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      PROLOGUE

      

      Heavy breathing pulsed through the phone planted against the mercenary’s ear. “Have you found her yet?” a gruff voice demanded.

      Standing on savannah grassland in the blistering heat of Sub-Saharan Africa and staring through binoculars, he set it down on the grass by the roadside and squatted to keep himself from view. A wide smile curved his lips. “Yes.”

      “So, where is she? Are you going to be able to take care of this? Make sure no one sees you. This can’t be traced back to me in any way. Otherwise…”

      As the other man rattled on, the contracted mercenary, also a private investigator (PI), felt his smile die halfway. “Listen, I was supposed to find her, and I have. So my job is done. The stuff you’re asking about…that’s not what I do, and frankly, I’m not comfortable hurting people.”

      “Are you getting cold feet?” Static swallowed a word the fellow spoke—something he wasn’t sure he wished to hear anyway. “What do you think I sent you there for in the first place? So when you locate her, you could go on a dance session with her? Do your job, man, or else…”

      This was the third “or else” he’d been threatened with. Irritation worked through him as he wondered what the end of that sentence might be if he didn’t follow through with the man’s horrible demand. After all, he hadn’t gotten paid. But standing here way across the Atlantic Ocean was too far to argue with a desperate man. Moreover, he could lose the trail he was on if he stayed on this call much longer.

      Finding the lady in question had been a real task, and the sun burning his skin made this harder. He was eager to get off this call. “Fine. But you’ll double the fee since this was not part of our original deal. When you reached out to my office, I was only supposed to find her.” He swatted a mosquito then pulled his hand away from his cheek and eyed the blood on his palm, a shudder sweeping through him. “Harming her goes way above that and puts me and my business at risk. I’ve never gone this far before. Agreed?” Left to him, if the man hadn’t threatened to out him for his digging into a former high-profile government official’s personal life, he would never have accepted this job.

      He moved the phone off his ear as a torrent of ugly words followed and only replaced it when he heard “Fine” from a distance.

      “Good,” he launched back before hitting End on the call. He slid on his glasses, walked back, and thanked the stranger who had led him here. If he found the lady in question—which the client didn’t know had not happened yet—he had to follow through with his orders. Or else.…
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      “For it is God who works in you, both to will and to do of His good pleasure.”- Philippians 2:13

      

      “Shhh, everyone. This is a sacred ceremony. Please pay attention.” Former Maryland state crime scene analyst, April Heart pressed a finger to her lips as she whispered to the three fellow Christian Youth Empowerment Support program (CYES) missionaries and volunteers whose voices inched a little too loud for her to hear.

      But she wouldn’t blame them.

      She could hardly contain her own excitement as she tucked the letter in her hand into her back pocket.

      Their rising-pitched tones were borne by pure joy, while they peeked behind black-and-white zebra-embroidered curtains, a vivid contrast against the backdrop of the outer city of Kano. The dusty cityscape glazed the horizon far beyond the thatched bamboo fencing of this humble home in Sabon Saki—a small village in Northern Nigeria.

      Read the letter. See who it’s from, her curiosity nudged.

      But she warded off the stubborn thought. She’d already seen that it bore a Washington DC stamp so it could only be from a few—people who agreed to let her focus when she left. But she should’ve known they wouldn’t. No. Not if they truly loved her. Love was a stubborn thing on its own before you add three equally stubborn sisters who wouldn’t let go, into the mix. What you got was unbreakable love that traveled in an envelope across the globe. She paused that thought just as things were about to start. But was she sure this letter was from her sisters?

      She squared her shoulders and observed the solemn occasion taking place beyond the glass window of this two-bedroom home. This had brought them here, and despite the danger it posed, her legs stood resolutely in place, as did those of the other missionaries, heart thrilling with a mix of excitement and worry.

      She would see this through. April admired the tenacity and courage of her friend, Nneka—meaning mom is the greatest in Igbo—who stood outside the house in the backyard, ready to perform the ceremony for the boy, while she hoped that the bamboo fencing beyond where Nneka stood was sufficient to ward off wary eyes from what was about to happen.

      “I’m so excited,” Udo, a missionary of Nigerian descent and a lawyer back in the US, said, her eyes gleaming the truth of her words.

      April felt her smile grow wider as she parted the curtains to allow others watch more easily. “Me too. But let’s continue praying in our hearts that this will be a success. There’s just a few minutes until it’s done.”

      But in these parts, those minutes could put all of their lives in jeopardy.

      A male relative poured the last bucket of clean water into the large basin and stood ready for Nneka to commence. Lord Jesus, please be the shield around us. Protect Nneka and reward her for her courage in Jesus’ name, amen. April prayed then returned her attention to the occasion. She barely blinked as Nneka Chimdi performed the rare—and secret—water baptism.

      Nneka, the slender, elegant, brown-skinned US-trained Nigerian American medical doctor with a passion for the Lord and His work, held the lanky teen’s hand. Abdul Jatau—a Kano local they’d all come to love as a sibling in Christ stood at his full height, head lifted toward heaven. And she could only imagine the thoughts going through it for his matured mind belied his young age.

      Abdul stopped where the water shimmered against the evening sunlight. He rolled his pants up to knee length, entered the water, and caused some ripples—while the man standing behind Abdul lowered him back first, into the wide basin.

      Nneka pushed back her well-partitioned Ghanaian braids held together by a hair band and flipped the length over her shoulder. She leaned over and held Abdul’s shoulder in one hand, while the man supported his back.

      She offered a nervous smile—fully aware of the risk surrounding this holy activity—even as she lowered Abdul into the water.

      April swallowed hard, recalling how tough winning this soul had been—like cutting a diamond stone from the rough—but he was worth it. Every soul was precious. And leading Abdul to Jesus had been a winning moment she would never forget.

      Nneka lowered him completely into the water. “I baptize you in the name of the Father.”

      Abdul lifted up out of the water the first time with a gasp, and his mouth widened for air. His short Arabian-heritage curls danced with droplets of water, and his beige cotton short-sleeve shirt glued to his chest. When he staggered, Nneka held his shoulder firm to keep him from tilting over.

      April couldn’t help the thrill pulsing through her as water covered him.

      Nneka dipped him again, “and of the Son,” and then lowered him a third time, with Abdul’s mouth widening for a bigger gulp of air and him rapidly batting dewy lashes, “and of the Holy Spirit, in Jesus’ name.”

      Nneka’s satisfied smile as she raised him from the water the final time, radiated to April and the others watching several feet away indoors. They fixed this in such a manner to avoid having a crowded gathering outside and drawing unnecessary attention.

      As the man assisting Nneka handed Abdul a dry towel, he stepped out of the water, and April’s eyes stung with unshed tears. Nneka sniffed and swiped away what must’ve been tears of joy.

      In the weeks since she arrived at the CYES center in Kano State, she had experienced nothing but warmth from her new friend. Nneka had picked her up from the capital airport in Abuja and ridden with her for several hours to Kano.

      Although April had been given the chance to land within Kano State at the international airport, the flight times involved long waits. She wasn’t ready to sleep at a hotel before reaching her destination. So she chose Abuja to get to know the national culture and then reach her destination by road.

      Understanding that the area she was ultimately headed to at the outskirts of Kano city was mostly rural, she wished to discover more about Nigerian people and culture while she could.

      So she traveled in a hired taxi with Nneka to the city of Kano. The Nigerian people’s welcoming attitude left her feeling hugged while the lovely savannah grasslands between the cities and states opened wide as though the country itself were opening its arms to her. She’d entered a world different from the impersonal skyscrapers she’d grown accustomed to in the US.

      Glancing at her sideways, Nneka smiled. “You look pleased. Is this what you expected to see?” she’d asked, breaking the silence and crossing over any cultural differences with the simplest of gestures and offerings—creating the first tapestry of their friendship. Something April badly needed then.

      She’d curled onto her side and faced her travel companion, her excitement and delight over the coming experience spilling from her in more words than she’d spoken in a long time. Until she fanned herself with her hat and laughed. “Goodness, I’ve talked so much! I’m parched.”

      Nneka frowned a little. “Didn’t you bring water?” When April merely shrugged, Nneka ordered the driver to stop at the next roadside stand. Her brown eyes twinkled. “I’ll bet you’re not up for this. So I’ll do the haggling.”

      She’d climbed out, with April following, more to observe. Fresh fruits were spread out in primary colors like a child’s crayons across the table. The sweet spices sending April’s mouth watering for more than the anticipated water.

      “Why don’t you join me in beating down the price for a learning experience, huh?” Nneka nudged her elbow. “If you’re going to bargain, stick to your price. The seller will never believe you’ll manage a deal since you’re not a local.”

      “What are those?” April inhaled the sweetest, tangiest aroma.

      And Nneka’s perpetual smile widened. “Kuli kuli. They’re a fantastic snack, but a warning, my new friend…your American tongue is not used to something like this.”

      After a team effort of bargaining, April was quite sure she shocked the seller with her ability to stick to her deal price as Nneka advised. Then they returned to the car, their arms full of water bottles, bananas, plantain chips, organic roasted peanuts, which she had already sampled and found heavenly, and kuli kuli—groundnut chips spiced with hot pepper, ginger, and salt.

      April slid into her seat and unloaded her treasures in the space between them, then reached for a handful of kuli kuli.

      “Not yet,” Nneka warned, settling in and opening a water bottle. “You’ll need this ready.”

      Shaking her head, April singled one chip out. “I’ve had spicy food before, believe me.” She popped it in her mouth. Her tongue burned, her eyes teared, and almost blinded by the sensations, she groped for the bottle Nneka had prepared.

      But they were so tasty she ate on, after cooling her tongue. Nneka laughed in an I-told-you-so manner, and in that moment, April felt light—like a boatload of weight floated off her shoulders. Like all the worries and burdens she’d carried from America to Nigeria, from the accusations against her and the investigation, which had drained her, had drifted away.

      Nneka’s laughter showed April that she could still have joy after life’s storms. That she could still smile, and it not be fake. That there was joy in Christ when she let go of it all and yielded to Him. That moment became her turning point.

      She had left Washington, and her job, in search of a new beginning with the Lord, in an unfamiliar place. So Kano State was the perfect place both to be useful in Christ and detached enough from the issues at home. Her sisters were constantly on her mind, but this journey was necessary for her soul to be made whole. So she texted them as soon as her flight landed and kept in touch as she’d promised Erica. But she hadn’t called and didn’t feel strong enough emotionally to handle any barrage of questions she might face if she did.

      Her sisters knew she’d traveled to Nigeria. But little more. When they’d pressed her, she’d let them know she needed this time alone and provided them with the contact information for the CYES program office in Washington DC should an emergency arise, which she prayed wouldn’t happen.

      She had six months as a volunteer missionary, and in these first weeks, Nneka’s Christian friendship had become invaluable.

      From that first ride from the airport onward, their conversation had been easy and confident. Nneka, who’d joined CYES as a volunteer one year earlier, had been in Kano for eight months of that one year. Because CYES was new to Kano, she had put in a lot of work in getting things set up, including the post office, which she informed April she could use if she preferred older methods of communication.

      She initially just shared tips about how to live in Nigeria, especially the Northern Region, which was more culturally insulated than the South. Later, when they’d served together for a few days, off the record, she shared challenges which missionaries typically faced—like isolation from the community, hateful attacks and rhetoric, antagonisms from local authorities and such—basically informing April that she’d come to serve in a tough place. She’d even voiced her wish for April to accept the offer to house her in a hotel for her safety. But April had reassured her in her final choice to stay with the other missionaries at The Residence. So Nneka offered her room. April could become her roommate if she wanted since The Residence had male quarters and female quarters separately.

      Nneka had joked about how, most times, it was so hot in Kano that they weren’t sure whether they swatted away big mosquitoes or flies. And the insect repellant was enough to turn anyone’s skin glossy. And the sun burned hotter due to their nearness to the Sahara Desert. All that hadn’t deterred April.

      April had laughed and said she would swat the flies and mosquitoes alongside Nneka. The dominant faith in the North was primarily Islam, so in order not to offend local culture adherents, the mission had built one building for each gender and a third for married couples.

      They’d been friends for a week before April learned that Nneka was a medical doctor. She served so humbly in every capacity that her doctoral status only became apparent as she took care of a sick child at the center’s clinic and they’d called her Dr. Nneka. April couldn’t have been more impressed.

      Nneka’s spiritual insight amazed April even further. She had grown to embrace Nneka as she would her sisters, gaining a prayer partner with a quick wit and vibrant spiritual energy. She was well aware of the nights when Nneka would rise in the middle of the night to hold intercessory prayer sessions. April joined her occasionally but was wiped out when daybreak rolled around. She wasn’t used to such persistence in the place of prayer. But Nneka didn’t tire. Instead, she would shower at sunrise, get dressed, and go to the clinic, citing that, if she wasn’t there, those kids from poor homes would get no medical care.

      Her admirable dedication bolstered April’s prayer life so much so that April felt as though Nneka should’ve been voted as the team’s chaplain, not her. But the entire team had said the Lord led them to vote her into the job, including Nneka. So here she was, a volunteer, missionary, and chaplain at the CYES program in Kano State, Nigeria, across the Atlantic.

      A squeak of the backyard door drew April back to the present as the man who’d helped Nneka to conduct Abdul’s baptism entered. April glanced over his shoulder as Abdul and Nneka shared a brief hug.

      Her friend’s whisper of what must be “congratulations” and Abdul’s nod led to a quiet round of applause that smoothed over the small group inside. As April spun, the faces of the three missionaries who accompanied her and Nneka reflected the joy warming her own heart.

      She pressed a hand to her chest to still her rapid-beating heart, both from excitement for the baptism and fear for their and Abdul’s safety. Their job was done, but they still had to reach The Residence. Worry nearly dampened her joy as Abdul disappeared into an adjoining room, possibly to change from his soaked clothes.

      Although Sabon Saki was a small town and largely peaceful, for them it was not safe. For a Christian, a lady, and a non-native—all of which she, Nneka, and the two other missionaries were—being here could turn fatal. They had a triple threat to overcome just by their mere presence in this reserved community, but the great commission knew no boundaries as long as she was certain that God had sent them.

      It was getting late. They should have left already if Abdul’s school hadn’t closed later than usual due to the school’s evening-time Muslim prayers because of an Emir’s unannounced visit. Even as a final-year high school student, he had to stay. The Emir’s presence made those prayers mandatory for all students regardless of religious affiliation. Even if they didn’t pray it, they had to stay behind while it occurred.

      Moreover, Abdul could not request to leave school without offering school authorities with a valid excuse—except that sharing his valid reasoning of being baptized could get him killed, so he stayed.

      On their own end, April and Nneka, stubborn and hopeful as they were, had requested for the other three missionaries to wait, too, even though they could’ve left—and they waited—for several hours. Concern was more deeply etched on their faces when the minutes ticked into hours.
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      As dusk was settling and a dusty glaze stained the air, they’d given up hope of being able to baptize him today. Then Abdul appeared in the doorway, beads of sweat running down his face and dripping down his chin.

      Still panting, he’d shut the front door, rotated browned dusty feet, then faced the waiting party. “Sorry I’m late. I could not risk them finding out.”

      To which April stood as well as the others. “That’s all right. You’re here. That’s what matters. Did you run all the way?” Going by US distance calculations, she guessed it was at least eight miles from his school to his home.

      Looking him over as he entered fully, she was convinced that he ran, considering the sweat drenching the back of his school uniform as he set his backpack on the smooth concrete floor and straightened. “Yes, I ran for almost ten kilometers and walked the rest of the way.”

      April had frowned and curled her arms. “You should have called. We would’ve postponed this.”

      Then he’d waved. “Don’t worry, Aunt April. I’m ready.”

      So with his mother’s support, they set up the backyard area between their cordoned-off kitchen and the main house while he changed from the school uniform into home clothes.

      But before the ceremony, they’d faced another challenge—identification issues.

      She was white. Everyone else here was either Arab or black and a few were multiracial. Visually, she stood out from everyone as an outsider, which wasn’t great for safety reasons. Even though the backyard for the baptism had low bamboo fencing and she’d seen no one enter the area without passing through the main house, there still remained a significant risk of getting spotted by locals plodding the path hugging the bamboo fence.

      Seeing April with Abdul, who seemed younger than he was, could be a red flag, and being of opposite genders and clearly not her husband would heighten the suspicion. More importantly, she could get Abdul’s mom, a widow, in trouble, which was the last thing she wanted.

      April exhaled aloud near the door. “Nneka, I’m sure it would’ve been fine for me to conduct this baptism as the chaplain under normal circumstances, but you know why I didn’t. I’m sure it might have raised eyebrows. Thank you.”

      Her friend smiled. “Of course, April, I knew, and that’s why I conducted it. And I wouldn’t want to expose you to danger either. I wish things weren’t that way, but what can we do?” Nneka shrugged, drying her hands on a towel. “We adapt and keep the Gospel moving forward.”

      Though slightly disappointed by the blessed opportunity she missed out on, April recognized that, sometimes, God allowed you to yield the final trophy of a victory so He alone can have the glory. She had to be content in knowing that, although this soul discovered Christ through her, and was now baptized by Nneka, Abdul getting baptized was of more priority than her desires to perform the ceremony. Moreover, Nneka was just as qualified and even more spiritually matured, despite being April’s age.

      She’d seen enough baptisms at their church in Pleasant, USA to know how sweet and valid the ceremony was regardless of where you were—whether at the Jordan River or sitting in a baptismal tub. But understanding the precarious implications here made this one baptism and others like it, special in many ways. She’d led Abdul to pray the Sinner’s Prayer when he received Jesus two weeks prior. But the CYES offices had no chapel, only a small prayer space if it could be described as such. It consisted of a desk and a couple of chairs covered with a tarp. That was it. Therefore, they had no choice. Abdul’s baptism had to happen at his own home, at his request.

      Since Abdul had finally been baptized, she felt both a sense of awe over what God can do even in difficult situations and how easy it was to see that it was the power of God working through them and not man. They were only His vessels, and all the glory returned to God.

      The letter, April. It might be urgent. Again, she shrugged off the thought.

      The letter she’d picked up from the general post office through CYES’ PO Box could wait until their return to The Residence. She’d read it then. She had to focus on this assignment without distractions.

      The outer door groaned open once more, and Abdul strode in, now clad in a dry black tee, gray pants, and brown leather sandals, though his hair was still damp. He got wrapped in eager hugs from all the missionaries, hugs which he returned.

      First to his mom who wore a big smile and wrapped him up tightly in her arms, sobbing with joy. When she stepped away, April wished she could just up-and-whisk him out to a safer place, but she couldn’t—not without risking her stay and, possibly, her life. So she settled instead for what was immediate and chose not to get caught up in making promises she could not deliver right away. “Congratulations, Abdul. I, and the others here, will support you and your mom in every way we can. But I want you to keep your eyes on the Lord Jesus. He is your ultimate guide for life.”

      When she patted his shoulder, he smiled with bright eyes, eyes burning with zeal for the Lord. “Please lead me in the confession of faith in Christ again. I want to do it one more time.”

      A lump formed in her throat. “Sure.” She swallowed it. “Please bow your head and let’s pray.” She dropped her hand to her side and led him in prayer to which the other missionaries echoed an amen.

      He repeated the words followed by an “Amen.” Excitement brimmed in his vibrant sandy-brown gaze.

      April shook his hand and said through a choked voice, “Welcome once more to the family of Jesus, Abdul. You are a born-again Christian.”

      A sense of awe settled on everyone there as they took turns to hug or shake hands with him again, and April made a mental note to get him a full Bible to replace the pocket New Testament Bible he carried around.

      A slight dip turned his brow, so she clasped both his shoulders, held him at arms’ length, and peered at him. “God will protect you,” she declared with fierce faith lacing her words.

      A gulp and gentle nod from him sealed the proclamation. Yes, he was aware of the risk he faced, and in her heart, she applauded his courageous faith.

      Just then, Nneka drew close and concurred with a nod, knowing indeed the impact of April’s statement. April’s heart broke, because living here as a Christian would be a challenge for him. In the weeks since she’d been here, April already saw how much his mom struggled to hide her faith in this rural community to protect her son and herself.

      In fact, as April checked her wristwatch, she knew it was getting unsafe for her and the rest of her team to still be here with the sun retreating beyond the horizon and the oval curve of sunset’s shadow darkening the curtains. They had to leave before their safe passageway got taken over by the usual observers on the prowl for anything foreign to their views, locale, religion, or ideology.

      “Thank you very much, Aunt April,” Abdul turned. “And thank you too, Aunt Nneka.” He gave a curt nod to the other missionaries and clasped his hands a bit shyly. “I know the risk you all took in coming here. May God reward you for your faithfulness and sacrifice.” He glanced past her out the adjacent window. “I should let you go now before they close the Salam town gate. I heard they close it at midnight, so please hurry.”

      Salam was the next village they were visiting, an even more remote and secluded community than this.

      “No problem, we’ll be on our way soon. We’ll see you next week.” April grasped the clutch of her sling purse she’d left on their oval dining table, waved to the others to be ready to leave, and slung the purse across her shoulder.

      But she felt a tug on her heart to pray. So instead of heading to the door, she guided them into a circle, and as they held hands, she shut her eyes and led them in prayer. “Thank You, Lord Jesus, for Abdul’s baptism. I cover Abdul and his mom with the blood of Jesus. No harm will come to them in Jesus’ name.”

      She laid hands on both of them as they stood on either side of her. “May the guidance and protection of the Lord remain with you both as you go out and come in.” She kept on praying as she was inspired to, then rounded up with a giving of thanks. When she opened her eyes and let her hand drop to her side, she saw his lips twitch before a tentative smile followed.

      April frowned and halted. “What’s the matter?”

      Abdul darted his gaze toward his mom, who drew closer from where she stood next to Nneka. She’d offered to prepare meals for April and the rest of her team to take along with them since it was late. April was very grateful and had accepted. Now, a houseguest who could be a visiting relative handed each of them some packaged food.

      “Thank you very much.” April hugged her and smiled since the lady spoke limited English. The woman’s kindness had no equal. She was an angel. Her efforts to help the needy at the CYES center were applauded by all. She stood next to her son and nodded for him to speak.

      “I–I want a new name.” Abdul cast another glance to his mom, searching her face. “Mom, I want a name which those who know that I’m now a Christian will call me.”

      His mom covered her mouth then curled an arm around his shoulder as her eyes filled with tears. “I’m shocked you would say that because, for some time now, I had hoped you will ask. And I
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