in height, led him away from the crowd, saying, “It’s really good to see you.”

The lilt of her voice, the uncharacteristic enthusiasm of her touch, gave him pause, and as they continued arm in arm, he turned to catch her eye. She grinned, impishly squeezed his biceps, and then placed her head on his shoulder.

“You hungry?” she asked. “We’ve got a long trip ahead of us.”

“I ate on the plane,” he said, and then confused, he hesitated. “How long could it possibly take to get into Casablanca?”

“Not Casablanca,” she said. “Tangier.”

The last map of Morocco that he’d seen showed Tangier nearly two hundred miles northeast. He grasped for reasons. “You and Noah broke up?” he said.

Munroe shrugged and turned ever so slightly, so that she walked backward as she spoke. She flashed him another smile, and in that smile Logan saw a glimpse of the same, odd, telltale stupefaction that hadn’t washed over her face in more than half a decade.

“Hard to call something that could never be whole, broken,” she said. “But no, things haven’t changed, we’re still together.”

She smiled yet again, went back to walking side by side, and in the wake of this last, the burden Logan had come to share grew that much heavier.

He understood from that look what she’d not said with words, and he fought for composure, to prevent the shock of knowledge from escaping to his face. He kept beside her, matching her step for step across polished floors to the lower level, where they’d catch a train into the city.

Logan said, “Why the move to Tangier?”

“I like it there,” she said.

Her words came blank and deadpan. No humor, no sincerity; her unusually indirect way of saying none of your damn business, and so he let it go for now. He’d find another way to probe the extent of the damage behind the smile, to come at it from a different direction, because both as friend and as supplicant, he had to know how hard he could push, how solid the chassis, how twisted the wreckage.

They reached Casa Voyageurs, the regional train station, and there, Munroe led him through the cool, high-domed terminal to the ticket counter, where she segued into an exchange of Arabic.

Logan handed her his wallet and she pushed it back. “I’ve got it,” she said. “This isn’t breaking the bank.”

Tickets in one hand, she took his hand in the other and moved beyond the clean and tidy interior to the outside, to the tunnel and its confusing array of tracks, to the train that would take them north. They were still walking the corridor to the first-class compartment when the car lurched and the train began a slow crawl out of the station.

Logan paused and, as he’d done so many times in years past, stood watching the platform shrink into the distance. Tracks and walls and city structures began to blur, and he turned toward the empty six-seat berth that Munroe had entered.

She sat beside the window with her head tilted back and eyes closed, so he dumped the bag on his assigned seat and took the spot opposite her. She opened her eyes a sliver and stretched so that her legs spanned the aisle, resting her feet between his knees.

Logan said, “I could have flown to Tangier, you know, saved you the trip down and back.”

She nodded. “But I wanted to have the time alone with you,” she said.

He faltered and left the unasked “why” hanging in the air.

She’d handed him an opening, presented the opportunity to unburden himself and say in person what he’d flown across the Atlantic to say, but he couldn’t. Not now. Not with her like this. He needed time to think.

Munroe paused. It was a small hesitation, but enough that he understood she’d given notice. She was aware he’d parlayed the opening gambit and was willing to go along with him.

“Noah’s there right now,” she continued. “He’s edgy, jealous.” She turned her eyes back to meet his. “I didn’t want you to have to face that right off the bat.”

“Doesn’t he know that I’m gay?”

She flashed a cheesy grin and crinkled her nose. “He knows. But he also knows that I love you.”

“So that makes me a threat?” Logan said.

She nodded.

He sighed.

The only way his arrival could be deemed a threat was if something else wasn’t right. Under ideal circumstances Logan would ask for details and she would tell; their conversation would flow in that bonded way of confidants that had defined years together. But this wasn’t ideal, not anything close to ideal.

They settled again into small talk, then gradually into silence as Logan, lulled by the peace of her presence, the rhythm of the wheels against the tracks, and fighting three days of being awake, drifted into the oblivion of sleep.

It was the subtle exchange of metal on metal that gradually pulled him back. According to the sun’s path, hours had passed.

Dazed and disoriented, he turned to Munroe. She was smiling again, that odd telltale smile. She flipped the knife from her palm, her eyes never leaving his as she played the blade across her fingers.

Logan cursed silently, fighting the urge to stare at the weapon, and said, “Been a while since you’ve carried them.”

She nodded, eyes still to his, still grinning, the steel continuing to play.

Logan leaned his head back and closed his eyes—his way of shutting out the pain of seeing her in this state. The knives and all that they symbolized spoke volumes to how far she had fallen.

The sky was dark when they arrived in Tangier, Morocco’s gateway to Europe. Tangier Ville was the end of the line, and the station, with its clean and polished interior was in turn its own gateway to nighttime streets that birthed life and motion into the humid air of Africa’s northern coast.

Their destination in the eastern suburb of Malabata was close enough that they could have walked, but instead of footing it as Logan had expected, Munroe flagged a petit taxi. In the glow of the terminal’s fluorescent lights she bantered with the driver over the rate, and Logan sensed disquiet in her haste.

The ride was but a few minutes, and the vehicle stopped in front of a three-story building that faced the ocean. The apartment block, like most of the others Logan had seen on the journey, was whitewashed, stacked, and topped with a flat rooftop that he knew to be as much a part of the living space as the rooms inside.

He stepped from the cab and sniffed the salt-tinged breeze.

Parked against the curb not far from the building entrance was a black BMW, and Munroe swore quietly as she took note of it.

“He’s already here,” she said.

Logan lifted the strap of his bag to his shoulder. “I’ve wanted to meet him anyway,” he said.

She stared at the car and after a long pause walked through the front door with Logan following close behind.

The stairs from the entrance led to a tiled mezzanine that amplified their footsteps, and they went up again, another half floor, stopping in front of the only apartment on the landing. Munroe turned the key and swung the oversize door wide to a deep and sparsely furnished living area.

“Home,” she said with a flourish, and Logan grinned at the joke. Six months in Morocco and she’d already jumped cities. For her there would never be anything so permanent as home.

The apartment was quiet and dim, the silence made larger by high ceilings, patterned floors, and a light current of air that billowed through open windows into gauzy curtains. Footsteps echoed from the hall and Logan turned in their direction as Noah entered the living room.

Noah Johnson, a Moroccan-raised American, had been a chance encounter on Munroe’s last assignment, an encounter that had eventually evolved into her latest and possibly final departure from the United States.

Although Logan knew much of the man from pictures and conversations, this was the first time he’d seen him in person, and it was clear why Munroe had taken such a liking to him. He was an easy six-foot-plus, black hair, fair skin, and a rock climber’s physique.

In a gesture proprietary and tender, Noah pulled Munroe close and kissed her on the forehead, then extended his hand to Logan in greeting.

Munroe ran interpretation between Noah’s rudimentary English and Logan’s broken French, and in the easy exchange Logan sensed a fracture in the closeness the two had shared. He wondered as he stood there now, making small talk through Munroe, what it must be like in Noah’s shoes, to helplessly watch the woman he loved withdraw emotionally, to fear she would soon walk away, while extending a hand of friendship to the man he suspected to be the cause.

Munroe returned Noah’s kiss, said softly, “Let me show Logan around. I’ll be ready in twenty minutes,” and with that took Logan’s hand and led him toward the hallway.

Three bedrooms and two bathrooms made up the bulk of the one-level apartment, and a narrow staircase beyond the kitchen led to the laundry and work area on the rooftop. Like so many places in the developing countries in which Logan had once lived, the apartment was bare and rustic, the kitchen and bathrooms minimalistic, and as a whole the flat went without many of the standard fixtures found in even lower-income homes of the United States.

The brief tour ended at the guest bedroom, and when Munroe had shown Logan what little he needed to know, she left to dress for the evening.

He turned off the light and in the dark dumped his bag on a chair.

The room was enveloped in the quiet of night, and in that quiet there was a form of peace. Here, alone in the dimness, he could think; he could process and plan and try to figure out how to dig his way out of a hole that had, in less than a moment of clarity, doubled in size. He’d come to Morocco focused on nothing more than begging for Munroe’s help, a yes or no answer, and had instead been blindsided by the complex series of hoops he’d have to jump through to get it.

The sound of running water filtered from across the hall, and in the streetlight glow he sat on the bed, elbows to knees, methodically forcing calm; waiting.

A shift in the light under the bedroom door announced her presence before the footfalls. Logan lay back on the bed, hands behind his head, ready for the knock that came a second later.

She was stunning in silhouette, the loose and modest clothes replaced by a very short, figure-hugging dress that accentuated a long, lean, androgynous body and brandished sensuality. In heels, she had at least an inch over Noah’s height, and together they would make a visually intimidating pair.

With a hug and then a house key placed in his palm, she was gone.

The front door echoed a thud and Logan rose from the bed to watch from the window as the BMW peeled away from the curb. He waited until he was certain they would not U-turn for a forgotten item, then headed toward the living room where he’d spotted a telephone.


Chapter 2

TEN IN THE evening local time meant late afternoon in Dallas, still within the office hours of most businesses, although Logan expected that Capstone Consulting kept the phones running far later than the standard nine to five.

He picked up the handset, exhaled, and dialed a call he’d never expected to make.

Capstone was owned and operated by Miles Bradford, former Special Forces turned private contractor, the man who’d been by Munroe’s side when the world had turned upside down. If there was ever a person who’d want to know about her current state, who’d be willing to get involved in a nightmare predicament for no other reason than that it involved her, that man was Bradford.

Anticlimactically, Logan was put on hold. During the frustrating wait, he moved methodically about the room, scanning surfaces and opening drawers, careful to leave everything as he’d found it while the phone to his ear provided background music. He was checking beneath the sofa when Beethoven’s Ninth was clipped short by a cheery voice announcing Capstone, as if it were some high-stakes New York marketing firm instead of the bullets-and-blood mercenary outfit Logan knew it to be.

According to the receptionist, Bradford was out of the country.

“I know you have a way to get in contact with him,” Logan said. “Tell him that Michael’s in trouble and that if he wants to talk to me, this line’s only going to be clear for the next three or four hours.”

He recited the apartment’s phone number, and after a routine reassurance that someone would get back to him, he hung up and moved on to the meager pantry.

He was violating Munroe’s space and her privacy, a deed not done lightly, hunting for what he knew was hidden somewhere nearby. He didn’t need a visual to confirm his suspicions, but he did want the specifics in order to assess the damage.

He was in the middle of Munroe’s bathroom when the phone rang. Logan fumbled and then recovered. The wait had been thirty minutes, not a bad measure of Bradford’s concern.

There was static on the line and a few seconds’ delay, but even through that Logan could hear the clipped, impatient quality of Bradford’s tone.

“I just got your message,” he said. “What kind of trouble is she in?”

Carefully scripted, Logan said, “The self-inflicted, oops-look-at-that-I’m-dead kind of trouble.”

There was a pregnant pause and Bradford said finally, “Suicide?”

Logan closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “No, she’s very much alive. But she’s self-medicating. And she’s started carrying knives again.”

Silence, and then, “How long has this been going on?”

“I have no idea. I flew into Morocco this morning and she met me at the airport. The signs are all there, she doesn’t try to hide them—flaunts them, even—she’s poking at me with them, like she wants me to know. I’m going to take a guess and say it’s only been a few weeks. She just moved to Tangier, and it could be related.”

“Any idea what she’s taking?”

“Not sure,” Logan said. “I’m trying to find out. Never thought I’d see the day she started this shit again, but if history’s any predictor, it’ll be legal and she’ll have a fake prescription.”

Logan searched the nightstand drawers. “Anyway, she’s out with Noah right now. I’m ransacking her apartment.”

Bradford exhaled a low whistle.

“She won’t know,” Logan said. “Been there, done that, won’t get caught.”

There was another pause and then Bradford said, “Logan, I’m in Afghanistan. There’s no way for me to get out of here for another week and until then I’m at a loss as to what I can do.”

Logan knelt to look under the bed. “I’m not sure either,” he said. “I just figured you’d want to know. You’re the obvious intervention partner of choice—I mean, you were there, you know better than any of us why she’s doing it—and really, Miles, I think you’re the only other person who cares the way that I do.”

Logan opened the doors of a large armoire and glared at a small box barely visible under a pile of clothes. “I think I’ve found it,” he said.

From the box he pulled a smaller box, opened it, and shook free a bottle of syrup. He read off the label, “Phenergan VC.”

“Is that the codeine version?” Bradford said.

Logan searched the label, lips set tight. Bradford knew his pharmacopoeia. “Yes, codeine,” he said. “The box holds twelve and two are missing.”

“If we’re lucky, that’s the first box,” Bradford said. He hesitated. “Okay, look, I understand why you called and I thank you for it. The earliest I can get out of here is next Thursday. Do you think you can find an excuse to get her to the States?”

“You know how she is about returning.”

“I could come to Morocco,” Bradford said. “But I really don’t think that’s a good idea.” There was a long silence, and although Bradford never verbalized it, Logan understood the reason. Noah and Bradford around Munroe at the same time brought far too much potential for conflict.

“Best would be to get her to the U.S.,” Bradford said. “Or really anywhere out of Morocco.”

Logan nodded agreement to the empty room. “I’ll figure something out and let you know how it goes,” he said, although in truth his favor already required that he take her from here.

“I’d give you a number,” Bradford said, “but it’s pointless, I move around too much. Call the office. They’ll be able to reach me. If you can’t get her to go back, I’ll come to you, but I need at least a week.”

The call over, Logan continued to stare into the armoire at the box and all that it stood for. Codeine wasn’t the heaviest stuff she’d taken, nor was it the worst to be abused; the issue was that she was self-medicating at all.

Heavy, burdened, he replaced the bottle and rearranged the clothes.

He could work this thing. Getting Bradford involved was a definite step forward, and pulling him in had been rather easy.

Logan shoved away the stab of guilt.

He would have made that call even if he didn’t need Munroe’s help, and Bradford wasn’t offering to do anything he didn’t want to do.

Logan returned to the bedroom and the weight of two days’ travel pressed against his eyelids. Intent on remaining alert until whatever godforsaken hour Munroe came back, he closed his eyes for a second and opened them to bright sunlight streaming through the curtains.

He bolted upright with no recollection of falling asleep or of Munroe returning, or with any concept of how much time had elapsed. He fumbled for his watch.

Seven in the morning, local time.

God, he was tired.

He rolled his legs over the side of the bed and listened, shook his head in an attempt to clear the fog that wrapped around his brain. There was no sound or movement in the apartment, so he stood and padded to the window. Parked along the curb were a few cars, but no BMW.

Logan opened the bedroom door and, with the stealth of a kid preparing to sneak into the kitchen to grab a cookie, peered down the hall. Munroe’s door was slightly ajar, definitely not closed the way he’d left it the night before. Barefoot against the tiled floor, he moved toward her bedroom, and there, hearing nothing, pressed his palm to the door.

She was alone: sprawled across the mattress, face in a pillow and tangled in sheets that trailed to the floor. The knives sat on the nightstand and against the foot of the bed lay the clothes she had shed before climbing into it. The armoire doors were partially open, and although there was no visible sign that she’d helped herself to the contents of another bottle, crashed out and dead to the world as she was, Logan had no doubt that she had.

He left her room for the guest bathroom, irritation and anger washing over him. He needed her right now, needed her to be herself, lucid, aware, not this—brain- and emotion-numbed, and half-alive. No matter the reasons, what she was doing was such a goddamn fucking waste of brilliance.

He turned on the shower and let it run. There was no point in keeping quiet; the insomniac woman who would normally go from a dead sleep to a fighting stance over less than a whisper had drugged herself into a state of unconsciousness.

It was afternoon when the light tap of footsteps first echoed down the hall. Logan waited until they passed, then left his room in search of Munroe and found her in the kitchen filling a coffeepot with water, dressed in a tank and boxers and sporting a case of bed hair so bad he would have laughed if things had been otherwise. He didn’t see the knives, but then she’d never needed them to kill, and that wasn’t why she carried them anyway.

“Want coffee?” she said.

“Sure,” he replied. “Where’s Noah?”

She yawned and scratched the back of her neck. “He’s at his holiday house. What time is it?”

“Around three o’clock,” he said.

Munroe placed the pot on the stove and lit the burner. She sat at the kitchen table, then tilted her head up and smiled. A real smile. And in spite of himself and the frustration and anger, Logan smiled back.

“I needed the sleep,” she said. “And thought you might need some too, what with the jet lag and the long trip. I won’t make you wait on me like that again.”

This was as much of an explanation as she’d give, but Logan knew she did it with calculated reason. The sleep and making him wait had been as much a deliberate display as the knives on the train. She wanted him to know her state of mind, to take it all into account should he continue toward whatever favor he must ask.

Logan said nothing, and she smiled again—that killer smile.

“Have a seat,” she said. “I’ll make you lunch.”

He nodded toward the empty cupboards. “From what?”

With a straight face she said, “Coffee,” and the heartbeat of silence was followed by commingled laughter that came as a welcome release of tension.

Logan couldn’t help but grin, so good was it to see her lucid and to have her again, the real her, the Michael that he knew and loved; and he relished the moment because he knew it would be short-lived.

As if she’d read his mind, she said, “Tell me why you’ve come—what is it you need?”

He froze.

The coffeepot percolated on the stove, but Munroe made no move to get it. She nodded toward the seat opposite. It wasn’t an invitation, it was an instruction. There was no point in arguing, so Logan sat in the proffered chair. Forearms on the table, he shifted forward, and as he opened his mouth to speak, she put a hand on his wrist.

“Hold the thought,” she said. She stood, stepped to the stove, and turned off the burner.

She’d so perfectly disarmed him. He watched her move about the kitchen: fluid, methodical, neither hurried nor pausing, much like a well-trained dancer. She turned to catch his eye, smiling conspiratorially as she set out the coffee mugs.

She placed a cup in front of him and held her own while she sat, her posture taut, her face relaxed. “Go on,” she said, blowing steam as she held the coffee to her lips.

He reached for his wallet and slid the faded photo with its beauty and tragedy, memories and heartbreak, across the table. Munroe paused to look.

“Is that Charity’s daughter?”

Logan nodded.

Charity.

The person he’d loved longer and truer than any other being. Charity, who was his fellow childhood survivor. She’d lived the life, knew the pain and trauma better than he, and shared the burden: the lies, the secrets, and the scars.

Logan gazed down at the photo of the little girl with the blond ringlets and bright green eyes, traced his fingers along the edge of it, and then stopped. All reason, all argument, all the words that had been turning around in his head for the past three days fled, and he was left vacant. Logan looked up and staring into Munroe’s eyes said only, “I’ve found her.”


Chapter 3

LOGAN DIDN’T NEED to say more because, without explanation, Munroe understood why he’d come and, if not the specifics, at least the essence of what he wanted.

She reached across the table and placed her hand on his.

In the quiet he wished more than anything to plead his case and argue reason. But he kept silent.

Munroe knew the cost, knew what it meant, and he could see the calculation reflected in her eyes. Finally, she shifted her gaze toward the windows.

“I don’t know, Logan,” she said. “I just don’t know.”

He paused, waiting, allowing the stillness to swallow them, and then, with a lump rising in his throat, said, “Would you at least listen to what we know? The details? Would you hear us out?”

She gave no response.

“Come with me,” he said. “Just for a week—just to meet the others.”

“Return to the States?” she said.

“They can’t all come here,” he said. “It’s too expensive and there’s not enough time, but that doesn’t mean you have to return home. It can be anywhere—New York; how about New York? We go for a week, stay at a nice hotel, talk to some interesting people, and when all is said and done and you’ve had time to think about it, then you make a decision.”

She stood, refilled her coffee mug, and continued to stand, staring at nothing.

“Please,” Logan whispered. “For me.”

In the silence, sounds of traffic and occasionally pedestrian chatter filtered through the open windows. She remained motionless, eyes distant, vacant, unreadable. Finally, she turned to him.

“I’ll go,” she said. “For you.”

He exhaled, realizing only then that he’d been holding his breath.

“Logan, I can’t promise you anything,” she said. “I’ll go. I’ll listen. But I make no commitment, and I won’t stay, you know?” He nodded. She’d offered enough: a start.

She was still standing at the kitchen counter when she said, “I need a bit of time before I can leave.”

“Noah?” Logan ventured.

She nodded and made no pretense at hiding what he could so clearly read in her face. In the heaviness of the moment, he felt sadness at the inevitable and understood why she hadn’t fought harder against his request to go with him. She braced for good-bye, hating it, hurting from it, and feeling no way out.

Logan said, “He thinks it’s him—or maybe me. Noah has no idea, does he?”

She shook her head and turned slightly so that she stared again at some invisible point. “I’ve tried to explain it,” she said, “but how could he possibly understand?”

No matter how well Noah believed he knew Munroe, there was so much he would never grasp, undercurrents that would, Logan or no Logan, inevitably pull her away, all of it guaranteeing pain and confusion as the natural course of things. The man had given Munroe laughter and a reason for happiness, and for this Logan wished it were possible to offer reassurance that things would be okay. But they weren’t and might never be.

“It’s better this way,” he said.

Munroe’s eyes shifted back, a long and languid gaze until finally she whispered, “I know.”

The pain in those words left him speechless. She’d offered a brief glimmer, a crack through which Logan saw beyond her eyes, past her soul, and into the torment of her private hell. Then, without warning, as if a switch had been thrown, Munroe’s face shifted and the glimmer ended. She said, “Tomorrow we race on the water,” and Logan, still struggling for words, responded with a tired smile.

She bartered her time for his. A week in New York for a week in Tangier, and beyond the emotional tension that accompanied Noah’s reaction, the days were action-fueled and driven by an undercurrent of laughter that continued through the return flight home. If Munroe was medicating, she hid it well, though Logan had woken often in the night to the sound of her footsteps passing in the hall and knew that she slept little.

They entered the United States through JFK and took a taxi into Manhattan, to The Palace, where Munroe had reserved one of the hotel’s triplex suites. Even with his racing career and celebrity status as an adrenaline junkie, Logan’s bank balance wasn’t high enough to defend splitting such a bill, and so he didn’t argue when she insisted on covering it.

At the top of the towers, the suite was three bedrooms spread over three floors and five thousand square feet, a direct and opulent contrast to the sparse conditions Munroe had lived in during the last several years. On the second floor she opened the door to the master bedroom and fell backward onto the king-size bed, arms splayed, laughing at the ceiling.

To Logan, she said, “You like it?”

He was wearing an ear-to-ear grin, staring out across the skyline. “It’s insane,” he said.

“This is your room,” she said. “You’ll need the space for your friends. Take the upstairs areas, spoil them a little; my treat. I’ll stay downstairs.”

Logan held her smile for a long while. In the joy of that moment, words were unnecessary, because without doubt this was the proverbial calm before the storm.

At nearly one in the morning, Munroe stood staring out the living room window. Logan had gone to bed over an hour ago, and she had lingered this long, observing the city streets, listening to the heartbeat of the suite, waiting for the night to lengthen, if only to be sure he was truly down for the evening.

For her, rest—sleep—would come much later, if at all, because to be awake when darkness threw a mask of beauty over the world was to be alive.

Munroe turned from the window, from her ghostly reflection, headed back through the room and out the door. She took the elevator down to where midnight air refused to let go of the day’s humidity, down to civilization and asphalt, gas fumes and garbage, the mix of odors that only the heat of a big city could produce, New York in the middle of summer.

She’d left the hotel to breathe outside air, to walk out the body kinks that were the by-product of too many hours of air travel, and so stayed on foot, moving fast, heading west to nowhere in particular.

It was a mewling sound that turned her from passing a service entrance and drew her into the blackened depths where the outlines of trucks and parked vehicles filled space: it was a sound out of place in the city night, the cry of a lost kitten, or, as became evident as Munroe’s eyes adjusted to the deeper darkness, the abject terror of a girl pinned to the ground by two men.

The young woman was eighteen, tops, still partly child, a perfect representation of the innocent, hopeful and naïve, who, on a quest for something more, streamed steadily into the metropolis only to find themselves sacrificed to the fires of Moloch.

The men hovered over her body, every movement menacing, brisk, and hostile. Munroe couldn’t hear their words, only the raw threat of intent, which carried to her on the still air. The woman had given up fighting and appeared paralyzed. She’d not come to the oil-stained and garbage-strewn area willingly. Dragged, perhaps. Her shoes were missing. Her dress was torn and hiked up around her waist. Her chest heaved with silent crying.

Munroe stopped and, for a second that passed like millennia, stared. She felt no surprise or horror at having been guided into the arms of the wicked, only an unquenchable burning rage against the violation of innocence, an unbridled anger that surged from inside depths, up, up, into her head, pounding out a rhythm of retribution and destruction. Even if she’d wanted to, she couldn’t have turned away, so strong was the drumbeat of war.

Not once did her eyes wander while she placed one foot in front of the other, moving forward, each step slow, certain, deliberate, until her toe thudded against something soft and pliable.

Munroe paused. Looked down.

The woman’s purse with contents strewn.

Eyes ahead, she continued on, unseen and unheard, until she was within feet of the men, and they, taking notice, hesitated in their violence.

The larger of the two, leader of the pair, stood to face Munroe.

Time and space slowed into sharp focus, and in her vision he was a target narrowed into a shadow of gray against the night. Her hands remained relaxed at her sides, her body calm, almost nonchalant, while her eyes darted from one spot to the next within the enclosed area, judging distance, surfaces, weapons.

The man stepped close, invaded her personal space.

He was rank breath and flared nostrils; he was eyes that didn’t see and air without oxygen. He looked down at Munroe and inhaled, trailing his nose around her hair.

Inside her core the percussion beat harder, louder: marching orders to every cell in her body.

“Look what we have here,” he said, and his partner chuckled, a nervous bark, while holding tight to the victim still on the ground.

The big man ran his fingertips along the edge of Munroe’s hair.

“Don’t touch me,” she said. “Not if you want to live.”

Her voice was low, monotone, and although the man couldn’t know it as the sound of impending destruction, his partner understood the threat, and in a form of solidarity came forward to stand next to his leader.

The girl on the ground scrambled upward and, with the men’s backs to her, and only a second’s glance in their direction, bolted behind them to the street.

In silence the three watched her run, and then, with the little figure fading in the dark, the leader turned again to Munroe.

“Now see what you’ve done,” he said.

He was smiling a row of clean white teeth.

Munroe, motionless, turned her eyes back to him and said nothing.

“You owe me a fuck,” the man said.

The smile was gone.

“I’d advise you to walk away,” she said. “If you touch me, I’ll kill you.”

He laughed. Hard. A loud boom against the walls that rose up on either side, and then, in an instant, he stopped.

A fight was inevitable, and with Munroe’s realization came the rush. She pulled it all in and closed her eyes in a slow, extended blink.

A heedful observer would have noticed the twitch in her hands, would have wondered at the lack of fear, would have been cautioned against the level of self-assurance. But overconfidence had blinded these men from observing much.

There came a moment of silence, of deliberation, as if this man and his partner might, after all, be smart enough to recognize a form of insanity greater than their own and back down.

But no.

The big man grabbed a fistful of her hair. Yanked. Dragged her to her knees.

“Fuck you, bitch,” he hissed.

Munroe’s eyes smarted, and in response the corners of her lips turned upward.

Time passed in microsecond gaps, movement in nano-slices of space, intense clarity, which like a flash flood through a gully rushed in a torrent through her blood.

His left hand still gripped her hair. His right arm pulled back for a strike, and this man with his smile, his laugh, his breath, became a familiar enemy who had to die. She was no longer in the middle of a sweltering city but in the heat of the jungle with its pervasive raw earthiness.

Hands still to her sides, her fingers reached for the knives sheathed against her shins. Skin connected with metal. Instinct followed. The internal percussion rose to climax screaming the order to survive, to win, to avenge: commanding the order to kill.

The bedside clock read eight in the morning. Logan glanced at the digital readout and in a half breath understood the fear that had brought him awake.

He threw off the sheets and headed down the stairs at a near run, calling Munroe’s name as he went, stopping short at the ground-floor bedroom.

The door had been left slightly ajar, and as he had done that first morning in Tangier, he placed his palm to it and the hinges swung inward.

In a shock of déjà vu, Logan stared, open-mouthed.

She lay sprawled across the bed, knives on the bedside table, dead to the world. He remained for a moment, pushing down the frustration and resentment, and then, turning to go, eyes adjusting to the dim of the room, recognition settling, stopped midstep.

Heart pounding, stomach churning, he moved closer to the bed, closer to her. Knelt. And being careful not to touch her, followed the trail of crusted blood that smeared and streaked across her forearms.

He had never heard her leave the suite, hadn’t heard the sounds of the private elevator as it came or went. He drew a quiet intake of air and clenched his fists. In a few hours the others would begin to arrive. They would come to provide bits and pieces of an eight-year-old story that she needed to hear, and there she was, the one person who could turn it into a goddamn happy ending, strung out in a drug-induced haze.

He wanted to wake her; to find out what the hell had happened last night, what she had done; to yell and smack some sense into her. But he knew better, and so he returned to the kitchen to try to bolt down something against the returning nausea.

Over the course of the morning and into the afternoon, the others came, and against mounting anxiety over Munroe’s condition, Logan played host.

Amused at their reactions to the opulence of the place, he walked them through it and answered their questions about how the suite was paid for.

An odd, mixed lot, they congregated on the rooftop terrace amid wrought-iron furniture and wooden planters that provided a quiet, Old World feel in contrast to the city chaos below.

Their looks, tastes, and styles, the directions of their lives, were as far removed one from the other as any group of random strangers, but childhood, the common thread that banded them together, was tighter still than any difference. They shared easy conversation, the camaraderie of soldiers bonded through the trauma of war, until the glass doors to the terrace slid open and Munroe stepped out.

She’d cleaned up: The blood was gone, and at the door’s threshold now she stood a picture of demure innocence in a girlish dress and flat shoes.

She returned Logan’s glance, and there was a touch of mischief in her eyes.

Logan sighed.

Whatever else she might be, naïve and pure she wasn’t. She’d deliberately assumed this likeness, this facade of diffidence and modesty that so easily became a veil to the unlearned, and as was evident in that glance, she knew that it frustrated him badly.

He broke off eye contact, and her smile widened, as if to say, Yes, Logan, I know what you’re doing.

His heart pounded heavily.

It was always a mistake to underestimate her, and although he’d not lied to or misled her, there was much that he hadn’t mentioned.

Logan glanced again at Munroe’s girly clothes, hesitated, and then introduced her to the others.

“This is Michael,” he said, “the one I told you about.”

In addition to Logan, there were six around the table: real estate agent, lawyer, project manager, IT director, photographer, and medical student, all in their late twenties to mid-thirties, each one having fought to where they were now in life at such personal cost and private sacrifice that there were spouses who didn’t know the details.

Munroe took a seat, and one by one they introduced themselves. There wasn’t much small talk, albeit a measure of flippancy, while each in the little group told a variant of the same story: one of a life controlled and structured from birth, of consecration to God and The Prophet, of poverty, servility, and eventually a gamble—family, social structure, and their entire known world wagered on the hope that there was another life, a better life, out here in the Void.

Logan could hear the desperation that lay behind each measured word and wondered if they could hear it too. They were gauging her, uncertain if she was capable of comprehending the gravity of what was at stake, wondering how this timid girl could be the one to make wrong right, doubt written clearly across their faces.

Looking at her now, Logan found it difficult, even knowing her as well as he did, to visualize how such apparent innocence could be the harbinger of so great a justice. He understood their disbelief and pushed his own doubts aside, because he needed that favor.


Chapter 4

Buenos Aires, Argentina

THE TREES AND buildings and parked cars rolled by, and Hannah stared out the passenger van window not really seeing, but definitely listening.

She was badly curious about why she was here, but knew not to ask, and so sat silent in the farthest back row, trying to catch clues in the discussion between the two adults in the front seat.

Not knowing made her stomach queasy. At least when you knew a thing, even if it was bad, you could prepare for it. It was better to know something bad than nothing at all, and right now she knew nothing at all.

It was very odd that they’d brought only her and none of the other kids, and although it didn’t seem like she was in trouble, sometimes it was hard to tell, because like a slap upside the head, trouble had a way of coming out of nowhere.

Until Hannah knew one way or the other, there wasn’t really any way to get rid of the sick feeling, but right now the best way to stay out of trouble was to keep quiet. If she was quiet, they would forget about her, which meant that at least for a while they would leave her alone and she could listen.

They were very serious in the front seats, Uncle Zadok and Auntie Sunshine, calling on the Golden Verse for protection and wisdom, and for guidance, and the matter must have been Secret, too, because they didn’t make Hannah come to the first row and join them in prayer.

Zadok’s eyes were open, they had to be so he could drive, but Sunshine’s were closed and her mouth was moving, and Hannah could tell that she was Spirit Talking, which was boring, so she only half-listened.

Having the whole back of the van to herself, with no one to mind her, felt amazing—almost as good as it did that time when she got a real present on her birthday. And since Zadok and Sunshine were too occupied to rebuke her for idleness, Hannah spent the stolen moments staring out the window while her thoughts went far, far away into the forbidden and hidden daydreams that helped time fly and made everything else better. And then the van swung wide and the pull of the turn brought her back.

She’d no idea how much time had passed or how long she’d been in fantasy, and because of this her stomach flipped in a pulse of fear. For such disobedience, there was certainly trouble waiting.

But Zadok and Sunshine hadn’t noticed that she’d been daydreaming, and so she calmed. Hannah recognized a building and knew that they were now somewhere in the business district, not too far from the ports. They came here sometimes to raise money in the offices.

Sunshine’s eyes were open again, and she seemed a bit more relaxed. That was good, because relaxed adults meant better moods and less chance of getting in trouble. Maybe the Spirits had said nice things would happen, although to Hannah it seemed the Spirit Words were forever vague and the adults always ready to believe the excuses for why predictions didn’t come true. What was the use, really, of dead people talking if you could never count on what they said?

Sunshine was speaking to Zadok again, real words, not Spirit Words, so Hannah turned her eyes toward the book of Instructives in her lap, and her ears to the front. The sounds came in pieces. The Lord’s will. Small packet. United States. Prophet will be pleased. Only a few times a year.

None of it really meant anything for certain, but Hannah could guess; that was the good thing about being quiet and listening when they forgot about you—you could learn things.

This same kind of special outing had happened before, in late summer, right before Auntie Sunshine went on a two-week visit to another place. That last time, Sunshine had taken Teen Rachel on the trip into town, and Hannah had to fill in on Rachel’s work duty so that she could go. It had seemed that Rachel was special for being chosen, and even though it was wrong, Hannah had been a little jealous. On that day, just like today, everything had been Secret and hush-hush—more than the usual—so maybe today was the same kind of thing, whatever that thing was, and this made Hannah feel good, because maybe it meant she was special too.

Zadok parked the van, but he didn’t get out when Sunshine did, which probably meant that he was staying behind, which was kind of unusual.

Sunshine motioned for Hannah, so she slid out of the far back and made her way to the door and then the sidewalk.

They were in front of a five-story building, old and very expensive it seemed, and that made Hannah’s clothes feel all the more awkward and embarrassing. The dress was borrowed, a bit too small and pretty in a girly way that was uncomfortable. But Sunshine had told her to wear it, and there wasn’t room for possible discussion, so that was that. At least it was new-looking and not as worn out as Hannah’s own hand-me-downs.

Sunshine took hold of Hannah’s hand and led her forward, and this made her feel even more uncomfortable than the clothes, but she knew better than to squirm, so she endured the bad feelings, shoving them away.

Sunshine said, “Sweetie, you want to serve the Lord and be a good little soldier for Jesus, right?”

Hannah hated that word little and everything that it implied, hated the way Sunshine talked down to her as if she were a two-year-old, but she nodded.

“That’s good. It means God can bless you. He can only bless us when we’re obedient to Him and to The Prophet, yes?”

The uncomfortable feeling was growing and made it hard to talk, so Hannah just nodded again.

“Being here is a very special privilege and The Prophet wants your dedication and your obedience,” Sunshine said. “He needs you to be completely yielded, and to be Secret—talking about today is disobedience, you understand?”

Another nod, this time solemnly.

Sunshine’s voice grew sterner, if that were possible. “What happens when we’re disobedient to the Lord and The Prophet?”

“God can’t bless or protect us,” Hannah said, and her words came out in a hoarse whisper.

Sunshine nodded as if she was satisfied, and although Hannah should have felt relieved that Sunshine was pleased, she didn’t. Instead she felt worse, though she didn’t understand why, because Sunshine wasn’t behaving as if Hannah had done something wrong or as if there was trouble coming.

It’s just, things didn’t feel right, which meant the uncomfortable was very strong and growing worse—that sick feeling that started in the pit of her stomach and worked its way outward until everything was irritating and it was difficult to think or breathe. The only thing she knew to do when this happened was to obey and then get through whatever it was, one moment at a time, until it was over and the uncomfortable went away.

They’d reached the building, Sunshine had pushed the front door open, and as they stepped inside she looked down at Hannah, a stern
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