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Praise for The Forsaken


‘Matt Rogers is a bright new talent shaking up the genre. A fresh voice you’ll get addicted to – fast!’

Candice Fox

‘The Forsaken is a thrilling, thoughtful, edge-of-your-seat read that both respects and subverts the genre. I loved it!’

Christian White

‘Blood-soaked, relentless, cinematic. A principled killer and a shadowy conspiracy playing out on Brooklyn’s streets – The Forsaken is simply begging to be made into a blockbuster.’

Hayley Scrivenor

‘Fast-paced, sharp and dark. A terrific read.’

Kathy Reichs

‘Rogers skillfully plunges readers into a New York where pain and violence reign supreme. Logan Booth is a character who is impossible to look away from and difficult to forget.’

Kyle Mills

‘Hold on to your seat. This one never lets up. A relentless, propulsive mix of money, greed, murder, politics, blood and philosophy… A gripping, addictive thriller.’

Michael Brissenden

‘The Forsaken is gritty, loud, and bears down on you like a freight train.’

Iain Ryan

‘With flawed heroes that’ll have you shaking your head one minute and cheering the next, Rogers has written a full-throttle action thriller that hooks you from first page to the final, heart-wrenching act.’

Tim Ayliffe
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PROLOGUE

CAUCA PROVINCE, COLOMBIA

MAY 1964

The children don’t understand.

The girl is six, the boy eight. Together with the girl’s beloved uncle, Luis, they form three points of a triangle on the grassy plateau, the gentle decline tugging at the tattered fútbol they kick back and forth. Luis graciously positioned himself furthest down the slope, electing to fight the gravity that aids the efforts of his niece and her young friend. The girl is old enough to understand it’s the least her tío would do for her.

Luis would sacrifice the rest of his life’s happiness if it meant bolstering hers for only a moment.

So both she and the boy are confused when she kicks the ball down the plateau and Luis makes no effort to lunge for the pass. Sure, she was slightly off the mark, but her tío isn’t even watching as the fútbol sails by. The ball gathers momentum down the slope, lurching and bouncing toward the huge peasant enclave sprawled across the base of the plateau.

Luis stares trance-like at the nearby tree line.

A vein thumps triple-time in his throat.

‘Tío.’ The girl’s voice wavers as she calls to him. His gaze snaps to her. His pupils expand. In their short lives, they’ve never seen an expression quite like the one Luis wears. Neither child can interpret the terror.

All her uncle manages, in a voice like a hoarse whisper, is, ‘Corran.’ Run.

The boy makes to say, ‘¿Qué?’ but he doesn’t get the word out before Luis’s head explodes.

The bullet enters through the left side of the man’s temple, from the direction he was just looking, and rips out the other side of his forehead in a bloom of wet crimson, taking half his face off before he slumps to his knees.

He knew the shot was coming. He must have glimpsed the rifle barrel protruding from the undergrowth, and still he looked away.

Much later, the children will come to understand he wanted his niece to be the last thing he ever saw.

They honour his final wish. The boy snatches the girl’s hand and they cascade down the slope in a tangle of rapid footfalls, oblivious to all but their instructions. They don’t see the men pouring from the trees. They don’t hear the war cries.

They just run.

As they careen into one of the muddy lanes on the outskirts of the enclave, four familiar faces burst from a ramshackle dwelling ahead. Their mothers and fathers are dear friends, so close the kids are like siblings. The boy may as well have lost his own tío. He sobs uncontrollably as he leads the girl by the hand, tugging her hard toward the adults crying out in relief. Hands paw desperately at the air until the children close the gap and spill into their parents’ arms.

The group embrace lasts the briefest of moments before automatic gunfire engulfs the plateau.

The girl shrieks and covers her ears; the boy’s father instinctively wraps his son in a bear hug. But the violent rifle reports and the guttural death cries are still a few lanes over, and the boy’s mother swats at the group, screaming, urging them away. Then they’re all running. Surrounded by their parents, the children can only see bodies in motion. The humidity encases them, the air a wet blanket as they churn through the mud. The huts and tents fall away and they’re on harder ground now, putting more and more distance between themselves and—

Suddenly there are more bodies around them.

The children can’t discern what’s happening.

A big man they don’t know grunts like an animal as he tackles the boy’s father to the dirt, ripping him away from the kids. Another man scoops up both mothers at once, and yet another pair wrestle the girl’s father away from her. The children stumble to a halt, panting, their little worlds spinning.

They watch what happens next through a veil of incomprehension. One of the huge strangers has a machete, and he holds the boy’s father facedown, squashing his victim’s head into the dirt as he hacks again and again at the back of the man’s skull. Blood erupts like treacle, matting the curly hair. The boy sees his father’s brain matter exposed to the overcast sky. The dying man twitches, arms and legs jerking like he’s been electrocuted. The same thing happens to the girl’s father. It takes two men to hold him down. He’s bigger, stronger, and he struggles hard. But another blade thunks into the side of his neck, half-decapitating him, and his lips flap soundlessly like a fish out of water.

The mothers scream. The stranger who intercepted them holds both women airborne, hinged at the waist as they drape over his broad shoulders. He turns slowly around to face them away from their slain husbands. In doing so, he winds up staring at the children, who stare back.

A jagged mauve scar carves its way down one of the stranger’s cheeks. He’s heavyset with a bull’s neck, but looks Colombian. His dark eyes bore into them as he notes the shock on their young faces. Their mothers kick and thrash in his arms to no avail. The stranger juts his chin away from the enclave.

The children don’t realise he’s shooing them away.

‘Corran,’ the stranger growls.

They listened before. They listen now.

Acting on autopilot, the boy takes the girl’s hand again, and they turn and flee. Their mothers continue to wail behind them, until two more gunshots ring across the plateau.

By the time they disappear into the hills, the children are orphans.





PART I CLEAR


Be true to the thought of the moment and avoid distraction. Other than continuing to exert yourself, enter into nothing else, but go to the extent of living single thought by single thought.

Yamamoto Tsunetomo, Hagakure: The Book of the Samurai
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Jacinta Murphy wakes soundlessly in the master suite as a pewter dawn blankets the Executive Residence.

She sleeps on her back, her eyes floating open from a position her husband affectionately describes as corpse-like. Lying beneath the covers, she stares unblinking at the convex northern wall. Upon stirring, she permits herself a single minute of stillness—a habit formed naturally, unintentionally, in order to locate some measure of composure before the assault of the day.

The presidency comes with an overbearing weight she used to assume she would adjust to over time, but tomorrow marks three hundred days since she was sworn in and the pressure constricting her chest only seems to be worsening.

No big deal.

She never wished for a comfortable life.

No matter how many obligations she burns through, thousands more await. You can win an election, but you can’t win being the president. Even a whole term of utterly perfect decisions would be critiqued from every angle. In the quiet, she steels herself for the inevitable derision, the scorn of half the country. When her internal timer buzzes, she lifts the dark silk sheets and extricates herself from the four-poster bed.

At fifty-seven, they consider her a young commander in chief. In any other vocation, she’d be approaching retirement. What remains of her knee cartilage requires the lubrication of movement, and she pads stiffly to the adjoining dressing room. Before she slips out, she glances back at the bed.

A decade her senior, Beau Murphy sleeps undisturbed. His firm chest rises and falls, white hair peppered across tanned pectorals. He was already making heads turn when she met him in her mid-thirties, but she finds herself begrudgingly agreeing with the gossip outlets when they claim he’s ageing like Clooney. Of course she’s aware of her own beauty, but maintaining her appearance is a full-time job heaped upon her presidential obligations. Beau barely considers how he looks.

She’s learned to live with her envy surrounding the ease with which he sweeps through life. It’s no matter, really. Their love is an authentic thing, the foundations of their partnership sincere, and a little jealousy would never compromise that. In any case, she sees nothing wrong with negative emotion. Long ago, she found a bottomless fuel source within the feeling of inadequacy. Her insecurities propelled her forward. Beau, on the other hand, never reached for more than he needed. He took exactly what he wanted from life and nothing more.

It’s why she wound up Madam President, and he the First Gentleman.

Anyhow, Beau’s fine with the dynamic. It’s not like he lacks accomplishments. He retired at forty-nine after amassing a fortune through the PR firm he founded. With a law degree from Harvard, Jacinta was already independently wealthy as a cutthroat corporate litigator, but she always harboured political aspirations, and from the moment Beau exited his own firm, he turned his attention to supporting his wife’s ambitions.

She counts herself lucky. Not everyone finds their person.

She enters the dressing room and sheds her thin nightgown, then gives herself the once-over in the full-length mirror. Acceptable. People speak of beauty and brains like they’re opposites, but it takes a sharp mind to properly utilise good looks. She understands the complexity of the presentation she offered the masses, the perfect blend of intelligence, attractiveness, and humility which put her in the White House. Swaying the swing voters requires compassion and strength in equal measure. It takes a powerhouse to defy convention.

As the first female President of the United States, nothing less than the full package would have sufficed.

Poised before the mirror, she looks deep in her own eyes to recite a collection of lines curated from the works of James Allen. Although not religious, she’s certainly spiritual. This is her morning prayer, an anchor for the day’s inevitable storm.

‘Do not long to do great and laudable things,’ she mutters. ‘These will do themselves if you do your present task nobly. See that your every fleeting moment is strong, pure, and purposeful. You do not live your life in the mass, you live it in the fragments, and from these the mass emerges.’

She takes a step closer to the mirror, until her face hovers inches from her reflection in the glass. Several months ago, she tacked an addendum onto the spiel. She wishes it weren’t necessary, but she’s found it crucial to assuage a deeper fear.

‘You do not fear Logan Booth,’ she whispers.
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Logan Booth once read enlightenment is nothing but clearing the obstacles from your vision, so you may see reality unobstructed.

He believes it.

The wiry delivery driver offers to lend a hand, but he refuses. The boxed tatami mats must weigh sixty pounds each; Logan heaves four at once out the back of the box truck. The exertion in itself means very little. He was always able to put in sickening effort at the drop of a hat, even after whiskey and nicotine for breakfast. What separates him from the man of four months prior is his stillness of mind.

Even at the peak of his operational career, his thinking wasn’t as clear as it is today.

Quadriceps flare beneath faded gym shorts as he balances two hundred and forty pounds of authentic Japanese straw on one shoulder. Tribeca shines under morning sun, its industrial façades aglow. Logan walks the long boxes through a sunbeam cutting between two neighbouring warehouses, a natural spotlight trained on his open front door. Half the floor in the entranceway lies torn up as he toes over the threshold and lowers the payload before starting back for the second trip.

He’s in the process of single-handedly renovating this rundown condo, which he managed to snatch up at a steal of a price from a developer going under. Even after acquiring the unfinished loft-style space for $2.8 million, he could have easily outsourced the makeover without putting much of a dent in his personal fortune. But Logan has a complicated relationship with the money he earned in his thirties. It’s been difficult to shed the idea the funds are tainted.

For a decade, he accumulated millions as a contract killer, taking assignments from what he believed to be a band of vigilantes hellbent on addressing injustice. Only at the end of his career did he learn the truth: all along he was an unwitting asset of the CIA’s Special Activities Center, tasked with furthering US interests at home and abroad.

Given his rugged individualism and detest of politicians, the revelation left him broken. Today marks a full year since his handler carted him to a black site and the Director of the CIA revealed his true function. When Logan staggered out into the civilian world, he spiralled into despair, grasping for every coping mechanism in reach. Then a chance encounter with a young woman named Alice Mason altered the course of his life, and for the last four months he’s shed self-pity like a snakeskin.

He now sees that labelling his earnings as ‘blood money’ was only ever a story he was telling himself—an unnecessary guilt, he likes to think. He tells himself that, in the end, it wasn’t his fault he was manipulated. The truth is, even with an undergrad in journalism and a BS/MS in computer science—credentials an old friend said made him a truth-seeking missile—his vetting process for the gigs paled in comparison to the power of the military intelligence community. Their desire to deceive, coupled with a limitless black budget, meant he was helpless to stop them pulling the wool over his eyes.

It doesn’t make his burden any lighter. His memories are what they are, but he figures he’s punished himself enough since his career drew to a close. Only recently did he allow himself to dip into his earnings, but he refuses to use them to shy away from strain or toil. So he won’t sit back and let interior designers and construction workers handle this renovation. He will undertake every step of the process himself.

Not like he hasn’t got the time.

After dumping the second load of tatami in the entranceway, he back-pedals into the laneway to slip a hundred-dollar bill into the driver’s palm. As expected, the guy protests and tries to hand it back, but Logan just claps the baffled driver on the shoulder, turns on his heel, and disappears inside. Then he re-dons protective gear—gloves, eyewear, face mask—and resumes the floor demolition process in the front hallway with chisel and hammer, a project which will soon encompass all the cheap tiling across the ground floor.

Sweat beads along broad forearm muscle as he hammers and pries.

The day he finalised the condo purchase, he stood alone beneath the kitchen’s vaulted ceiling, stared out the huge windows at the gently flowing Hudson, and envisioned an extensive remodel. He wanted to utilise Japanese Zen design principles to create something elegant and understated. A sanctuary.

So he committed to the choice and got down to business.

He’s a far cry from the man who gazed glassy eyed at a sea of oxycodone pills, contemplating the end of the road. For the first eight months of his retirement, he destroyed himself to flee from responsibility. For the last four, he’s been trying to get back to what he used to be.

Speaking of…

He checks the Garmin on his wrist: 10:32 a.m. Sometimes he can be too effective at emptying his mind. He’s been on his knees in the front hallway since he received the tatami mats at nine, consumed in a trance-like focus without noticing the time slipping away. Now he’s late. He rears up from the dust cloud and jogs upstairs to change into his trademark attire: flannel shirt, cargo pants. Athletic wear is thrown in a duffel bag and the strap goes over one shoulder. He hurries back downstairs, weaves through the gutted entranceway, and slips out.

The 2 train leaves from the station on Chambers Street at 10:47. He makes it with a minute to spare, riding the subway two stops to Wakefield—241st Street. Then it’s back to street level and into the heart of Midtown. He finds the sign reading JUNKYARD above a narrow set of stairs between two shopfronts. Despite himself, he swallows apprehension. Before the CIA, half his waking life was devoted to grappling, but he hasn’t stepped foot in a civilian jiu-jitsu gym in years. From what he’s heard, Junkyard’s as exclusive as it gets, and he hasn’t so much as called ahead to establish if he’s welcome.

But it doesn’t matter.

He made a promise to himself that he’d show up to Junkyard’s morning practice on the one-year anniversary of his retirement; whether or not they let him participate is outside his sphere of control.

He can only roll the dice.

He heads upstairs as the digital watch face on his wrist ticks over to eleven.



The guy at reception looks as no-nonsense as it gets.

Late twenties, bald, a little chemical enhancement reddening his skin and hardening his musculature to concrete. He taps away at the phone charging behind the desk, deliberately ignoring the newcomer, until he’s forced to finally relent. ‘Help you?’

Logan juts his chin out at the mats. More than a dozen jiu-jitsu practitioners and professional mixed martial artists mill below a faded gym banner, JUNKYARD up top, the gym’s slogan below: BLOOD, SWEAT, NO TEARS. Ten men, four women, clad in rash guards and grappling shorts. Their bodies are like rawhide, and no wonder: they spend nearly every waking moment dedicated to weaponising themselves.

Logan says, ‘Thought I’d see if I could get some work in.’

‘Not this place, bud. No walk-ins.’

Logan’s aware. Junkyard’s infamous on the global jiu-jitsu stage as a private compound for an elite cadre of New York’s most ruthless and talented practitioners. The tight-knit crew branched off from the esteemed Renzo Gracie Academy down the street a little over a year ago, favouring a brasher approach. There’s no bowing or humility here, only relentless work and vicious social-media trash talk between the Junkyard clique and their competition. But they’re the best in the country at what they do, and Logan figured it was worth a shot trying to talk his way into training here.

If he fails, no harm done. He can handle a bruised ego. He sees how many opportunities he missed over the last year by simply being unwilling to swallow his pride.

‘I’ll pay any fee,’ he says.

A glint of anger in the guy’s snakelike eyes. ‘No fees. Invite only.’

‘Right.’

‘So take a hike.’

‘I’m a black belt.’

The man rolls his eyes, like, That means nothing here. But perhaps only to satiate his curiosity, he asks, ‘Under who?’

Logan hesitates. Eleven years ago, he was a brown belt at the Marcelo Garcia Academy here in Manhattan, where he trained for the duration of his time at NYU. After he was unwittingly swept into CIA employment weeks before his thirtieth birthday, his handler, Thoreau, proceeded to bring in renowned instructors for one-on-one tutelage, each of them sworn to secrecy. So Logan can’t name names, even though he received his black belt from one of the most respected practitioners on the planet.

Of course, he then honed his skillset hundreds of times in the field, which taught him more than the training rooms ever could.

No choice but to be honest. ‘I can’t tell you. But I’m legit.’

A long pause. ‘Oh, you’re legit?’ The bald guy gives him the once-over, visibly amused. ‘Big man, huh? Know who I am?’

‘Should I?’

Silence.

‘Aaron Maker,’ the guy finally says. ‘Eight–zero amateur MMA, six–zero pro. I’m one regional win from the UFC. But I was a black belt under Renzo before I even transitioned to MMA.’

Logan stays quiet. If only those who rattle off their accomplishments understood how ridiculous they sound.

‘Still want a round?’ Aaron asks.

‘I’m here, aren’t I?’

The air hangs quiet, Aaron’s disbelief palpable. He looks back and raises his voice—‘Guys’—then jerks a thumb at Logan. ‘Says he can’t tell me who he got his black belt under. Y’know, or he’d have to kill me.’

A few chuckles, some louder laughs. A woman shouts, ‘McDojo!’ referring to martial arts schools that focus exclusively on collecting gym fees rather than teaching anything worthwhile. Reading the room, Logan can tell they’re no strangers to delusional walk-ins. They’re lumping him in with the rest of them.

Maybe he’s wrong. Maybe he’s bitten off more than he can chew.

Only one way to find out.

He cocks his head at Aaron, who shrugs and beckons him to the mats. Logan ducks behind a privacy screen and changes into a long-sleeved rash guard and training shorts. He kicks his shoes off and heads back out barefoot, then slaps his palms to his thighs and takes a small bow before stepping on the mats, prompting jeers of derision.

Aaron rolls his shoulders in their sockets. ‘One quick round, then you move yourself along and let us train, yeah?’

Logan nods. He appreciates that Aaron isn’t deterred by his physique. Most get edgy when they see that Logan looks carved from stone. Aaron notices, but seems to shrug it off.

‘You want to warm-up?’ Aaron asks.

Logan shakes his head.

So Aaron charges like it’s a running of the bulls.

Being juiced to the gills on steroids, he must outweigh Logan by twenty pounds, but Logan is faster. He sprawls his legs back with lightning speed when Aaron shoots a blast double-leg takedown. Aaron clearly assumed he’d be able to pick Logan up and dump him on his head, so Logan winds up with the positional advantage, leaning all his weight down on the man’s upper back as Aaron flails desperately to get his hands locked around his opponent’s thighs. The millisecond Logan gains the upper hand, he ratchets the intensity up. He uses a heap of strength and a splash of technique to drive Aaron facedown into the mat, and their four hundred collective pounds detonate off the vinyl like a bomb blast. The slap of skin on mat echoes off the walls.

Instead of trying to take the back and secure a choke, Logan elects to exhaust his foe by defending the explosive burst he knows is coming. Sure enough, enraged by having his takedown stuffed, Aaron taps into fast-twitch fibres. He rears up like a man possessed, grunting as he strains. Tries to just brute-force Logan off of him in the way the Junkyard squad specialise: animalistic intensity.

Unfortunately for Aaron, Logan spent a decade crushing the resistance out of men fighting for their lives. That’s a tightrope most will never walk, not even pro fighters.

Logan predicts the explosion of effort and uses Aaron’s desperation to his own advantage. He leans away as Aaron heaves upward and loses his balance, stumbling a half-step to keep himself upright. The moment Aaron’s feet are set too wide, Logan hits a double-leg takedown of his own.

He spears Aaron to the mat, and the back of the man’s skull lashes the vinyl. You can’t strike in jiu-jitsu, but momentum is often more devastating than a punch. Given the Junkyard training ethos, Aaron must be no stranger to getting stunned in the middle of scrambles, but his reactions are nevertheless impeded for the second it takes Logan to slice one leg over his opponent’s midsection and straddle his abdomen, pinning him to the mat. Full mount.

Aaron bucks, wasting energy; Logan rides it out like a rodeo pro. He traps Aaron’s neck along with one raised arm in an arm-triangle choke and leaps to one side, with Aaron still bucking like a mule from his back.

Logan squeezes like a boa constrictor on meth. Aaron waits longer than he should to tap.

That damn ego.

When Aaron finally relents, slapping Logan’s shoulder twice in submission, Logan releases the hold. Too late: Aaron lost consciousness as he tapped out. No big deal. Happens all the time in grappling, and getting choked to sleep doesn’t damage the brain. Out of respect, Logan moves to lift Aaron’s feet in the air, thereby hastening the return of blood flow to the brain. But when he reaches for the man’s ankles, someone steps in and shoves him double-handed in the chest.

Logan tumbles back to a seated position.

Another man looms over Aaron’s limp form. ‘You fucking held that.’

‘I let go,’ Logan says. ‘Soon as he tapped.’

Veins pulse across the guy’s forehead as he growls, ‘You don’t get to come in here and tell us what you did and didn’t do.’

Logan wears no expression. He knows there’s no point defending himself; the man will see what he wants to see.

Aaron sits slowly upright, bleary-eyed, his gaze vacant. The lights are coming back on.

Logan stays quiet, which only seems to further irritate the guy towering over them.

Sure enough, the newcomer takes it up a notch. ‘You know what?’ he spits. ‘Got a little something for you. I stay strapped. You still here when I come back, I’m putting one through your head.’

Then he’s storming past the rest of the pack and disappearing out an exit door along the back wall.

Logan doesn’t move a muscle.

At some point during his teammate’s tirade, Aaron’s blank stare solidified into awareness. His pupils swivel over to lock on Logan, the two of them now seated beside each other.

‘Does he really have a gun,’ Logan asks flatly, ‘or is he gonna mope back in here in five minutes?’

Aaron glances at the exit door. ‘It won’t take five minutes.’

They sit in strangely comfortable silence until, no more than sixty seconds later, the man reappears empty-handed. A muted grimace spreads across his face when he notes Logan’s presence.

‘Congrats, Wade,’ Aaron calls across the room. ‘Earned yourself mat-cleaning duty.’ One of the women punches Wade in the back in mock derision as he returns to the pack, and Aaron glances at Logan. ‘You ever think about going pro?’

‘No.’

‘There’s seven-figure paydays if you make the UFC, go for a belt…’

‘I’m forty-one.’

Aaron looks him up and down. ‘I’ll be damned. What were you doing at thirty? You could’ve been an all-time great.’

Logan doesn’t answer.

‘You live round here?’ Aaron asks.

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Train here whenever you please, then. Think you could show some of us a thing or two.’

Just like that, Logan has a place to keep his skillset sharpened.

He looks over. ‘How’s right now work?’

Aaron nods. Even finds a smirk. ‘Works just fine.’

Nothing like being bested in unarmed combat to strip away all pretence.

Aaron pushes to his feet. ‘Guess warm-up’s over.’

Logan rises alongside him, satisfied.

It was his first self-imposed test in months, and he passed with flying colours.
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Logan staggers off the mats nearly two hours later, panting like a dog.

The ferocity with which he trained has left even the Junkyard crew perplexed. Sooner or later, even professional athletes have to stop to catch their breath, but Logan doesn’t work that way. The instant they backed off the pressure, he went at them hard, no matter what he had left in the tank. It’s hard for them to comprehend that some guy off the street set a higher pace. They clap Logan on the back and offer praise as he heads for the showers, but he catches the wary looks in their eyes. They wonder what he’s made of.

They wonder if he’s human.

But he’s just flesh and blood, and the exhaustion hits hard. After showering off the salt, rinsing skin rubbed raw from mat burn, and throwing his street clothes back on, he can barely stand. He slings the duffel over one shoulder and stumbles out, checking the time as he descends to street level: 12:50. With a muted groan, he sets off. He’s a stickler for punctuality—how you do anything is how you do everything. It’s only half a mile north to his next rendezvous, a packed café near the New York Times Building, though the walk seems to take forever. But he makes it.

One on the dot.

It feels like years since he last met Jorge Romero at Empyrean, but Logan still wants to scan the tables for his best friend. For as long as he visits their old meeting spot, Logan will instinctively search for the reporter’s features: rosy cheeks, a mop of curly hair, a wide mouth always ready to contort into a smile at the slightest encouragement. The memories still hurt. They always will.

But despite the horrific nature of the journalist’s murder, despite the fact that, in his panic, Jorge mistakenly thought it was Logan who ordered him dead, despite the endless list of mistakes, none of which can be rectified… at least some semblance of good came from the ordeal.

Logan takes one of the only free seats in the café, in the corner of a broad wooden communal table. Seconds later, someone drags a stool over beside him. The young woman sheds her apron and drops down next to Logan. She applied for the gig at Empyrean after Logan noticed a flyer on the window, the first time he went back after Jorge’s death.

He can’t resist a smile. Alice Mason is unrecognisable from the woman he met four months ago.

She returns the smile, which renders him speechless. Her grin widens in recognition of his shock. ‘Yeah, I know.’

He blinks. ‘When?’

‘Last week.’

‘How much?’

‘A lot,’ she says softly. ‘Like, a lot.’

‘Did you have the money?’

‘I took a little credit card debt.’

‘A little?’

She shrugs, then offers a knowing smirk, like, Okay, a lot.

Twin rows of pearly whites rest behind her lips. Whichever dentist she visited for the procedure knew what they were doing. At first glance, you can’t even tell they’re veneers. They don’t shine in her mouth as though radioactive, like you see in those who buy a new smile solely to appease their social media following.

Logan knows she has no interest in vanity.

Four months clean now, Alice has risen like a phoenix from the ashes of a crippling crack addition, but there are qualities she will never reclaim. A while back, during one of their weekly catch-ups at Empyrean, she showed him a photo of herself in college, to prove that even though she’s come a long way, she won’t ever get back to what she once was. Staring at the photograph of teenage Alice beaming in a dorm room, Logan realised that if she hadn’t gone straight from her hometown of Lexington to study mathematical economics at MIT, she could have modelled. Some people are so beautiful as to be magnetic.

Having only recently turned twenty-four, her youth meant much was salvageable once she got sober. Her skin cleared, her cold sores healed, her hair found its old shine, and healthy bodyweight began returning to her emaciated frame. But her mouth had been a mess of yellowed teeth riddled with cavities and abscesses.

She must have decided that if credit card debt was the price she had to pay to eradicate a visible reminder of the errors of her past, so be it.

‘Let me pay it off,’ he offers now. ‘Pay me back, avoid the interest. They’ll hammer you, especially if you miss a payment.’

‘Logan.’ Her tone’s blunt. ‘I don’t care about the interest. I want the interest.’

He could pretend not to understand, but he does. If the roles were reversed, he’d have a similar aversion to accepting help. This is her journey, no one else’s. She gets to decide how much responsibility to bear on her own shoulders. He wouldn’t dare take that away from her, so he leaves it at the initial offer.

She notices they’re almost shoulder-to-shoulder. ‘Let’s not get too cosy.’

There’s sarcasm in her tone, but he straightens up a little anyway. ‘No?’

‘Fourth time we’ve met on my break. My coworkers’ll be thinking I’ve got a sugar daddy.’

‘They’d think that? I’m nearly twice your age.’

‘Oh, Logan.’ A genuine laugh erupts from her. ‘You sweet summer child…’

‘What?’

She stares for a beat. ‘Sometimes I forget how different you are to the rest of them.’ She notes his silence. ‘You’re six-three with baby blues and you’re built like fucking Hercules. You could date several impressionable young women at once, if you were so inclined.’

‘Why on earth would I want to—’

She touches a finger to her lips, half-mockingly. ‘It’s not me you need to convince. But now you’re not drinking, you’re very nice to look at. Your skin’s cleared up. It’s… distracting. And I don’t even swing that way.’

He glances over her shoulder, at the two aproned women in their early twenties busying themselves behind the counter with coffee grinders and milk jugs who tear their gazes away as soon as he looks in their direction. One mutters something to the other; they exchange smirks. He averts his eyes. ‘What have you been telling them, Alice? Fuck’s sake…’

She smiles—his discomfort is her entertainment. ‘Oh, nothing at all, sweetie,’ she croons. ‘And even still, Francesca asked when you’d be dropping back in.’

‘Francesca could be my daughter.’

‘You don’t even know which one she is.’

‘Exactly.’

She gets serious. ‘Are you dating? Y’know, someone your age…’

Logan raises a hand, tilts it side to side. ‘Guess I’m open to the idea. But… I don’t know.’ He glances left and right, assessing earshot range. ‘Wasn’t long ago I almost took my own life.’

Her demeanour shifts. ‘You and me both.’

‘What about you? Met anyone?’

‘I’m not looking yet. I’m not ready. Last time…’ She trails off. She can’t finish.

She’s opened up to him a little about Ruby Fisher, the ex-girlfriend she ventured down the rabbit hole alongside. The couple chased their vices from the leafy suburbs of Massachusetts to the crack dens of New York, where Ruby’s adventure came to a stark end in a puddle of her own puke. Alice described her most visceral memory from the time: reds and blues flashing off cold, pale skin. She spent half a year alone on the streets before she met Logan. It’s a miracle she survived as long as she did.

Same goes for him.

Today, they’re on the same page. Given the depths of the abyss they crawled from, four months isn’t close to enough. But they’re on their respective paths, and they’ve yet to waver.

They haven’t expressed to each other the importance of these weekly catch-ups, but there’s little need to state the obvious. They both know how fortunate they are to have found each other.

To divert from memories of Ruby, they turn to general chitchat until the clock strikes one-thirty and Alice peels herself off the stool, her break concluded.

‘Back at it.’ She dons her apron a touch reluctantly. At five-foot-nothing, she’s barely taller than his seated frame.

He looks up at her at a shallow angle. ‘You like it here?’

She thinks a moment, then her voice comes quiet. ‘Look, I’m sure it’s a shit job. I could brainstorm a dozen ways I’m getting exploited. But I’m just… this is heaven. Staying the course. It’s been so long.’

He nods.

She lays a soft palm on his shoulder. ‘See you next time.’ She sweeps away, manoeuvring between tables with a practised calm.

He heads to the counter and orders a takeaway double espresso from one of the two young baristas, who’s noticeably awkward as she serves him. Must be Francesca. He offers a warm smile and says, ‘Thank you so much,’ as he takes his coffee and heads out. It’s only to embarrass Alice; he has precisely zero interest in such an age gap. He figured most men would, but as he reintegrates with civilisation, he’s learning common sense isn’t so common.





4

One hundred and eleven days. This is how long it took Alice to stop craving the pipe every waking moment.

At first, she didn’t understand what it meant not to experience a crippling wave of desire to start the day. The first morning the sensation was absent, she assumed there was something physically wrong with her. She sat up in bed and clawed at her chest, strangely out of breath, unsure what was happening. Then it clicked.

The unrelenting urge to inhale lungfuls of beautiful smoke… Gone.

The weeks since have been confusing. She’s coming up on two months at Empyrean, but she got accustomed to spending her shifts grappling with the need to find the nearest dealer and light up in an alleyway. When the cravings receded, it was somewhat surreal having room to breathe.

Like, This is what life can be?

She still feels pangs of craving, of course – she figures she always will – but it’s nothing like what it used to be.

She can’t be certain which part of her sobriety journey did the trick – probably a combination of several things. When she went cold turkey four months ago, Logan let her crash in his spare room and covered the costs of anything she thought could help as she slowly put herself back together.

She saw a therapist as many times as she could afford, attended a few Narcotics Anonymous meetings, experimented with meditation. At the same time, she gathered up the missing pieces of her old life, renewing documents and updating records in something of a frenzy – Social Security, bank account, license, passport. She left all the broken friendships behind, making peace with a fresh start, a clean slate.

When she deemed her foundations sufficiently solid, she went job hunting, affording her the means to find her own accommodation just as Logan finished negotiating for that unfinished condo in Tribeca.

And here she is.

Nowadays, no matter how chaotic it gets at work, it’s effortless to let it go. The world’s bullshit seems to glide right off her. She looks deep in the eyes of the banker giving her an earful because his large, extra-hot, three-quarters-full soy cappuccino wasn’t as scalding as he might have liked, and she thinks, You’ve never known real problems. Still, she can’t find it within herself to be offended by the naïvety of privileged strangers. In a strange way, their ignorance is a blessing. When you’ve rolled in the gutter, it’s hard to relate to those who’ve always had their shit together.

It’s only that Alice sometimes wishes her memories were different.

In order not to dwell on her past, she compensates by staying busy, putting her whole being into what lies before her. To mitigate the risk of going the other way with it, she makes sure this painstaking attention to detail never borders on obsessive, and she allows herself to fully experience any emotion that bubbles to the surface in day-to-day life. She doesn’t bottle anything up, and she aims for moderation in all things. The result, to her mounting disbelief, is fairly stable mental health.

It’s hard to fathom how fast she righted the ship. She still makes sure to see her therapist whenever she senses turmoil brewing within, but none of those moments of wavering have led to a relapse. She figured even if she escaped her addiction she would be an emotional mess, tossed about by the winds of life into varying states of hysteria. Instead, she found productive habits that delay gratification, and now she’s just good at whatever she prioritises, which, for the moment, is a minimum-wage job.

Her shift ended forty-five minutes ago, and the last customer of the day stepped out of Empyrean fifteen minutes before that, but she hangs back to prep for tomorrow. She’s almost finished descaling the La Marzocco espresso machine, moving with clean, practised motions, when a man clears his throat behind her. She looks over one shoulder. ‘Hey, Pierre.’

At thirty-one, her manager is younger than a handful of his staff – no small feat. He wears his dreadlocks in a bulky ponytail. The trace of a Cameroonian accent is still detectable as he says, ‘You know I don’t force you to stay back.’

She blinks. ‘Of course I know that.’

‘Just getting it out there. So it’s on record, y’know.’ When she doesn’t respond, he goes on. ‘Sometimes feels like you’re doing it for a reason. Paranoid hunch, I know. But you keep going like this, there might come a point where you start complaining about unpaid overtime or something. I don’t know…’

The silence is painful. She suppresses a sigh as she finishes running the last brew cycle, then turns away from the machine, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘I’m not scheming, Pierre. I just like putting things right.’ She glances up at his face long enough to note the glint in his eyes.

‘Hey,’ he says quietly, ‘what are you doing after this? I was gonna grab a bite—’

‘I’m busy.’

‘Right.’

She has no interest in disclosing her sexuality to her boss—she doubts she’d be interested even if she were straight—so she stands patiently in the quiet. Her unflappability is a recent development.

In college, she used to eat herself alive with anxiety trying to cater to the various eccentricities of her friends. She shape-shifted personalities to make everyone comfortable in her presence, desperate to belong. She assumes she unconsciously inherited this fear of abandonment from her mother. Yet for the most part her efforts paid off, and she thrived socially at MIT. Cynically, she figures that’s only because she was pleasant to look at. She doubts her neediness would have been swept under the rug if her smile didn’t make the frat boys weak at the knees.

Since she got clean, she’s come to realise that uncomfortable silences in conversations are par for the course. She’s learning to sit within those silences without disturbing herself. She doesn’t need to mould her character based on whoever’s in front of her. It was precisely that kind of neurosis which first led her down the road to addiction: the need to constantly consider every opinion, and then find a way to shut her mind up, numb herself.

Pierre can’t seem to handle the quiet the way she can. ‘You know, I really appreciate that mentality, Alice. People your age’—he shakes his head—‘they don’t understand how important it is. Putting things right. They’d see it as a burden, staying behind the way you do. They’d only use it as an excuse to claim they were underpaid…’

‘I am underpaid.’

She sees him trying to form a response, maybe even a quip to return fire with, but it seems to stump him. He clearly doesn’t know what to say.

She doesn’t give him the chance to figure it out. ‘See you tomorrow, yeah?’

He hesitates. Nods.

Alice hangs her apron, skirts around him, and moves through the empty café toward the exit. She senses his eyes boring into her from behind, staring at her the way she’s seen people stare at Logan. There’s a magnetism to those with definiteness of purpose—she knows what she’s doing and why she’s doing it, and she’s dedicated and attentive enough not to have to suck up to anyone along the way.

She rides the F train eight stops from 42nd Street—Bryant Park to East Broadway and hustles up to her apartment, opposite Seward Park on the Lower East Side. She shares the tiny place with two women: Rose, a first-year student at NYU, and Zuri, a paralegal in her late-twenties. It should have been illegal for the landlord to list the apartment as three-bedroom, but the rent is cheap—by New York standards, at least. A windowless bedroom the size of a closet is still a step up from her previous accommodations.

She unlocks the front door, spills inside, and finds Rose chopping onions in the kitchenette.

The young woman flashes Alice a bitter look as she turns. ‘You left your mug out for me to wash again.’

Alice hesitates. ‘I—’

‘The world doesn’t revolve around you, Alice,’ Rose snaps. ‘How about a little awareness in future?’

Alice never claimed to be perfect. Call it bad timing, call it rash impulse, call it weeks of mounting frustration with the nineteen-year-old, but before she can stop herself, the words escape her lips. ‘How about you shut your mouth, Rose?’

She may as well have launched a nuke.

No matter her laundry list of grievances with the entitled teenager she shares an apartment with, she knows she shouldn’t have said it.

‘Excuse me?!’ Rose splutters.

She’s deliberately heightening her outrage, artificially cranking her horror up to eleven, which reminds Alice of her own mother. The deeper frustrations of a traumatic childhood flare within her.

‘Come on,’ Alice says, dumping her tote bag on a dining chair. ‘I mean, seriously…’

‘What?’ Rose snaps, slamming the knife down on the cutting board. ‘Something to say?’

‘Your shit is everywhere.’

Rose’s eyes practically bug from her head, so total is her shock.

Alice gestures around the apartment: ‘Those clothes on the rack—they’re all yours, they’ve been dry three days. Your portfolio work’s all over the sofa so the three of us have never been able to watch TV together, like Zuri and I keep suggesting we should. We have to move your tripod and ring light out of the passthrough every time we want to get in the kitchen—’

‘What,’ Rose snaps, ‘are you gonna call me vain? Because I film cooking videos?’

‘Did I say that?’

‘You wanted to. You think I’m an airhead.’

Alice takes a breath. ‘I’m not implying anything about your character. I’m just highlighting everything you overlook, Rose. Because, really, it’s no big deal. You’re a fine roommate. You’re still a teenager and you’re independent, out of home, studying hard. I respect you. But if I leave a mug next to the kitchen sink because I’m in a rush to make my shift on time and not get fired—a mug I was going to take care of the moment I got home—I’d appreciate you not lecturing me on awareness. Because it would be so easy to do the same to you, and I refrain.’ She finishes with a mighty exhale. ‘I’m sorry I lashed out.’

There. The best she can do, given the frustration trying to claw its way out.

Then Rose scoffs. ‘Fuck off, Alice.’

Alice doesn’t react.

Rose doesn’t appreciate the quiet. She was looking for a retaliatory outburst of emotion. So she keeps going. ‘I’m out of home, studying hard? I can smell the sarcasm. Just say how you feel. Say I’m funded by the Bank of Mommy and Daddy, studying a liberal arts degree, filming TikToks for my vapid followers… I know all the things you and Zuri want to say to me, so just say them.’

Alice clenches her new teeth together. Her neck pulls taut with tension.

But Rose can’t stop. ‘You two think you’re so special for working. Like that’s not what I’ll be doing a couple years from now. At least Zuri’s a paralegal, actually going somewhere. You’re a server. And you have the gall to act like this.’

‘Rose,’ Alice says quietly, ‘stop.’

‘Or what? All you’ll do is stand there and tell me to shut my mouth, when all I asked for was a simple courtesy. Clean up your dishes, Alice. It’s so simple. Then again…’

Alice’s blood
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